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Preface
The choice of today’s topic should be explained. In 1980, when I started working at ISS, I joined the ‘agricultural and rural development’ group. In 1986
when I had only been here for a few years the new ISS Rector Dick Wolfson
invited me to give the ISS 34th Dies Natalis Address and to provide a critical
overview of this field of the ISS’ work. I did this in an address called ‘Rural
Development: Rhetoric and Reality’.1 Eight years later when appointed Professor
of Rural Sociology, since my views on agricultural and rural development had
not changed much I used the occasion of my Inaugural Address to introduce
another of my interests which at that time was hardly on the agenda of the ISS
at all, the problems of children and young people, hoping to stimulate interest in new initiatives in teaching and research in this area. That Address was
called ‘Children, Work and “Child Labour”: Changing Responses to the Employment of
Children’ ,2 A decade later, when the field of child and youth studies had indeed
taken off at the ISS, another Rector asked me to deliver the 51st Dies Natalis
Address in 2003, and it seemed appropriate to provide a view of this new field.
That Address was called ‘A World Fit for Children? Children and Youth in Development
Studies and Policy’.3 Now the time has come to deliver my Valedictory Address
and the 59th Dies Natalis Address, my interests and work have swung back to
agrarian issues and particularly land questions, and it seems logical to bring
these two lines of interest – agricultural and rural development, and youth –
together, by considering the problems which both the world’s young people and
the world’s agriculture are experiencing today, and to think about the place
that young people might or might not have in future agrarian renewal.
The Hague is a good place to reflect on possible trajectories of agrarian renewal,
and particularly the future of the world’s small-scale agricultural producers.
Almost 140 years ago, on the Lombardstraat just a few minutes’ walk from
where we are sitting, on the first floor of Café Excelsior, the International
Working Men’s Association met for the closing day of its 5th Congress, on the
7th of September 1872. It was on that day that the persistent quarrels between
Karl Marx and Mikhail Bakunin came finally and irrevocably to a head, and
the Congress voted to expel Bakunin from the International. One of the two
main issues between them was the role of small-scale agricultural producers
– the European peasantry – in an imagined future, fairer, more rational society. From that day to this, this debate has split progressive social movements,
and has also split the academic world of agrarian studies in a parallel debate
between the Marxists and the so-called neo-populists. As in most cases of such
heated debates, both sides were partly right.
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LAND, YOUTH AND AGRICULTURAL FUTURES
Today I would like to draw your attention to the importance of the youth
dimension, or the generational dimension, in discussions of agrarian questions
in the contemporary world, and to use this as a lens to think about the future of
agriculture and the struggle against rural poverty.4
We do not need to justify
a focus on agriculture and on rural poverty. It should not have been allowed to
slip off the international and national policy agendas in the last three decades,
and in recent years it is rightly regaining its place. Despite urbanization, rural
populations in most of the global south are still growing in absolute terms.
More than half the population of the developing countries, and 70 per cent of
all those living in extreme poverty, live in rural areas. In the developing countries it is only in Latin America, the Caribbean region, the Middle East and
North Africa that the majority of the poor live in urban areas. More than 80 percent of rural households are involved directly in farming to some extent, and it
is typically the poorest households that rely most on farming and farm labour.
Agriculture is still the world’s single biggest source of employment.5
The issues, in a nutshell, are these. In the present times of rising global prices
of food, and also of land, many parts of the developing world are experiencing
a new phase of land enclosures and dispossession and a shift from individual
and community to corporate control of land and water resources. Behind this
lies an ongoing battle for agriculture between large-scale, industrial, energy
intensive, earth-warming, water-wasting, unsustainable forms of agricultural
production on the one hand, and on the other a hard-pressed small-farm alternative which claims to be able both to feed the world, to do this in sustainable
ways, and also to provide employment and incomes to vastly greater numbers
of people than industrial farming. The coming years will see how this battle
is resolved. At the same time there is a growing and seemingly intractable
problem of mass youth unemployment and underemployment. Small-scale agriculture is now, and has the potential to remain, the developing world’s single
biggest source of employment. But claims about future small-scale alternatives
assume that there is a generation of rural youth who want to be small farmers,
while mounting evidence from all over the world suggests strongly that young
people are increasingly uninterested in farming or in rural futures. If this is the
case, then we have no argument against a future agriculture based on largescale, capital intensive, corporate farming. It is therefore quite important to ask
what lies behind rural young men and women’s apparent rejection of farming
futures, in other words to de-construct this aspect of the world of today’s rural
youth.
I will start with rural youth, their problematic transitions and their turn away
from farming. I will then consider some of the reasons behind this, including
the battle for agriculture and the global squeeze on land, and then return to
rural youth.
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RURAL YOUTH TRANSITIONS: UNEMPLOYMENT, MIGRATION
AND THE TURN AWAY FROM FARMING
The new youth studies: strengths and weaknesses
One important strength of childhood and youth studies, as they have evolved in
recent decades, is their insistence that we study young people in their own right
and from their own perspectives, thus giving a certain conceptual autonomy to
youth studies which had previously been hidden in various applied disciplines
such as criminology, social work, health and family studies. Understanding
young people’s lives requires that we look both at how youth is ‘constructed’
(imagined and represented as a meaningful social, economic and political category), and, also how it is actually experienced by the young. The sometimes
wide gap between construction and experience is one key to the understanding
of young people. This understanding however also requires us to position young
people within larger social structures, and this relational dimension has been
relatively neglected in the new social studies of childhood and youth. Notions of
generation,6 and of social reproduction7 help to make this link.
As we are all aware, youth (like childhood and adulthood) is socially constructed, not biologically fixed; its meaning and boundaries vary: over time, between
societies and within societies. All age-based boundaries of the categories of
‘childhood’ and ‘youth’, whether established by UN agencies or by national
governments, are arbitrary and certainly many children and young people do
not feel they fit them; yet these constructions have real impacts on young people’s lives. Many young people over the age of 13, for example, do not consider
themselves ‘children’, and defining all people under the age of 18 as child’
(as in the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child) risks infantilizing those
towards the upper limit, the only thing that binds 0 to 17 year olds together
being their lack of full legal and political standing in most countries. Similarly,
the practice of pushing the age-limits of ‘childhood’ and ‘youth‘ upwards – with
‘youth’ now defined as up to age 35, even 40, in some countries8 - may function
to ‘infantilize’ or ‘juvenilize’ young adults, to exclude them from mainstream
social, economic and political processes as something less than full members
of society, less than full citizens. Youth is coming to be increasingly defined by
‘an individual’s inability to take on the responsibilities of adulthood’,9 and since
this is a constructed inability for which the adult world is largely responsible,
this is a frequent source of tension between the generations, as we will see later
in the rural context.
Theories of youth approach the study of young people in many interesting and
useful ways: youth as action, youth as (sub)cultural practice, youth as identity,
youth as generation.10 This last dimension, the generational one, underlines the
importance of a relational approach, seeing youth in terms of the dynamics of
their relationship with others (adults) in larger structures of social reproduction. The scientific and policy construction of youth, however, tends to see
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it as typically a period of ‘transition’ (from child to adult, from education to
employment, from family of origin to family of destination). The World Bank
for example sees youth in terms of these interlinked transitions in its report
on Development and the Next Generation.11 But it is important to understand that
young people do not necessarily see themselves in this way, or do not see themselves only in this way. Young men and women are busy developing youth
cultures and identities in their own right, i.e. trying to be successful in the
eyes of their peers as youth, rather than trying to prepare themselves to be successful adults. This may be especially so in contemporary situations where the
neoliberal ascendancy has made the prospects for successful transition so difficult, and young people may see themselves rather in a process of ‘transition to
nowhere’.12
Youth transitions: education, un(der)employment and crises of social reproduction
In many countries, rural youth’s transition to adulthood is being prolonged as
they remain longer enrolled in education, their average age at first marriage
rises, and their entry into the labour force is postponed. Each new generation
of rural young men and women now grows up, on the whole, better educated
than their parents. This however has not been matched with expansion of
employment opportunities for educated youth. The start towards a working life
and economic autonomy is widely considered a key marker of young people’s
independence. But the transition to employment is often difficult, involving
long spells of inactivity and/or underemployment.13 During the past two decades youth unemployment has increased in most regions, and many others are
underemployed - having insufficient work, earning inadequate incomes from
it, and/or in insecure and poor-quality informal sector employment. Youth
unemployment rates are typically around twice the general adult rate, rural
unemployment is higher than urban, and something close to half the world’s
unemployed are youth.14
This is a serious problem, not only a tragic waste of potential in human terms
but also a reflection of the sheer irrationality of the economic structures in
which we live. How can we possibly allow one-fifth of the world’s young people
to be unemployed and countless millions more to be underemployed? If this is
all that free markets can give us, then it is time to add employment, and particularly youth employment, to the long list of policy arenas (along with food,
land, health, education and many more) that are much too important to be left
to the market.
The ILO has had the issue of youth unemployment on its agenda since 1935, and
UN Millennium Development Goal 8 has as one of its targets to ‘develop and
implement strategies for decent and productive work for youth’. But neither
the ILO, nor other development agencies or national governments, have any
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idea how to generate ‘decent and productive work for youth’ on the huge scale
which is needed, as we shall see later.
Rural youth and crises of social reproduction
These problems of (agrarian and youth) transition reflect an underlying crisis of
social reproduction. Contemporary forms of agrarian transition involve investments and dispossession that expel people from agriculture without absorbing their labour in manufactures or elsewhere in the economy, and create an
‘agrarian question of labour’15 involving large ‘surplus populations’ of the dispossessed.16 This probably represents a majority of historical capitalist agrarian
transitions worldwide, the main exceptions being the ‘classic’ agrarian transitions of (parts of) industrializing Europe and East Asia. ‘Surplus population’ here
is nothing to do with Malthusian or neo-Malthusian theories of absolute overpopulation (the notion that human populations have some natural tendency to
grow until they outstrip the limits of subsistence) but a historically-specific relative surplus population, itself the result of capital accumulation and technical
progress, which is ‘surplus’ not to society’s capacity to provide subsistence but
to capital’s requirements for labour, resulting in low wages of the employed and
pauperism of the un- and underemployed even in contexts of rapid economic
development, producing ‘the wonderful phenomenon … that a nation must
starve to death from sheer wealth and abundance’.17 Nowadays it is not only
agriculture, but also many other sectors whose ‘development’ through capital
investment and technical change involves the shedding, rather than the absorption, of labour.
Globalization embraces the world’s young people in global culture and consumerism, but also marginalizes most youth because of their limited economic
means. No matter how much they respond to the call to remain longer in school
or college, no matter how well they do in school, their education does not open
doors into secure employment, giving rise to the huge contingents of young, relatively educated, unemployed men and women in both rural and urban areas.
Recent years have seen some path breaking research on the lives and cultures of
these globalized, un(der)employed, relatively well educated youth. In the Middle
East region researchers trying to capture this ‘extended transition period during
which young people wait for pieces of their lives to fall together’, have coined
the term ‘waithood’.18 The anxiety and frustration of waiting (for jobs, and housing and marriage which usually depend on jobs) are captured by one of our
former colleague Linda Herrera’s young respondents in Alexandria:
They are saying there are opportunities. Where are these opportunities?
Where is the starting point, the beginning? If only I could start I could
continue my life. But where is the starting point? Tell me, where can I
begin?19
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In urban Ethiopia, where youth unemployment rates are estimated at more
than 50 per cent and most first-time job seekers remain unemployed for three
to four years, Daniel Mains has noted that one of the problems young male job
seekers have to confront – in contrast to their previous busy lives in school or
college – is simply “the problem of passing excessive amounts of time”:
These young men spoke about time as an overabundant and potentially
dangerous quantity. They passed their days chewing chat, a locally grown
stimulant; watching the latest videos from Hollywood, Bollywood, or,
much more infrequently, Ethiopia; and, above all, engaging with one
another in chewata, the playful conversation that is a favorite pastime of
many Ethiopians.20
In India, Craig Jeffrey studied the young sons of lower middle class Jat farmers,
the majority of them college graduates, in the town of Meerut (Uttar Pradesh).
They expressed their activities in precisely those terms, as ‘timepass’, a kind of
purposeless waiting.21 In rural Philippines, where in one study one-fifth of all
adults, mostly between 15 and 30 years old, classified themselves as on ‘standby’: neither employed, nor any longer in education, but waiting for a suitable
opportunity.22
These young people in ‘timepass’, ‘standby’ or ‘waithood’ mode are not necessarily completely ‘idle’, but we know very little about their activities. Anecdotal
evidence suggests they may take on various kinds of casual, short-term jobs,
or help parents in a family enterprise where one exists, but report themselves
as ‘unemployed’ because they are waiting and looking for what they consider
appropriate jobs. We may thus need to introduce a new category of the ‘working
unemployed’.
Against this background the absence of any workable or far-reaching ideas in
the policy world is perhaps not surprising . In neoliberal crises of social reproduction policies take the work of social reproduction out of the public sphere
and either commoditize it or throw the responsibility back on individuals, families and communities. The young, like others, may be forced to improvise their
own survival strategies and this is reflected in current policy shifts away from
genuine ‘employment generation’ to a kind of ‘do-it-yourself’ employment strategy for the young: the new focus on ‘entrepreneurship’, seen in the increasing
emphasis on promotion of ‘entrepreneurial’ skills in national youth and education policies, and World Bank and ILO policy discourse. There is little evidence
that these policies increase employment prospects or earnings. As a recent study
on these problems in Indonesia concludes
Youth employment projects should not be directed to entrepreneurship
or self-employment, because the youth themselves are more interested in
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paid employment in the formal sector, do not have sufficient technical
expertise in the field and are too young to start a business23
Turning away from farming?
Agriculture is one of the few sectors certain to grow in the longer term. It is the
developing world’s single biggest employer, and if given appropriate support it
has the potential to provide livelihoods for many more. But it appears to be so
unattractive to young people that in some rural areas we see agricultural labour
shortage coexisting with high levels of youth unemployment. Although this is
a largely unresearched topic, anecdotal evidence from all over the world, and
some research suggests strongly that young people are increasingly uninterested
in agricultural or rural futures. The Future Agricultures Consortium, which will
hold an important conference on this topic early next year, writes that ‘young
Africans are increasingly reluctant to pursue agriculture-based livelihoods’.24
For Southeast Asia, Derek Hall, Philip Hirsch and Tania Li conclude in their new
book Powers of Exclusion: ‘there is increasing evidence from across Southeast Asia
that farmers would like to get out of agriculture themselves and, even more,
that they hope their children will not become farmers’.25 Claims about smallscale alternatives for the world’s agriculture assume that there is a generation
of rural youth who want to be the world’s future small farmers. If not, then of
course small-farmer proponents have no argument against a future agriculture
based on large-scale, corporate, industrial farming. It is therefore quite important to ask what lies behind rural youth’s apparent rejection of farming futures.
Young people’s turn away from agriculture is certainly ‘fact’, but should not
be taken for granted, until we understand better the reasons behind it. This
requires us to take account of a number of problems, which we will explore in
the next sections. They include: the de-skilling of rural youth with regard to
agricultural knowledge, and the downgrading of farming and rural life; the
chronic government neglect of small-scale agriculture and rural infrastructure
in many regions; the corporate grabbing of land; and the problems that young
rural people increasingly have, even if they want to become farmers, in getting
access to land while still young.
De-skilling and the assault on rural culture
Various authors have noted how education as currently practiced (particularly
secondary education) contributes to a process of de-skilling of rural youth in
which farming skills are neglected and farming itself downgraded as an occupation, something for those who don’t do well in school.26 In a recent study, children in rural Gujarat (India) said they were not interested in farming (although
they wanted to keep their land if inherited); when Yogesh, a 14 year old boy was
questioned further as to who should take up farming, he replied ‘maybe those
children that don’t do well in their studies must become farmers’.27
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This can be seen as part of a more general ‘assault on rural culture’28 which
goes far beyond education and works through the commercial world of advertising and media of all kinds. The absence of basic infrastructure in rural areas
– which for today’s young people includes communications infrastructure
– should not be ignored. We need to know a lot more about this; even if farming could be made more attractive to young people and land available, would
rural life still be unattractive to today’s globalized youth simply because their
Blackberries don’t work there, and they can’t be in touch with their Facebook
friends? This is actually the easiest part of the problem to take care of, and it
will be solved in the not-too-distant future.29
On the subject of ‘de-skilling’ it is interesting to note how the idea of young
people’s ‘right to earn a livelihood’ has disappeared from international policy
discourse. In the League of Nations Declaration of the Rights of the Child (1924)
‘The child must be put into a position to earn a livelihood … and must be protected against every form of exploitation’, and in the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights (1948) ‘The child … must receive a training which will enable it at
the right time to earn a livelihood …and must be protected against every form of
exploitation’. This theme however has disappeared in subsequent human rights
and child rights conventions including the United Nations Convention on the
Rights of the Child (1989), in which preparation for earning a livelihood is not
mentioned as a goal of education.30
The situation is made worse by the rigid and misguided political correctness
of many organizations which argue and campaign for the right of children to
complete their entire childhoods without any experience of the world of work,
while many studies have shown that young people who have combined school
and part-time work have much better chances in labour markets after leaving
school.31 This misguided view, shared by many on the left, goes directly against
the advice of Karl Marx himself, who wrote clearly in a policy brief on juvenile
and children’s labour:
We consider the tendency of modern industry to make children and juvenile persons of both sexes co-operate in the great work of social production, as a progressive, sound and legitimate tendency, although under
capital it was distorted into an abomination. In a rational state of society
every child whatever, from the age of 9 years, ought to become a productive labourer in the same way that no able-bodied adult person ought to
be exempted from the general law of nature, viz.: to work in order to be
able to eat, and work not only with the brain but with the hands too.32
Problems of rural infrastructure can be relatively easily overcome. So also,
though less easily, can problems of the irrelevance and anti-rural bias of education, if educationalists are willing to follow the proposals of IFAD’s latest Rural
Poverty Report:
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A new and broader approach to, and a new emphasis on, agricultural
education and training are required […] to provide the next generation with the skills, understanding and innovative capacity that they
require to practice sustainable agricultural intensification – as well as to
strengthen individual capabilities and human capital that are important
for better addressing risk, achieving food security, and taking part in
rural development and growth.33
But suppose that a new generation of rural school leavers and college graduates
do wish to make their futures in the agrarian side of ‘the great work of social
production’, what are their chances of acquiring a farm?
Today’s rural young men and women, even if interested in farming, are confronted by the increased narrowing and sometimes complete closure of access
to land. This may be the due to corporate or absentee acquisition of community
land; the local micro-land grabs and ‘intimate exclusions’ resulting from internal processes of everyday accumulation, land concentration and dispossession;34
or simply the local structures of rural patriarchy which give the older generation control of land resources, and make them reluctant to transfer this control
to the next generation.
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THE BATTLE FOR AGRICULTURE AND THE GLOBAL SQUEEZE ON
FARM LAND
In his recent book The Global Food Economy Tony Weis describes the global ‘battle for the future of farming’.35 In the context of rising and highly volatile food
prices, and rising, much less volatile land prices world wide we can talk of a
contest for control of land, agriculture and food regimes between, on the one
hand: corporate, industrial, energy-intensive, planet-warming agriculture, and
on the other the ‘small scale’ alternative of peasant or small farmer – based agriculture, not always clearly defined but marked by in what its proponents claim
are both more ecologically rational and socially just systems of food production,
which they also claim can efficiently provision the world.
Much interesting work has been done on the global and local histories and characters of changing ‘food regimes’. The food regime concept36 allows us to refocus ‘from the commodity as object to the commodity as relation, with definite
geo-political, social, ecological and nutritional relations at significant historical
moments’37 and through this to understand better what Harriet Friedmann calls
the ‘pathologies of globalized agriculture’.38 Historian Jason Moore has noted
that during the past six centuries, ‘every great wave of capitalist development
has been paved with “cheap food” ’, made possible by a series of agrarian crises
followed by agrarian re-organization, involving changing property relations
and processes of dispossession and differentiation: ‘every great wave of world
accumulation, and every great (“hegemonic”) power, has developed on the basis
of far-flung reconstitutions of world-ecology, with agricultural revolutions at
their centre’.39 Actually we are talking not only about ‘food’, but about all the
agriculture-based wage goods: food (for humans), feed (for livestock), fuel, fibre,
and a number of other crops that are sometimes grown on a wide scale but fit
into none of these categories, like tobacco and medicinal crops; but for the sake
of simplicity we will continue to talk about ‘food’.
We are now looking at the end of both cheap food and cheap fuel, as real food
prices which in 2001 had fallen as low as they had ever been, then rose by late
2007 to the highest they had ever been since record keeping began in 1846.40
This prompts Moore and others to raise the question whether the presently
dominant global food regime has reached ‘the end of the road’.41 If they are
right, then we can accurately speak of a crisis in the world’s agriculture. And
as crisis studies literature tells us, crises are essentially turning points, at which
things can go one way or the other, but they cannot stay the same.
More than 40 years ago the Polish economist Michal Kalecki, after visiting
Egypt, Indonesia and some other postcolonial countries, noted the survival and
apparent resilience of what he called the ‘intermediate classes’ in agriculture
and other sectors (by which he meant small- and medium-scale farms and other
enterprises). But he also raised the question whether, at some future moment,
we would see their disappearance in ‘the final submission of the lower middle
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class to the interests of big business’.42 When we observe the current wave of
large-scale, government-supported corporate acquisition of contested lands and
common lands today – in Africa, Asia, Latin America, and the former Soviet
Union - one wonders whether Kalecki’s moment has finally arrived. In the last
few years reports of both mainstream international agencies and more critical
NGOs have established beyond doubt that large-scale land acquisition of this
kind, and the accompanying dispossession of local farmers, pastoralists and
forest users is occurring on an unprecedented scale, particularly but not only
in sub-Saharan Africa.43 The academic world also has been quick to respond to
these developments. There is now quite an industry of academic, field research
based ‘land-grab’ studies underway, by established scholars but also particularly
by graduate students and we will see an explosion of interesting dissertations,
conferences, special issues of journals and so on in the coming years.44
Most regions of the global South, as well as the global North, have a long history
of land ‘grabbing’ on a large scale. In the North major episodes have been the
European enclosures, the dispossession of the native peoples of North America,
and of course socialist collectivization. In the South, land was grabbed first by
pre-colonial rulers in chronic territorial wars with each other, then by colonial
governments. In the post-colonial decades, some governments and agrarian
social movements attempted to correct these historical distortions by land
reforms or other means of breaking up large private or corporate estates and
re-distributing them to smallholders. This was often done with the support of
international agencies – the World Bank for example was a major proponent of
the breakup of large estates in favour of small farmer based agricultural development strategies in those years. Paradoxically, these policies are now reversed
as governments and international agencies support the acquisition of great
expanses of land by large corporations, both foreign and domestic, usually in
the form of long-term concessions or leases rather than outright purchase, in
the name of development. Some of these individual deals, as we know, run into
the hundreds of thousands of hectares; it is thought that at least 200 million
hectares have been acquired in this way in the last few years.45 Potentially these
deals represent a truly wide-ranging global land reform – but in this case, an
upside-down land reform where governments take land from the poor and give
it (or lease it) to the rich.
While the media often focus on the role of foreign governments who are concerned to safeguard supplies of agricultural products and raw materials, the
actual “grabbing” of land – by which we mean the dispossession and exclusion
of local people and the enclosure of a tract of land for sale or lease to a corporate investor – is commonly done by local governments, working together with
local corporations, and local elites. These local companies may be locally owned,
foreign owned or jointly owned.
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This current corporate land rush, and the discourse of governments, investors
and international agencies that comes with it, is full of contradictions. On the
one hand most countries of the global south report declining farm sizes, land
shortage and often food insecurity while states and corporations claim the
availability of huge areas of “empty” or “unused” land in the same countries.
These deals are usually based on government and corporate promises to develop
modern, industrial forms of agricultural production of food, feed, fuel or fibre
for export, and to provide work and incomes for local people. Research has long
ago shown, however, that such industrial (capital- and energy-intensive) forms
of agriculture are unsustainable, and will accelerate global warming rather than
slowing it down. They also don’t provide employment on any significant scale,
tending to create enclaves of capital intensive, monocrop farming with minimal
linkages to the local economy.46 But key international agencies, quite aware
of this research and having sponsored and published some of it, seem to have
accepted that this form of agriculture is going to be the main motor of agricultural growth in the coming years.
In many countries, the current and planned expansion of corporate farming is
based in areas of land which provide livelihoods to millions of cultivators and
forest users under a wide variety of unofficial and semi-official or ‘customary’,
individual or collective, tenurial relationships, while states claim sovereign ownership of the same land. The informal and insecure tenure under which many
cultivators and forest users operate such lands makes for vulnerability in contexts of globalisation and transnational or domestic corporate land-grabbing,
which in turn has prompted calls for greater security of tenure, both by peasant activists and external organisations. At the same time however, in many
countries we have seen in the past few years active developments in national
law-making and government regulations aimed at creating a legal framework
that will facilitate the corporate acquisition of land held under customary title.
Where local elders and elites have authority to allocate and re-assign land rights
in customary tenure, they often profit from signing away community land.
These land deals are typically shrouded in secrecy, and the agreements or contracts themselves are rarely publicly available. As Lorenzo Cotula has observed
in a recent report: ‘Land deal negotiations are unfolding fast and behind closed
doors. But secrecy and haste are no friends of good deals’.47 Cotula and his team
analyzed the contents of contracts for twelve land deals in seven African countries (Cameroon, Ethiopia, Liberia, Madagascar, Mali, Senegal and Sudan); the
contracts were generally made between host governments and foreign investors,
with local landholders or communities, or their representatives, having no formal role at all.48
Besides asking why the corporate land rush is happening now, we could equally
ask, why is it only happening now, or why did it not happen already long ago?
In a neoliberal world markets in land, like markets in everything else, should be
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laid open, not only locally but also to cross-border transactions and buyers. Land
markets in countries like the USA, the Netherlands, Australia (to mention a few)
have long been open to foreign buyers – some of them actually had never closed
them, so far as I know. The nations of the global south are now expected to do
the same and realise the neoliberal dream of a world in which every bit of the
planet is potentially up for sale, or at least for long-term lease, to whoever wants
to buy it.
This helps to explain why the response of the major international agencies has
been so feeble and contradictory. The World Bank, which for some years has
combined ‘politically correct messages about the need to support small farmers’ with policy and financial support for agribusiness,49 can hardly oppose
large-scale corporate investment in farmland when it is itself an important
promotor and facilitator of these investments. Through its private-sector arm
the International Finance Corporation, the Bank finances legal reform mechanisms in land tenure to facilitate large-scale agricultural investment, and investment promotion agencies to attract the investors, in the words of an Oakland
Institute researcher ‘developing and advertising a veritable smorgasbord of
incentives not just to attract foreign investments in farmland but also to ensure
maximum profits to investors’.50
The World Bank’s recent publication Rising global interest in farmland – can it yield
sustainable and equitable benefits?51 embodies these contradictions. The Bank commissioned eighteen country case studies in Africa, Asia and Latin America, in
countries which were expected to provide at least some success stories. These
studies showed clearly that corporate land investments are not fulfilling their
promise of employment creation for local people, they are environmentally
destructive, they disadvantage women, they ignore the proper legal procedures
for land acquisition and forcibly displace large numbers of people.52 But the
same report proposes that any problems of governance, illegality, environmental destruction and so on can be prevented by the acceptance and implementation of a voluntary ‘code of conduct’, which will ensure that corporate capital
will behave more responsibly in future.
The policy response of international agencies, faced with the realities of environmentally and socially irresponsible behaviour of corporate agribusiness, has
in been to propose the adoption of such non-binding rules or principles for
responsible corporate behaviour: The World Bank’s ‘Principles for Responsible
Agro-investment’, or FAO’s ‘Voluntary Guidelines on Responsible Governance of
Tenure of Land and Other Natural Resources’.53 The World Bank group’s seven
‘Principles for Responsible Agro-Investment’, for example, are the following:
respecting land and resource rights; ensuring food security; ensuring transparency, good governance, and a proper enabling environment; consultation and
participation; responsible agro-enterprise investing; social sustainability; and
environmental sustainability.54
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There are many problems with this idea. First, why should we expect capitalist
corporations to act on a basis of voluntary corporate ‘social responsibility’ ? The
experience of already-existing bodies such as the Round Table on Sustainable
Palm Oil and the similar set-ups for soya and mining give no grounds for optimism on the capacity of voluntary guidelines and “codes of conduct” to protect
the interests of local cultivators, gender rights, labour and the environment.55
Capitalist firms are not Boy Scouts, and they are unlikely to place moral codes
above the interests and demands of their owners or shareholders.
Second, as Philippe De Schutter the UN Special Rapporteur on the Right to
Food has argued, to see the solution in terms of guidelines for the ‘responsible’
expansion of large-scale, capital-intensive farming is to narrow the terms of
the debate, accepting that future agricultural development will be based on
large scale, capital and energy intensive agro-industrial monocrop ventures and
closing the door to other alternatives, in which small-scale, labour-intensive,
environmentally friendly modes of cultivation remain the core units of feeding
the planet and keeping it cool.56 Professor De Schutter has become a lone voice
within the UN family arguing for a broader vision that ‘goes beyond disciplining land deals and providing policymakers with a checklist of how to destroy
the global peasantry responsibly’,57 promoting investment that reduces hunger
and malnutrition, rather than aggravating them. In his official reports to the
UN General Assembly and Human Rights Council,58 in academic publications
and numerous keynote addresses and media articles59 he has taken a firm stance
against the current narrow framing of the debate on ‘land grabbing’. He has
argued consistently that ‘the most pressing issue regarding investment in agriculture is not how much, but how: what we need is not to regulate land grabbing as if this were inevitable, but to put forward an alternative programme for
agricultural investment’.60 These alternatives, he argues, must not be based on
speculative large-scale acquisition of farmland, nor on the creation of a market
for land rights based on individual titling, but on security of tenure, agrarian
reform where land concentration has become excessive, and reorientation of
agricultural systems towards agroecological modes of production that are both
productive, sustainable and contribute to the progressive realization of the
human right to adequate food. De Schutter therefore arrives at a quite different
set of ‘principles’, in which
Land investments implying an important shift in land rights should represent the last and least desirable option, acceptable only if no other investment model can achieve a similar contribution to local development and
improve the livelihoods within the local communities concerned.61
What about these alternative models? The Via Campesina, an influential global
network of small-farmer organisations and movements, campaigns against land
grabbing with slogans like
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“Land-grabbing causes hunger! Let small-scale farmers feed the world!”,
and
“Small scale sustainable farmers are cooling down the earth”
and therefore demands:
“1/ The complete dismantling of agribusiness companies: they are stealing the land
of small producers, producing junk food and creating environmental disasters.
2/ The replacement of industrialized agriculture and animal production by
small-scale sustainable agriculture supported by genuine agrarian reform programmes.”62
Is this romantic nonsense? The claims of small-farmerists also need to be
critically interrogated. In fact, quite authoritative support on the technical
side comes from an important but almost unnoticed international study,
Agriculture at a Crossroads, the synthesis report of the International Assessment
of Agricultural Science and Technology for Development. This report was commissioned by a number of UN agencies including the World Bank and FAO,
and drew on the expertise of about 400 specialists from all over the world. It
shows quite clearly that agriculture can and must be reinvented if it is going to
provision the world’s expanding population sustainably. It concludes that the
dominant practice of industrial, large-scale agriculture is unsustainable, mainly
because of the dependence of such farming on cheap energy, its negative effects
on ecosystems, and growing water scarcity. Instead, industrial monocultures
must be reconsidered in favour of agro-ecosystems that combine mixed crop
production with conserving water supplies, preserving biodiversity, and improving the livelihoods of the poor in small-scale mixed farming.63
There are plenty of opportunities for governments, international agencies and
even corporate capital to invest in support of this new direction. These do not
require the financing of corporate acquisition of land but rather investment in
public goods, in rural infrastructure and various forms of support to small-scale
agriculture. In recent decades, though, governments in the south and the north
have placed their focus elsewhere. For the last decade or so, developing country
states and the international community have been withdrawing more and more
from their role of supporting small farmers and rural development generally,
with development aid to these sectors declining by more than 50 per cent.64
Small farmerism of course is not without its own problems. Agrarian structures
based on small-scale (‘peasant’) farming are inherently unstable under conditions of commodity economy, due to the in-built mechanisms of land concentration and agrarian differentiation, which many authors from Lenin onwards
have described.65 But these problems are not impossible to overcome, once we
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get away from fixations on private ownership titling to other forms of secure
individual tenure, subject to maximum holdings and periodic redistribution.
One way to reflect on these futures is to consider what kind of rural future
lies ahead for the next generation of rural people. While some local elders and
elites may become rich by facilitating land dispossession and exclusion, and
some cultivators may be seduced by immediate cash payments for relinquishing
their land, or the prospect of guaranteed markets as contract farmers, we also
need to consider what kind of future these land deals imply for the next generation in rural areas, those who will inherit this future.
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THE PROBLEM OF GENERATIONS AND THE AUTONOMY OF
LABOUR
With the development of settled agriculture, first appearing about 10,000 years
ago and developing much later in some parts of the world, agrarian societies
generally moved towards patriarchy in both gender and generational relations.
The need for parents to control their children’s work is reflected in patterns
of harsh discipline, and cultural emphasis on respect for the older generation,
which are commonly seen in peasant societies world-wide (Stearns 2006:11-13).
Within these patriarchal structures young people are not passive victims, but
exercise a constrained agency. Ethnographic studies of ‘traditional’ rural ways
of growing up provide many examples in which children (mostly male, in some
cases also female) who wish to farm are allocated a plot of land to farm themselves by parents or other adult relatives, or engage in paid work on the farms
of others, and control to greater or lesser extent the product of their farming
work.66 One interesting example is from Tania Li’s research on the Lauje hill
farmers of Central Sulawesi. She describes how in 1991
We were out on the platform behind the house when one of the girls
began to pull out bundles of garlic and arrange them in the sun to dry.
‘Who do they belong to?’ I asked. ‘That one belongs to my mother, those
belong to my older brother, those belong to my sister, these here are
mine, and those belong to my father’, she replied. This was my introduction to the economic autonomy of household members, each of whom
created personal property through their own labour …67
Among the Tonga in Zimbabwe, Elisabeth Colson observed in the 1950s that
many children had their own fields. Unmarried boys or girls might be given a
portion of a field belonging to either father or mother before obtaining their
own fallowed land, and after harvest might have their own bins in which to
store grain from these plots.68 A generation later Pamela Reynolds described
how young boys often work, and are sometimes allowed to make their own
farms, on the land of a parent or other relative, and ‘actively direct their labour
contributions in accord with various strategies that maximize their chances of
meeting current needs, and establishing links among kin and neighbours that
will enhance future security’.69
In the Javanese village of Kali Loro, almost 40 years ago, a 15 year old boy from
a share-tenant household told me proudly how he had used his own earnings
(from farm labour and bamboo mat-weaving) to pay for his own school fees
since the last years of primary school, and since entering lower secondary school
at age 13 had paid for all his expenses except food, including school fees, clothes
and even the purchase of his own goats.70
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In Bolivia, Samantha Punch describes how children from about the age of 12
onwards begin to negotiate with their parents for some recognition and reward
of the work they do to support the family economy, either helping on the family farm or earning money outside. One thirteen year old boy, for example, had
persuaded his father to give him a small plot of land on which he grew peanuts and also raised some goats. His brother helped him with the planting and
Antonio gave him part of the harvest in return. His sister, who had worked as
a domestic service in the nearby town since she was 12, also had her own goats
and chickens; when she is away her mother helps to look after them, and again
is ‘rewarded’ by her daughter with a gift of some of the chicks raised.71
In how many countries and regions is it still possible for young people to slip
themselves into independent agricultural production and earning in the way
that these examples have shown? One reason why young people express a reluctance to farm may reflect not an aversion to farming as such, but to the long
period of waiting that they would have to face before they have a chance to
engage in independent farming.
Even when land is available, young people may have to wait a very long time for
it. In many or most agrarian societies parents – or community elders in places
where land is controlled not individually but by customary law - retain control
of land as long as possible. Intergenerational tensions regarding the transfer of
land or other assets from one generation to the next are, of course, not new. The
tension between the desires of aging parents to keep the household together
under their authority by retaining control of family assets, and the desire of
children to receive their share of these assets, form their own independent
households, and attain the status of economic and social adulthood, is such a
common feature of agrarian societies that it is surprising how neglected it is in
recent research.
We can find plenty of examples in the history of European peasant societies.
In the 15th century, in the region around Florence, ‘most old men kept a firm
grasp on the management of the family farm until they became senile or died.
This meant that young potential heirs had to wait around until they were 45 or
50 before they could come into their inheritance’.72 In the countryside around
Pisa, by age 25 more than two-thirds of young men, even if married, had not yet
been able to set up a household of their own. ‘Once the peasant in this region …
had reached a position of authority late in life, he did not loose his grasp until
the very end and gradually filled his house with his sons’ children as his own
family let daughters marry and leave the family group’.73 Elderly people who
retained control of the means of production were thus in a position to frustrate
the ambitions of youth. Not surprisingly, then, young people regarded their
elders with ambivalence. ‘On the one hand it was held that old people should
be honoured […] they held the treasured memories of the community and were
the custodians of oral history’, yet as Sir Walter Raleigh put it in 1614 ‘by how
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much the more we are accompanied with plenty, by so much the more greedily
is our end desired, … we become a burden to ourselves, being of no other use
than to hold the riches we have from our successors’.74 When elderly peasants
did transfer control of land to their children, they felt it necessary to safeguard
their position against the loss of power and livelihood, often in written contracts. In 17th century Calenberg (Lower Saxony), if legal transfer of the farm
to the heir was made during the lifetime of the parents, they made a contract
called Leibzucht. ‘The retirement contract usually stipulated that the heir would
provide a defined amount of food, shelter and clothing for the retired parents,
and it guaranteed them the produce or income from certain parts of the farm’.75
In 15th century Languedoc, in France,
special clauses were inserted in the contracts in order to forestall the
revolts that were always brewing against the old man of the house. A
contract … specified that the grandfather’s bed was sacred, as was his
ration of food. Cursed be the young couple who would sell the one or
reduce the other! And cursed be the grandchild who would sell his grandmother’s bestead and bedspread! 76
Karl Polanyi’s student Conrad Arensberg observed in rural Ireland in the 1930s:
‘even at forty-five and fifty, if the couple have not yet made over the farm, the
countryman remains a “boy” in respect to farm work and in the rural vocabulary’. This is understandable in view of the alternative, since ‘at the transfer of
land, all vestiges of strict parental control are destroyed … parents can no longer
demand the services of their children’.77
It is not surprising then if young men and women today, having experienced
some years of education, are reluctant to engage in long years of agrarian ‘timepass’, working for parents or other elder relatives: who wants to wait until they
are 40 or 50 years old to be a farmer? Julian Quan in an overview of changes in
intra-family land relations in sub-Saharan Africa notes:
The position of youth is widely believed to be one of disinterest in landbased livelihoods…. However, limitations in young people’s access to
land, land concentration, and land sales and allocations outside the
kin group by older generations can become highly problematic where
alternative livelihoods are not available, and can trigger wide social conflicts.78
One important strategy in negotiating transition is young people’s mobility,
which now extends to all social classes and (in most countries) both genders.
The great majority of the world’s labour migrants (both domestic and international) are young people, ‘pushed’ by the unavailability of appropriate jobs – or
farm land - at home and ‘pulled’ by the hopes of better opportunities in the
usually urban destination regions. These migrations are not always permanent;
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we need to explore further the phenomenon of cyclical, part-lifetime migration. ‘Village’ (and also ‘farm’) can become, for young people, the place where
you grow up, which you will leave in search of urban employment, but where
you may later leave your children in the care of their grandparents, and where
you may later return to be a farmer yourself, when land becomes available and
urban work has provided some capital for improvements.79
Among the few scholars who have been arguing consistently for the need to
find ways to make farming a better, and a possible option for young people
are Paul Richards and his former student Krijn Peters. Peters studied young
people including ex-combatants in conflict-torn regions of Sierra Leone over a
period of a decade (1996-2006) and describes in detail the mismanagement and
stagnation of the agricultural sector, the false hope that education gave young
people of recognition and success, and the vulnerability of young people to local
seniors, through the elders’ control over customary courts, land, agricultural
labour and the allocation of marriage partners, in this gerontocratic society
where ‘the politics of wealth-in-people […] is sustained by customs that are legally binding, and imposed by the customary court system’ but subject to increasing and incalculable arbitrariness:
The point is that the African rural setting is not only inhabited by landowning peasants, but increasingly by numbers of young people who lack
the basic modalities even to be peasants. Marginalized by ‘customary’
institutional exactions, first begun under colonial rule and maintained
by rural elites ever since, they become a class of ‘strangers’ and vagrants,
neither citizen nor subject […] They cannot even mobilize their own
labour to work the allegedly abundant land, since this would be vulnerable to extraction from them by marriage payments and court fines for
infringements of a traditional code of behaviour regulated by elders.80
Peters rightly questions the common assumption that ex-combatants have little
interest in agriculture, and argues that ‘the dislike of rural youth [for agriculture] is not focused on agriculture as such, but on their vulnerability, in village
conditions, to exploitation by local elites and gerontocrats’.81 Reviewing recent
proposals for (bio)technical solutions to African agrarian poverty, Richards concludes ‘….perhaps an even bigger focus for reform [than biotechnology] is the
need to open up land to more intensive use by making it more readily accessible
to young people, free from control by a local gerontocratic order’.82
How many governments, international agencies or NGOs have young people’s
access to land on their policy agendas, as more than rhetoric? The FAO lists,
as one of the policy goals on youth employment it shares with ILO, to ‘provide
rural youth, particularly women, with access to land and the financial services
that are available to adults’, but none of the specific projects they list under
youth employment seem to have this focus.83
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In conclusion, I hope to have shown that the developments I have summarized
raise many fundamental questions both about the future of rural youth, and of
agriculture itself. IFAD’s latest Rural Poverty Report for the first time gives special
attention to young people, and notes:
It is […] tomorrow’s rural generations who most need to see rural areas as
places where they can fulfill their aspirations. Already today, more and
more youth are unwilling farmers or livestock producers and reluctant
residents in rural areas. Environmental degradation and climate change,
combined with persisting policy neglect of agriculture and of rural areas,
can only accentuate this process. [… Robust action] needs to turn rural
areas from backwaters into places where people have access to quality
services and profitable opportunities, and where innovation takes place,
whether in agricultural production and marketing, in non-farm enterprises or in energy generation.84
The many problems I have touched on are likely to worsen in the context
of rising global prices of food and other agricultural commodities, the parallel
rise in land values, new patterns of corporate land grabbing, and other forms
of land concentration, in many regions. As I have tried to indicate, the current
debate about “land grabbing” is in fact a debate about the future shape of farming and the fate of rural populations. If visions of a future based on smallholderbased agriculture are to be realized, these problems have to be taken seriously
and given much more attention than has been the case in recent policy debate,
and in recent research. There are no easy answers to these questions, and that is
why they deserve a place on our research agenda in the coming years.
That concludes the academic part of my address.
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A word of thanks
When I gave my Inaugural Address here in 1994, it was not yet the custom at ISS
to close by thanking those who have helped you on the way. So I would like to
do it now, in abbreviated form.
First, to all my teachers in England and in the United States, who stimulated
in me a chronic curiosity about the world, and particularly its material dimensions, which George Orwell, writing in the year of my birth, described well: ‘to
love the surface of the earth, and to take pleasure in solid objects and scraps of
useless information’.85
Before coming to ISS I spent five years in Indonesia working with the AgroEconomic Survey of Indonesia, a small and relatively independent organization
which was one of the main sources of critical studies of Indonesia’s green revolution, by both Indonesians and foreigners. These were for me formative years,
in which I learned much from both my Indonesian colleagues and the various
foreign researchers who used our sample villages as basis for their research.
It has been an enormous privilege to work in this International Institute of
Social Studies. When I first heard of ISS and came as a visitor in 1978 - in the
middle of the only student strike the ISS has ever known - I knew it as one of
the best institutes of development studies in the world. A few years later, when
we gained the distinction of being the only non-university institute to have the
right to award our own PhD degrees, I believe with others that it became the
best small university in the world. Now, since we have become part of Erasmus
University, we can no longer claim to be the best small university, but we can
certainly claim to be the best University Institute in the world.
At the ISS, I would like to thank most especially my colleagues past and present
in what used to be the agricultural and rural development and population and
development groups and then became ‘rural development, environment and
population studies’. I am lucky to have been a part of the group of engaged
academics who together, and in their own ways, have made a name for the ‘ISS
school of agrarian studies’, and also to have been part of the group who have
pioneered the field of child and youth studies here at ISS. Over the years we
have been supported by a wonderful group of friendly, helpful and competent
administrators.
I believe strongly in the principle of self-management in academic institutions.
This has led to me spending a lot of time in the various bodies involved in the
ISS’ ‘middle management’. I have appreciated very much the dedication and
friendship of all those I worked with in the Institute Council, Works Council,
the Academic Council, the Appointment and Promotions Committee, the
PhD Programme, and of course during my 17 years on the editorial board of
Development and Change. And to all my colleagues in every corner and in every
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kind of job in the ISS building, and all my students, thank you for singly and
together making me look forward every day to walking into the building and
meeting your friendly faces.
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