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Introduction

Understanding the causes of  conflict can help to 
prevent conflict, inform resolutions to conflict 
and avoid its most harmful effects. There are 
 indications that armed conflict has especially 
strong effects on agricultural systems (Baumann 
and Kuemmerle, 2016), while most civil conflicts 
affect rural areas and their populations (Kalyvas, 
2004), whose economies and livelihoods still 
rely heavily on agriculture. Conflict damages ag-
ricultural sectors, disrupts food production sys-
tems, destroys assets and household incomes, 
and contributes to food insecurity and malnutri-
tion (FAO, 2016b). Reports in early 2017 linked 
famine affecting 20 million individuals to con-
flict in primarily agricultural settings (Sengupta, 
2017), an extreme but compelling argument as 
to the importance of  the intersection of  agricul-
ture and conflict. Yet, the relationship between 
agriculture and conflict is not fully understood 
and no complete critical theoretical framework 
has been proposed to understand these linkages.

To contribute to the development of  such a 
framework, this chapter explores the current 
state of  knowledge with regard to the following 
questions: How does agriculture relate to con-
flict, and vice versa? Does agriculture feature 
within prominent theories of  conflict? Is there a 

role for agrarian transformation in explaining 
conflict and crisis in the 21st century?

The chapter opens with a data-centric over-
view of  the current state of  global agriculture, 
the situation of  conflict-affected countries and 
the role of  agriculture therein. Next, we summa-
rize current thinking on agriculture and conflict. 
We then consider the agrarian question, a prom-
inent framework linking agricultural transfor-
mation with societal change, and its role in 
 potentially explaining certain types of  conflict. 
Selected cases of  conflict are considered to identi-
fy common characteristics of  agrarian transfor-
mation, and illustrate that the agrarian question 
may be useful in analysing and explaining some 
but not all conflicts in the agrarian world.

Agriculture, the Agrarian World  
and Conflict: What Do We Know?

Data reveal that, despite global trends, agricul-
ture remains the dominant activity across much 
of  the world’s physical area and for much of  the 
global population. Agriculture is even more im-
portant to the populations and economies of  
fragile and conflict-affected states, though less 
integrated into global trading networks. Recent 
conflict has affected a significant share of  the 
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world’s population and agricultural production. 
Data therefore demonstrate the important, per-
sistent inter-relation of  agriculture, the agrarian 
world and conflict.

The global importance of agriculture

More than a third of  the world’s land area – 49 
million km2 or 37.7% of  global land area – 
 remained under agricultural production as of  
2013 (World Bank, 2016b). The agricultural 
sector employed approximately 1 billion people 
globally in 2013. Sub-Saharan Africa, North Af-
rica, Southeast Asia and Pacific, and the Middle 
East reported an increase in the number of  agri-
cultural workers over the period 2000–2013, 
the combined result of  rapid population growth 
and the persistence of  labour-intensive agricul-
tural production systems. However, the share of  
labour within the agricultural sector declined in 
favour of  services and industry across all regions 
over the period 2000–2013 (ILO, 2014). Simi-
larly, the economic value added generated by the 
agricultural sector has increased in absolute 
terms but fallen in relative terms over recent dec-
ades. Globally, agricultural value added reached 
$2979 billion (constant US$2010) in 2014, ex-
tending a steady increase since the 1960s. Agri-
cultural value added as a share of  global gross 
domestic product (GDP) has declined since the 
1990s, from more than 8% to 3.9% in 2014, as 
industry and services grew relatively faster 
(World Bank, 2016b).

Smallholder agriculture1 is the dominant 
production system for significant portions of  the 
globe, particularly developing countries. Small 

farms of  less than 2 ha occupy approximately 
12% of  the world’s agricultural land, but ac-
count for 84% of  all farms by number (Lowder 
et al., 2016) and are home to two-thirds of  the 
developing world’s rural population (Samberg 
et  al., 2016). In addition, smallholder agricul-
ture plays an important role in feeding the globe, 
though there is disagreement as to what extent. 
Samberg et al. (2016) report that smallholder 
agriculture in Latin America, sub-Saharan Africa, 
and South and East Asia accounts for more than 
70% of  all food calories produced in these regions; 
50% of  all food calories produced globally; and 
the majority of  production of  selected food crops 
including rice. Herrero et al. (2017) estimate 
that small farms of  less than 2 ha produce more 
than 25% of  seven essential nutrients in sub- 
Saharan Africa, Southeast Asia, South Asia, 
China and East Asia Pacific. However, Lowder 
et  al. (2016) challenge claims that small farms 
produce a large share of  the world’s food given 
that they occupy only a fraction of  total agricul-
tural land. Moreover, larger farms intensively 
producing high-yielding crops produce much of  
the tradeable surpluses of  food and nutrients to 
feed import-dependent areas including urban 
centres (Herrero et al., 2017).

Agriculture in fragile and conflict- 
affected states

The World Bank (2016a) identified 35 countries 
in fragile and conflict-affected situations (FCS)2 
in 2017, listed in Table 1.1.

The FCS countries collectively account for 
10.6% of  the world’s agricultural land (2013 

Table 1.1. Fragile and conflict-affected countries, 2017. (From World Bank, 2016a.)

Afghanistan Iraq Sierra Leone
Burundi Kiribati Solomon Islands
Central African Republic Kosovo Somalia
Chad Lebanon South Sudan
Comoros Liberia Sudan
Democratic Republic of Congo Libya Syrian Arab Republic
Côte d’Ivoire Madagascar Togo
Djibouti Mali Tuvalu
Eritrea Marshall Islands West Bank and Gaza
The Gambia Federated States of Micronesia Yemen
Guinea-Bissau Myanmar (Burma) Zimbabwe
Haiti Papua New Guinea
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figures), 6.3% of  all arable land (temporary 
cropland) (2013 figures) and 10.5% of  all rural 
land (2010 figures) (FAO, 2016a; World Bank, 
2016b). However, FCS countries have potential 
to expand the land area under irrigated agricul-
tural production: they account for only 4.8% of  
the global land area equipped for irrigation 
(2013 figures) (FAO, 2016a), below their share 
of  arable land.

The data presented above provide a country- 
level perspective to understand the intersection 
between conflict and agriculture, using a set of  
globally standardized indicators. Sub-national 
data on the incidence of  conflict, which does not 
adhere to national borders and may particularly 
affect certain regions, provide a fuller under-
standing. A complementary dataset of  Koren and 
Bagozzi (2016b) has been used to assess the 
prevalence of  conflict and civil conflict in agri-
cultural areas over the period 1991–2008.3 This 
dataset reveals that conflict has affected approx-
imately 15.1% of  all global cropland4 in recent 
decades, and civil conflict accounted for most of  
that impact (authors’ calculations based on  Koren 
and Bagozzi, 2016b).

The prevalence of  smallholder farming dif-
fers significantly across FCS countries, with re-
spect to the relative land area occupied. For 
example, Samberg et al. (2016) assess the struc-
ture of  farming systems in selected countries to 
find that smallholder farms of  less than 5 ha dom-
inate agricultural production systems in Haiti 
and Liberia but are much less prominent in Mali, 
Sierra Leone, Sudan and south Sudan.5 Average 
farm sizes are larger in those (FCS) countries 
where mixed livestock and cropping systems 
 necessitate a more extensive agricultural model 
(L. Samberg, Minnesota, personal communication, 
2017). A general lack of  reporting of  Gini coeffi-
cients for land across FCS countries unfortunate-
ly prevents any systematic review of  patterns in 
land ownership and control, or comparison to 
global averages.6

FCS countries are home to nearly 500 million 
people, the majority of  whom live in rural areas. 
Of  a total population of  486 million, 286 million 
or 59.2% lived in rural areas (2015 figures) 
(World Bank, 2016b). FCS countries accounted 
for 6.6% of  the global population but 8.5% of  
the world’s rural population as of  2015 (World 
Bank, 2016b). These population figures may un-
derstate the number of  affected individuals if  

conflict has provoked out-migration to urban 
areas or to countries not considered fragile or 
conflict-affected. Indeed, according to the Food 
and Agriculture Organization of  the United  Nations 
(FAO) (2016b), conflict and violence prompted 
an average of  42,500 people to seek safety out-
side of  their homes, whether internally or in an-
other country, each day in 2014 – approximately 
15 million people that year. This caveat seems 
appropriate in light of  the fact that FCS countries7 
reported significant populations of  internally 
displaced persons (IDPs) – more than 23 million 
people – due to conflict and violence as of  
31  December 2015 (IDMC, 2016).

Again, the dataset of  Koren and Bagozzi 
(2016b) offers an alternative measure of  the 
reach of  conflict and civil conflict to the global 
population over the period 1991–2008. The 
granular data indicate that significantly more of  
the world’s population, an average of  approxi-
mately 20.3% over the period 1991–2008, has 
lived in direct proximity to conflict than reflected 
by the narrower list of  countries put forth by the 
World Bank (6.6%) (authors’ calculations based 
on Koren and Bagozzi, 2016b).

FCS countries account for very little of  the 
global economy, according to national-level fig-
ures. These countries represented only 0.95% of  
global GDP as of  2015 (World Bank, 2016b). 
Granular data for the period 1991–2008, however, 
suggest that significantly more of  the world’s 
economy has been in proximity to conflict than 
indicated by the World Bank data. Approximately 
6.2% of  the global GDP was generated in areas 
in direct proximity to conflict over the period 
1991–2008 (authors’ calculations based on  Koren 
and Bagozzi, 2016b).

FCS countries produced a relatively higher 
share of  global agricultural GDP (2.7%) than total 
GDP in 2013 (latest data available) (FAO, 2016a). 
These countries similarly accounted for approxi-
mately 2.7% of  the gross production value of  
food globally in 2013 (latest data available) (FAO, 
2016a). These figures most likely understate the 
countries’ potential contribution to global GDP 
and global agriculture, if  in fact conflict reduces 
economic activity. However, FCS countries pro-
duce agriculture that is largely not entering 
global commodity markets. These countries 
 accounted for only 0.7% of  the total value of  
 agricultural-based (food and fibre) exports8 over 
the period 2013–2015 (latest available data) 



6 Crisis and Conflict in Agriculture

(UN, 2017), significantly less than their share of  
global agriculture.9

Agriculture remains an important source 
of  economic activity and livelihoods in FCS 
countries, more than for the world on average. 
For example, agriculture employs two-thirds of  
the total workforce in countries in protracted 
crisis, and accounts for one-third of  all econom-
ic activity (FAO, 2016b). These figures are signif-
icantly higher than the global averages (19.8% 
and 3.9%, respectively) (World Bank, 2016b).

Cross-country comparisons reveal inter-
esting but non-conclusive patterns about agri-
cultural activity, agricultural populations, 
socio-  economic status and the incidence of  con-
flict. Full comparison of  indicators is shown in 
the accompanying table for the world, FCS coun-
tries collectively and FCS countries individually 
(see Appendix). FCS countries collectively report 
more rural populations, greater dependence 
on agriculture for their economies and slightly 
higher unemployment rates than the world av-
erage. A selection of  scatter plots using country- 
level data indicate that FCS countries (black 
points) are more likely to experience higher lev-
els of  rural poverty and less equal distribution of  
income (Gini coefficient of  income), and to have 
more rural populations, than non-FCS countries 
(grey points) (see Figs 1.1, 1.2 and 1.3). Again, a 

lack of  comprehensive data on access to or dis-
tribution of  land (such as the Gini coefficient of  
land) precludes a systematic comparison among 
FCS and non-FCS countries. The scatter plots 
point to broad patterns rather than conclusive, 
linear relationships.

In summary, a review of  available, contem-
porary data indicates that the intersection 
 between conflict and agriculture remains signif-
icant in terms of  people, land and economies. 
The large degree of  overlap between conflict and 
 agriculture is materially observable and raises 
questions as to the nature of  the relationship, 
including causal linkages and multi-layered 
 explanations.

Elucidating the Linkages Between 
Conflict and Agriculture

The academic literature has extensively explored 
the topic of  conflict and its drivers, proposing 
many theories to understand its causes. Yet the 
understanding of  the relationship between agri-
culture and conflict remains incomplete. Ac-
cordingly, there is a need to apply or develop a 
conceptual frame to understand the linkages, 
due to a shortage of  critical readings of  conflict 
and agriculture.

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70

R
ur

al
 p

ov
er

ty
 r

at
e 

(%
)

Gini coefficient of income

Fragile and conflict-affected countries All other countries

Fig. 1.1. Scatter plot – Gini coefficient of income and rural poverty. (From: World Bank, 2016b; UNDP, 2015.)
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Extent and evolution of conflict: conflict, 
crisis and violence in the 21st century

Significant changes in the types and incidence 
of  conflict and violence have been observed 

 between the 20th and the 21st centuries. The 
20th century principally experienced inter-state 
conflict and episodes of  civil war, executed by 
sovereign states or defined rebel movements. 
Such conflict was ultimately resolved either 
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Fig. 1.2. Scatter plot – Gini coefficient of income and rural population. (From: World Bank, 2016b; UNDP, 2015.)
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through victory and defeat or negotiated settle-
ment, and followed by a brief  post-conflict period 
before restoration of  peace. In contrast, the 
21st century has experienced fewer incidents of  
inter-state war, and the death toll of  civil war 
has fallen to one-quarter of  levels in the 1980s 
(World Bank, 2011).

Nevertheless, changes in the structure of  
violent conflict in the 21st century have not 
meant the elimination of  conflict or fragility. 
Forty wars were reported in 2014, the highest 
figure since 1999 (Baumann and Kuemmerle, 
2016), and the number of  violent conflicts and 
conflict-related deaths has risen rapidly from a 
record low in 2005 (FAO et al., 2017). Patterns 
of  violence have become protracted, with single 
countries exiting and re-entering conflict in cy-
cles of  repeated violence, weak governance and 
instability. Four explanatory factors are proposed 
for this. First, conflicts have become ongoing and 
repeated.10 Second, contemporary forms of  con-
flict and violence (including violent crime) un-
dermine economic development. Third, different 
forms of  violence are inter-linked. Fourth, in 
countries where political, economic, and social 
change fail to meet expectations, grievances may 
escalate into popular demand for change and 
 violent conflict (World Bank, 2011).

It is these evolving patterns of  conflict that 
theories have been developed to explain, and 
thereby, inter alia, reduce the incidence of  con-
flict or bring about faster, less costly and more 
durable resolutions.

Theoretical models of conflict

Extensive research has generated a range of  the-
oretical models to explain conflict, and the aca-
demic literature offers numerous studies offering 
evidence for and against various theories. The 
causal mechanisms identified by the literature 
may be more or less broadly classified; for exam-
ple, in a wide-ranging empirical review of  fac-
tors associated with the onset of  armed conflict 
and civil war, Hegre and Sambanis (2006) group 
these according to 18 concepts: ethnic fragmen-
tation, ethnic dominance or polarization, level 
of  democracy, inconsistency of  political institu-
tions, political instability, political  system, cen-
tralization, neighbourhood political economy, 
region, war in neighbouring countries, terrain/
geography/population distribution, economic 

growth, economic policies, social welfare, natu-
ral resources, militarization, time and colonial 
war.11 Thomson (2011) divides key literature ex-
ploring the causal mechanisms driving civil (as 
opposed to inter-state) conflict more generally, as 
follows:

• Economic demand and opportunity: Collier 
et al. (2003) assert that the failure of  eco-
nomic development – reflected in low, une-
qual and stagnant per capita incomes and 
dependence on primary commodity exports 
(including agricultural products) – is the 
key root cause of  civil conflict. Initial efforts 
of  Collier and Hoeffler (1998) to explain the 
incidence and duration of  conflict by as-
sessing the potential economic costs and 
opportunities of  prospective combatants, 
set the framework for analysis of  additional 
economic factors including initial incomes, 
economic inequality, and availability of  fi-
nancial resources to fund rebellion. Collier 
and Hoeffler (2004) determine that the 
greed motivation is a more powerful explan-
atory factor for civil conflict than grievance. 
Other studies have concluded that econom-
ic opportunity may influence the duration, 
intensity and character of  conflict but does 
not serve as primary cause (Ballentine, 
2003). Looking internationally, research-
ers contend that the expansion of  interna-
tional trade has reduced the incidence of  
internal conflict (Thomson, 2011, citing 
Griswold, 2007), while others posit that 
trade openness may deter severe civil war 
but heighten the risk of  smaller-scale inter-
nal conflict (Martin et al., 2008).

• Natural resources: Evidence is mixed as to 
whether an abundance of  or dependence 
upon natural resources (‘resource curse’) 
makes conflict more likely to begin, endure 
or cause death (Ross, 2004); whether a scar-
city of  natural resources or environmental 
degradation is linked to conflict (Maxwell 
and Reuveny, 2000); and the importance of  
management of  resources as distinct from 
their abundance or scarcity in stimulating 
conflict (Cramer, 2006; Murzakulova and 
Mestre, Chapter 13, this volume).

• Political structures: Studies posit that politi-
cal and governance structures may have a 
moderating influence on conflict. For exam-
ple, lower economic growth is associated 
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with greater likelihood of  civil conflict in 
non-democracies, but has no such impact 
in countries with democratic institutions 
(Brückner and Ciccone, 2007), while other 
studies conclude that both strong democra-
cies and authoritarian states are less likely 
to experience internal conflict than inter-
mediate regimes (Hegre et al., 2001).

Cramer and Richards (2011) observe that analy-
sis of  violent conflict in the post-Cold War period 
has considered a range of  factors, but has disre-
garded considerations including the agrarian 
roots and dynamics of  violent conflict, which may 
be relevant to violent conflict in the 21st century 
and have important contributions to conflict res-
olution and post-conflict reconstruction and 
peace-building. To expand current and future 
scholarship, they call for analytical and empirical 
research to shift from national-level to local explo-
ration of  rural areas, to consider social and spatial 
contexts on communities and individuals, and to 
widen the timeline of  analysis to reach beyond 
the period immediately preceding the conflict 
(Cramer and Richards, 2011). Similarly, Kalyvas 
(2004) points to an urban bias within conflict 
studies generally and particularly with regard to 
civil wars, which may result in an underestima-
tion of  the importance of  agricultural, agrarian 
or rural elements in studying the determinants 
of  conflict as well as the impacts of  conflict.

While research into the causes and drivers 
of  conflict continues, there is simultaneous ac-
knowledgement of  the complexity of  conflict, the 
interaction of  different causal factors12 and the 
failure of  any single model to explain all instanc-
es. ‘The causes of  armed conflict have been the 
subject of  lengthy and controversial debate. The 
conclusion of  a synthesis of  this literature is that 
there is no simple causal explanation for conflict. 
Conflict comes in many forms, and its causes are 
complex, non-linear, and mediated by a host of  
factors’ (FAO, 2016b, p. 18). Moreover, the causes 
and effects of  violent conflict are entwined, diffi-
cult to distinguish (World Bank, 2011), and may 
vary from conflict to conflict (Cramer, 2006).

Conflict and agriculture: causality  
or dialectic?

Studies of  the relationship between conflict and 
agriculture have considered both the role of  

 agriculture in causing conflict, the effects of  
conflict on agriculture, and more nuanced, bidi-
rectional effects. We review those briefly here, 
paying particular attention to the role of  agri-
cultural land given its prominence in many case 
illustrations.

Agriculture as cause of conflict

The relationship between agriculture and con-
flict encompasses a variety of  types of  conflict, 
ranging from grain riots and peasant revolt to 
revolution and civil war. The relationship be-
tween agriculture and both peasant revolts and 
grain riots is more evident: Peasant revolts or 
rural uprisings by definition take place in rural 
settings, which tend to be agriculturally focused 
in developing countries. Grain riots are mobiliza-
tions to protest food shortages or high prices, 
typically linked to shortfalls in agricultural pro-
duction or disrupted distribution (Goldstone, 
2014). The relationship between agriculture 
and wider conflicts including civil conflict is less 
immediately obvious and is the focus of  the fol-
lowing discussion (see also Table 1.2).

Evidence of  the causal relationship between 
agriculture and conflict often focuses on access 
to and competition over resources needed for 
 agriculture, including land and water.13 Land is 
one apparent nexus point for agriculture and 
conflict (both internal and cross-border): Con-
flict may arise due to issues of  land tenure, 
 customary land rights and sustainable use of  
natural resources. For example, land issues 
played a significant role in 27 of  30 inter-state 
conflicts in Africa over the period 2000–2016 
(FAO, 2016b).14 Access to water may also serve 
as a source of  conflict. For example, some con-
tend that competition over water resources may 
make conflict more likely between states sharing 
a river basin, particularly in countries at lower 
levels of  economic development (Brinkman and 
Hendrix, 2011), though this conclusion may 
not hold in all cases (de Waal, 2015 citing Islam 
and Susskind, 2013; Keulertz, Chapter 4, this 
volume). Competition between farmers and pas-
toralists for access to both land and water, or pol-
icies that favour farmers or disfavour pastoralists, 
may be another point of  conflict within agrarian 
contexts. Violent conflict between farmers and 
pastoralists has been reported in Mali, in a con-
text of  water scarcity and shifting desert bound-
aries (Breisinger et al., 2015).
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The ‘land grab’ phenomenon is one par-
ticular type of  contest over agricultural land, 
which gained attention from the mid-2000s and 
has been subject to extensive academic and  public 
scrutiny in part for its role in enhancing compe-
tition and sometimes triggering conflict between 
local populations, government figures and na-
tional or international investors. Large-scale 
commercial investments in agricultural produc-
tion, typically undertaken in areas of  the global 
south,15 may lead to dispossession and direct 
displacement of  rural households, and serve to 
increase competition for scarce resources in-
cluding land and water. In the most extreme cas-
es, including incidents reported in Ethiopia and 
Mali, the result has been violence and armed 
protest (Cotula, 2013).

Patterns of  land distribution in agricultural 
contexts may also underpin conflict, according 
to Midlarsky’s assessment of  access to land, land 
distribution patterns and the incidence of   conflict: 

quantitative analysis of  data on land distribu-
tion from Latin America in the 1980s demon-
strated statistical correlation with the  incidence 
of  political violence, leading to the conclusion 
that patterned inequality in land distribution is a 
predictor (but not strict determinant) of  conflict 
in agrarian societies (Midlarsky, 1988). Midlar-
sky argues that changes in relative land distribu-
tion – average size of  landholdings among the 
poor in contrast to the rich – are the result of  
long-standing processes, and possibly linked to 
related phenomena such as income inequality 
(Muller et al., 1989).

The financial returns to agricultural com-
modity production and trade may provide an at-
tractive incentive to be gained or controlled 
through violent conflict, as well as a source of  
funds to finance conflict (Cramer, 2006). For ex-
ample, Chouvy (Chapter 5, this volume) high-
lights the role of  production of  opium poppy, 
coca and cannabis in funding and sustaining 

Table 1.2. Illustrative linkages of agriculture and conflict. (Adapted from: FAO, 2010; Brinkman and 
Hendrix, 2011; Baumann and Kuemmerle, 2016; FAO, 2016b.)

Phenomenon and causal mechanism

Unidirectional: agriculture as a causal factor of conflict
Agricultural resources
 • Contest over agricultural land or water resources (local/external)
 • Agro-pastoral competition
 • Land grabs (external contest over agricultural land)
 • Patterned inequality in land distribution
 • Land reform
 • Agricultural production as funding source for conflict
Unidirectional: impacts of conflict on agriculture
Agricultural land use
 • Abandonment (due to degradation, unexploded ordinance, etc.)
 • Expansion (in proximity to or far from conflict)
 • Recultivation of previously abandoned areas
 • Modification of existing agricultural systems (e.g. collapse of irrigated agriculture systems)
Agricultural population
 • Death of agricultural workforce (combatants and civilians)
 • Displacement of agricultural workforce (combatants and civilians)
 • Acceleration of rural–urban migration
Agricultural livelihoods and incomes
 • Destruction of traditional livelihoods
 • Disruption of coping mechanisms
 • Decline in cash crop production
 • Decline in agricultural investment
 • Displacement/destruction of agro-industry
Agricultural trading patterns
 • Displacement of existing trade routes
 • Disrupted access to export markets (due to transportation disruption or sanctions)
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conflict, which in turn provides a fertile context 
for expanded production. Jaafar and Woertz 
(2016) estimate the considerable rents obtained 
by ISIS from agricultural production in Syria.

Scholarship exploring the contribution of  
climate change and extreme weather events to 
conflict may also have implications for agricul-
ture (see Smidt and Theisen, Chapter 3, this vol-
ume, for a fuller discussion of  climate/weather/
conflict interactions). Per Koren and Bagozzi 
(2016a), ‘[A] major mechanism by which climate 
change increases the likelihood of  conflict is 
through its effects on food supplies’, via agricul-
tural production (p. 1000). As for extreme 
weather, such shocks have been linked to con-
flict through a loss of  agricultural employment 
opportunities, reducing the economic prospects 
of  individuals who may find fighting to be an at-
tractive alternative (Brinkman and Hendrix, 
2011). Growing-season drought, particularly 
among agriculturally dependent groups and po-
litically excluded groups in least developed coun-
tries, may contribute to sustaining conflict and 
thereby play part of  a cyclical interaction be-
tween environmental shock and violent conflict 
(von Uexkull et al., 2016). However, others cite 
contradictory evidence that good weather condi-
tions foster greater agricultural productivity, 
which offers both incentives – crops, livestock 
and productive land – and opportunities for con-
flict (Brinkman and Hendrix, 2011, citing Burke 
et al., 2009, Buhaug, 2010, Hendrix and Sale-
hyan, 2010 and Ciccone, forthcoming; Harris 
et al., 2013). Adano et al. (2012) report evidence 
of  increased conflict in pastoral areas during pe-
riods of  abundance, and explain this as an inter-
action of  climate with layered social cooperation 
and governmental institutions. Harris et al. (2013) 
find that natural disasters tend to exacerbate 
conflict, but have in selected cases reduced the 
drivers of  conflict in favour of  peace-building 
and conflict resolution.

Somalia appears to be a case where extreme 
weather events function as a driver of  conflict. 
Somalia is a fragile country dominated by agri-
culture, with more than 60% of  the population 
classified as pastoralists or semi-pastoralists who 
derive their incomes from animal husbandry 
(FAO, 2016b). One study has concluded that an 
increase in the length and intensity of  drought 
increases the likelihood of  conflict: drought 
prompts herders to sell livestock, reducing prices 

and herder incomes and therefore the opportu-
nity cost of  engaging in violent conflict ( Maystadt 
and Ecker, 2014).

Separately, studies have sought to under-
stand the role of  food insecurity as a driver of  con-
flict globally (Pinstrup-Andersen and Shimokawa, 
2008) and within specific regions (Maystadt et al., 
2014). The relationship between access to food 
(derived from agricultural products) and conflict 
has been recorded and theorized for some time, 
but quantitative research investigating the rela-
tionship between food prices and political stability 
is a recent area of  academic study. Evidence sug-
gests that rising food and food import prices may 
cause food riots and social (especially urban) un-
rest (Bellemare, 2015; Weinberg and Bakker, 
2015), particularly in democratic regimes (Hen-
drix and Haggard, 2015). Similarly, the FAO 
(2016b) has reported that food insecurity can 
trigger conflict, through channels including 
sharp increases in food prices, reductions in real 
incomes due to cuts in food and fuel subsidies, dis-
possession of  assets and reduced access to food, 
but is never the single factor driving a conflict. For 
example, McMichael (2010) roots violence asso-
ciated with the 2007–2008 world food crisis to 
the structure of  the current food regime. Bush 
and Martiniello (2016) link food riots not only to 
the price or accessibility of  staple foods, but to the 
more complex political economy of  food systems.

Impact of conflict on agriculture

According to the FAO (2016b, p. 2), ‘Most con-
flicts mainly affect rural areas and their popula-
tions. This is particularly true for civil conflicts, 
which have tripled in recent years, and which 
today are the most common form of  armed con-
flict, and increasingly prolonged’. A geographi-
cal analysis of  armed conflict events over recent 
decades indicates that agricultural land systems 
are particularly strongly affected by armed con-
flict (Baumann and Kuemmerle, 2016).16

The effect of  conflict on agriculture includes 
impacts on the wider economy, the physical envi-
ronment and resources, agricultural populations 
and composite outcomes including food security: 
‘Conflict often affects the ability to produce, trade 
and access food’ (Brinkman and Hendrix, 2011, 
p. 12). These impacts may be multiple, com-
pounding, simultaneous, and complex (FAO et al., 
2017).
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Conflict typically damages economies in the 
form of  lower economic production and reduced 
employment (including within the agricultural 
sector), eroded public finances and investment 
(including for agricultural purposes), trade dis-
ruption (including reduced import capacity and 
disruption to export channels) and price infla-
tion (FAO et al., 2017).

Direct impacts of  conflict on agriculture in-
clude damage to agricultural infrastructure, dis-
ruption of  food (crop and animal) production 
systems and loss of  assets (whether plundered or 
destroyed). Crop production may be reduced di-
rectly, or through damage to supporting infra-
structure such as irrigation systems (e.g. Jaafar 
et al., 2015). Abandonment of  agricultural lands 
may reduce crop production in areas of  particu-
lar proximity to conflict (Jaafar, Chapter 6, this 
volume; Eklund and Lange, Chapter 9, this vol-
ume). Livestock production systems typically ex-
perience negative effects on animal health, 
access to livestock products (milk, meat, blood) 
and animal ownership (FAO, 2016b); grazing 
patterns of  pastoralists may be affected, making 
systems less self-sufficient; and in some cases 
livestock may be a direct target of  warfare (FAO 
et al., 2017). The effects of  conflict may be ob-
served along the entire food-value chain (input 
supply, production, harvesting, processing, 
transportation, financing and investment, and 
marketing as well as import/export channels). 
While such effects tend to be negative, conflict 
may also create opportunities for agricultural 
trade or new market structures (FAO et al., 2017; 
Chouvy, Chapter 5, this volume). Protracted cri-
ses in particular may increase competition for 
remaining resources among different livelihood 
groups, even those not previously in conflict: 
‘As the economy contracts (and freedom of  
movement may also contract during a conflict), 
livelihoods have come under increasing pres-
sure’ (FAO, 2010, p. 19). Household coping 
strategies in response to conflict – including di-
versification of  land holdings and crop cultiva-
tion, shifting to short-term yields, multi-year 
grain storage, and sale of  productive assets like 
cattle and land (FAO et al., 2017) – may reshape 
agricultural systems.

Conflict may trigger population movement 
and migration, thereby affecting employment 
and livelihood patterns in the agricultural sector 
and others. According to the FAO (2010, p. 18), 

‘People living in protracted crises are often forced 
to make radical adjustments to their livelihoods, 
including relocation from rural areas to the rela-
tive safety of  population centres. This can disrupt 
traditional livelihoods and coping mechanisms, 
either temporarily or permanently, but can also 
present new livelihood opportunities if  properly 
supported.’ In the short- to medium-term, farm-
ers and agricultural producers may shift their 
areas of  production (e.g. see Eklund and Lange, 
Chapter 9, this volume), alter trade routes or 
abandon certain types of  production in favour of  
new crops or animals; the term ‘maladaptation’ 
may describe cases where these changes cause 
overexploitation of  resources or environmental 
damage. Over the longer term, protracted crises 
commonly accelerate the process of  rural– urban 
migration. Additionally, Cramer (2006, p. 217) 
describes this displacement as ‘the separation of  
people from their means of  production’, with 
IDPs and refugees increasingly forced to rely on 
wage labour markets (agricultural and non-ag-
ricultural) to earn a living.

The cumulative effect of  disruption to agri-
cultural production systems and the loss of  as-
sets and incomes is frequently food insecurity and 
malnutrition (acute and chronic) (FAO, 2016b), 
with mixed evidence as to whether these effects 
are restricted to the conflict period or persist 
post-conflict (Gates et al., 2012). Recent inci-
dence of  the most extreme form of  food insecuri-
ty, famine, has been reported in countries or 
regions currently in (northern Nigeria, south 
Sudan, Yemen) or emerging from (Somalia) con-
flict (Sengupta, 2017; FAO et al., 2017).17 As of  
2016, approximately 60% of  all undernour-
ished people and 75% of  stunted children under 
the age of  5 years were living in countries affect-
ed by conflict, violence and fragility (FAO et al., 
2017).

Bidirectional relationship of conflict  
and agriculture

The geographic relationship between agricul-
ture and conflict is non-random. Since ‘most civ-
il conflicts are rural wars, fought primarily in 
rural areas by predominantly peasant armies’ 
(Kalyvas, 2004, p. 161), conflict should be more 
likely to affect rural areas, which are often large-
ly agricultural (Koren and Bagozzi, 2016a). 
Moreover, by equating food availability with 
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 supply and food access with demand, Koren and 
Bagozzi (2016a) argue that widespread limita-
tions to either may affect the location of  armed 
conflict in developing countries: in a context of  
otherwise low food access, agricultural produc-
tion may attract conflicting parties – and thus 
conflict – towards agricultural and rural areas, 
in an effort to secure access to food resources for 
their forces or to seize those resources as a prize 
of  war.

As noted above, conflict may erupt in agri-
cultural communities as a result of  competition 
for increasingly scarce resources in the context 
of  protracted conflict (FAO, 2016b).18 In fact, 
there may be a cyclical relationship between 
 environmental shocks and conflict, specifically 
among groups dependent on agricultural pro-
duction for their income and livelihoods. von 
Uexkull et al. (2016, p. 12394) explain the cycli-
cal relationship as follows: ‘Sustained fighting 
and insecurity deter investments, trigger capital 
flight, undermine public goods delivery, and 
have negative health implications, all of  which 
may decrease the local population’s ability to 
cope with increased environmental hardship 
and increase their incentives to sustain ongoing 
resistance’.

The FAO (2016b) summarizes the relation-
ship between agriculture and conflict as such: 
‘[T]he causal relationship between natural re-
sources, weak governance, conflict and poor 
 development remains unclear, and points to the 
need for a deeper analysis of  the particular ele-
ments and circumstances in which they are rele-
vant’ (FAO, 2016b, p. 19).

The current state of  knowledge around 
conflict reveals that there is no single-cause the-
ory of  conflict and that it may be futile to search 
for such simplistic explanations in the context of  
the 21st century. In line with the evidence re-
viewed above, we accept that conflicts may have 
multi-layered causes, including geo-political and 
economic circumstances, agrarian transforma-
tion and immediate shocks such as climate or 
natural disaster, and that these forces combine 
in different ways in different circumstances. This 
layering and complexity explain why we do not 
find linear, unidirectional relationships to ex-
plain conflict (Figs 1.1–1.3). Moreover, the com-
plicated and bidirectional relationships between 
agriculture and conflict – which have not yet 
been fully explored – indicate the merits of  

 efforts to expand our understanding and to con-
sider a range of  theoretical frameworks so as to 
gain a more complete understanding of  agrari-
an conflict or conflict in agrarian contexts. To 
that end, we now consider the agrarian question 
as one framework that can potentially help us to 
understand the relationship between agricul-
ture and conflict in the 21st century.

The Agrarian Question and Conflict

The agrarian question is a prominent theoretical 
framework used to connect agricultural transi-
tion to social change, and which accounts for 
resource competition, modernization of  agricul-
tural labour and migration, and household and 
social accumulation. Cramer and Richards (2011) 
have called for a renewed focus on agrarian dy-
namics in the study of  conflict, and we explore 
whether the agrarian question can be applied to 
help us understand the causal relationship be-
tween agriculture and conflict. We believe that 
the agrarian question may be relevant to consid-
er given the evidence of  overlap of  conflict with 
highly agricultural contexts, as demonstrated in 
the opening section of  this chapter. The follow-
ing section defines and briefly discusses terms 
central to the topic, presents an abbreviated 
 history of  the agrarian question and its most 
prevalent contemporary interpretations, and 
 illustrates its application to the relationship 
 between agrarian transition and contemporary 
conflict through selected cases.

Agrarian and agrarian transition

Agrarian activity is that which is ‘concerned 
with cultivation (any kind of  care for and pro-
duction of  crops or domestic animals), and typi-
cally requires access to land, as well as labour, 
capital and technology’ (Cramer and Richards, 
2011, p. 280).

The agrarian transition refers to the process 
by which capitalist commodification enters into 
the traditional (subsistence) model of  agricul-
tural production and labour. This penetration 
has the effect of  undermining, supplanting or 
co- opting peasant modes of  production, and pro-
vokes ‘the rise of  an attendant class structure, 
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the development of  new production techniques, 
and the emergence of  urban-industrial societies’ 
(Kelly, 2011, p. 482).

The agrarian transition disrupts individu-
als with regard to both economic relationships 
and physical location. The emergence of  agrari-
an capitalism transforms petty commodity pro-
ducing peasants into wage labourers, through 
complex forces of  dispossession (Akram-Lodhi 
and Kay, 2010b). Wage labourers whose ties to 
the land are disrupted may migrate to other are-
as. This migration (rural–urban or rural–rural), 
may contribute to urbanization of  populations 
and act as a driver of  further economic, social, 
cultural and political change in rural areas (Kelly, 
2011).

The classical agrarian question

The agrarian question was first posed in the 
18th century, in the context of  early industriali-
zation, by Marxist political theorists: Marx laid 
the foundations of  the agrarian question, with 
different dimensions expanded upon by Engels 
(political), Kautsky and Lenin (social), and Preo-
brazhensky (economic) (Bernstein, 2006; Moyo 
et al., 2013). Kautsky defined the agrarian ques-
tion as, ‘whether, and how, capital is seizing hold 
of  agriculture, revolutionizing it, making old 
forms of  production and property untenable 
and creating the necessity for new ones’ (Akram- 
Lodhi and Kay, 2010a, p. 179, citing Kautsky, 
1988). The agrarian question principally ad-
dressed three ‘problematics’: first, production, or 
the structure and dynamics of  the rural produc-
tion process; second, accumulation, or the ex-
tent to which agriculture supplies surpluses to 
sustain industrialization and structural trans-
formation; and third, rural politics, or the re-
sponse of  the rural population to changes in the 
structure of  rural production and agrarian ac-
cumulation, including class dynamics and the 
possibility of  an alliance between peasants and 
(urban) workers to advance socialist political 
goals19 (Akram-Lodhi and Kay, 2010a; 2010b; 
Hendricks, 2014). For some, the classical agrar-
ian question has become ‘synonymous with 
analysis of  class transformations in the country-
side, from the point of  view of  the capitalization 
of  land’ (McMichael, 2013, p. 62). Though 
agrarian transition may lead to social revolution, 

according to Marxian theorists, Marx himself  
acknowledged that social revolution does not 
necessarily lead to violent conflict (Moshiri, 
1991).

Contemporary agrarian questions

The agrarian question has evolved over time, 
taking on new meaning and emphasizing new 
dimensions, largely in response to the changes 
in contemporary agriculture provoked by capi-
talism (Hendricks, 2014). McMichael (2013) 
notes particular changes as of  the mid-20th 
century, as the agrarian question shifted from its 
original, socialist problematic addressing the 
 political role of  the European peasantry in revo-
lution, to an imperial problematic concerned 
with the demobilization of  post-colonial peas-
antries and the defence of  landholding elites 
against reform movements, and attributes the 
continued evolution of  the agrarian question to 
ongoing structural changes in global agricul-
ture. The emphasis of  the agrarian question has 
also shifted over time, as can be seen by Brenner’s 
late 20th-century reassertion of  ‘the centrality 
of  class structure, class relationships, and class 
struggle as the central dynamic variables in 
 understanding processes of  development and 
change, including the resolution of  the agrarian 
question through a capitalist agrarian transition’ 
(Akram-Lodhi and Kay, 2010a, p. 198). New 
considerations have been introduced as well; for 
example, gender and ecology entered the debate 
amidst the national liberation movements of  the 
20th century (‘The Agrarian Question: Past, 
Present and Future’ 2012). The topic of  popula-
tion migration was largely ignored in discus-
sions of  the agrarian question even into the late 
20th century (Kearney, 2002).

This evolution of  the agrarian question has 
generated multiple variants, each rooted in dif-
ferent circumstances and historical context, and 
the result has been complication and confusion 
within the academic debate. This complexity 
makes it difficult to suggest a definitive typology; 
however, it is possible to identify contemporary 
approaches through which the agrarian ques-
tion has been considered (Hendricks, 2014). 
Akram-Lodhi and Kay (2010b) identify seven 
contemporary variants of  the agrarian question 
(AQ), each adopting the balance of  forces 
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 between capital and labour as the critical analyt-
ical variable; the following section draws primar-
ily from Akram-Lodhi and Kay (2010b) unless 
otherwise indicated.

The class forces variant (AQ1), principally 
derived from the work of  Byres (1991a; 1991b; 
2003; 2006), emphasizes the role of  class forces 
(including peasant class differentiation) in shap-
ing transformations in agrarian production sys-
tems towards rural capitalism. Class forces 
influence the process of  agrarian transition such 
that it may follow multiple paths: ‘[A]grarian 
transition will be highly contingent, subject to 
substantive diversity, and is embedded within 
historical trajectories of  variation that reflect 
processes of  differential and uneven incorpora-
tion into the capitalist mode of  production oper-
ating both within capitalist social formations 
and on a global scale’ (Akram-Lodhi and Kay, 
2010b, p. 266).

The path-dependent variant (AQ2), derived 
largely from the work of  Warren (1980), consid-
ers the creation of  labour power commodifica-
tion (or wage labour) to be central to the 
development of  agrarian capital and rural capi-
talism, and capitalist industrialization. Per AQ2, 
contest over the terms and conditions of  access 
to wage labour are both an outcome of  the estab-
lishment of  rural capitalism, and a source of  
 socio-economic and spatial differentiation. AQ2 
concludes that the emergence of  agrarian capi-
tal and rural capitalism is inevitable (Akram- 
Lodhi and Kay, 2010b).

The decoupled variant (AQ3) draws princi-
pally from the work of  Bernstein (2004; 2006), 
who divides the matter into an agrarian question 
of  capital and an agrarian question of  labour. 
Transnational capital has become decoupled 
from national labour regimes, which in turn are 
fragmenting and increasingly unable to provide 
viable livelihoods. Bernstein argues the agrarian 
question of  capital has been resolved through 
the globalization of  capital, and the emergence 
of  agrarian capital matters only insofar as it 
shapes political struggles over resources, pro-
duction and accumulation (Akram-Lodhi and 
Kay, 2010b; Thomson, 2011). The agrarian 
question of  labour persists, however, as labour 
struggles to earn a livelihood in the face of  the 
productive forces of  capital: its central concerns 
are the struggle over rural livelihoods, a crisis of  
reproduction among fragmented labour classes 

and a growing reserve army of  labour (Akram- 
Lodhi and Kay, 2010b).

The global reserve army of  labour variant 
(AQ4) is derived largely from the work of  Araghi 
(2009), who views the current period of  neolib-
eral globalization as an extension of  19th-century 
liberal imperialism. The ‘enclosure food regime’ 
has favoured capital over labour; established 
subsidized consumption in the global north; led 
to processes of  dispossession by displacement in 
agriculture; and generated a reserve army of  mi-
gratory labour. Under AQ4, the agrarian ques-
tion centrally concerns the reproduction of  
agrarian labour, whose value is continually re-
duced under the enclosure food regime. The 
struggle between a globalizing capitalism and 
dispossessed peasants is part of  the establish-
ment of  the law of  value and an effort to reduce 
the value of  labour power in order to generate 
greater surplus for capital (Akram-Lodhi and 
Kay, 2010b).

The corporate food regime variant (AQ5) is 
based principally on the work of  McMichael 
(2006, 2013), who defines the contemporary 
agrarian question within and through the lens 
of  world history but finds importance in distinct 
world-historical moments. AQ5 reframes the 
global agrarian crisis as an agrarian question of  
food, and its central consideration is how peas-
ant households and rural labour can reproduce 
when progressively excluded from the corporate 
food regime. Amidst the neoliberal globalization 
of  capital and labour, the agrarian question of  
food centres on the struggle over rural liveli-
hoods (Akram-Lodhi and Kay, 2010b).

The gendered agrarian question (AQ6) as 
elaborated by O’Laughlin (2009) emphasizes 
the gender dynamics of  production, accumula-
tion and rural politics. Gender must be a central 
consideration of  social change in contemporary 
rural settings, because gender relations both in-
fluence and are influenced by the class forces 
and the formal and informal social and political 
institutions produced by those class forces 
(Akram-Lodhi and Kay, 2010b).

The ecological agrarian question (AQ7) de-
scribed by Blaikie (1985), Weis (2007), Bellamy 
Foster (2009) and Watts (2009) rests on the 
 argument that there are ecological dynamics 
 within the rural production process, agrarian 
accumulation and rural politics, and therefore 
processes of  class formation. The agrarian 
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 question serves to explain social change in con-
temporary rural settings only if  it critically as-
sesses ecological relationships and the ways in 
which they affect a potential resolution of  the 
agrarian question, and addresses contradictions 
of  class and ecology. In sum, AQ7 suggests that 
the political ecology of  agrarian change and the 
biophysical contradictions in capitalism exert a 
mutual influence, and the latter are integral to a 
proper conception of  the agrarian question 
(Akram-Lodhi and Kay, 2010b).

Much of  the scholarship on the agrarian 
question comes from the global north and north-
ern dialogues, while the effects of  contemporary 
agrarian transformation are felt in the global 
south. For that reason, we highlight what might 
be termed an agrarian question of  the south (AQ8). 
For example, Moyo et al. (2013) reject Bern-
stein’s conception (AQ3) to propose their own 
bifurcation of  the agrarian question into an 
agrarian question of  industrialization, focused 
on developed or metropolitan countries, and an 
agrarian question of  national liberation focused 
on developing countries. Elsewhere, Amin (2012) 
argues that the incorporation of  the peasantry 
across the south into a global agri-food system 
must inevitably lead to marginalization, particu-
larly as mass emigration is no longer a viable 
remedy. Similarly, Patnaik (2013) views today’s 
financial and trade relationships as a contempo-
rary form of  colonialism, with exploitation of  
developing by developed countries leading to in-
creasing pressures on and displacement of  peas-
ants, who will eventually turn to resistance. 
Amin (2012) is optimistic but non- specific in 
predicting that politicized social movements will 
arise to channel this resistance.

Alternative definitions of  the agrarian ques-
tion continue to be put forth, adding to the vari-
ants described above. We anticipate continued 
debate and further elaboration of  the agrarian 
question. Nevertheless, and despite important 
distinctions in focus, all variants place a central 
focus on the effect of  capitalism on agricultural 
production and the role and position of  agricul-
tural labour.

Is the agrarian question relevant  
in the 21st century?

Debate remains as to whether the agrarian ques-
tion remains meaningful in the 21st century 

and, if  so, in which contexts. While some aca-
demics argue for its continued relevance, others 
argue that the agrarian question – in one form 
or another – is effectively dead.

Akram-Lodhi and Kay (2010b) claim a re-
newed relevance of  the agrarian question in the 
21st century, citing evidence including:

the remarkable stability in the absolute number 
of  peasant farmers over the last 40 years; the 
continued importance of  smallholder food 
production to rural livelihoods in much of  the 
South; the deepening of  the market imperative 
and the law of  value across the world capitalist 
economy under neoliberal globalization. . . . ; the 
expanded commodification of  natural resources, 
including land, labour power and genetic 
resources; the strong spatial specificities to these 
processes, as cross-border megaregions 
transcend the state in driving substantial shares 
of  global capital accumulation; and the global 
resurgence, in response, of  peasant movements. 
(Akram-Lodhi and Kay, 2010b, p. 279)

Similarly, Hendricks (2014) points to the persis-
tence of  peasants to argue for the continued rel-
evance of  the agrarian question, and calls for 
‘a critical interrogation of  their current role un-
der conditions of  advanced capitalism’, both be-
tween advanced industrial countries of  the north 
and underdeveloped countries of  the south, and 
also between rural and urban-dwellers within 
countries. Amin (2012) anticipates that the res-
olution of  the agrarian question in developing or 
periphery countries is outstanding and will only 
be achieved through a ‘genocide’ of  the billions 
of  peasant farmers engaged in smallholder 
farming in those areas. McMichael (2013) also 
argues for the continued relevance of  the agrar-
ian question, provided that it expand to address 
the impacts of  transition and the barriers to de-
veloping healthy, just and sustainable agri-food 
systems.

These authors counter others, like Byres 
and Bernstein, who argue that the agrarian 
question is no longer relevant, in some formula-
tion or in a specified geography such as the glob-
al north. ‘For Byres the agrarian question ceases 
to have relevance in the North with the over-
whelming dominance of  industry and the urban 
bourgeoisie’ (Hendricks, 2014, p. 285). Bernstein 
(2004; 2006) argues that the agrarian question 
of  capital has been resolved globally, if  not yet 
completely in the global south. However, Moyo 
et  al. (2013) respond that precisely  because 



 Agriculture, Conflict and the Agrarian Question in the 21st Century 17

 industrialization in the West relied and contin-
ues to rely on capital accumulation made possi-
ble by exploitation of  colonies and later the 
periphery, the agrarian question has not been 
resolved even for developed countries. Patnaik 
(2013) applies the agrarian question to under-
stand financial and trade relationships between 
developed and developing countries, to explain 
worsening food insecurity and crisis among In-
dian farmers since the mid-1990s to today.

Practical evidence of  the relevance of  the 
agrarian question and specifically its applica-
tion to understand conflict is mixed. For exam-
ple, issues of  agrarian change, violent conflict 
and crisis remain relevant – if  not predominant – 
in the academic debate: Academic journals con-
tinue to publish dozens of  articles addressing 
agrarian change, agriculture, violent conflict 
and crisis.20 Thomson (2011) notes that, while 
it is not atypical for agrarian transitions to be 
conflictual, contemporary conflict studies have 
tended to exclude treatment of  agrarian transi-
tion within the process of  capitalist develop-
ment from their analysis. ‘In fact, mainstream 
development and conflict literature mostly 
 ignore the concept of  “capitalism” outright. In 
overlooking the development of  capitalism, these 
analyses arguably have only a partial view of  
the dynamic processes that influence violent 
conflict’ (Thomson, 2011, p. 329). The splinter-
ing of  the classical agrarian question into multi-
ple, contemporary approaches to the agrarian 
question mirrors the diversity of  the theories of  
causes of  conflict. This diversity within the 
agrarian question is perhaps one reason that it 
is not widely applied as a theoretical framework 
to understand conflict.

Targeting this gap, Cramer (2006) argues 
that the longer-term process of  transition to cap-
italism is central to understanding the context 
of  conflict and crisis in many contemporary con-
flicts. For Cramer, the transition to capitalism is 
inherently conflictual, but does not in all cases 
result in violent conflict. Understanding the 
agrarian transition – and therefore the agrarian 
question – is important for a more complete 
analysis of  conflicts. An explanation of  why con-
flict occurs in some cases but not others must 
accordingly combine analysis of  the agrarian 
transition with other explanatory theories. 
However, others point precisely to the failure of  
the agrarian question to offer a comprehensive 
explanation of  the incidence of  conflict: writing 

specifically on revolutions as one form of  crisis 
and conflict, Goldstone (2014) argues that 
 modernization – the process by which ‘people 
encounter free markets for goods and services, 
inequality rises, and traditional religious and cus-
tomary patterns of  authority lose their power. . . . 
[and] people demand new, more responsive po-
litical regimes and turn to force to create them’ – 
is not a singular process that results in common 
outcomes or that operates on a singular time-
line, and therefore there is no consistent rela-
tionship between modernization and the onset 
of  revolution (Goldstone, 2014, pp. 11–12). 
Cramer (2006) counters that the diversity in 
how violence manifests does not mean that the 
agrarian question embedded within a transition 
to capitalism is therefore without explanatory 
power.

The preceding discussion leads us to con-
clude that the agrarian question does not pro-
vide a robust theoretical framework to explain 
contemporary violent conflict: neither the clas-
sical nor the contemporary agrarian question 
provides a compelling explanation of  when 
 violent conflict will erupt, nor whether it will 
persist in agrarian contexts. However, we may 
consider the agrarian question as a useful tool 
to illuminate the connections between agricul-
ture and conflict, and vice versa. Rather than 
attempting to definitively prove that the agrari-
an question offers a compelling explanation of  
conflict, we apply the agrarian lens to explore 
the dimensions between crisis, conflict and 
 agriculture.

Case Study Illustrations: Agrarian 
Dynamics in 21st-Century Conflicts

Selected cases are briefly discussed below to illus-
trate the relevance of  the agrarian question to 
understand conflict in the contemporary world. 
However, other cases indicate that the agrarian 
question may not provide a compelling explana-
tion of  crisis or conflict.

Agrarian concerns – for example, over the 
exploitation and displacement of  agricultural 
labour and competition for scarce resources in-
cluding land – have served as primary motiva-
tion for several recent conflicts. For example, the 
inter-linked civil wars that affected Liberia and 
Sierra Leone from the 1990s to the early 2000s 
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have their roots in deep-rooted agrarian ten-
sions, reflecting institutionalized abuses tied to 
domestic slavery dating to those countries’ set-
tler and colonial periods, respectively. Richards 
(2005) cites post-war interviews with and stud-
ies of  ex-combatants to conclude that the major-
ity came from rural and agricultural areas 
neglected by the state and still subject to patri-
monial rule and exploitation, and were motivat-
ed by agrarian concerns including ineffective 
land tenure and the forced division of  labour on 
estates and plantations. Similarly, competition 
over land contributed to conflict in Côte d’Ivoire 
from 2002–2007 (first civil war) and renewed 
crisis following a disputed presidential election 
in 2010 (second civil war). The pro-governmen-
tal mobilization of  rural young people to fight in 
that conflict reveals the importance of  the agrar-
ian roots of  the conflict, including questions of  
access to land, the value of  labour supplied by 
rural youth and rural–urban mobility. Notably, 
rising competition for land between local and 
settler communities transformed into a nation-
alist ideology held by Ivoirians against outsiders, 
used to mobilize collective action and violence 
(Chauveau and Richards, 2008); these tensions 
have persisted, including in areas dominated by 
cocoa production, and appear to underpin vio-
lent clashes reported as recently as late 2017 
(Adele, 2017). The role of  land is even clearer 
within Nepal’s recent conflict: the Communist 
Party of  Nepal-Maoist launched an insurgency 
in 1996 that lasted until 2006, with a primary 
objective to revolutionize agriculture and address 
issues of  landlessness,21 unfair rural labour 
practices and poverty through comprehensive 
land reform (Bray et al., 2003).

Colombia is one case in which the agrarian 
question is particularly relevant to understand a 
prolonged conflict.22 The internal conflict in Co-
lombia appears to have its basis at least partially 
in questions of  unequal access to land by peas-
ants and landowners reaching back to the 19th 
century, exacerbated by financial resource in-
flows, natural resource capture and illicit drugs 
(World Bank, 2008 citing Deininger et al., 2007 
and World Bank, 2002). Indeed, Thomson (2011) 
traces the history of  conflict in Colombia through-
out the 20th century, paying particular atten-
tion to the development of  the agricultural sector 
(production of  crops for commercial export, in-
troduction and expansion of  coca production, 

and conversion of  cropland to less labour-inten-
sive livestock production) within a wider process 
of  capitalist economic development; competi-
tion for control of  land, leading to a series of  
land reforms; displacement of  peasants and ru-
ral labourers to both urban and marginalized 
rural areas; and the increasingly class-based 
conflict between landowners, peasants and their 
respective armed counterparts fuelled by the il-
licit drug economy. A counter-reform process 
jointly undertaken by the Colombian govern-
ment, paramilitaries and large-scale agribusi-
nesses demonstrates how the integration of  
Colombia into the global capitalist system has 
shaped the internal conflict. Echoing the argu-
ment that the agrarian transition is inherently 
conflictual and may lead to violent outcomes 
(Cramer, 2006), Thomson (2011, p. 352) ar-
gues that, ‘Contrary to the claim that “the armed 
conflict in Colombia constitutes the central and 
greatest obstacle to development,” capitalist de-
velopment may actually be an obstacle to peace 
in the country’.

An agrarian lens also helps to understand 
the protracted, violent conflict in the southern 
Philippine archipelago of  Mindanao that began 
in the 1970s and for which a 2014 peace agree-
ment between the government and rebels has 
yet to be implemented. The conflict has generally 
been viewed along a Muslim–Christian divide or 
through the lens of  the ‘war on terror’. This ap-
proach limits understanding of  the conflict by 
obscuring the complexity of  the situation and 
diverting attention from issues related to the lo-
cal economy, state weakness and fragile demo-
cratic institutions. Vellema et al. (2011) argue 
that the conflict in Mindanao, which has been 
driven by highly unequal patterns of  land own-
ership and control as well as contested institu-
tions governing land property, and that the 
violent conflict is a result of  an ongoing socio- 
economic transformation in the Philippines, 
‘embedded in a new and evolving division of  la-
bour driven by global agrarian modernization 
affecting group structures and regulatory ties in 
agrarian communities’ (Vellema et al., 2011, 
p. 300).

In terms of  crisis, the agrarian question 
(specifically the ecological agrarian question) 
provides a useful explanation for the tensions 
and conflict that followed the 2010 floods in 
Southern Punjab, Pakistan. These tensions were 
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triggered by environmental events, but rooted 
in a history of  internal colonization, politically 
 influenced agricultural practices, and ethno- 
nationalism that serves to explain the way 
in  which protest manifested (Nobil Ahmad, 
 Chapter 14, this volume).

Conversely, tensions in Vietnam and Cam-
bodia linked to agrarian transformation, par-
ticularly competition over land in both rural and 
peri-urban areas, have not led to widespread 
 violent conflict in the contemporary period 
( Gironde, Chapter 16, this volume). The shifting 
identity of  peasants and the growing impor-
tance of  concerns beyond the agrarian space 
may reflect the process of  agrarian transition. 
In this case, however, the agrarian question ap-
pears relevant but is not sufficient to explain the 
(absence of) conflict.

In some cases of  conflict within agrarian 
communities, the contribution of  the agrarian 
question remains to be determined. For example, 
Yemen’s agricultural sector is in crisis as a result 
of  both long-term processes of  deterioration and 
outright war (Ajl, Chapter 10, this volume), but 
the agrarian dimensions of  the Houthi rebellion 
are as-yet unclear. In other cases, the agrarian 
question may be relevant but does not serve as 
the primary explanatory model or factor. Ten-
sions among agro-pastoral communities of  the 
Ferghana Valley of  Central Asia are rooted in 
collective, rather than capitalist, disruption, and 
appear to be principally driven by coordination 
failures, exacerbated by the imposition of  na-
tional borders and dispersed natural resource 
management systems (Murzakulova and  Mestre, 
Chapter 13, this volume).

These case illustrations point to the prelim-
inary conclusion that the agrarian question is 
helpful in exposing historical tensions linked to 
the agricultural sector and thereby in analysing 
some cases of  conflict, but not independently 
sufficient to fully explain conflict in the agrarian 
world.

Conclusions

This chapter has demonstrated that modern, 
21st-century conflicts overlap significantly with 
and have strongly adverse effects on global agri-
culture, which include remaking the agricul-
tural sector and agricultural trading patterns. 

We then highlighted key theoretical approaches 
to explaining conflict, and concluded that no 
single theory put forth to date offers a convinc-
ing, single-cause explanation for all conflicts. 
Next, we explored the connection of  selected 
theories to agriculture and the agrarian world, 
as well as the impact of  conflict on agrarian con-
texts. Evidence on the causal relationship 
 between agriculture and conflict is less clear, 
leading us to consider the agrarian question in 
an effort to better understand that relationship. 
The agrarian question is appropriate to consider 
in the 21st century, particularly insofar as con-
flict remains prevalent and insofar as it predom-
inantly takes place in the context of  agricultural 
populations and lands.

The agrarian question anticipates that the 
spread of  capitalism within agrarian societies 
will be in all cases conflictual, but not neces-
sarily violent; it does not explain under what 
 circumstances violence will result. Indeed, appli-
cation of  the agrarian question to the study of  
conflict and crisis does not a priori guarantee 
that agrarian transformation is a factor or driver 
of  conflict or crisis. Rather, such an approach 
considers both the spatial (rural versus urban) 
distribution of  conflict and crisis, as well as ‘how 
access to and control of  land and labour, as well 
as financial capital, is shaped by social struc-
tures and relations, including class, gender and 
age’ and imposes pressure that can transform 
into conflict and/or crisis (Cramer and Richards, 
2011, p. 280).

Parallel consideration of  prominent theo-
ries of  conflict and the agrarian question expos-
es diversity in each, such that the diversity 
within the contemporary agrarian question re-
flects the diversity of  theories of  causes of  con-
flict. The lack of  a single, coherent definition of  
the agrarian question may initially deter re-
searchers from applying it; however, just as the 
evidence reviewed above demonstrates the futili-
ty of  seeking simplistic, single-cause explana-
tions or unidirectional relationships between 
cause and effect of  conflict, we should not expect 
the agrarian question to offer a simplistic, nar-
row application to the intersection of  conflict 
and agriculture or to prove satisfactory in ana-
lysing all cases of  crisis or conflict. Indeed, both 
the quantitative and qualitative evidence pre-
sented above demonstrate that the relationship 
of  conflict and agriculture is bidirectional and 
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merits thoughtful consideration through a range 
of  lenses. Nevertheless, the agrarian question 
does not offer an independently compelling the-
ory of  conflict. Instead, we recognize its utility in 
exploring the underlying context in which con-
flict takes place, and so suggest that it be applied 
in combination with theories of  conflict to iden-
tify and understand causal interactions.

Preliminary evidence from selected case 
studies suggests that agricultural transition un-
derpins the incidence of  (some but not all) con-
flict; that the unresolved agricultural transition 
may serve as a causal factor driving (some but 
not all) conflict; and therefore that the agrarian 
question as a theoretical framework can help us 
to understand (some but not all) conflict today. 
The agrarian question is useful to illuminate – 
but not fully or independently explain – the rela-
tionship between agriculture and conflict.

Why should the agrarian question be con-
sidered when analysing conflict and crisis? This 
matters both conceptually and practically. Con-
ceptually, a refusal to consider the agrarian 
question in assessing conflict may lead us to 
overlook important patterns, so long as there 
are agricultural societies in the world: if  the 

 introduction or expansion of  capitalist, market- 
based relationships within the agricultural sec-
tor is assumed to be the desired and normal 
(even inevitable) path to economic develop-
ment, then we should seek to understand the 
implications of  the agrarian transition under-
pinning this economic model. Such an under-
standing should ideally point us to policies that 
support development while managing its social 
and political implications. The danger of  ignor-
ing these implications is to be unprepared for 
or unable to mitigate their consequences – 
 including crisis and (potentially) violent con-
flict. Practically and more immediately, an 
understanding of  the agricultural roots of  con-
flict and crisis can and should inform efforts to 
resolve conflict and rebuild in agricultural 
 settings, with concrete impacts on the lives of  
millions.

Acknowledgements

The authors thank Archana Prasad and Eckart 
Woertz for careful review of  and valuable com-
ments on a draft of  this chapter.

Notes

 1 Various metrics are used to define small farms (e.g. size of land holding, extent of livestock or assets, 
and gross sales), reflecting that small is a relative concept in light of diversity in farming systems across 
regions. The most common definition of a small farm is land area of less than 1–2 ha. Small farms are 
defined differently from family farms, though there is considerable overlap in these categories (Lowder et 
al., 2016).
 2 This analysis relies on the World Bank classification of fragile and conflict-affected states for the sake of 
expediency. The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development and the Failed States Index 
use similar but different data and methods to identify FCS countries (Simmons, 2017). Of the 20 of the G7+ 
countries – a self-identified group of fragile countries – 17 are listed among the World Bank classification; 
exceptions are Guinea, Sao Tome and Principe, and Timor-Leste (G7+, 2017).
 3 The figures are calculated from the dataset of Koren and Bagozzi (2016b), which in turn draws on data 
from the PRIO-Grid dataset, the Globcover 2009 project and Nordhaus (2006). These spatial data provide 
information at the 0.5 by 0.5 decimal degree resolution, or a geographic squared ‘cell’ level of approximate-
ly 55 km by 55 km at the equator (decreases at higher latitudes); the spatial data exclude Antarctica and 
the Arctic. ‘Conflict’ and ‘civil conflict’ (intrastate conflict) are defined on the basis of a war with at least 25 
intentional deaths from combatants; this definition excludes deaths due to collateral damage or civilian 
casualties.
 4 ‘Cropland’ includes post-flooding and irrigated cropland, rain-fed cropland and combined cropland– 
vegetation systems (Koren and Bagozzi, 2016a).
 5 The percentage of sub-national administrative units in which the average farm size is less than 5 ha is 
100% (Haiti), 72% (Liberia), 32% (Sierra Leone), 13% (Sudan), 2% (Mali) and 0% (South Sudan) (Samberg 
et al., 2016 – supplementary data).
 6 For example, the FAO (2009) reports measures of inequality including the Gini coefficient of land for 52 
of 184 total countries, only one of which is an FCS country.
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 7 Using the 2017 classification of 35 countries, as presented above.
 8 Trade data considered across Harmonized Tariff Schedule codes (two-digit level) 01–24, 41 and 50–53.
 9 One exception is for cocoa and cocoa-based products, for which Côte d’Ivoire provides a significant 
share of global exports, suggesting stronger integration with global commodity markets.
 10 Elbadawi et al. (2008) point to 1993 as a pivot point in the incidence of recurrent as compared to new conflict.
 11 Alternatively, Breisinger et al. (2015) summarize literature on the root causes of conflict as including 
ethnic tension, religious competition, real or perceived discrimination, poor governance and state capacity, 
competition for land and natural resources, population pressure and rapid urbanization, and economic 
factors including poverty, youth unemployment and food insecurity.
 12 Writing on revolutions in the 20th century, Goldstone (1991) notes that revolutionary crisis is the result 
of both the explanatory factors themselves and their ability to combine in different ways.
 13 Baumann and Kuemmerle (2016) conclude that ‘conflicts occur predominantly in areas most valuable 
for humans, possibly prompted by conflicts over access to these lands or its resources’ (p. 680).
 14 Earlier, notable cases of inter-state war motivated by demographic pressures arising from scarcity of 
arable land include German aggression in eastern Europe and Japan’s invasion of China and elsewhere 
in Southeast Asia (Brinkman and Hendrix, 2011).
 15 Cotula (2013) observes the systematic connection between land grabs in sub-Saharan Africa and capital-
ist production models in agriculture: ‘The origins of today’s land rush can be traced to long-standing, une-
qual relations that have cast Africa as a supplier of commodities to the outside world’ (Cotula, 2013, p. 8).
 16 The most conflict-prone land systems are, in order: urban and densely settled systems; extensive crop-
land systems; medium cropland systems; grassland systems with livestock; intensive agricultural systems; 
bare lands; forest systems; and grassland systems without livestock (Baumann and Kuemmerle, 2016).
 17 According to de Waal (2015), ‘When famine or acute hunger occurs today, it is usually the result of 
armed conflict’.
 18 While not focusing specifically on agriculture, Hendrix and Brinkman (2013) offer a clear explanation of 
the circular linkages between food insecurity and conflict.
 19 Marxian analysis defines class on the basis of relations to the mode of production, and applies it as an 
analytical tool. Marx considered class consciousness as a prerequisite for proletariat-led social revolution 
(Moshiri, 1991).
 20 A search of the Web of Science Core Collection for academic articles containing topics ‘agrarian 
change’ or ‘agrarian transformation’ and ‘violent conflict’ or ‘crisis’ published over the period 2000–2016 
yielded 39 results. A search of the Web of Science Core Collection for academic articles containing topics 
‘agrarian’ or ‘agrarian change’ or ‘agrarian transformation’ and ‘violent conflict’ or ‘crisis’ published over 
the period 2000–2016 yielded 444 results. A search of the Web of Science Core Collection for academic 
articles containing topics ‘agrarian’ or ‘agrarian change’ or ‘agrarian transformation’ or ‘agriculture’ and 
‘violent conflict’ or ‘crisis’ published over the period 2000–2016 yielded 2542 results (searches conducted 
13  January 2017).
 21 Approximately 25% of Nepali households and 17% of Nepali agricultural labourers were landless in 
2001.
 22 Castro Osorio and Culma (Chapter 17, this volume) also acknowledge the unresolved agrarian prob-
lems underpinning Colombia’s armed conflict.
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Appendix. Selected statistics on agriculture in fragile and conflict-affected states.

Country

Agricultural
land

(% of land
area)a

Number of farms
<2 hab

Prevalence of
farms <2 ha
(% of total
holdings)b

Rural
population
(% of total

population)a

Rural poverty
headcount

ratio
(% of rural
 population)a

Agricultural
value added
(% of GDP)a

Employment
in agriculture
(% of total

employment)a

Unemployment
(% of total

labour force)c

Gini
coefficient –

incomed

World 37.7 475,000,000 84 46.1 N/A 3.9 19.8 5.9 N/A
Fragile/conflict- 

affected states
33.4 N/A N/A 59.2 N/A 20.6 N/A 7.9 N/A

Afghanistan 58.1 N/A N/A 73.3 38.3 21.7 N/A 9.1 27.8
Burundi 79.2 N/A N/A 87.9 68.8 43.0 92.2 6.9 33.36
Central African  

Republic
8.2 N/A N/A 60.0 69.4 42.4 N/A 7.4 56.24

Chad 39.7 N/A N/A 77.5 52.5 52.4 83.0 7.0 43.32
Comoros 71.5 N/A N/A 71.7 48.7 33.6 N/A 6.5 55.93
Democratic  

Republic Congo
11.6 4,351,000 97 57.5 64.9 20.6 N/A 8.0 42.10

Côte d’Ivoire 64.8 629,366 56 45.8 56.8 20.2 N/A 4.0 43.18
Djibouti 73.4 1,135 100 22.7 N/A 3.9 N/A N/A 44.13
Eritrea 75.2 N/A N/A 79.0 N/A 14.5 N/A 7.2 N/A
The Gambia 59.8 N/A N/A 40.4 73.9 21.1 31.5 7.0 47.33
Guinea-Bissau 58.0 73,929 88 50.7 75.6 43.7 N/A 6.9 50.66
Haiti 66.8 N/A N/A 41.4 74.9 N/A 50.5 6.8 60.79
Iraq 21.3 N/A N/A 30.5 30.6 N/A 23.4 16.4 30.9
Kiribati 42.0 N/A N/A 55.7 N/A 23.0 22.1 N/A 37.61
Kosovo 52.4 N/A N/A N/A 31.5 13.5 4.6 N/A 26.71
Lebanon 64.3 169,028 87 12.2 N/A 4.8 N/A 6.4 N/A
Liberia 28.0 N/A 50.3 67.7 N/A 46.5 3.8 36.48
Libya 8.7 42,867 24 21.4 N/A 1.9 N/A 19.2 N/A
Madagascar 71.2 N/A N/A 64.9 81.5 25.6 75.3 3.6 42.65
Mali 33.8 1,135 100 60.1 50.6 41.0 66.0 8.1 33.04
Marshall Islands 63.9 N/A N/A 27.3 N/A 14.7 11.0 N/A N/A
Federated States 

Micronesia
31.4 N/A N/A 77.6 N/A 28.2 N/A N/A 42.46

Myanmar 19.4 1,972,070 57 65.9 N/A 26.7 62.7 3.3 N/A
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Papua  
New Guinea

2.6 N/A N/A 87.0 41.6 35.8 72.3 2.5 43.88

Sierra Leone 54.7 N/A N/A 60.1 66.1 61.3 68.5 3.3 33.99
Solomon Islands 3.9 N/A N/A 77.7 N/A 34.7 N/A 3.9 46.10
Somalia 70.3 N/A N/A 60.4 N/A 65.4 N/A 6.9 N/A
South Sudan N/A N/A N/A 81.2 55.4 N/A N/A N/A 46.34
Sudan 28.7 N/A N/A 66.2 57.6 39.3 44.6 14.8 35.39
Syrian Arab  

Republic
75.8 N/A N/A 42.3 36.9 17.9 13.2 10.8 35.8

Togo 70.2 247,033 29 60.0 68.7 40.7 54.1 6.9 46.02
Tuvalu 60.0 N/A N/A 40.3 27.5 21.7 N/A N/A 41.1
West Bank  

and Gaza
49.5 N/A N/A 24.7 19.4 4.5 10.5 26.2 34.46

Yemen 44.6 989,785 84 65.4 40.1 9.5 24.7 17.4 37.7
Zimbabwe 41.8 N/A N/A 67.6 84.3 13.4 65.8 5.4 43.15

aSource: World Bank, 2016b; figures reported are latest available per country or aggregate.
bSource: Lowder et al., 2016, Web appendix tables; figures are taken from 1990 and 2000 census rounds.
cModelled ILO estimate. Source: World Bank, 2016b; figures reported are latest available per country or aggregate.
dSource: World Bank, 2016b; figures reported are latest available per country or aggregate. Data for Afghanistan, Iraq, Syrian Arab Republic and Yemen are taken from UNDP, 2015, 
citing World Development Indicators 2013.
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