
City University of New York (CUNY) City University of New York (CUNY) 

CUNY Academic Works CUNY Academic Works 

Publications and Research Hunter College 

2016 

Political Dynamics of Transnational Agrarian Movements Political Dynamics of Transnational Agrarian Movements 

Marc Edelman 
CUNY Hunter College 

Saturno M. Boras Jr. 

How does access to this work benefit you? Let us know! 

More information about this work at: https://academicworks.cuny.edu/hc_pubs/684 

Discover additional works at: https://academicworks.cuny.edu 

This work is made publicly available by the City University of New York (CUNY). 
Contact: AcademicWorks@cuny.edu 





POLITICAL DYNAMICS 
OF TRANSNATIONAL 

AGRARIAN MOVEMENTS

  64.67.108.69 10.3362/9781780449142 2021-09-12 15:00:46



Advance Praise for Political Dynamics  
of Transnational Agrarian Movements

In Political Dynamics of Transnational Agrarian Movements, Edelman and Borras 
had a hard row to hoe: they not only strove to provide detailed information 
on a menu of transnational agrarian movements about which we know far too 
little, they also dug deep into the domestic soil of many of them, analyzing 
their regional, class, and ideological composition, their relations with ngos and 
international institutions, and how they took on global neoliberalism. No less 
important for a book that covers so much ground, it is a joy to read.

— Sidney Tarrow, Cornell University,  
author of The New Transnational Activism

For those of us who are passionate about building radical transnational agrar-
ian movements (tams) it is crucial to have a clear sense of the spaces where 
tams already are or can emerge, to develop sharp and creative analyses of the 
problems tams face, and to be honest about tams’ limitations. This book offers 
a panoramic view of tams, mapping their dilemmas, strengths and promising 
paths, challenging our intuitions and encouraging us to think critically.

— Sofía Monsalve Suárez, fian International

Drawing upon decades of engaged research, Edelman and Borras have given 
us an exceptionally rich mapping of the changing field of transnational agrar-
ian movements. They hone in on key questions involving diverse movement 
organizations, ngos, donors, political arenas, representation claims, changing 
modalities of development assistance, and the multi-level, shifting arenas of 
peasant politics. This is a valuable contribution, and should be of interest to 
scholars and practitioners.

— Margaret Keck, Johns Hopkins University,  
co-author of Activists Beyond Borders

The prayers of those of us who have long hungered for a comprehensive, histori-
cally deep, learned and accessible account of international agrarian movements 
have finally been answered in full. We will long be in debt to Edelman and Borras 
for this exceptional and lasting contribution to agrarian scholarship.

— James C. Scott, founding Director, Yale University Agrarian Studies Program, 
author of The Art of Not Being Governed
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Preface to the 2021 ebook edition
In late 2020, four years after this book’s first edition, the world 
witnessed a dramatic display of the ongoing importance of peasant 
politics. Two hundred thousand Indian farmers, from 40 or more 
organizations – some transnationally linked and others not – drove 
their tractors and bullock carts from Punjab and Haryana to the 
capital, Delhi. The protestors were demanding repeal of three 
Farming Acts — on marketing, contract farming, and “hoarding” 
commodities – that signified further liberalization of the agricultural 
economy, with the end of regulated markets and the removal of price 
supports and fuel subsidies. In November, some 250 million people 
joined a 24-hour solidarity strike. The protestors came from regions 
that prospered from the first green revolution, but the neoliberal 
onslaught that commenced in the 1990s had eroded their livelihoods 
and driven many to desperation. Months later, facing repression 
and a horrifying pandemic, tens of thousands remained encamped 
on the outskirts of Delhi. While media pointed to giant religious 
festivals and mass right-wing rallies as COVID-19 super-spreader 
events, the farmers were diligent about mask wearing and other 
preventative measures.

Several processes discussed in the first edition have evolved 
and are motives for concern or jubilation. In 2016 we noted that the 
absolute number of peasants was the largest it had ever been, even 
if their proportion in the world population had declined. Now, in 
2021, projections suggest that both the absolute and especially the 
relative weight of rural people in the global population will decline 
in the next three decades. By 2050 more than twice as many people 
will be living in urban as in rural settings. Net migration – both 
rural-urban and international – is also accelerating, with troubling 
implications for place-based social movements, including agrarian 
ones. The hostility of many governments to internationally linked 
NGOs and civil society organizations, which we mentioned in 2016, 
has intensified in recent years as authoritarian populist heads of 
state consolidated their rule. The climate emergency has battered 
rural zones with ever more frequent droughts, floods, wildfires, and 
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storms. Corporate consolidation and capture of international and 
national governance institutions continue to imperil the agendas of 
progressive transnational agrarian movements (TAMs).

On the more hopeful side, the 2018 adoption of the United 
Nations Declaration on the Rights of Peasants and Other People 
Living in Rural Areas, after a long campaign by LVC, FIMARC 
and other TAMs, provided new recognition of food sovereignty, 
collective land rights, and peasants’ cultural distinctiveness. The 
TAMs and allies are now pressing for a binding international treaty to 
rein in the worst abuses of transnational corporations. The network 
of large and small agroecology schools and peasant universities that 
we discussed in Chapter 4 continues to expand.

The COVID-19 pandemic impeded the travel and gatherings 
central to transnational organizing and participation in international 
governance spaces. As meetings went remote, internet connection 
problems, widely separated time zones, interpretation difficulties, 
and screen fatigue complicated participation. The pandemic also 
provided pretexts for authoritarian regimes to surveil and repress 
activists. While aggregate food supplies remained adequate in most 
places, the numbers of food insecure and hungry spiked worldwide, 
and food chain workers – from fields and packing houses to urban 
markets – suffered high rates of COVID-19 infection.

Marc Edelman and Jun Borras, May 2021.
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To the memory of Manuel “Steve” Quiambao,  
Oscar “Oca” Francisco, Basilio “Bob” Propongo,  
and Ernest Reyes: comrades, friends, mentors.

— Jun Borras

To the memory of my mother, Judith Edelman (1923–2014), 
who brought me to ban-the-bomb marches in a stroller,  

involving me in social movements before I could even walk.

— Marc Edelman
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Series Editors’ Foreword
Political Dynamics of Transnational Agrarian Movements by Marc 
Edelman and Saturnino M. Borras Jr. is the fifth volume in the 
Agrarian Change and Peasant Studies Series from icas (Initiatives in 
Critical Agrarian Studies). The first volume is Henry Bernstein’s Class 
Dynamics of Agrarian Change, followed by Jan Douwe van der Ploeg’s 
Peasants and the Art of Farming, Philip McMichael’s Food Regimes 
and Agrarian Questions and Ian Scoones’ Sustainable Livelihoods and 
Rural Development. Together, these five outstanding books reaffirm 
the strategic importance and relevance of applying agrarian political 
economy analytical lenses in agrarian studies today. They suggest that 
succeeding volumes in the series will be just as politically relevant 
and scientifically rigorous.

A brief explanation of the series will help put the current volume 
by Edelman and Borras into perspective in relation to the icas intel-
lectual and political project. Today, global poverty remains a signifi-
cantly rural phenomenon, with rural populations comprising three-
quarters of the world’s poor. Thus, the problem of global poverty and 
the multidimensional (economic, political, social, cultural, gender, 
environmental and so on) challenge of ending it are closely linked 
to rural working people’s resistance to the system that continues to 
generate and reproduce the conditions of rural poverty and their 
struggles for sustainable livelihoods. A focus on rural development 
thus remains critical to development thinking. However, this focus 
does not mean de-linking rural from urban issues. The challenge is 
to better understand the linkages between them, partly because the 
pathways out of rural poverty paved by neoliberal policies and the 
war on global poverty engaged in and led by mainstream interna-
tional financial and development institutions to a large extent simply 
replace rural with urban forms of poverty.

Mainstream approaches in agrarian studies are generously 
financed and thus have been able to dominate the production and 
publication of research and studies on agrarian issues. Many of the 
institutions (such as the World Bank) that promote this thinking have 
also been able to acquire skills in producing and propagating highly 
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accessible and policy-oriented publications that are widely dissemi-
nated worldwide. Critical thinkers in leading academic institutions 
are able to challenge this mainstream approach, but they are generally 
confined to academic circles with limited popular reach and impact.

There remains a significant gap in meeting the needs of academ-
ics (teachers, scholars and students), social movement activists and 
development practitioners in the Global South and the North for 
scientifically rigorous yet accessible, politically relevant, policy-
oriented and affordable books in critical agrarian studies. In response 
to this need, icas — in partnership with the Dutch development 
agency Interchurch Organization for Development Cooperation or 
icco-Cooperation — is launching this series. The idea is to publish 
“state of the art small books” that explain a specific development is-
sue based on key questions, including: What are the current issues 
and debates on this particular topic and who are the key scholars/
thinkers and actual policy practitioners? How have such positions 
developed over time? What are the possible future trajectories? What 
are the key reference materials? And why and how is it important for 
ngo professionals, social movement activists, official development 
aid circle and non-governmental donor agencies, students, academ-
ics, researchers and policy experts to critically engage with the key 
points explained in the book? Each book combines theoretical and 
policy-oriented discussion with empirical examples from different 
national and local settings.

The series will be available in multiple languages in addition to 
English, starting with Chinese, Spanish, Portuguese, Bahasa, Thai, 
Italian, Russian and Japanese. The Chinese edition is in partnership 
with the College of Humanities and Development of the China 
Agricultural University in Beijing, coordinated by Ye Jingzhong; the 
Spanish edition with the PhD Programme in Development Studies at 
the Autonomous University of Zacatecas in Mexico, coordinated by 
Raúl Delgado Wise, ehne Bizkaia in the Basque country, coordinated 
by Xarles Iturbe, and Fundación Tierra coordinated by Gonzalo 
Colque; the Portuguese edition with the Universidade Estadual 
Paulista, Presidente Prudente (unesp) in Brazil, coordinated by 
Bernardo Mançano Fernandes, the Universidade Federal do Rio 
Grande do Sul (ufrgs) in Brazil, coordinated by Sergio Schneider, 
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and iseg University of Lisbon coordinated by Joanna Pereira Leite; 
the Bahasa edition with University of Gadjah Mada in Indonesia, co-
ordinated by Laksmi Savitri; the Thai edition with rcsd of University 
of Chiang Mai, coordinated by Chayan Vaddhanaphuti; the Italian 
edition with University of Calabria, coordinated by Alessandra 
Corrado; the Russian edition with ranepa in Moscow, coordinated 
by Alexander Nikulin and Teodor Shanin; and the Japanese edi-
tion with Kyoto University, coordinated by Shuji Hisano of Kyoto 
University and Koichi Ikegami of Kinki University.

Given the objectives of the Agrarian Change and Peasant Studies 
Series, one can easily understand why we are delighted to have as 
Book 5 the work by Edelman and Borras. The first five volumes fit 
together well in terms of themes, accessibility, relevance and rigour. 
We are excited about the bright future of this important series!

Saturnino M. Borras Jr., Ruth Hall, Christina Schiavoni, Max Spoor 
and Henry Veltmeyer

icas Book Series Editors
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Interchurch Organization for 
Development Cooperation Statement
The Interchurch Organization for Development Cooperation (icco) 
has partnered with icas to produce the book series on Agrarian 
Change and Peasant Studies.

icco works for a just world without poverty. A world where 
people can claim and assume their rights in a sustainable society. 
Key principles are secure and sustainable livelihoods and justice and 
dignity for all. Sustainable agriculture and food systems are key to 
realizing this vision. icco acknowledges, together with icas, that the 
current mainstream thinking about the rural world will not lead to 
sustainable alternatives to agrarian systems that contribute to hunger, 
malnutrition, violations of rights (right to food and other human 
rights) and unsustainable use of soils and water leading to pollution 
and loss of biodiversity. icco acknowledges that more research and 
exchange among scholars, practitioners and policymakers is badly 
needed to find answers. Answers, not just one answer. The world 
cannot afford anymore to simplify problems in order to develop a 
“one size fits all” solution leading to a silver bullet that tends to miss 
the target. We need a plurality of solutions; adapted to local contexts 
and that fuel the thinking of a diverse range of policymakers, activists 
and other actors in several sectors. We need diverse inputs from a 
broad range of people who suffer from hunger, who are kicked off 
their land and yet have ideas and energy to improve their livelihoods 
and realize their human rights.

What follows is a description of the type of agrarian system icco 
supports in order to contribute to the realization of its vision: icco 
promotes agriculture that locally feeds people, strives to add value 
locally and is environmentally sustainable. It promotes an agricultural 
system in which people are central and allows for self-determination, 
empowerment and governance of farmers themselves, but also in 
negotiation with consumers. This agricultural system allows male 
and female farmers to organize themselves according to their own 
needs and to make their own choices. It sustainably builds on the 
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characteristics of the local environment (soil, water, biodiversity). We 
also know that agricultural systems are bound with other sectors and 
cannot survive in isolation: we see rural-urban (re)migration and we 
see trade and markets. Above all we see people living in rural settings 
that should be able to determine their own choices, supported by a 
favourable (political, social and economic) environment.

To make this happen, stable, reliable and just access to and 
control over productive resources such as water, land and genetic 
material such as seeds and tubers are essential. Related to this, but 
also in a broader context, icco supports small scale producers, in 
decision-making about their livelihoods and works for more equal 
power relations in and between agricultural and other systems. The 
icco cooperative acknowledges the interrelatedness between the 
agricultural and food systems in the Global North and South and 
acknowledges that these interlinkages, as well as power imbalances, 
need to be challenged in order to sustainably feed the world.

This type of alternative agrarian systems is knowledge intensive. 
We need more research that is relevant to support and stimulate the 
further development of this type of agricultural system and promote 
pro-poor agrarian change. icco is looking to and working towards 
justice, democracy and diversity in agrarian and food systems. In 
order to make this happen, analytical tools and frameworks are 
necessary for informed collective actions and advocacy work. It is in 
this context that we find the book series of great importance to icco 
and its partners worldwide and to broader audiences.

— Interchurch Organization for Development Cooperation  
Utrecht, The Netherlands

February 2015
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Introduction

A Framework for Understanding 
Transnational Agrarian Movements

Transnational agrarian movements (tams) are organizations, net-
works, coalitions and solidarity linkages of farmers, peasants and 
their allies that cross national boundaries and that seek to influence 
national and global policies.1 Today’s radical tams have contributed 
to reframing the terms and parameters of a wide range of debates 
and practices in the field of international development, including 
environmental sustainability and climate change, land rights and 
redistributive agrarian reform, food sovereignty, neoliberal econom-
ics and global trade rules, corporate control of crop genetic material 
and other agricultural technology, the human rights of peasants and 
gender equity. For policymakers, scholars, activists and development 
practitioners concerned with these issues, an understanding of tams 
and their impact is essential for grasping interconnections between 
these thematic areas and between these and the “big picture” as well.

Many readers, particularly those in developed countries, may 
need to be reminded that there are now more peasants than at any 
other time in human history (Van der Ploeg 2008). Scholars and 
agrarian activists may squabble about how to define “peasants,” or 
about the usefulness of the category, but even allowing for some 
imprecision it remains the case that peasants still constitute nearly 
two-fifths of humanity (see Box 1). Their relative weight in the 
human population has no doubt declined with urbanization and 
industrialization, but in absolute numbers they are an immense sec-
tor. Most importantly, for our purposes, while elites and urbanites 
have long disparaged the rural poor as backward, inefficient and 
narrow-minded, peasants themselves have often managed to orga-
nize and to emerge as important historical protagonists, even on a 
transnational level.
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Table 1 World’s Agricultural Population, Rural Population and 
Economically Active Population in Agriculture, 2013

In 1000s % World population
World population 7,130,012 100%

Agricultural population 2,621,360 37%

Rural population 3,445,843 48%

Economically active in agriculture* 1,320,181 19%

* Economically active population in agriculture includes household heads who sustain 
larger numbers of non-active dependents.

Source: fao Faostat database, June 21, 2013.

This book analyzes the diversity of transnational agrarian move-
ments across time and space; the crises of food and agriculture that 
have contributed to raising tams’ international profile; and the 
political dynamics within and between tams and between tams and 
nongovernmental organizations (ngos) and national and global gov-
ernance institutions. In addition to the radical tams that are central 
to our analysis, there have been other tams with a more conventional 
orientation that emphasize using industrial agriculture to produce 
more food for growing populations. The book also considers what 
the rise (and occasionally decline) of tams means for critical agrarian 
studies and for theories of social movements.

We take an historical approach to tams, which suggests 
something more than just a long temporal perspective. Instead of 
explaining the origins of tams largely or exclusively as a response 
to the growing weight of global governance institutions, such as the 
World Trade Organization, or to the hollowing out of nation-states 
under neoliberal globalization, we consider regional and national 
experiences, political cultures and historical memories as important 
constitutive elements of contemporary transnational alliances. The 
dream of solidarity beyond the nation-state is an old one, as we 
indicate in Chapter 1, and in Central Europe pro-peasant political 
parties formed a “Green International” in the early twentieth century. 
In more recent decades, efforts to organize across borders in places 
such as Western Europe, Central America and Southeast Asia drew 
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on eminently regional traditions and later brought into being wider 
coalitions, such as Vía Campesina. The success of the Movimento 
dos Trabalhadores Rurais Sem Terra (mst, Landless Rural Workers 
Movement) in Brazil in building a powerful organization and or-
ganizing land occupations inspired movements elsewhere and led 
to numerous, ongoing exchanges between Brazilian activists and 
those in other countries. As tams have consolidated in the 1990s 
and after, what were once local or national protest repertoires and 
organizational practices have proliferated worldwide, frequently 
evolving and mutating in the process.

We also see a relation between tams’ emergence in the 1980s and 
1990s and classical debates about “the agrarian question.” Since the 
late nineteenth century, revolutionaries and scholars — among them 
V.I. Lenin, Karl Kautsky and A.V. Chayanov — debated the impact of 
capitalism on the countryside and the limits that land, agriculture and 
pre-existing agrarian structures posed to capital accumulation and 
to the full development of capitalist social relations (Akram-Lodhi 
and Kay 2010; Bernstein 2010; Hussain and Tribe 1981). While a 
full discussion of these polemics is beyond the scope of this book, 
we do note that the rise of significant peasant and farmer movements 
in many countries in the late twentieth century is an indication of 
the incompleteness of the transition to capitalism in agriculture. 
Concretely, the impetus for organizing movements that eventually 
formed cross-border ties came from the remaining areas of peasant 
and small-farm agriculture, which large-scale industrial farming 
had failed or not tried to subordinate or obliterate. Some scholars 
in recent years, pointing to the outsized role of finance capital, have 
argued that land ownership has become increasingly irrelevant un-
der late capitalism. We argue instead that looming energy and food 
crises (with the attendant demand for biofuels and staple crops), 
new mechanisms for investing in carbon “sinks” to mitigate climate 
change, and the insecurity and volatility in financial markets have 
contributed to renewing capitalists’ interest in land as a potentially 
lucrative investment and as a hedge against risk. Expanding “land 
grabs” and crescendoing calls for redistributive land policies in the 
Global South make the “agrarian question” of continuing centrality 
to development studies and policy.
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As social movements, tams challenge analysts to develop new 
conceptual tools. First, leading collective action theorists, such as 
Charles Tilly (1986: 392), argue that it is only really possible to talk 
about “social movements” in the period since 1848, with the consoli-
dation of European nation-states. The “social movement,” in this view, 
is counterposed to earlier, “defensive” forms of collective action and 
comes into being alongside and mainly as a challenge to the state. 
Even many recent studies of global justice movements maintain a 
strong “methodological nationalism,” focusing primarily on single 
countries (Beck 2004; Della Porta 2007). Perhaps paradoxically, 
this national emphasis also characterizes many transnational social 
movements, including those examined here. La Vía Campesina, for 
example, consists largely of national-level organizations and does not 
yet have a mechanism for affiliating movements in places that lack suf-
ficient political space for creating durable, formal organizations (most 
notably China). How, then, are we to understand movements that 
transcend national frontiers and that make claims on states and on 
supra-state institutions yet are still bound by “national” assumptions?

Second, since the 1980s theorists have spilled much ink arguing 
about the differences between class- and identity-based (or “old” and 
“new”) social movements, or between “movements for redistribu-
tion” and “movements for recognition” (Calhoun 1993; Fraser 2003). 
Contemporary tams confound these binaries, drawing on (or in 
some cases reinventing) longstanding identities to make economic 
claims and to demand both redistribution (of land, in particular) and 
recognition (as full citizens of the nation, as culturally distinct groups 
and as vulnerable populations under international law).

Third, Sidney Tarrow (2005) argues that marshalling resources, 
becoming aware of and seizing political opportunities, and framing 
demands in ways that enable activists to join with others are formi-
dable challenges that are greater for transnational social movements 
than for national ones. We maintain that the picture is considerably 
more complex. In the case of agrarian movements, transnational 
alliances and actions often facilitate, rather than hinder, the mobili-
zation of resources and the identification of political opportunities. 
Transnational activism is, in effect, a political opportunity in and 
of itself. Indeed, on occasion, national constituent organizations of 
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tams have been founded precisely to take advantage of the flows of 
resources — human and material — that become available through 
international affiliations and campaigns.2 Donor ngos frequently of-
fer support for international activities, and advocacy ngos provide 
tams essential cognitive resources and political intelligence. At the 
same time, however, access to resources can be a double-edged sword, 
both contributing to a heightened international profile and generat-
ing new kinds of tensions and vulnerabilities, including the demise 
of some tams and the withdrawal of some national organizations 
from transnational work. Scholars of transnational social movements 
(Keck and Sikkink 1998; Smith and Johnston 2002; Tarrow 2005; 
Della Porta 2007; Moghadam 2012; Juris and Khasnabish 2013) — 
perhaps because of “urban bias” — have tended to give little or no 
attention to tams, even though these are among the largest social 
movements in the world today (see Chapters 3 and 4).3 It is our 
contention that studying the experiences and challenges of tams 
can enrich the broader field of transnational activism.

This brings us to a fourth important point about tams and social 
movement theory. Peasant organizations, whether transnational or 
not, tend to represent themselves as sui generis processes originating 
in and developing exclusively through the agency of their peasant 
supporters. While we acknowledge the extraordinary organizing 
capacity and political imagination of grassroots leaders, we also point 
out that today’s peasantry is not the peasantry of even one or two 
decades ago. Many rural activists have broadened their perspectives 
through training programs, contacts abroad and participation in 
global civil society events and national and international governance 
bodies. Many have managed to obtain university degrees. A small 
number have moved away from farming and activism and into aca-
demic life, where their research and writing often provide legitima-
tion for and highlight peasant movement claims (Desmarais 2007). 
In addition, although peasant movement–ngo relations are often 
fraught with tensions, the boundaries between the two categories 
are sometimes blurred and alliances with a small number of research 
and advocacy ngos have given tams crucial access to important 
knowledge resources and international institutions.

Fifth, tams, to the astonishment of many, have been in the fore-
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front of struggles against neoliberal globalization, from well before 
the 1999 “Battle of Seattle” against the World Trade Organization 
(wto), which some scholars and activists consider the inception 
of the global justice movement. The surprise derives from two 
misperceptions. In an urbanizing world, especially but not only in the 
Global North, peasants and farmers are typically viewed askance, as 
ingenuous rustics or relics of a rapidly vanishing past, even though, 
as we indicate above, today’s peasantries are quite heterogeneous and 
frequently highly sophisticated. Another misperception and source 
of surprise relates to the role of organized labour. The advent of 
neoliberal globalization in the late 1970s had a devastating effect on 
workers’ unions in many countries, as industries closed or privatized, 
public sectors downsized and international competition intensified. 
In Seattle, teamsters did join hands with environmentalists dressed 
as turtles, but on the whole labour unions in both developed and 
developing countries were unable to sustain a robust opposition to 
the neoliberal onslaught. The situation in the countryside was dif-
ferent. Economic liberalization had a devastating impact there too, 
as we discuss in more detail in the chapters to come, but because of 
capital’s incomplete penetration of rural areas, considerable capacity 
remained in many places for organizing and resistance. Ultimately, 
tams created and filled a space of protest that the labour movement 
proved incapable of occupying.

Sixth, the case of tams demonstrates how political economy 
is essential in the study of social movements. A content analysis 
of article abstracts and titles in Mobilization and Social Movement 
Studies — two leading journals in the field — revealed that the 
terms “capitalism” and “economy” hardly appear at all and that 
“class struggle” and “class conflict” are completely absent (Hetland 
and Goodwin 2014). The political economic contexts that gave rise 
to tams — particularly the neoliberal globalization of the 1980s 
and after — are central to the discussion in the pages that follow. 
Similarly, we argue that it is impossible to understand the politics of 
rural movements without examining their bases or constituencies in 
particular social classes — large commercial farmers, rich peasants, 
small peasants or landless labourers — as well as the class alliances 
that may exist within agrarian organizations. Social movements are 
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rarely as coherent as their supporters or leaders suggest — indeed, 
they frequently constitute “fields of argument.” As Colin Barker 
points out, “The ‘class struggle’ occurs not only between movements 
and their antagonists, but also within them: their ideas, forms of 
organisation and repertoires of contention are all within their op-
ponents’ ‘strategic sights’” (2014: 48, original italics). At the same 
time, as we insist in Chapter 2, while class is a fundamental category 
of analysis for agrarian politics, it is essential to understand how it 
intersects with other social identities, such as race, ethnicity, gender, 
generation, nationality, region and place.

A seventh point involves the ebb and flow of movements over 
time and their sometime fragility. Scholars of social movements have 
long recognized that movements are affected by “protest cycles”— 
the turbulent 1930s and 1960s, for example (Tarrow 1994; McAdam 
1995). To put it bluntly, movements sometimes have a “life and 
death” (Castells 2012). In addition, while activists tend to project 
an overly coherent picture of their movements and to overstate their 
support, observers have long noted that peasant (and other) organi-
zations are often wracked by factionalism and that leaders sometimes 
use them as springboards for their own individual upward mobility 
(Landsberger and Hewitt 1970). The phenomena of “fictitious or-
ganizations” (Tilly 1984) and — in the internet age — “dot-causes” 
(Anheier and Themudo 2002), small groups that attempt to project a 
large presence, are sometimes relevant in the study of contemporary 
tams. Indeed, in this book we indicate several cases where tams 
and their affiliated national movements have fractured or collapsed 
entirely. Rather than creating a triumphalist narrative, we try for a 
sober assessment of vulnerabilities and challenges.

Finally, we acknowledge a difficulty that readers face in tackling a 
book that attempts to be global in scope and that focuses on formally 
constituted organizations. If we spelled out the full name of each 
movement or organization every time we mentioned it, this “little 
book” would have become a medium-sized one in no time at all. 
Our prose is thus unavoidably leavened — or leadened, depending 
on your perspective — with an alphabet soup of abbreviations. We 
spell these out (and sometimes translate them) at first mention, and 
the most frequently used ones (e.g., lvc for La Vía Campesina) will 
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