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Abstract

Contemporary land rush began from around 2008, due to crises in food price, fuel, energy, finance,
and climate. Even before the global land rush unfolded, neoliberalism has pushed millions of
people to the ‘economic informality’, appropriately termed as ‘working people’ by Shivji or
‘classes of labour’ by Bernstein. This research project will study less about whether, but more on
how, the land rush has reshaped labour regime, and whether and how changes in labour dynamics
in turn impacted upon land rush. Furthermore, a more relevant view on the relationship between
land and labour is proposed by using a unitary lens on economic production and social
reproduction. By constructing datasets around the framing of land/labour and economic
production/social reproduction nexus, my intention is to ultimately understand the implications of
the land rush in terms of structural, institutional, and political transformations in society. The case
of Myanmar will be my study site.



Introduction

From around 2007-2008, with a sudden food price spike converging with crises in fuel, energy,
finance, and climate unleashed an unprecedented level of race after land across the world
(Zoomers, 2010). Subsequently, the following contemporary land rush received frenzied global
attention. Contrary to what many has initially assumed, land grabbing and land grabbers cut across
the global south-north divide, or poorer countries/BRICS divide, reminding us once more to focus
on the political economy logic (or more specifically, the logic of capital), rather than on
nationalities and national borders, that facilitates the land rush. But a little over a decade after the
initial explosive report in 2008 on land grabs (GRAIN, 2008), many of the high-profile land deals
were not pursued, or were scaled down, if not withdrawn altogether. How then do we make sense
of what happened during the peak of the global land rush, and what does it imply on broader social
life?

There are two dimensions of the land rush that are least studied in the context of the land rush
literature, namely, labour, and social reproduction. The dominant literature on land deals have
leaned heavily towards understanding land property relations in the context of economic
production. Labour and social reproduction are equally important elements in the land rush. The
question of labour has been flagged by important thinkers earlier, including Tania Li (2011) and
Carlos Oya (Oya, 2013b) who reminded us how and why the issue of labour and exploitation
should be at the core of the global land grab debate. Labour cannot be separated from land: the
politics of land (who gets which land, how, how much, for how long and for what purposes?) shape
labour regimes, and in turn, the changing labour regimes shape the patterns in land access (Borras,
Franco, Ra et al., 2021). What impact does land deals have on labour not only among those directly
implicated in particular corporate land deals, but including those only indirectly affected, or
meaning, impact on labour regime? It is also important to look into labour not only in the context
of labour who are directly linked to a specific corporate land deal, but rather, labour’s impact on a
specific landscape more generally.

‘Is land everything to the ‘poor’’? was one of a series of questions asked to weigh different land
deals against the return to labour in order to understand impact of land grab (Oya, 2013b, p. 516).
Within the scope of this research project, the question is with reference to a scenario that combines
both land and labour, not only in the sphere of economic production but also social reproduction.
Social reproduction is ‘an indispensable background condition for the possibility for economic
production in a capitalist society’ (Fraser, 2016, p. 4). Capitalism has intentionally split them apart
to enable appropriation and exploitation for surplus value in both spheres (Fraser, 2016; Shah &
Lerche, 2020). A more relevant view on the relationship between land and labour is one that uses
a unitary lens on economic production and social reproduction. The complex interrelationship
between land and labour as well as economic production and social reproduction is demonstrated
in a schema (see diagram, 1). The tendency in many literatures in agrarian studies is to emphasize



either land or labour, and as a result, they tend to miss overall picture of social landscape and
broader patterns of social change with regards to social structure, institutions, and political agency.

Diagram 1: Land and labour, economic production, and social reproduction
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From the land multiple ‘use values’ and ‘exchange values’ can be realized (in Marx’s term: ‘use
values’ derive from physical properties of a thing, while ‘exchange values’ derive from
commodification of things through objectified use of labour power and creation of social utility
(Marx, 1976) to sustain lives, livelihoods, and social bonds. Following the discussion above,
research questions will be framed around ‘bundle of access’ (Ribot & Peluso, 2003) following
flows of relationships demonstrated in the diagram. Perspective from bundle of access is required
because over-simplified categorization of land type and land use (for example - one person/one
stand-alone fixed plot of farmland) by the modern land governance system conceal a web of
relationships between the rural communities and the surrounding landscape (Franco & Borras,
2021, p. 19). Land access in terms of a range of institutional mechanisms for private and individual
entities on one end, and for community-based and socialized arrangement on the other, will be
explored in order to make visible the actual web of relationships on the ground and re-establishing
these possibilities for a socially just future (Borras et al., 2021, p. 22).

Global explosion of the land rush is assumed to have subsided after a decade from 2008. Does this
mean land transaction, land accumulation and land grabs have ceased to exist? Using Myanmar as
the country case study, | will explain that this is not the case. My hunch is that the land rush
globally, and more specifically in Myanmar, might have produced and continue to produce impacts
that are far bigger in scope, intensity and scale than previously believed. It may have generated
significant shifts in social structures, institutions, and political agency, thereby affecting broader
social change. Whether indeed this is so is an empirical question that requires careful investigation,
and thus, this ongoing research project. In the following sections, I will also present a series of
discussions leading to the argument for the relevance and essentiality of the land/labour and
production/social reproduction relationship. Ultimately, the research attempts to add a deeper
discussion on the impacts of land rush.



Theoretical framework

Global land rush

The contemporary global land rush is a result of the ‘current neoliberal, globalized, multipolar
world’ (Kaag & Zoomers, 2014, pp. 6-7). It is underpinned by the four defining features of
capitalism, namely, private property, free labour market, expanded capital accumulation, and the
role of market to allocate factors of production and society’s surplus (Fraser, 2014). From the
perspective of neoclassical economics, the goal is to pursue economic efficiency (with its three
component pillars of technical efficiency, allocative efficiency, and distributive efficiency).

Different studies focus on specific parts of the land rush such as the size of land, with the biggest
attention on the size of land (labeled as ‘the fetishization of the hectare’ by Edelman (2013, p.
488)). Many have focused on the characteristics of land grabbers (as in ‘follow the money’
approach), or the locations of land grab to study impact on the affected populations. Others
emphasize the need to embed the study of the land rush in a historical framework because ‘the
spaces in which land grabbing occurs have almost always been created and shaped by earlier
processes of political contention, longstanding patterns of land tenure and use, and pre-existing
social formations’ (Edelman et al., 2013a, p. 1521). And others called for studying the recent land
rush in a broader context by tracing their structural and institutional origins (Wily, 2012; Zoomers,
2010). The global land grab initially created a ‘hype’ with its associated ‘buzzwords and concepts
that become very popular in the development circles’ but still need to address critical discussion
gaps around the issue (Kaag & Zoomers, 2014, p. 6; Oya, 2013b). Proposals ‘to consider new
questions and new ways of formulating questions’ (Edelman et al., 2013a) and ‘to reflect,
challenge and reframe, nuancing and sometimes confronting existing narratives’ have been put
forward (Scoones et al., 2013).

Land and labour

Edelman et al. (2013b, p. 1522) followed Li’s argument for ‘centering labour in the land grab
debate’ into two scenarios with regards to the global land debate: 1) when the land is needed but
the labour is not, 2) when capital needs both land and labour. Both scenarios can be linked to
increased poverty and dispossession of peasants and small-holder farmers in the countryside (L1,
2011), thus contributing to a growing relative surplus population. For Oya (2013b), we have learnt
enough about different layers of exploitation under capitalism in agriculture, and so selectively
acknowledging some only is not effective.

In order to engage with the challenging but urgent agrarian question of labour especially in the
context of global south, an empirically-based class analysis to understand the differentiated impact
would be crucial as Borras and Franco (2012, p. 516) proposed. Today’s ‘classes of labour’ by
Bernstein (2006) or ‘working people’ by Shivji (2017) has been transformed significantly to the



point that it is no longer academically or politically practical to put them into distinct and neat
class categories. There is no longer a pure iconic form of ‘full-time peasant’ or ‘a full-time
proletariat’. The contemporary army of labourers ‘make live’ (Li, 2010) along the continuum of
urban-rural, agriculture-non-agriculture, formal-informal, long-term-season, and so on. The terms
of insertion into the continuum and the implications are further differentiated along the line of
gender, generation, ethnicity, and nation in the case of migrant workers. Current neoliberal
capitalist system has increasingly intensified the process of ‘fragmentation of classes of labour’
where working people can no longer receive a generalized living wage to afford basic reproduction
costs (Bernstein, 2006, p. 455). It has diverged significantly from Marx’s (1976, p. 274)
proposition of the value of labour-power which ‘is the value of the means of subsistence necessary
for the maintenance of its owner’ (i.e., the worker). It has also produced and accelerated the number
of migrant workers — both internal and transborder working under conditions of ‘hyper-precarity’
and ‘super-exploited’ (Ferguson & McNally, 2015; Habibi & Juliawan, 2018). Working people
are now comprised of ‘the growing numbers ... who now depend — directly and indirectly — on the
sale of their labour power for their own daily reproduction’ (Panitch et al., 2001, p. ix). In this
research, location of land as ‘the definitive political question and terrain of struggle of a
(globalized) semi-proletariat” (Bernstein, 2006, p. 456) will be explored by investigating through
the unitary lens of economic production and social reproduction.

Economic production and social reproduction

Fraser (2014) situated expropriation from the sphere of social reproduction as even more concealed
than exploitation of labour power and framed it as part of the ‘backstory’ ran by ongoing
mechanisms of dispossession and expropriation, and with distinctive ontologies of social practice
and normative deals. In particular, ‘wage labour could not exist in the absence of housework, child-
raising, schooling, affective care and a host of other activities which help to produce new
generations of workers and replenish existing ones, as well as to maintain social bonds and shared
understandings’ (Fraser, 2014, p. 7). It concerns with production, sustaining, and exploitation of a
fluidly differentiated labour force, as well as that of nature (Katz, 2001). More comprehensively,
social reproduction refers to:

"... the activities and attitudes, behaviours and emotions directly involved in the
maintenance of life on a daily basis and intergenerationally.... (it includes) how food,
clothing and shelter are made available for immediate consumption, the ways in which the
care and socialization of children are provided, the care of the infirm and the elderly, and
the social organization of sexuality” (Laslett & Brenner, 1989, pp. 382-383).

1 The word ‘peasant’ may carry different meanings for different people. In this research, ‘peasant’ refers to those who are
subsistence-oriented, produce cash crops mainly for survival and for maintaining social status (Edelman, 2013a).



The separation of ‘economic production’ from ‘social reproduction’ is the nature of capitalism
itself when in fact the two spheres are naturally co-constitutive (Fraser, 2014).

Other discussions on transcending the production-reproduction divide came from Marxists and
Marxist-Feminists by underlining those reproductive activities usually associated with women’s
‘homemaking’ role are indeed part of the productive labour which creates value by enabling daily
regeneration of labour power and reproducing the next generation of workers (Costa & James,
1975; Federici, 1975; Fortunati, 1996; Mies, 1982, 1999). For capital, how the struggle for
reproduction of labour power could affect economic production has always been a concern and
consistently try to control the process (Mitchell, 1996, p. 191). This point has been reflected by
the argument made by Ben that although social reproduction shapes social change, it is the
relentless workings of caplitalism that ultimately drives the ongoing social transformation
(Cousins, Forthcoming). And it would be crucial to understand the relationship between social
reproduction and capitalism, particularly the unfolding contradictions and the tensions to improve
our understanding on land politics (ibid). Current literature from both Marxist or feminist traditions
has been limited to either only one of the spheres in relations to land and labour. In order to
overcome this gap, we build on Bhattacharya and Vogel’s (2017, p. 75) proposal to view ‘spaces
for production of value ... and spaces for reproduction of labour power’ as an integrated space in
the theoretical and practical senses.

The ‘localized’ global land and commodity rushes

Global land rush found fertile ground inside Myanmar as early as the 1990s when the military
regime started to adopt an open-door policy towards international trade, private enterprises, foreign
investment, and export-oriented industrialization. The land rush interacted with past and ongoing
processes of land grabbing, deep-rooted ethnic grievances, social inequality, and militarization of
various forms, scale, and intensity. Overall, it helped consolidate prior land grabs in Myanmar
while facilitating their further expansion. Expulsion of peasants accelerated after the junta revived
the adoption of Wastelands Instructions in 1991, a legacy of the British colonialism from 1863 in
order to legalize land enclosures. Thirty-one percent of the country’s land area has been classified
as ‘vacant, fallow, and virgin lands (VFV land)’, out of which 70 percent of these lands are situated
in the ethnic territories. Based on data available from the government and other sources, by the
end of 2014, nearly 5 million hectares of VFV land concessions have been given to agribusinesses
and growers in the form of VFV land grants (Government of the Republic of Myanmar, MOALLI,
2016). Correspondingly, figure 1 below shows the general trend of land use change within the
country, from which there has been sharp decline in the areas of rural forested lands and ‘virgin
land’ could be observed. The country’s total forest coverage dropped from 57 percent in 1962 to
only 24 percent in 2008 (Buchanan et al., 2013).



Figure 1. Land Use Trend in Myanmar
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Table 1. Samples of agribusiness land deals from Land Matrix database

Deal Top parent Origin Intention of .
. . . Other details
size (ha) | companies country investment
vunnan Honavu Food and Non-food
100,000 9y China agricultural Rubber and lemon
Group Co., Ltd. .
commodities
Wuhan Kaidi| Food crobs
Myanmar Industrial | China, ) PS, Corn (Maize),
200,000 Agriculture
Crops Development | Myanmar - Jatropha, Sugar Cane
. unspecified
Enterprise
State Development
and Investment China Sugarcane, cassava,
200,000 . ’ Biofuels and maize for biofuel
Corporation| Great | Myanmar roduction
Wall Company P
Auto Industrial Agriculture
Company Ltd.| Singapore, | unspecified, Forest | Oil palm, Forest
54,000 : :
Resources & Korea logging / logging / management
Resources Ltd. management

Source: https://landmatrix.org/list/deals (downloaded on 10 September 2021)

In addition, table 1 shows examples of agribusiness land deals from Land Matrix database
(landmatrix.org) with corresponding land size, companies involved and their origin countries, and
the intention of investment. The Land Matrix database is the largest database on land grabbing



internationally. There has been a debate about its method and usefulness (see, Anseeuw et al.,
2013; Edelman, 2013; Oya, 2013b; Scoones et al., 2013). These sets of data produced a lot of
attention given to the role of foreign governments and foreign companies in land grabbing, but the
role of the central state remains key. State’s structure, institutions, and interests are aligned with
oligarchic capitalist interest for which it creates justifications for public legitimation of these land
concessions (Levien, 2013; Wolford et al., 2013).

From 2011 (and notably, even more importantly from 2016), when National League for
Democracy (NLD) government led by international icon Aung San Suu Kyi came into power, the
new quasi-civilian (or quasi-military)?> government implemented economic reforms with full
support from international institutions such as the World Bank, International Financial
Corporation, Asian Development Bank, and Japan International Corporation Agencies. Economic
model of the country was priming to be transformed into a neoliberal capitalist economy through
liberalizing market and investment regulations, privatising public sectors, and reducing state’s role
to becoming a subjective facilitator. World Bank’s assessment recently provided a rosy picture of
the country’s economy as followed:

‘Myanmar’s economy grew at the extraordinary rate of 7 percent annually between 2011 and
2017—among the five fastest-growing countries in the world, and second only to China in
the region in terms of historical growth acceleration. Capital accumulation, supported by
foreign direct investment and, to a lesser extent, productivity improvement, contributed to
this development.” (World Bank, 2019, p. 7).

Political reforms turned Myanmar attractive to the international investors, and they often refer to
it as ‘the final frontier of South East Asia’, ‘Asia’s missing link’ or ‘huge greenfield opportunity’
with rich untapped natural resources and nearly 60 million consumer market. For these investors,
Myanmar is high risk but potentially very lucrative if the right regulatory system for the investors
is fully in place (Grayson, 2012). The sentiment of capital community reflects that of the state by
reading from Aung San Suu Kyi’s speech at the Asean Business and Investment Summit as
followed: “... [Myanmar is] the last frontier of South-east Asia ... We have land, we have good
young working population, we have many unexplored resources ... Exploration is exciting,
exploration is lucrative, and exploration will help us to develop our country quickly ..." (Arshad,
2018). In 2016, Japan and the Asian Development Bank (ADB) helped develop the country’s
industrial policy which included key proposals such as economic growth through economic
agglomeration, the establishment of domestic corridors connecting to Greater Mekong Sub-region
(GMS) corridors, and the establishment of special economic zones (SEZs) (Kudo & Kumagal,
2019). Similar plans but more comprehensive in terms of geographic coverage, sectors, and

2 The term is used to describe structure of Myanmar state with control by the military in significant positions in the
parliament, and government ministries.



potential impact were later echoed by China-Myanmar Economic corridor (CMEC) which is part
of the Belt and Road Initiative pushed by China on a global scale.

Map 1. Major showing mega investment projects in ethnic regions
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Source: (Buchanan et al., 2013, p. 31)

Labour

As these processes unfolded, the rural landscape (Mitchell, 1996) has been already dynamically
transformed by working people due to long-standing processes of primitive accumulation and
accumulation by dispossession. It is estimated that from the early 1990s, nearly 5 million people
have been forcibly displaced from their social environments and the same number of people have
lost their lands due to deforestation or land concession (Government of the Republic of Myanmar,
MOALLI, 2016). At the same time, working people also exist as marginal and small land holders
of inadequate size and quality, or whose access to land is under constant threat (Borras etal., 2021).
Looking at the current situation in Myanmar, the people from the rural areas made up an
overwhelming majority (87%) of the nation’s poor (Central Statistical Organization, World Bank,
and UNDP, 2019). Among them, 45.8% works in agriculture with no land; 33.4% in agriculture
and non-agriculture with no land; 30.2% in agriculture with access to some land; and 22.6% in in
agriculture and non-agriculture with land (ibid). While national statistics separately presents
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working population as 70.9 percent of working age population in rural areas while 29.1 percent
are in urban (Department of Labour, 2017), in reality, a continuum of landscape connecting spaces
of rural to urban, and farm to factories has been built by a growing number of working people
surviving under the ‘economic informality’ (Davis, 2006; Prasse-Freeman, 2021). A much clear
manifestation is the rising number of slums or informal settlements in the peri-urban areas. From
2010 to 2016, number of slums in Yangon (former capital city) increased from 153 to 423 (ADB,
2019) hosting an estimated 10-15 percent of the country’s population (Dobermann, 2016). They
were deprived of decent housing and other public services leading to health and other risks (YCDC
& Save the Children, 2016).

The ILO annual labour survey from 2007 mentioned 63 percent of the rural working age in
Myanmar are employed (Department of Labour, 2017). Here, ILO defines anyone as employed
when they have worked for one hour within the last seven days in return for a kind of remuneration.
Such definition of employment masked the extent of real under- and unemployment among the
rural population. Only 2% of the entire workforce of Myanmar is currently estimated to be
employed in the formal sector which include factories, offices, and other work places where
workers can register to be eligible for social security schemes (Griffiths & Oo, 2014). Even in the
extractive sector generating biggest capital accumulation while occupying massive hectares of
land, available data from companies and SOEs show direct employment of about 35,603
individuals representing only 0.2% of total Country’s labor force (2015-2016) (MEITI, 2018).
Compelled into overwhelmingly fluid forms of livelihoods and labour dynamics, the working
people of Myanmar exhibit what Holmes termed as ‘phantomness’ (as cited in Levien et al., 2018,
p. 861) — not fitting into any clear-cut categories such as a full-time peasant or a proletariat.

With realization of 'jobless growth' economy (Rodrik, 2016), the agrarian question of labour has
developed into its own distinction and urgency to deepen understanding on the struggles for social
reproduction (Bernstein, 2006; Chhachhi, 2014; Oya, 2013a). As in the graph below shows of the
Myanmar consumer price index (CPI) which has risen sharply over the years from around 2000, it
conveys the hardship working people face in order to procure food, non-food items and basic
services such as health and education. The daily minimum wage equivalent of 3500 kyats (around
US$ 2.3) was approved in 2015 and revised as 4800 kyats (around US$ 3) in 2018, while
international poverty line is set as US$ 1.9 per day (Overeem & Theuws, 2018). In addition to
being the lowest wage rate in the south-east Asia, it does not even apply consistently to the informal
sector where most of the workers are concentrated.
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Figure 2. Myanmar consumer price index (CPI)
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Source: www.data.worldbank.org (downloaded on 29 September 2021)

As shown in the figure below, majority of the working population are currently employed as
agricultural, forestry and fishery workers, followed by elementary occupations, and jobs in service
and sale, and trade sectors (ILO, n.d.). These ‘clean’ categories by ILO again mask grave realities
of the working people such as the ‘phantomness’, the precarity and the fragmentation aspects. The
first step to revealing such nature could be through the approach taken by Habibi and Juliawan
(2018) by re-categorizing them into different types of relative surplus population (RSP) as
developed by Marx (1976). Using the lens of RSP, we can see that the rural population forms a
stagnant population of the active labour army by offering cheap labour to the emerging top sectors
such as the service and manufacturing sectors, and by exporting labour to other countries (Borras
etal., 2021). Annual GDP growth, except falling sharply due to the COVID-19 pandemic and even
more so due to 2021 February military coup, has been contributed by key sectors with varying
trends based on figure 4. While agriculture sector contribution fell over the year (57% in 2000 to
23% in 2020), it has been compensated significantly by the rise of manufacturing (37% in 2008 to
41% in 2020) and service sectors (7% in 2000 to 25% in 2018) based on World Bank database
(www.data.worldbank.org).
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Figure 3. Employment by occupation and institution sector (in thousands)
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Source: https://ilostat.ilo.org/data/country-profiles/ (downloaded on 29 September 2021)

Figure 4. Annual GDP growth and contribution towards GDP by key sectors
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Figure 5. Net migration rate of Myanmar
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Source:  https://population.un.org/wpp/Download/Standard/Interpolated/ (downloaded on 1
October 2021)

Faced with extremely precarious and cheap labour prospects in the country, migrant work has
become a preferred livelihood for many people, with or without land, as one of the few coping
mechanisms left for the people from the rural areas (Ra & Ju, 2021). Shown in the figure 5 above
on trend of net migration rate in Myanmar, out-migration is clearly taking place much more than
the in-migration (Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division, 2019). The
2014 country population census showed that between 2009 and 2014, almost 3.6 million people
or 7 percent of the population migrated internally (Department of Population, 2015). It is estimated
that five million people from Myanmar to be working as migrant labour in other countries,
including three million in Thailand alone (Parmar et al., 2019). Estimates of annual remittances
from the transborder migrant workers alone ranged between 2.8 billion to 8 billion based on the
estimates from World Bank and IOM (Borras et al., 2021). Their contribution to GDP peaked to
as high as 4 percent as shown in the figure 6 below. Similar to the migrant workers from Vietnam
working in Laos (Baird et al., 2019), remittances of Myanmar migrant workers went into
maintaining farm production and buying livestock as well as for reproduction of households and
communities including expenses incurred for child care, health care, education, and local festivals
(Borras et al., 2021).
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Figure 6. Personal remittances as contribution to GDP by year
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Source: www.data.worldbank.org (downloaded on 1 October 2021)

Land, labour and economic production

In fact, changing labour dynamics significantly affect how land is situated within the agrarian
societies or how the landscape is transformed. Yet land is narrowly defined for economic
production in terms of the viability of commercial farming or the ‘yield gap’ linked to productivity
(World Bank Group, 2016). The World Bank’s assessment identified that Myanmar suffered from
both land and labour under-productivity compared to other Asian countries. And the solutions
prescribed are to increase the supply of agricultural public goods, and improve efficiency and
profitability of production (World Bank Group, 2016). Linking the point made by World Bank to
the wider landscape perspective (Mitchell, 1996), let us take a look at the Myanmar agricultural
sector in terms of its morphology and representation which are linked to labour. It is composed of
predominantly smallholding plots of less than 10 acres (an estimated 90 percent) (MOALI, 2018),
increasingly squeezed in by middle and large-scale agricultural plantations, factories, urban
expansion and infrastructure such as irrigation dams and highways. In a way, we can say that
Myanmar agriculture sector has been survived by the work of smallholders and landless labourers
through different forms of ‘self-exploitation’ (Chayanov, 1986) as ‘working people’ (Shivji, 2017)
or ‘classes of labour” (Bernstein, 2006) discussed above. A trend termed as ‘stepping in” has driven
agriculture commercialization through investments such as retirement funds, remittances, or
employment in other sectors or in most cases, just ‘hanging in’ by barely surviving through poorly
paid wage labour combining with small-scale agriculture (Hall et al., 2017). At a glance,
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impoverishment of the smallholder and marginal farmers and the rural wage labourers look natural.
But when viewed closely, nothing about it is natural (TNI et al., 2021).

Linking back to Li’s (2014) point on the making of land for productive use requires regimes of
exclusion to determine who can access what resource for how long and for what purpose. The
landscape becomes demarcated with inscription devices ‘such as fences, title deeds, laws, zones,
regulations, landmarks and story-lines’ (Li, 2014, p. 589). A landscape approach by Mitchell
(1996) in the context of Myanmar provides us an analytic lens to discern a landscape shaping and
being shaped by 'stacked' claims (Hunsberger et al., 2017, p. 314). As discussed above, strong
currents driving land grabs came from various overlapping sectors such as agribusiness, mining,
real estate, military expansion, big conservation and so on, which can be termed as ‘convergence
of multiple commodity rushes.” In addition, | argue that Myanmar as a fertile ground for the global
land rush is due in part to the availability of an expanding army of (completely and partially)
dispossessed rural working people. But not only. It is made possible through the exploitation of
social reproduction sphere.

Land, labour, economic production and social reproduction

And taking the point from Fraser (2016, p. 4), ‘non-waged social-reproductive activity is necessary
to the existence of waged work, the accumulation of surplus value and the functioning of capitalism
as such. Social reproduction is an indispensable background condition for the possibility for
economic production in a capitalist society’. The two spheres are co-constitutive and are both
subjected to appropriation for surplus value by the capitalists (Shah & Lerche, 2020). Even though
rural agrarian societies may have come to depend less on land as the main livelihood strategy as
in commercial farming, land still remains central for their survival for other social purposes (Borras
et al., 2021). Cousins et al. (2018) showed land encompassing a range of ‘distributive relations'
which allocates resources to families, kinship, and communities based on socially legitimate
claims. In practical terms, it provides means of subsistence, acts as shock absorber of external
risks, provides access to other natural resources such as water and forests, stores biodiversity and
ecological services, and for many social groups, it carries cultural and religious meanings including
for its natural aesthetic beauty (Borras & Franco, 2013). Recent study with transborder Myanmar
migrant workers revealed that ‘land back home is key to keeping their rootedness to their
community, now and in the future, where social care can be coordinated and carried out: childcare,
schooling of children, care for elderly household members, and indeed as the locus for their own
healthcare and retirement’ (Borras et al., 2021, pp. 9-10). In times of emergencies like the current
COVID-19 pandemic, land provides for the working people with a safe space to return to and from
where future plans can be made (ibid).

As such, the need emerges to develop further the importance of land as space for social
reproduction, with meanings and purposes beyond the concept of economic production which is
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often the case, at least in critical agrarian studies. It cannot be just reduced to the purposes for
agricultural production or income generation (Zhan & Scully, 2018).

Concluding Discussion

In this initial working paper, | have attempted to explain that even though the global land rush
peaking around 2008 appeared to have plateaued in the following decade, the implications have
not been fully captured in the mainstream literature. The social impact needs to be considered even
though land deals have not been pursued, scaled down or have been withdrawn altogether. This |
mean particularly in terms of looking through the framing of land/labour and economic
production/social reproduction nexus. At present, land property relations have been studied
intensively in the context of economic production. However, land politics affect labour regime
which depend on the sphere of social reproduction, not only to reproduce people as workers but
also as human beings in different social contexts. | have demonstrated briefly how the global land
rush has unfolded inside Myanmar through multiple processes, different characters and actors.
While consolidating and enabling past and future land grabs, land rush under the neoliberal
capitalist system has increasingly intensified the process of ‘fragmentation of classes of labour’
where working people can no longer receive a generalized living wage to afford basic reproduction
costs (Bernstein, 2006, p. 455). Adding to the social reproduction crisis faced by the working
people is the over-emphasis on land for economic production promoted by insitutions such as the
World Bank. Using findings from research on Myanmar’s cross-border migrant workers, | have
highlighted that land is crucial for social reproduction, in Marx’s words, for a range of ‘use values’
(Marx, 1976). Having produced profound implications across the world, the global land rush has
also provided us the opportunity to re-frame our perspective towards the interconnection between
land/labour and production/social reproduction. It is politically urgent and crucial for the current
agrarian struggles of different forms and the future of working people who are now the majority
of the world’s population.
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