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SPECIAL ISSUE ON FEMINIST POLITICAL ECONOMIES
OF WORK AND SOCIAL REPRODUCTION

The marketisation of life: entangling social
reproduction theory and regimes of patriarchy
through women’s work in post-Soviet Uzbekistan

Lorena Lombardozzi

Department of Economics, The Open University, Milton Keynes, UK

ABSTRACT
Despite the important International Political Economy (IPE) scholarship on the
impact of neoliberal marketisation on women in the Global South, the linkages
with reproductive and informal work are often neglected, as is its interaction with
multi-level varieties of patriarchy. Developing a theoretical framework merging
social reproduction theory and varieties of gender regimes, this article examines
how women navigate market and non-market pressures during the ongoing proc-
esses of Uzbek agrarian marketisation. By applying the concept of domestic and
public patriarchy to analyse the gendered practices of food production and repro-
duction in Uzbekistan, the article unpacks the household-led and state-led forms of
dispossession and exploitation of women’s work in everyday life and investigates
why women’s position has not improved as a result of marketisation. The paper
contributes to feminist IPE in two ways. By bringing together two strands of gender
theories, it explores the link between the institutional and cultural connotation and
the economic ‘valuation’ of women’s work. Along these lines, it examines the weak-
nesses of the policy solutions proposed by the neoliberal development governance
in the Global South.

KEYWORDS
Work; social reproduction theory; IPE; patriarchy; marketisation; Uzbekistan

Introduction

The feminist International Political Economy (IPE) literature extensively problema-
tised the contested impact that neoliberal (capitalist) development had on women
in paid work (Elson, 2002; Elson & Pearson, 1981; Kabeer, 2003; Razavi, 2009). By
unpacking the weak premises on which the idea of female empowerment was built,
and the correlated limitations of so-called gender mainstreaming policies, they
unveiled the exploitative patterns resulting from the increased participation of
women in the international division of labour—i.e. the feminisation of labour—
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during processes of marketisation (Barrientos, 2019; Seguino, 2010; Standing,
1999). The marketisation of life made employment for wages increasingly neces-
sary; however, the types of work and wages created were highly gendered and
unequal (Cousins et al., 2018:1064). Empirical studies on India (Agarwal, 2016;
Mezzadri, 2016, 2019), South Africa (Barrientos et al., 2016) and other regions of
the Global South (Arslan, 2020; Kabeer, 2012; O’Laughlin, 2013; Seguino, 1997)
noted that although paid employment has often provided women with stable
income and improved social status through pensions and other mechanisms of
public support (Kabeer, 2012; Karshenas et al., 2014), the integration of women in
the labour force as a result of new labour demand did not automatically corres-
pond to their emancipation (Barrientos et al., 2016). These studies made explicit
that a combination of historical events, local realities, social norms, and household
dynamics in which women negotiate their participation in paid labour produces
heterogenous outcomes which are co-constituted during processes of marketisation
(or commodification) (Katz, 2001; Kabeer, 2013). However, although these authors
have touched upon the issue of care, the significance of social reproduction (SR)—
namely the set of activities on, and relationship between, the processes of produc-
ing labour power (Ferguson et al., 2016; Kunz, 2010), and the processes of produc-
ing value for capitalism (i.e. maintaining life)—vis-�a-vis modalities of reproductive
work, patriarchal institutions and norms, is not always explicit. Hence, this article
develops a theoretical framework converging SR theory and theories of varieties of
gender regimes of patriarchy to understand the everyday reproduction and main-
tenance of commodity labour power within the totality of non-market institutions,
relations, forms and processes associated with ongoing social and natural life.
Starting from a broad understanding of patriarchy as a ‘system of social structures
and practices in which men dominate, oppress, and exploit women’ (Walby,1

1990:214), I deploy the concepts of domestic and public patriarchy to analyse the
gendered practices of food production and reproduction in Uzbekistan, in order to
unpack family-led and state-led forms of dispossession, oppression and exploitation
of women’s work. How, why, and in which patriarchal regimes women perform
reproductive work is often given as exogenous and not understood as part of an
organic system which defines and organises both work and life at the international,
macro, meso and micro level. Along these lines, by engaging with the IPE of every-
day life, the article also investigates how women navigate and resist market and
non-market pressures during the ongoing process of Uzbek agrarian marketisation.
Women in Uzbekistan are major food producers and core contributors to food
availability (Agarwal, 2016:311) but are also involved, formally or informally, in
food commercialisation. I argue that women have always been dispossessed but
that processes of marketisation, shaped by multi-level and time-specific patriarchal
dynamics, have changed the modalities of dispossession, which can be enlightened
through a social reproduction framework. In conclusion, this paper, by offering a
gendered discussion on the way food is produced, consumed and distributed
beyond the circuit of marketised commodities, offers a useful lens through which
to understand the tensions occurring across marketisation and social reproduction.
The paper is organised as follows. Section 2 discusses the literature on patriarchy
and social reproduction to gender the analysis of agrarian marketisation. Section 3
outlines the methodology. Section 4 discusses women’s position in the marketisa-
tion process. Section 5 analyses the empirical evidence on productive and
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reproductive work in rural Uzbekistan. Section 6 concludes by discussing the inad-
equacy of the available policy solutions proposed by the contemporary neoliberal
governance to address the structural challenges of social reproduction in processes
of agrarian marketisation.

Agrarian marketisation, patriarchy and social reproduction

Although marketisation was recommended by development organisations because
it was considered instrumental to economic development and gender equality
(Duflo, 2012; WB, 2012), it has often led to the worsening of women’s material
conditions. Indeed, marketisation often corresponds to an increased commodifica-
tion of social reproduction activities, which creates time and money pressures upon
women (Cousins et al., 2018). Marketisation2 marks the structural passage to a
mode of production based on domination and expropriation of labour-value as
necessary labour time for social reproduction to surplus labour time for capital
accumulation (Bhattacharya, 2017). In rural areas, marketisation entails a process
of labor specialisation, commodification of labour (Arun, 2012; Razavi, 2003, 2009)
and nature (i.e. land or food) and monetisation. Such a process alters the access to
means for subsistence, such as land and inputs which shape labour-time and,
hence, gendered dynamics of accumulation and exploitation. Agrarian change
entails a struggle for accumulation of resources, which can reorder intra-household
relations or asset distribution in ways that can upset the household head and have
different impacts on men and women (Cousins et al., 2018; Kabeer, 2013;
Razavi, 2009).

However, marketisation does not enable gender dispossession in isolation.
Public institutions and localised social norms deeply contribute to enabling patterns
of exploitation and oppression which shape the circuits of social reproduction. The
state, for instance, being male-dominated in its political leadership and control of
economic power, regulates the patriarchal bias through which relations of produc-
tion and reproduction are interlinked (Pearson, 2014) and organised, by, for
instance, defining the pace and regimes under which reproductive work become
subsidised (Kunz, 2010; LeBaron, 2010) or land individualised as a result of (re-
)privatisation and enclosure. Furthermore, social policies and legal systems linked
to property influence women’s position in social relations of production and
reproduction.

While social reproduction theory has the merit of making explicit the mecha-
nisms of material exploitation and the dialectic synergies between productive, infor-
mal and reproductive labour relations performed by both women and men in
capitalistic social relations (and related process of accumulation), it does not neces-
sarily untangle the context- and time-specific institutional domains and struc-
tures—both bottom-up and top-down—that shape social reproduction outcomes,
for instance, during processes of agrarian change. In contrast, theories of gender
regimes enable an unpacking of the multiple forms of patriarchy, because they
allow an understanding of the context-specific, male-dominated exclusionary insti-
tutional structures and norms which co-shape patterns of gendered oppression.
Nevertheless, contrary to social reproduction theory, theories of gender regimes do
not always make explicit the material determinants of exploitation and extractions
in labour relations, or capital expropriation, concealing the inequality resulting in
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the economisation of surplus-value creation across productive and reproductive
work. In other words, theories of gender regimes scrutinise the deviances of the
teleological outcomes moulded by the social reproduction of capitalism. Thus, two
such combined strands of theories are crucial for untangling how the connotation
of women’s work, as a totality, relies on, and contributes to, social and economic
inequalities during the marketisation of life. Agrarian marketisation in this matter
creates gendered social stratification through tasks and rewards, shaping polarisa-
tion of wealth across gender.

I reflect on two forms of patriarchy: domestic patriarchy, which in this context
explains the household and localised system of social relations characterised by
male bias, oppression and discrimination in the house and in the local commu-
nity,3 and public patriarchy, which echoes the collective forms of institutionalised
appropriation, control and expropriation by the state by means of its regulatory
and social policies, but also through the market (Brown, 1981). The patriarchal
state is the central agent which enables a system of public patriarchy constituted
not only by the state itself, but also by a set of market, non-market and non-public
agents and institutions. ‘The identification of different [and context-specific] forms
of domestic [and public] gender regime is particularly important in the global
South, where gender-based exclusionary strategies have a greater impact upon
state-formation, capitalist development, civil society, and culture and religion in
comparison to the global North’ (Kocabicak, 2020:1). Historically, through its gen-
der-neutral regulatory power, the state has been a promoter of gender inequalities,
dispossession and discrimination (Naidu & Ossome, 2016; Walby, 1990) which
trickled down to lower levels and helped to keep patriarchal exploitation of labour
within the family (Kocabicak, 2020:2). Therefore, although social reproduction is
embedded in domestic patriarchal domains such as the family, which exercise
material exploitation of women, it is important to also consider the linkages with
inter-scalar forms of oppression and subordination at meso and macro levels. Such
inter-dependency produces time and context-specific outcomes which, as Elson and
Pearson suggest (1981), decompose, recompose, and intensify women’s work and
subordination through multiple forms of domestic and public patriarchy. Hence,
due to a combination of women’s weak bargaining power within the household,
and their pre-assigned roles within public and domestic patriarchal norms, women
tend to end up in low-paid, informal and seasonal jobs in the market, possess fewer
capital assets and take on more domestic work.

These gender-unequal outcomes suggest that the peasant household is not a
homogenous institution with aligned interests of production and exchange and an
equal intra-household division of labour (Harriss-White, 1990; Razavi, 2009) but
the object of tensions and contradictions which make visible the way social repro-
duction is performed, for example through food. When looking at agrarian social
relations of food production and reproduction in contexts of marketisation, agrar-
ian political economists offer useful analytical starting points for ‘engendering’ its
understanding. Bernstein refers to subsistence as the production by household farm-
ers of food used for social reproduction (2010:3), which emphasises that in contexts
of incomplete marketisation, the objective of domestic labour is the final consump-
tion of the non-commodity produced. Domestic labour produces and consumes
non-commoditised food for and through its use-value, thus does not pass through
capitalist mechanisms (i.e. exchange-value) of exploitation and dispossession. This
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‘productivist’ framework could help make explicit the crucial role of women’s work
for the maintenance of rural social reproduction; however, it bypasses three crucial
points. First, it hides which household member performs, and which patriarchal
institutions enables (or forces), the production of such non-commoditised goods
and services. Second, it does not make explicit that such reproductive work is
value-generating beyond its use (Mezzadri, 2019), which is a central analytical
point of social reproduction theory to understand the political and economic
importance of women’s work during processes of marketisation. Third, it does not
acknowledge the biased perception of the role of women’s work by men and by
society at large.

By tackling those analytical limits, feminist agrarian political economists
denounce the neglect of the operationalisation of social reproduction. Women hold
a crucial role in the rural economy by overwhelmingly dealing with reproductive
work such as food preparation, child and elderly care, and shelter-related mainten-
ance (Cousins et al., 2018; Katz, 2001; Razavi, 2009). However, women also engage
in several informal, unpaid yet productive duties within the household, such as
small-scale garden and animal care; fetching wood and water; petty trading and
informal petty trading (Naidu & Ossome, 2016; O’Laughlin, 2013). What women’s
work produces, through both material food crops and immaterial services within
the household and for the capitalistic system, holds a use-value realised in the pro-
cess of consumption of the same services and goods, and a labour-time value,
exemplified by the opportunity cost of not being engaged in remunerated forms of
work. Thus, women’s work entails value but it is economically and politically
unvalued because it is performed outside the marketised forms of labour relations
of production.

In assessing how processes of agrarian marketisation interplay with social repro-
duction domains, gender economists describe and classify—in a rather descriptive
way (Stevano et al., 2019)—productive and reproductive work depending on when,
for how long and by whom unpaid domestic work is executed. The explanatory
variables identified are usually (a) the location of the activity where the work
is performed: within or outside home; (b) for whom or for what purpose: self-
consumption or for sale, or for government; (c) with whom: for example, whether
work is performed with household members; (d) type of activities: whether the
activity is paid, unpaid or secondary (Hirway, 1999). However, in agrarian settings,
non-commodified rural labour for subsistence and labour exchanged for cash are
often mutually constitutive and not spatially and temporally separate, which prob-
lematises even further the dichotomic taxonomy of productive versus reproductive
work, and invites us to reinterpret the implications of work performed by women,
including its connotations vis-�a-vis the socio-economic totality of life, namely social
reproduction.

Unpaid domestic work is not only delegitimised because its value creation is not
financially rewarded, meaning its ‘proxy value’ is not tagged to a price through
which it can be bought and sold in the market, but also because the time worked
to support social reproduction is not cost-free for those who perform it. Those
activities entail an extensive use of non-commoditised time, which not only prob-
lematises the standard analysis of empirical studies on work and gender, but also
invites a more sophisticated reflection on the multiple forms of work in, outside,
and between market value (i.e. price-wages). Indeed, such epistemological
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categories affect the way productive and reproductive work is (not) recognised in
society and bypasses the understanding of how surplus value is created, used, and
expropriated outside and inside the household. Hence, in contexts where fluid
informal labour and domestic work subsidise marketised and non-marketised work
and nature, women’s contribution to agrarian production is left implicit because it
is harder to categorise and legitimise as co-determinant of marketisation outcomes.
Such simplistic ontological taxonomy needs to be overcome in order to bypass the
dichotomy of patterns of capitalist accumulation versus social reproduction
domains (Cousins et al., 2018; Mezzadri, 2019). Through empirically informed ana-
lysis, we need to strengthen the recognition of women’s work as co-constitutive of
(and exploitation determined by) the social reproduction of the household but also
of the capitalistic mode of production at large (Mies, 1986; Munro, 2019). So far,
analyses of agrarian marketisation have rarely made explicit the interlinkages
between the commodification processes of food and labour as sources of accumula-
tion and how such processes reconfigure the ensemble of women’s unpaid (de-
commodified), productive, informal and reproductive work (Razavi, 2009:198). Yet,
these are fundamental social relations through which gender oppression can be
assessed because they exemplify the imbalances of reproductive work responsibil-
ities and the patriarchal forms of oppression though which social reproduction
is maintained.

This article brings these levels together and analyses them as a social totality.
The reconfiguration of social reproduction is underexplored in the context of post-
Soviet transition; thus, food can provide insights into understanding the complexity
of social reproduction in everyday agrarian change. In particular, the Uzbek case
study helps shed light on the complexity of social reproduction informed by the
reproductive and productive work linked to food, and how its outcomes are
moulded by public and domestic patriarchy.

Methodology

Due to the scarcity of secondary data on Uzbekistan, I collected primary data, both
qualitative and quantitative. My fieldwork took place between August and
December 2015 in the Samarkand region, and in Autumn of 2018 to follow up
some stakeholder interviews in Tashkent. In Samarkand, I conducted a farmers’
survey with a stratified sample. The criteria of stratification were based on classifi-
cations used in national and regional statistics, and on previous surveys conducted
in the country in 2010, in which dekhans (small household plots) and fermers (big
farms producing either cotton, wheat of fruits and vegetables) were divided based
on the crop produced, forms of land tenure and labour relations (Veldwisch &
Bock, 2011; Veldwisch & Spoor, 2008). The survey does not pretend to be exhaust-
ive of the micro-complexities of the farming population; however, complementarily
with the other methods, it offers an insightful perspective on the main patterns
around gendered relations during the recent processes of marketisation. Out of 120
interviewees, 16 respondents were women (Table 1). It is not a coincidence that
women are not represented among fermers’ managers: this category of farmers is
dominated by men, which is why the women interviewed were predominantly
waged farm workers and household farm workers (dekhans). Yet, including both
managers and non-farm managers in the analysis enabled an understanding of the
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material differences and social relationship between them. At the scoping stage, I
selected various districts in the Samarkand region to identify fermers that produce
cotton, wheat and fresh fruits and vegetables (FFVs). This criterion allowed an
understanding of different relations of production and reproduction attached to the
different marketisation of the crops. Samarkand was chosen because it represents
well the different strands of crop marketisation taking place in Uzbekistan.
Interviews started from either the administrators at the local administrative office
or from a farmer and continued through a snowballing process.

Two local enumerators, a woman and a man employed at the Agrarian
University of Samarkand, supported the process of data collection for the survey in
Uzbek and Russian languages. Both Russian and Uzbek are spoken in rural areas,
especially among older farmers. Therefore, the enumerators were crucial in the
interviews, especially for those with young farmers who usually do not speak
Russian. It is important to reflect on the positionality of the researcher and the
enumerators, and on the importance of having a balanced gender representation
during the process of data collection (England, 1994). Having a woman and a man
employed as enumerators allowed important observations to be made about their
gendered positionality. For instance, it was noticed that, if interviewed by the
female enumerator or me, women were more open to answering sensitive ques-
tions, for instance on food security. On the other hand, in venues where masculin-
ity is dominant and reinforced through collective rituals of men bonding such as
in the tea rooms (chaihona), a male enumerator, by establishing a sense of similar-
ity, enabled a smoother conversation. It is also undeniable that during the process
of data collection, being a woman raised specific issues. Respondents frequently
asked during the interviews if my female enumerator or I were married, how old
we were and if we had children. Being married in Uzbekistan gives social legitim-
acy to women, which confirms the relevance of domestic patriarchal pressures on
women. Thus, such a context certainly risks affecting the power relations between
the female research assistant and the respondents (England, 1994).

In Tashkent, I lived with an extended family from Samarkand, composed of a
retired married couple, her daughter who is a single mother, and her little son. I
conducted participant observations, which helped me to write a diary where I
reported information about cooking, food consumption and taste, women’s work,
and gender relations within the household, which I used as background informa-
tion. The family members had also been farm workers; thus, they shared life histor-
ies and often talked about the differences between Soviet and post-Soviet times,
sometime with nostalgia. I also conducted direct observations in two agro-process-
ing companies. The observations helped to shed light on the gendered division of
labour in the factory, women workers’ conditions and the tasks they specialised in.
I conducted semi-structured and unstructured interviews with key stakeholders and

Table 1. Survey sample strata by gender.

Male Female

Cotton & wheat fermers’ managers 30 0
Fruits and vegetables & wheat fermers’ managers 30 0
Farm wage workers 22 8
Dehkans 23 7
Tot. 120 105 15

Source: Author’s survey.
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policy makers in the country,4 as well as in-depth interviews with women in rural
areas. I interviewed these women in Russian language, while conducting the survey,
or while performing daily activities such as food shopping at the bazaar, taking the
buses or taking collective taxis. By triangulating empirical evidence, I used the
qualitative primary data from interviews and observations to fill the gaps of the
survey, and complementing it with secondary historical and ethnographic sources,
I untangled the contemporary gendered inequalities attached to social relations of
agrarian production and value creation, through labour, food and land.

Women in the Uzbek marketisation process

This section aims to provide a historical context to illuminate the changing dynam-
ics of women’s dispossession and to enable an up-to-date analysis of gendered rela-
tions of production, use and exchange in agrarian Uzbekistan. The Uzbek
government, by shaping market transition, has continuously affected women’s role
in social reproduction in many respects. During the Soviet Union, women’s access
to formal labour markets was incentivised and enforced by affirmative actions and
a quota system. The extensive public investment in education resulted in 99% of
the population becoming literate (male 99.6% and female 99.2%), confirming the
‘progressive’ heritage of universal education implemented during the Soviet era
(Kandiyoti, 2007).5 Every public institution had to reserve 30% of their posts for
women, who were also encouraged into public and political participation. This sys-
tem changed the private and public positions of women compared to pre-Soviet
times, since local social norms had disincentivised women from working outside
the house, especially in rural areas (ADB, 2014). However, in the Soviet Union,
women were the object of an emancipation paradox (Kandiyoti, 2007). The promo-
tion of women’s employment in the formal sector did not reduce their motherhood
responsibilities and reproductive duties within the household (Kandiyoti, 2007).
Yet, social infrastructures, both formal and informal, were set up to support social
reproductive tasks, for instance on health, childcare and education. Such an institu-
tionalised system of social support provided women with a ‘significant source of
salaried jobs and non-farm employment’ (Kandiyoti, 2003:248) but also with sup-
port for their social reproduction duties.

With the collapse of the Soviet Union and Uzbek independence in 1991, the
‘pink quota’ system disappeared and many jobs in the public sector were lost, lead-
ing to an informalisation and casualisation of employment (Kandiyoti, 2003). As a
result, marketisation deprived many women of formal employment—especially in
high-skilled jobs—and of social rights, leading to a revival of conservative practices
of Islam (Welter & Smallbone, 2008) which, by shrinking women’s opportunities
for evading family control, led to gender segregation (Kandiyoti, 2003). The com-
modification of the means of production translated into higher costs of social
reproduction and lower living standards, especially for women. Market transition
overlapped with the ‘de-Sovietification’ of gender norms, especially in rural areas
(Cleuziou & Direnbergerb, 2016). The newly-independent state developed a gender
narrative which emphasised the return to ‘lost traditions’ and to the women’s realm
in the domestic sphere (Kandiyoti, 2007). Feminist authors have labelled this pro-
cess the ‘victimization of women’ (Buckley, 1997). Data shows that between 2007
and 2015, women’s positions in management roles as well as in male-dominated
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sectors such as energy and the automotive sector declined, while remaining stable
in traditionally female-dominated sectors such as health and education (82% and
72% respectively—State Committee on Statistics n.d.).6 Furthermore, the disrupted
system of social protection engendered socio-economic dispossession and restrained
the ability of women to work outside the home (Romanova et al., 2017). Most of
the financial support for childcare, healthcare or family care provided by the Soviet
state disappeared or was reduced to a minimum (Cleuziou & Direnbergerb,
2016:198). Hence, after the collapse of the Soviet Union, the shrinkage of welfare
and public services led to the rise of oppressive gender norms that skewed the
domestic division of labour against women. In this context of state withdrawal,
government intervention also shaped the biased ways in which women and men
access agricultural resources and assets. The commodification of social services
resulting from the collapse of the Soviet system and the individualisation of the
social relations of production led to the devaluation of women’s productive and
reproductive work in two ways: first, through the ‘informalisation of work’ for
social reproduction, which passed from being paid and formalised by the state
through public services to being unpaid and relegated to the domestic sphere, and
second, through the social de-legitimisation of the same work, now treated as part
of women’s domestic duties. Thus, the changing forms of state involvement at the
level of the household, of the local market and in the public domain, by altering
the strategy of social reproduction (Kunz, 2010), has contributed to disempowering
women domestically, socially and economically.

In rural areas, the collapse of the Soviet Union reconfigured social reproduction
through the way land and food were produced and accessed. To understand such
mechanisms, it is important to situate Uzbek agrarian marketisation in the broader
history of mono-crop cultivation on which agriculture relied during the Soviet
time. During the Soviet Union, besides subsistence farming, land was mostly culti-
vated with cotton through collective and state farms by work brigades (Atta, 1993),
which got diversified only in the early 2000s with the integration of wheat, fruits
and vegetables (Lombardozzi & Djanibekov, 2021; Lombardozzi, 2020b). Workers
whose labour was organised by the state through public procurement received
material compensation but also benefitted from an implicit mechanism of paternal-
istic protection based on access to public goods (Kandiyoti, 2003).

Most of the studies documenting the crucial reforms linked to land and food
production remain gender-neutral and include women in the black box of ‘peasant
farmers’, thus obscuring public and domestic forms of patriarchal exploitation.
However, women were key in organising agrarian relations of production and
maintaining social reproduction, as some studies illustrated in the early 2000s
(Kandiyoti, 2003). Indeed, agriculture was organised around a clear gendered div-
ision of labour. Most of the food consumed in rural areas was produced in house-
hold plots, mainly by women, but in connection with the collective farms. At the
time of independence, such settings were providing 40% of food subsistence needs
and also created opportunities for petty trading (Atta, 1993; Kandiyoti, 2003;
Veldwisch & Spoor, 2008).

After independence in 1991, the slow process of agrarian marketisation trans-
formed social relations around food production and consumption, but also the way
women performed their work inside and outside the household. Such processes
have been shaped by multiple forces of public and domestic patriarchy. For
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instance, the decline in public investment in rural infrastructure led not only to a
reduction of employment opportunities for women, but also to a greater social
reproduction burden, which translated into longer time spent gathering water and
finding heating sources for the household (Romanova et al., 2017). The obsoles-
cence of the physical infrastructures and the decline of social policy to support
reproductive work exacerbated women’s struggles. Last but not least, the individu-
alisation of land titles as a result of the dismantlement of the kolkhoz (state farms)
and shirkats (cooperatives) did not correspond to higher levels of wage employ-
ment or business opportunities; thus, the reliance on land and self-produced food
became essential in a context where public sector employment and services col-
lapsed (Kandiyoti, 2003).

By providing an up-to date and empirically grounded analysis of Uzbek agrarian
change, the next sections show that forms of patriarchal exploitation and oppres-
sions keep influencing the most recent processes of marketisation, which in turn
exacerbates the gendered tensions around social reproduction. The focus on food
production and reproduction offers an insightful lens through which to untangle
the different forms of gendered work exploitation in the Uzbek agrarian context,
and the way these are performed and reconfigured as a result of life marketisation.
Non-marketised social relations, exemplified in domestic work and informal labour,
but also in barter exchanges and communitarian rituals, persist in rural contexts,
and often intensify and reinvent their meaning during the ongoing processes of
capitalist (post-Soviet) transition. The article indeed shows that women’s contribu-
tion to value-production is not made explicit, while instead being crucial to the
process of capital accumulation and social reproduction (Munro, 2019). It does
that by also understanding the historical evolution of public (patriarchal) institu-
tions, which, as discussed so far, promoted the process of life marketisation and
put pressure on social reproduction. Furthermore, the emerging forms of crop
diversification and industrialisation in the food processing sector are giving rise to
new, yet scattered, forms of wage labour (Lombardozzi, 2020a), which reproduce
women’s exploitation inside and outside the workplace. In the next section, I inves-
tigate how the ensemble of marketisation processes and regimes of domestic and
public patriarchy reproduce women’s oppression, and how exploitation through
gendered asymmetries in nutrition, social norms that devalue women’s work and
wages, and unequal distributions of reproductive work, bolstered by a disinvest-
ment in state policy, have been co-determinants of social reproduction outcomes.

Intra-household relations and gender division of labour in
contemporary Uzbekistan

An analysis of food informed by social reproduction theory and gender regimes of
patriarchy can unpack the gendered tension between (and across) productive and
reproductive work. Yet, one crucial dimension of domestic patriarchy occurs
through access to food. Inadequate nutrition can negatively affect the wellbeing of
women and girls and it is explicatory of crucial differences between men’s and
women’s power in the household. To investigate the discrimination in food con-
sumption between men and women, although the sample size was not balanced
between men and women, Figure 1 (which shows from left to right an increasing

REVIEW OF INTERNATIONAL POLITICAL ECONOMY 1879



number of food types consumed) shows that women surveyed, in proportion, con-
sume a smaller variety of food groups relative to men.

This result is linked to various reasons: first, observations during meals suggest
that men tend to get the best available meal in terms of both quality and quantity.
Second, men tend to manage the budget of the household, even if women engage
in off-farm jobs. The gendered allocation of money could affect which and how
much food is purchased and its distribution within the household, with related
gendered asymmetries in nutrition and wellbeing (Agarwal, 2016). Diet inequality
across gender, however, is not only the outcome of individual negotiations at the
household level. Constraints for women are also ascribable to public patriarchal
norms, which give stronger power and legitimacy to male-dominated kinship and
community. As Kocabicak notes, the patriarchal collective subject shapes politically
constituted property relations in a way that sustains gendered dispossession and
the patriarchal exploitation of labour within the family {and the state} (2020:3). For
instance, based on fieldwork observations, men often eat away from the house in
the chaihona (tearoom), which gives them access to a wider variety of food (Farfan
et al., 2015). Such difference in dietary diversity also depends on women’s limited
access to male-dominated public spaces, imposed by the Uzbek domestic patriarchy
and reinforced by public control through the institutionalised barrier to women’s
movement.7 Forms of resistance to unequal access to food were nonetheless
observed during the process of cooking, as ingredients were chopped and eaten.
This demonstrated that the burden of social reproduction is still overwhelmingly
borne by women and it manifests through various forms of inequalities, which are
resisted daily.

One question asked in the survey related to who goes to buy food at the market
(Figure 2). Although food shopping is part of reproductive work, the survey results
and observations confirmed previous studies (Trevisani, 2008): that in Uzbekistan,
buying food is a male task (performed either by the husband, son, father, etc.).

This is for multiple reasons: firstly, as mentioned above, in rural areas women’s
mobility to access public spaces is often limited because public transport is scarce
due to the lack of infrastructure and public services, and women usually do not
own cars and do not drive. This suggests that public disinvestment in infrastructure
and public transport is particularly discriminatory for women living in rural areas

Figure 1. Dietary diversity13 by gender. Source: Author’s survey data.
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because, by shaping mobility, it determines women’s movements, thus proving that
dynamics of public and private patriarchy are mutually reinforced. Indeed, even
when women go to the bazaar to sell their crops, they are often accompanied by
car by their male children, or by older male relatives, extending gendered dynamics
of spatial domestic control to the public sphere. Secondly, besides controlling wom-
en’s private mobility, men tend to also control cash flow and the budget allocation
within the household. Interviews with male respondents confirm that for men,
going to the market to buy food is a way to avoid sharing money with women. In
this sense, marketisation (i.e. food commodification) has sharpened the gender gap
in access to money and food, which, exacerbated by both forces of public and pri-
vate patriarchy, shapes social reproduction outcomes negatively.

By the same token, the fact that men deal with food shopping does not mean
that the burden of domestic tasks is equally redistributed between men and women.
Women’s work, by supporting men’s participation in the formal labour market, by
managing the household’s assets and care responsibilities, is fundamental for the
social reproduction of the household and society. Food requires time to prepare,
time which, unpaid and undervalued, does not fall on men. Indeed, except for Plov
(rice and lamb), which is a typical male cooking activity prepared for ceremonial
occasions, the survey results confirm qualitative observations, namely that food
preparation is women’s responsibility and is predominantly performed by wives
(80%), daughters-in-law (around 10%) (kalin or nivieska) and, in fewer cases, by
daughters (Figure 3). Interviews with both men and women revealed that the
marketisation of life is forcing an increasing number of adult women towards wage
labour, both inside and outside agriculture. As a result, interviewees noted that
often the reproductive work shifts to the younger female member of the household;
thus, the reproductive work needed for social reproduction is still performed within
the same gender lines. Yet, while young women take care of the household’s social
reproduction, grandmothers still exercise a generational power on their daughters-
in-law (Kandiyoti, 1998). Some recently married women interviewed reported that
their mother-in law assigns to them heavy domestic tasks, even during and after
pregnancies, which shows the complexity of women’s exploitation within and out-
side the household. Yet, it also suggests that the patriarchal-led oppression on
which the unequal gendered division of labour is based is transmitted across gener-
ations but also sometimes internalised and exercised by women themselves.

Figure 2. Who goes to buy food in your family? Source: Author’s survey data.
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Reproductive work serves not only short-term social reproduction needs but
also long-term ones. During fieldwork, it was observed that in the cold season, to
compensate for the unavailabity of FFVs in remote rural areas, women prepare
food conserves of fruit juice (kompot) and pickled vegetables (marinotvka of
tomato, carrots, and cucumber). This food practice has important implications
because it sheds light on the close interconnections between marketisation, patri-
archy and social reproduction outcomes. Firstly, food conservation, by offsetting
potential shocks linked to food seasonality and by also being rich in probiotics, is a
coping strategy that contributes positively to the nutritional status, and thus to the
social reproduction, of the household. Secondly, such time-intensive unpaid domes-
tic work generates value outside the market but has consequences for market
demand and supply as well. In particular, the lack of demand for wage labour
forces women into domestic work, who engage with informal yet value-producing
survival strategies. Third, the slow liberalisation of the Uzbek food system leads to
a ‘lag’ in food supply, which in turn makes necessary—and possible—the prepar-
ation of time-intensive food, especially in winter. Thus, the persistence of women’s
reproductive work,8 and so the value generation attached to it, is crucial for social
reproduction in two directions. By compensating for the lack of wages and com-
modities in the market (due to low purchasing power), such value creates an infla-
tionary effect on food as a commodity, and a deflationary effect on wages. In other
words, the existence and persistence of women non-wage labour, on the one hand,
does not boost the demand for food commodities and slows down the marketisa-
tion of social reproduction; on the other hand, it subsidises wage labour. Similar
patterns are reinforced by the lack of labour-saving devices, such as washing
machines, dishwashers and sewing machines, in the household. Therefore, state-
regulated marketisation (Lombardozzi, 2020a, 2020b), negotiated by domestic and
public patriarchy, defines and shapes the way women engage with the market and
its social forms of money and work.

Furthermore, fieldwork observations unveiled that women often marketise
homemade food. For instance, women bake lipioshka (bread) at home for domestic
consumption but often also sell it in the bazaars, thus co-generating both use- and

Figure 3. Who prepares the meals in your family? Source: Author’s survey data.
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exchange-values with the same bread. Interviews confirm that in agrarian contexts,
it is difficult to draw a clear line between work executed for social reproduction
and labour exchanged for money and accumulation, and value is continuously and
simultaneously created both inside and outside the market. Hence, a distinction
between productive and reproductive work is impossible to make, especially when
such categories shape social reproduction in their totality. Furthermore, women
deliberately use this space-time work fluidity to develop dynamics of resistance to
escape men’s control over their limited, or curtailed, financial resources, such as
women-led barter. Through women-only local gatherings called gaps, women join
‘public life’ but also seek mutual support (Kandiyoti, 1998). Interviews revealed
that women barter food, or domestic assets such as sewing machines, in exchange
for favours or information, but also engage with informal credit scheme organised
by and for women only. By bypassing formal monetary forms of exchange, they
not only generate dual value, one for reproduction, one for exchange (Mezzadri,
2019), but they also resist both the circuit of marketisation and patriarchal control.

Such observations hold two further theoretical implications. They disprove the
neoclassical household model, which assumes that time allocation is determined by
efficiency and prices, instead of looking at the mechanisms of demand in the mar-
ket and power within the houshold and the state. The disinvestment in the public
productive system creates indeed a dielectic which enables the domestic patriarchy
to impose women’s segregation because reproductive work-time is valued less than
others, which exposes them to hierarchy of exploitation (Mezzadri, 2019). Second,
it proves that women’s work and social reproduction practices are at the heart of
the process of capitalist accumulation through multiple forms of value creation,
which in turn leads to gender-biased outcomes of accumulation.

Another case in which women’s work is embedded in the blurred circuits of life
marketisation is through the appropriation of the ‘commons’ (Cousins et al., 2018),
which is again enabled by the state regulation of land. At the end of the cotton
harvest, women pick bushes for fire, cotton seeds and residuals of cotton flowers in
the fields. These informal practices are based on the free appropriation of ‘common
goods’ and uncoupled from the logic of private accumulation (Lombardozzi,
2020b). Hence, the slow pace of commodification of the ‘commons’ is resisted
through the appropriation of natural resources by women and contribute to sup-
port social reproduction. Yet, such a non-marketised economy is reproduced
through the extra exploitation of women’s labour-time for use-value, which wor-
sens women’s double burden (Naidu & Ossome, 2016) and reinforces the invisibil-
ity of women’s work (Himmelweit & Mohun, 1977). These practices are indicative
of the perpetuation of a relatively closed agrarian market which, as discussed above,
on the one hand does not create paid jobs, but on the other hand, through the
gendered control of work, helps maintain monotonous patterns of consumption
and value creation which rely on minimal forms of commodified labour and food
to sustain social reproduction. In this sense, the Uzbek agricultural sector continues
to function as an economic and social buffer for rural communities’ social
reproduction.

Yet, women make a big contribution to formal agriculture. While men are typic-
ally hired in full-time farm jobs and involved in the use and management of tech-
nology and machineries, women are mostly confined to unskilled daily or seasonal
labour. Such gendered division of agrarian labour has persisted since the Soviet
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times, as women were specialised in low-skilled tasks such as weeding, harvesting
and planting, whereas men dealt with machineries and higher-skilled tasks
(Trevisani, 2008). Yet, tasks and rewards in Soviet times were less individualised,
which left women less exposed to forms of institutionalised patriarchal discrimin-
ation. Since the Soviet time, a distinctive state-enabled task is cotton picking.
Quasi-free labour is mobilised from the education sector (nowadays, mostly univer-
sity students—the government arranges travels and provides very basic shelter and
meals during the cotton-picking season) or from the public administration sector,
but poor women are also recruited through local networks (Lombardozzi, 2020b).
During my fieldwork, I did not register any substantial differences between the
daily wages paid to students and to the women hired in the ‘free market’. Research
has estimated that cotton picking represents on average 12% of women’s annual
income and can reach 30% for the very poor.9 This confirms once again that wom-
en’s exploitation and discrimination is realised within the household through mul-
tiple forms of private patriarchy, but it is also reinforced by broader political,
historical and economic state policies—i.e. public patriarchy—which, by shaping
labour relations and production, co-opts women’s labour and impacts their wages.
Informal conversations with women in the field confirmed that these jobs are not
desirable, but the lack of alternative forces them to pick cotton, even if it is in
exchange for meagre pay.

Furthermore, previous surveys underestimated women’s contribution to labour.
Authors denounced the scarcity of reliable and comprehensive data on women’s
labour because that is often considered seasonal, or unremunerated, hence
‘invisible’ (Agarwal, 2016; Doss, 2010; Lastarria-Cornhiel, 2008). Fieldwork observa-
tions confirm that, because men take care of large-scale farms (fermers), women
not only deal with domestic reproductive work, but also manage the tomarqua, the
small household plot present in every rural and peri-urban household (dekhan)
and usually take care of the livestock, thus playing a crucial role in food produc-
tion, processing, and preparation. The tomarqua is the food basket of rural
Uzbekistan because it is where most fruits and vegetables are sourced and livestock
is grazed (UNICEF, n.d.; UNDP, 2017); thus, it is a key source of nutrition and
key for social reproduction. Furthermore, women play a crucial role in the fermer
by cooking for the workers, or by helping the workers in case extra work is needed,
especially for cotton (weeding, picking and thinning cotton bolls). The overlapping
of productive and reproductive work proves that women cover multiple spatial but
uni-dimensional timed activities at home, in the household plots and in the big
state crop or commercial farms, which are hard to separate and rarely acknowl-
edged for their value creation for social reproduction.

Although such gendered labour dynamics are clearly visible on the ground,
men’s biased perception of women’s work, which is seen as something circum-
scribed to the private sphere, persists. For example, when asking farmers whether
their mothers/wives worked, many men answered ‘no’ (Figure 4). However, it was
necessary to disentangle this answer. Indeed, when the answer was ‘no’, when I
asked to specify whether the woman was rather ‘helping’ with the farm, ‘yes’ was
the predominant answer. Thus, women’s role in productive activities is perceived
as ‘help’ rather than work and thus underestimated when it comes to redistributing
material and financial rewards within the household. Interviews with men con-
firmed that care responsibilities and any kind of work done by women is not
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perceived as essential to the reproduction of the family or society, but simply seen
as women’s ‘duty’.

The lack of acknowledgement of women’s labour—as a value creator—in local,
private and public domains perpetuates the oppression of Uzbek women in mul-
tiple ways. First, in the way information, inputs and assets are distributed (Agarwal
& Herring, 2013); second, it affects women’s abilities and power to negotiate intra-
household resource allocation (Doss, 2010). Third, it raises issues around the recog-
nition and classification of women’s work in society and the consequent political
and material rewards redistributed to them (Agarwal, 2016). Unpaid labour, by
making their value creation invisible, excludes women from the means of social
reproduction but also from any possibility of saving or accumulating.

One of the most evident forms of women’s discrimination during the process of
Uzbek marketisation is related to land. After the collapse of the Soviet Union, land,
as well as other income-generating assets, remained non-commodified and owned
by the state, but its access was individualised through use-rights (Kandiyoti, 2003).
Interviews confirm that land titles are almost entirely held by men, although it is
not jurisdictional barriers that prevent women from managing a state crop farm
(Romanova et al., 2017). Fieldwork observations conducted in many hokimiat (local
administration offices) show that women rarely or never participate in farm man-
agement meetings (Kandiyoti, 2003). In one of the interviews in the Ishtihan dis-
trict, a cotton farm manager revealed that because he had many businesses in
construction and car repair, his wife acted as a figurehead, being the official man-
ager of his large farm. These kinds of ‘anomalies’ reveal that, even in domains of
the social relations of production where state patriarchy is not explicitly discrimin-
atory and women have equal rights to land titles, structural gender inequalities still
occur due to discriminations imposed by domestic patriarchal norms. Being
excluded from the circuit of land management also means that women suffer a div-
ide with regard to access to credit, and other critical inputs, such as tractors and
fertilizers, for enhancing their productive capacity. Land indeed plays a crucial role
in shaping both class differentiation and social reproduction (Cousins et al., 2018)
and therefore women’s conditions of subordination (Agarwal, 2016). This restriction
also leaves women unable to access market opportunities in higher-value sectors and
gain better earnings, thus forcing them to keep working in low-productivity house

Figure 4. Does your wife/mother work outside the home? (L) Does your wife/mother work on the farm? (R).
Source: Author’s survey data.
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plots. Such examples further confirm that the unequal reproductive workload, weak
bargaining power within the community, and unequal resource distribution are rein-
forced by a dialectic made of multi-scalar regimes of patriarchy.

The slow-paced Uzbek marketisation (Lombardozzi, 2020b), by preventing a
deeper formal division of labour, does not redistribute reproductive tasks, which
perpetuates a system of production and exchange based on male-controlled income
and male-biased spending patterns. However, among richer households, women
tend to be employed in services or in the public sector. Survey data shows that
women’s off-farm jobs are still circumscribed to nurses and teachers. Yet, based on
interviews in rural areas, even if women engage in formal paid jobs, they are often
expropriated of their own wages by their husband or family, who often invest the
money in the farm. Akida,10 a 35-year-old teacher who I interviewed, lived in a
small village 80 km away from Samarkand. She lost her mother at a young age, and
while her younger sister managed to go to study in Germany, she could not oppose
her father’s ‘suggestion’ to marry her younger cousin because, being 28 years old,
she was getting ‘old’. She is now married, has two children and takes care of her
husband’s six-member household, while working as an English teacher in a school.
Yet, if she needs to buy a jacket for herself, she must ask for money from her hus-
band, a university student. This story seems to confirm the point made by Folbre
(1994): paid work can improve women’s bargaining power (and consequent pur-
chasing power) but can also expose them to dynamics of expropriation, which
exemplify the widespread lack of recognition of any kind of women’s work, regard-
less of the marketised value attached to it. As discussed earlier, such forms of
expropriation and oppression often incentivise women to build female solidarity to
enable actions of micro-resistance. The establishment of local female associations
allow women to spend longer time outside the house and offer mutual assistance
to each other.

Since 2005, a new wave of marketisation11 in agriculture has taken place,
through a series of state–led reforms which led to the diversion of land from cot-
ton to FFVs and to the establishment of agro-processing firms in the peri-urban
areas of the country. These new venues of private capital accumulation are creating
new wage-labour opportunities (Lombardozzi, 2019)12 and recent data show that
women are increasingly active in the agro-processing industry (Romanova et al.,
2017). Based on observations and interviews in one of the biggest processing com-
panies in the Samarkand region, Agromir, women were 80% of the workforce.
While men work with machinery, transport and logistics, women work in manual
activities of the preparation phase (i.e. cleaning, filling, dealing with raw material).
According to semi-structured interviews, the average wage for women is 30.000
sums per day for a 12-hour shift in a 24-hour production cycle, on average 1/3 less
than a male wage. Workers face long working days far from the household, which
require long periods of standing, no days off and limited opportunities for training
and skill development. Thus women, even when integrated into the formal circuit
of wage employment, are exploited more than men through the wage gap and
because of their professional segregation in unskilled and manual work (Elson &
Pearson, 1981; Lastarria-Cornhiel, 2008). Indeed, these formal jobs in the agri-proc-
essing sector incentivise the demand for gender-specific skills which expose women
to new venues of labour exploitation and vulnerabilities (Barrientos et al., 2016).
However, these jobs offer women an official working status, a regular wage which
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is higher than the farm wage, access to transport and canteen services, and social
protection which can contribute to developing a sense of community, identity and
social solidarity (Pearson, 2014).

Those forms of proletarisation could create an opportunity for organising, and
potentially re-negotiate their working conditions within and outside the household
(Kabeer, 2012; Mezzadri, 2016). In contrast, women who cannot reach those firms
remain stuck in their roles of house-workers and ‘informal’ care givers without a
source of income. Yet, unless state policy reinvests in public social services and
incentivise the shift of domestic patriarchal norms to redistribute tasks across gen-
der, working outside the house will worsen women’s position vis-�a-vis men
(Kabeer, 2013). A stable cash income or a formal job is not a reliable indicator of
women’s empowerment, if this does not occur alongside investment in social care
to redistribute the burden of reproductive work across society and the state, and
through the acknowledgment of the value produced by women’s work for social
reproduction. Empirical evidence shown so far confirms that the extraction of
female labour value is guaranteed by multi-level forces of patriarchy linked to the
market, the family and the state.

Untangling the gendered dimensions of market transition

In poor agrarian contexts, marketisation—or market transition—determines an
alteration of asset distribution and livelihood diversification, which also happens
across divisions of gender (Cousins et al., 2018). However, in the analysis of such a
complex transition, very often the gender dimension has been overlooked (Harriss-
White, 1990; Kandiyoti, 2003), and it includes shifting patterns of gender relations
around assets and work. Looking at the gendered work of Uzbek agrarian house-
holds, this article has uncovered tensions between the transformational forces of
marketisation and inter-scalar forms of patriarchy in which gendered social rela-
tions operate, and how the negotiation and resistance between the two generate
value, hence shape social reproduction outcomes. This article has unpacked the
mechanisms through which private and public patriarchy, by dialectically defining
the drivers and dynamics of capitalistic accumulation, shape value-generating work
and reproduce gendered inequality during processes of marketisation. Along these
lines, it has investigated the gendered division of labour within the household and,
by challenging the false dichotomy of productive and reproductive work linked to
food provision, preparation, production and consumption, it has untangled wom-
en’s work on the edge of informal, productive and reproductive domains. Food,
through the way is produced, provisioned and accessed as both commodity and
nourishment, has provided a useful lens through which to understand how wom-
en’s work is exploited for social reproduction, and how the value it generates is
hidden within exploitative economic and social forms. Gendered social relations of
production are embedded and re-negotiated in the economic transformation, which
affects the formation of commodities and non-commodities (Polanyi et al., 1957).

‘In agrarian settings, the manner in which social reproduction occurs can facili-
tate accumulation, but in other cases act as a key constraint on accumulation’
(Cousins et al., 2018:1081). In the Uzbek agrarian setting, the persistence of wom-
en’s burden of social reproduction can be explained by reversing the chain of caus-
ality of Cousins’ quote, namely that the way through which accumulation occurs
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can facilitate social reproduction practices, but in other cases act as a key constraint to
social reproduction. Women’s oppression is determined by two intertwining factors:
firstly, the slow pace of accumulation has perpetuated semi-proletarianisation and infor-
mal labour relations outside the household, which have only marginally altered local
labour relations and the gendered distribution of reproductive work. Secondly, a revamp
of public and domestic patriarchy has put women in a subordinated role within the
household. As a result of institutionally enforced dynamics of gendered material exclu-
sion, namely the dismantlement of the Soviet system of social service provision, in
Uzbekistan women’s work and responsibilities tend to be confined to the informal and
domestic sector, with no remuneration and limited decision-making power within the
family and community. In other words, state policy, or the lack of it, has paradoxically
enabled the conditions for oppressive domestic patriarchy to be reinforced. Such ten-
sions have made gender inequalities reproduce themselves under different political and
socio-economic conditions. This case study indeed confirms that the history of women’
empowerment is not unidirectional, and it can go backward as a result of political-eco-
nomic reforms and historical shocks that organise social reproduction.

Furthermore, recent job opportunities in the scattered agro-processing industry
are shaping new labour patterns which are absorbing women into new, patriarch-
ally-dominated circuits, also dominated by private capital. The new processing
industry might be a venue to renegotiate bargaining positions and challenge gender
privileges in rural Uzbekistan, through labour organisation. However, processes of
capitalist transformation are deeply entrenched in gender inequalities (O’Laughlin,
2007) and local dynamics of exploitation remain, and affect daily social reproduc-
tion in and outside the household. Despite macroeconomic figures showing a
steady growth of the Uzbek economy and a pattern of structural transformation,
little has changed with respect to what was documented by earlier work in the early
years of independence on women in agriculture, which described how precarious
work, patriarchal domestic norms and the retreat of public services negatively
affected women. The most vulnerable fringe of rural women has seen little or no
benefit at all from the collapse of the Soviet Union.

Whether in upcoming years marketisation will include or exclude women will
depend on both top-down (capital-state) and bottom-up (labour) patriarchal forces,
which are not mutually exclusive but rather, mutually constitutive. First, the implemen-
tation of state policies which regulate both local and global capital accumulation and its
modalities of local surplus labour extraction, along with the establishment of labour
protection legislation (minimum wage, trade union legislation etc.) and social security.
Second, the forging of bottom-up labour organisations, which challenge patriarchal
oppression, discrimination and exploitation and channel the labour force and their pos-
sibility to organise as a political identity. The dialectic of these two political forces
would determine not only how women’s work in Uzbekistan will integrate into the gen-
dered global division of labour, but also how value will be created and treated, and
who will benefit from it. Gendered value creation is indeed dialectically explained by
productive and reproductive work and by the informalities in between, but also by the
institutional national and international landscapes in which capital unleashes and
defines the pace and trajectories of market transition.

An exhaustive feminist IPE analysis of social reproduction during processes of
agrarian industrialization, but also capitalistic development at large, has to
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encompass an understanding of how value is created, and capital is subsidised
beyond marketised forms of work.

The empirical evidence presented here thus challenges the linearity of the gender
narrative promoted by the mainstream development agenda, which argues in favour
of a clear association between agricultural marketisation, capitalistic development,
and gender empowerment (Agarwal, 2016; Doss, 2010; O’Laughlin, 2013) on multiple
stands: firstly, this approach sees women’s work in the economy as detached from
men’s agencies and from institutionalised domestic forms of patriarchal oppression,
with no mention of the role the state plays in enabling or preventing its exploitation;
secondly, it treats women as a homogenous category, instrumental to economic
growth, without addressing its relation to class and race (Pearson, 2005); thirdly, it
assumes a unidirectional, linear and ahistorical trajectory of women’s empowerment
as a result of market development. Finally, in the current analysis, a missing link per-
sists between the commodification processes happening in the market and the impli-
cations for productive and reproductive work (Razavi, 2009), which this article has
contributed to unveiling. Thus, a social reproduction framework has been useful for
overcoming the dichotomy of production and reproduction and understanding the
intertwining patterns of gendered value creation in and outside the marketisation
process. This work has proved that relying on interdisciplinary ontological and epis-
temological approaches may be useful to challenge and unpack the misleading classi-
fications around social relations of production and reproduction. Women’s work,
regardless of whether it is paid or unpaid, should be understood as constitutive, at
once, of both relations of production and reproduction, hence treated as a value cre-
ator. Further empirical and theoretical studies are needed to make explicit the miss-
ing links between paid and unpaid work in contemporary capitalism, and to shed
light on how women’s daily life-work struggles are shaped by the political contexts
in which they operate and resist.

Notes

1. Walby conceptualises six levels of patriarchy, including a patriarchal mode of
production, patriarchal relations in paid work, in the state, male violence, sexuality
and cultural institutions (1990).

2. Such a complex transition has often been studied within a broad framework of
interpretation which includes: (a) historical roots, (b) transformation of production
within agriculture and outside of agriculture, (c) the formation of classes and their
patterns of accumulation, and ultimately, (d) the nature of the state.

3. ‘Domestic patriarchy’ here draws on Kandiyoti’s ‘classic patriarchy’ (1988) but it
extends it to emphasise the inter-scalar political economy implications of gendered
work exploitation and asset expropriation. Instead, the pre-modern domestic
patriarchy posited by Kocabicak in the Turkish context fits the Uzbek context only
partially, with commercialisation being a key feature of the transition from the Soviet
system to capitalistic marketisation.

4. ADB, UNDP, FAO, UNICEF, Women’s committee of Uzbekistan.
5. In the 1980s, feminist IPE criticised the neoliberal wave identified in structural

adjustment policies because of their cuts to public expenditure, including social
protection, education, health, and care (Elson, 2002; LeBaron, 2010; Kunz, 2010),
which aggravated women’s burden of reproductive work. Also, the state changes the
regulation of property rights, which shape access and control over assets and
resources (Cousins et al., 2018), often against women.
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6. Female labour force participation in Uzbekistan increased from 50% to 53% between
1990 and 2015 (Romanova et al., 2017). If compared with other low-middle income
countries, these figures are high. However, they do not grasp complex forms of
irregular and informal employment. In particular, recent data show that less than
40% of women are classified as employed. Women’s share of jobs in small and micro
businesses (including farms) slowly increased from 21.7% in 2014 to 22.5% in 2016,
which nevertheless does not tell us much about the quality of these occupations.

7. This situation might have been exacerbated after the Soviet system of food provision
collapsed, but the data are unavailable to prove that.

8. In the Soviet time, each household was given in-kind food as compensation—oil,
flour and milk—or was given vouchers to buy food. As result of marketisation, rural
households increasingly rely on the market to buy food (Zanca, 2010).

9. Based on survey interviews and direct observation, the standard daily wage is between
18,000 and 20,000 sums per day (4US$), or 240 sum/kg of cotton picked, which in
practice means that every worker gets paid per piecework.

10. Not her real name.
11. The share of agriculture in GDP declined from 28% to 17% in less than two decades.

The share of employment in agriculture has been declining, from 36.2% in 1999 to
27.4% in 2016, and has now reached 26% and 18% respectively for both women and
men (Romanova et al., 2017; Lombardozzi, 2019).

12. The characteristics of these new forms of accumulation in the countryside differ from
the typical forms of agro-processing industry described in liberalised contexts of the
Global South. FDI is very limited and foreign players engage with local production
through institutional trialogue coordinated by local administrations.

13. Dietary diversity is a measurement of food consumption that reflects access of
individuals to a variety of foods, and is also a proxy for nutrient adequacy.
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