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Abstract
Over the past decade land has again moved to the centre of resource conflicts, agrarian struggles, and competing visions 
over the future of food and farming. This renewed interest in land necessitates asking the seemingly simple, but pertinent, 
question ‘what is land?’ To reach a more profound understanding of the uniqueness of land, and what distinguishes land 
from other resources, this symposium suggests the notion of ‘land imaginaries’ as a crucial lens in the study of current land 
transformations. Political-economy, and the particular economic, financial, or political interests of various actors involved 
in land projects do not directly result in, or translate into, outcomes, such as dispossession and enclosure, increased com-
modification, financialization, and assetization, or mobilization and resistance. All these processes are informed by different 
imaginaries of land—the underlying understandings, views, and visions of what land is, can, and should be—and associated 
visions, hopes, and dreams regarding land. Drawing on a variety of case studies from across the world, crossing Global North/
South and East/West, and including contemporary and historical instances of land transformation, this symposium addresses 
the multifaceted ways in which implicit, explicit, and emergent understandings of land shape current land transformations.
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Introduction

Over the past decade land has again moved to the centre of 
resource conflicts, agrarian struggles, and competing visions 
over the future of food and farming. The renewed attention 
to land is reflected specifically in ‘land rush’ literature, 
which has brought new attention to long-standing debates 
regarding land, access to resources, development, and rural 
livelihoods. This renewed attention is a stark breach with 
decades-long neglect of land in rural and agri-food studies, 
particularly in the Global North,1 that started around the 

1970s. Remarkably, this happened despite a proliferation of 
studies on landscape and ‘more-than-human’–nature interac-
tions. From 2007 to 2008 onwards, triggered by sharp food 
price hikes and the global financial crisis, rural land has 
turned from being an un-investable, forgotten object into 
a much sought-after target for investment. Multinational 
companies, banks, and states suddenly saw (farm)land and 
agriculture as stable ground for profit making. The renewed 
interest in land necessitated asking the seemingly simple, 
but pertinent, question ‘what is land?’ (Li 2014). How is 
it possible that something as banal as land has attracted so 
much renewed attention, and has been able to conjure up 
new investment vehicles (Clapp et al. 2017); geopolitical 
conflicts (McMichael 2013); and worldwide political mobili-
zations (Borras and Franco 2013) after decades of urbaniza-
tion, rural outmigration, de-agrarianization, and economic 
growth that has increasingly relied on seemingly footloose 
capital and digital economies? Within the land rush, inves-
tors and financial institutions sought to return to the ‘real’, 
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and ploughed capital back into land as a ‘tangible’ asset, 
following the financial crisis of 2008, and the poor perfor-
mance of ‘traditional’ asset classes. Land, however, turned 
out to be a resource unlike any other. Due to its multiple 
ontologies, its life-giving affordances, and its strong associa-
tion with national territory, land is not only challenging to 
‘assemble’ as a resource for global investment (Li 2014, p. 
590), it is also an especially contested investment object. To 
reach a more profound understanding of this uniqueness of 
land, and what distinguishes land from other resources, this 
symposium suggests the notion of ‘land imaginaries’—the 
underlying understandings, views, and visions of what land 
is, can, and should be—as a crucial lens in the study of cur-
rent land transformations.

In what follows, we first outline the neglect of land in 
rural and agri-food studies over the past decades and the 
(partial) resurgence of attention for land since 2007/08. We 
then develop the notion of ‘land imaginaries’, drawing on the 
literature on ‘environmental imaginaries’ (Peet and Watts 
1996; Mitchell 2011); ‘sociotechnical imaginaries’ (Jasa-
noff 2015; Jasanoff and Kim 2015); and ‘spatial imaginaries’ 
(Wolford 2004; Watkins 2015). Subsequently, the following 
three sections will zoom in on three lines of inquiry sur-
rounding land imaginaries that we see as particularly fruitful 
for research. These are: (1) the trajectories of land imaginar-
ies and land transformations; (2) land imaginaries and mate-
riality; and (3) the affective dimension of land imaginaries. 
This symposium consists of four papers, which examine 
land imaginaries within farmland investment contexts in the 
Global North (Fairbairn, LaChance, De Master, and Ash-
wood on US farmland investment in California); the Global 
South (Beban and Schoenberger on land title reform in Cam-
bodia); Global North investors in the ‘Global East’ (Visser 
on Western farmland investors in Russia and Ukraine); and a 
case of ‘reverse investment’ by emerging economy investors 
in the Global North (Böhme on Chinese farmland investment 
in rural Australia). The individual papers will be presented 
in the section(s) to which they contribute most.

From the neglect of land to the ‘land rush’

The late-2000 rush for land came as a surprise to many 
researchers in an era that had been described as ‘post-rural’ 
and ‘post-productivist’, with rural lifestyles and livelihoods 
(including those of farmers) supposedly becoming more 
multifunctional, transient, less grounded, or even hyper-
real (Cloke 1997). The question ‘what is land?’ was rarely 
asked anymore in rural, agri-food, and agrarian studies since 
the 1970s, and land as an object of study had increasingly 
moved to the margins of rural and agri-food studies (see e.g. 
Mormont 1990, p. 563). On the eve of the contemporary 
land rush, rural geographer Woods (2006, p. 580) argued 

that ‘rural politics’—focussed on ‘political debates concern-
ing agriculture, or forestry, or the management of rural land 
more broadly’—had increasingly given way to rural social 
issues, such as rural identity or rural community as part of 
a ‘politics of the rural’. In politics of the rural, the ‘meaning 
and regulation of rurality itself is the primary focus of con-
flict and debate’ (Woods 2006, p. 580), rather than its natural 
resources. The rising prominence of global commodity or 
value chains, circuits, and network approaches in agri-food 
studies since the 1990s (see e.g. Hughes and Reimer 2004; 
Fold and Pritchard 2005; Pegler 2015; Neilson and Pritchard 
2011) equally represented a move away from farming and 
its embeddedness with land and the local environment, and 
redirected the focus on the sphere of global interconnections, 
entanglements, and flows.2

This shift away from rural politics, widespread in the 
Global North, was less notable in research on the Global 
South, where livelihoods of rural populations remained more 
strongly linked to farming and land.3 The decline in atten-
tion for land was thus less pronounced in agrarian studies 
of peasants and small-scale farmers, agrarian movements, 
and land reforms in contexts of the South. However, agrar-
ian studies focused primarily on actual land transformations 
and issues of accumulation and dispossession, and less on 
the specific relationships with, and understandings of, land, 
which were sometimes more assumed than comprehensively 
studied. For example, within the study of (continued) land 
reforms in many rural spaces outside the West—such as 
the market reforms in post-socialist Eurasia in the 1990s; 
the pink tide selective land reforms in Latin-America in 
the early 2000s; and ongoing market-based land reforms in 
Africa—land was mostly conceived of in terms of property 
and access, with relatively little attention for other ways of 
imagining and relating to land. ‘Other’—that is to say non-
property based—relationships with land, and land issues 
more generally, certainly remained a key focus in (anthro-
pological) studies of indigenous populations (e.g. Tomlinson 
2002; Barrera-Bassols and Zinck 2003), given the intimate 
relationship between land and colonial occupation, dispos-
session, and indigenous struggles for (land) rights and self-
determination. In contrast with agrarian studies, anthropo-
logical research also engaged widely with relationships with 
land beyond property and access. However, the overall result 
was that understandings of land were largely neglected in 

2 See also the increase of research on rural (seasonal) migration 
(Gertel and Sippel 2014; Corrado et al. 2016).
3 Obviously, various non-farm income sources, including wage 
labour and remittances, became more important in the Global South 
as well, but compared to the Global North, income from farming 
remained much more essential.
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agrarian studies, unless land was ‘othered’ (i.e. owned by 
indigenous populations, or occasionally peasants).

While the decline of scholarly interest in land fits within 
the general fading of interest in rural politics since the 1970s, 
it is remarkable that this decline has persisted within the 
surge of studies on landscape4 (e.g. Daniels and Cosgrove 
1993; Gosden and Head 1994; Schama 1995, for early exam-
ples; cf. Cloke 1997; Head 2000) and the emerging research 
strands that have developed new perspectives on the interre-
lationship between human and non-human ‘actors’, whether 
framed in terms of ‘hybridity’ (Haraway 1991; Whatmore 
2002) or actor-network theory (Callon et al. 1986; Latour 
1993). These new fields of environmental research have 
led to rich work on flora (e.g. trees, border plants, and food 
crops; cf. Heuts and Mol 2013; Martin 2020), animals (e.g. 
Saltzman et al. 2011; Holloway et al. 2014), and even mush-
rooms (Tsing 2018) and bacteria (Lorimer 2020). However, 
land (and soil) have remained remarkably understudied. 
Similarly, the literature on landscape has focused more on 
‘scape’ than on ‘land’,5 as illuminated by the proliferating 
use of ‘scapes’ in this literature, such as ‘countryscapes’ 
(Cloke 1997), ‘streetscapes’ (ibid.), ‘lifescapes’ (Convery 
et al. 2005), and ‘dreamscapes’ (Jaenke 2001). In short, 
these studies have re-focused on the diversity of more-than-
human actors that shape place, and have decentred political 
economy forces shaping land and landscape in favour of a 
multitude of actors across scales (McCall Howard 2018).

The land rush brought back rural politics with a venge-
ance, not only in the Global South but notably also in the 
Global North. Long standing concepts such as commodifi-
cation, (new) enclosures, and primitive accumulation (and 
later, accumulation by dispossession) rapidly took centre 
stage in the academic debate on the new rush for land, and 
were key in connecting academic and activist discourse. In 
the rush to make sense of the novel and escalating phenom-
enon of transnational land deals, or what Oya (2013) called 
the ‘land grab literature rush’, longstanding political econ-
omy concepts were applied, without much consideration of 
new strands of literature on landscape, more-than-human 
natures, or other relationships with land.6 While concepts 
such as enclosure and accumulation by dispossession have 

been effective in exploring general drivers and outcomes 
of the land rush, they have been less useful in doing jus-
tice to the geographical unevenness and highly divergent, 
place-specific outcomes of these land transformations. 
Scholars thus pointed to the need for longer term, in-depth, 
empirically and historically grounded studies (e.g. Ouma 
2014; Pedersen and Buur 2016; Goldstein and Yates 2017; 
Schoenberger et al. 2017). Rather than employing a global 
imaginary of land transformations within, as Le Billon and 
Sommerville (2017, p. 214) put it, ‘dualistic framings of 
victimization or beneficiation’, it is important to understand 
the situatedness and multiplicity of actors who engage with 
land, along with their various positions of power, interests, 
and constraints.

More recently, building upon, and going beyond, the ini-
tial ‘land rush’ period, a burgeoning body of research has 
added more nuance to the dynamics of current land trans-
formations. For example, scholars have started to unpack the 
intersections between farming and finance—initially often 
portrayed as the ‘big bad wolf’ hungry for farmland (Ouma 
2014, p. 163)—and have argued that turning land into a 
financial asset class is not a smooth pathway but requires 
active work on land’s ‘investability’ and is pursued by a host 
of actors with different interests, motivations and underlying 
moralities (e.g. Li 2014; Williams 2014; Ouma 2016; Kish 
and Fairbairn 2018; Sippel 2018). Similarly, scholars have 
critically investigated the role of China as another supposed 
‘key driver’ of the land rush and have argued that Chinese 
investments are not as dominant and different from ‘North-
ern’ investments as is often suggested, as well as neither 
necessarily state-led or food security driven (Bräutigam and 
Zhang 2013; Oliveira 2018; Böhme 2020b). While these 
recent studies have added a more nuanced understanding of 
the unevenness, complications, and contradictions involved 
in current land transformations, this symposium seeks to go 
one step further by placing the emphasis on the ‘imaginar-
ies’ of land, that is to say the various understandings of land 
that are implicitly or explicitly informing these projects in 
regard to land.

Land imaginaries as a lens to study current 
land transformations

This symposium employs the notion of ‘land imaginar-
ies’ to capture the underlying understandings, views, and 
visions of land, which we consider crucial within current 
land transformations. Political-economy, and the particular 
economic, financial, or political interests of various actors 
involved in land projects do not directly result in, or trans-
late into, outcomes, such as dispossession and enclosure, 
increased commodification, financialization, and assetiza-
tion, or mobilization and resistance. All these processes are 

4 The rise of landscape studies was predominantly confined to the 
Global North, with a strong focus on the UK and the US.
5 For exceptions see the anthropological study by Peace (2005), 
which specifically focuses on land and landscape, and the studies by 
Puig de la Bellacasa (2015) and Krzywoszynska (2019).
6 Most of the early studies on the land rush (including, admittedly, 
by one of the authors, Visser and Spoor 2011) focussed primarily on 
mapping the unprecedented number, scale, and speed of global land 
acquisitions (e.g. Borras et al. 2011; Cotula 2012), subsequently rais-
ing debate about methodologies, measurements and ‘messy hectares’ 
(Edelman 2013).
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informed by different understandings of land, and associated 
visions, hopes, and dreams regarding land. Land imaginar-
ies encompass the various societal understandings of what 
land is (land’s ontology), its different uses and values (land’s 
social ‘affordances’), and ideas of what it can, or should, 
do in society (Li 2014, pp. 589–590). Land imaginaries are 
highly divergent across time and space; they can become 
hegemonic, silenced, or marginalized; appear naturalized 
or be the grain for contestation; they work as a means of 
oppression as well as liberation. While recent scholarly 
interest in land has indicated the importance of these various 
views and understandings of land, they have so far mostly 
been addressed implicitly (for an exception see Panikkar and 
Tollefson 2018). This symposium moves the imaginary con-
structions of land to the centre of analysis and asks: What 
are the distinct views of land within current land transforma-
tions, how do they take shape, and what are their implica-
tions? We ground our notion of ‘land imaginaries’ in three, 
partly overlapping, bodies of literature on ‘environmental’, 
‘sociotechnical’, and ‘spatial’ imaginaries. We also concep-
tually distinguish between two dimensions of imaginaries, 
which, in reality, are not clearly separable from one another 
but interact in complex ways.

Firstly, land imaginaries can work as implicit compo-
nents that inform practical engagements with land in rather 
subtle, unconscious, or unreflective ways. These underlying 
mental and cultural frameworks are notably reflected in the 
notion of ‘environmental imaginaries’ in environmental his-
tory and political ecology (Peet and Watts 1996; Nesbitt and 
Weiner 2001; McGregor 2004; Davis 2011; Mitchell 2011). 
Here, environmental imaginaries refer to the ways in which 
societies collectively construct, interpret, and communicate 
nature (McGregor 2004, pp. 594–595). By providing the 
language, norms, metaphors, and meanings for constructing 
and expressing nature, land imaginaries, like environmen-
tal imaginaries at large, can become naturalized, determine 
how environmental issues are interpreted, and define what 
is considered ethically or morally right or wrong in regard to 
nature. This first dimension of land imaginaries thus refers 
to the often taken-for-granted, unreflexive, or subconscious 
ideas that groups of people have developed about their (or 
others’) environment. Underlying social constructions and 
land uses in a rather implicit manner, these imaginaries can 
nevertheless have wide-reaching implications. Environ-
mental imaginaries and their constructions of unused and 
‘empty’ lands, environmental crises, or ‘boom frontiers’ 
sustained the establishment of European colonial order, and 
were powerful narratives used to justify the imperial goals 
of intervention, settlement, and control (Davis 2007; Shetler 
2007; Mitchell 2011). Studying these notions about land 
through, for example, narratives, paintings, archival docu-
ments, or maps helps to understand how the relationship 
between society and land has been constructed by different 

people across time and space, and how land is valued within 
these contexts. It furthermore points to the political struggles 
and conflicts involved when imaginaries of land not only 
travel but also compete with, or triumph over, others (Dela-
ney 2001; Sodikoff 2007). Such clashing land imaginaries 
reflect struggles over control of natural resources, and can 
be driving forces behind nature politics (Nesbitt and Weiner 
2001).

Secondly, land imaginaries can also become an explicit 
and conscious driving force of land transformations if they 
express actively envisioned land futures (yet) to be real-
ized. In this second dimension of land imaginaries, we are 
thus interested in imagining as a social practice of actively 
envisioning and working towards new worlds and realities 
(Daniels 2011; Watkins 2015). The significance of imagina-
tion, as Ingold (2012, p. 3) holds, is more than the capacity 
to construct images or the power of mental representation, 
it means ‘to participate from within, through perception and 
action, in the very becoming of things’ (our emphasis). This 
dimension of imaginaries is especially prominent in Sheila 
Jasanoff’s concept of ‘sociotechnical imaginaries’, which she 
defines as the ‘collectively held, institutionally stabilized, 
and publicly performed visions of desirable futures’ (Jasa-
noff 2015, p. 322). The aspirational and normative compo-
nents in regard to social futures captured by Jasanoff’s notion 
of imaginaries are particularly important for this dimension 
of land imaginaries, as they invoke what the world is and 
should be, by performing and producing diverse visions 
of the collective good. Linking past, present, and future, 
here the focus is particularly on the dynamics of social 
change implicated in the notion of imaginaries, by placing 
the emphasis on the capacity of individuals and groups to 
see and think things differently from how they were previ-
ously thought. We suggest that this second dimension of 
land imaginaries—understood as active visions and novel 
understandings of what land can or should do—is equally an 
essential driver of (competing) projects of transforming land, 
materially or in regard to its social or moral understandings. 
These visions of land are reflected in the ways in which peo-
ple actively work to influence and reshape human relations 
to land, together with the aim of realizing a particular view 
of what land can do or afford in society.

Two main variants of ‘new’ explicit imaginaries can be 
distinguished. First, the extension or ‘translation’ of exist-
ing land imaginaries into new geographies, spheres, or 
periods. Imaginaries that are new to certain geographies or 
‘resource frontiers’ can be slight modifications of existing 
imaginaries. The newness is that certain areas are re-imag-
ined as suitable for these imaginaries. For example, new 
infrastructures (roads, storage), agricultural technologies 
(liming), and expanding global value chains for soy have 
enabled the extension of imaginaries of efficient, square, 
large-scale mono-cropped farmland from the United States 
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into the Brazilian Cerrado (Ofstehage 2016), previously seen 
as of no use to agriculture. Another example is the imagi-
nary of land envisaged and promoted in ‘The Mystery of 
Capital’ by De Soto (2000), which was key in extending the 
registration of private land property from Western ‘mature’ 
markets in urban real estate and commercial farmland to the 
marginal landholdings of slum dwellers and smallholders 
in the Global South. Second, new, explicit imaginaries can 
emerge as alternative or counter imaginaries, developed to 
contest and replace mainstream existing land imaginaries. 
Such alternative imaginaries have been identified by Panik-
kar and Tollefson (2018), who describe how a broad anti 
Pebble Mine coalition in Alaska foregrounded ‘subsistence 
imaginaries’—grounded in indigenous subsistence cultures 
and modes of relating to land—to counter the dominant 
‘extractive imaginaries’. These alternative imaginaries 
became key components of environmental justice and land 
sovereignty initiatives. Also Schoenberger and Beban (2020) 
discuss how a land titling campaign in Cambodia opened up 
spaces for alternative, more equitable land imaginaries in a 
setting where visions and practices of large-scale top-down 
land exploitation constituted the hegemonic land imaginary.

For various reasons, land imaginaries constitute a useful 
addition besides related but broader concepts, such as socio-
technical, environmental, and spatial imaginaries. Land has 
manifold features that (in most socio-cultural contexts) set 
it apart from other aspects of the natural environment, and 
which have important implications for how it is being imag-
ined. Different elements of the environment enable divergent 
practices and imaginaries, depending on their spatial and 
material features (Bakker and Bridge 2006; Richardson and 
Weszkalnys 2014). A first important characteristic of land is 
its relatively fixed state.7 Animals move, plants often expand 
(or are moved), and even large trees are logged and trans-
ported across the oceans as timber or biomass. Also, sub-soil 
resources like oil and minerals are widely moved across the 
world in global commodity chains. The bulkiness of land 
(and its generally lower value) impedes such transporta-
tion, which is rather limited, at least within the lifetime of a 

human. Moreover, land still remains, even if a layer of land 
(or soil) is removed (except for those cases where land is 
excavated in such large quantities that lakes or the sea make 
the land disappear, for example when sub-soil resources 
such as coal are extracted). Furthermore, land, more than 
any other object of our natural environment, often functions 
as a ‘birthplace’ or ‘reservoir’ of manifold resources. Land 
can be farmland or forest land, it can contain an endless 
number of mineral resources, and has recently gained value 
as a resource due to its  CO2 capturing capacity, via its soil 
or the trees growing on it. Further, and in contrast to many 
sub-soil natural resources, land itself—when used sustain-
ably—is a renewable resource in its function as farmland, 
forest land, biofuel land, or land for solar panels or wind 
mills. Finally, land has life-giving capacities (Li 2014; Mün-
ster and Poerting 2016), it enables growing, gathering, and 
hunting for food, pumping up water, and building a house to 
live in.8 In short, human survival is unimaginable without 
land (Münster and Poerting 2016), just as land would remain 
un-imagined without humans. Due to the above-mentioned 
features of (high degrees of) fixity, a reservoir of manifold 
resources, its capacity to constitute a renewable resource, 
and above all its life-giving capacities, land tends to have 
a high symbolic value in societies across space and time. 
Territory, belonging, identity—to mention just a few key 
aspects of the human condition—are strongly linked to land, 
more so than to other objects of the natural environment. 
Even water, which has at least the same life-giving feature 
as land, is less a symbol of territory or identity. Thus, the 
trajectories of land imaginaries, arguably more persistently 
than other imaginaries, have far-reaching real life conse-
quences, and are often wrapped up with emotions and strug-
gles. Overall, with this notion of land imaginaries we seek to 
inspire, focus, and bundle research on the above-mentioned 
aspects of land and their important implications for how we 
think of, and act in relation to, land.

To investigate the crucial role of land imaginaries in land 
transformations, the following questions guide the contribu-
tions to this symposium:

(1) What historical and place-based trajectories of land 
imaginaries can we identify? Which imaginaries have 
been dominant, suppressed, or contested within these 
trajectories? What are the implications of these trajec-
tories for current transformations across regional con-

7 It needs to be stressed that we do not see fixity as an absolute fea-
ture of land. However, when placed on a continuum, and compared 
to other resources, land tends to have more fixity. An elaborate dis-
cussion of land’s (un)fixity is beyond the scope of the paper, but a 
few points are worth mentioning. Li’s (2014, p. 589) statement that 
the core characteristic of farmland as a natural resource is its fixity, 
commenting that it cannot be rolled up ‘like a mat’, seems a univer-
sal truth—but in fact, rare opposing land imaginaries can be found 
that highlight fluidity. For example, Mexican peasants in the erosion-
prone mountainous area of the Patzcuaro Basin imagine land as 
moveable (Barrera-Bassols and Zinck 2003). Sud (2019) describes 
the unfixity of land in Indian government policies. Furthermore, the 
boundaries of land, for instance vis-à-vis water, are often not clear cut 
or fixed, as ethnographic studies in muddy terrains have shown (Rich-
ardson 2016, 2018; Cortesi 2018).

8 An additional feature of land is that whereas some natural resources 
depend on a lot of capital and technology to be assembled, land in 
many cases can generate food or value with relatively limited means. 
Related to that, land’s history as a natural resource is about as long 
as human history, whereas some objects have only become a natural 
resource relatively recently.
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texts and settings, especially concerning the opening 
and closing of agricultural frontiers?

(2) How are the imaginary and the material interlinked and 
co-produced in land imaginaries? Does the materiality 
of land pose limits on land imaginaries, and how do 
new representations of biophysical materiality allow 
for new imaginaries to emerge?

(3) How are land imaginaries connected with emotional, 
affective, performative, and embodied aspects of land 
use? How do these interlink with anticipations of imag-
ined futures, and what role do these affective and antici-
patory aspects play in developing alternatives to domi-
nant or hegemonic understandings and uses of land?

Each of these sets of questions addresses a different gap in 
the land rush literature, and research on current land trans-
formations more generally.

Trajectories of land imaginaries

The first set of questions reflects our aim to go beyond the 
unilinear, somewhat homogeneous, view of land investment 
and commodification. To this aim, we place the emphasis on 
the spatio-temporal variation in land investment trajectories 
and consider land imaginaries as a field of contestation over 
different ideas and visions regarding land’s past, present, and 
future (Panikkar and Tollefson 2018). Rather than seeing 
land investments as a kind of juggernaut that relentlessly 
rolls over the global countryside in an undifferentiated way, 
it is crucial to uncover the—sometimes drastic—divergence 
in land investment trajectories across space (Visser 2017), 
thereby taking the historical dimension more seriously 
(Edelman and León 2013; Ouma 2016).

We do not contest the longue durée development of com-
modification—and more recently assetization—of farmland 
and other natural resources within the larger development 
of the ‘capitalization of almost everything’ (Leyshon and 
Thrift 2007). Land has invariably been an object of struggle 
through human history, both in the form of conquest and 
dispossession (whether induced by clan orientations, nation-
alism, (neo)colonialism, and/or capitalist expansion at large, 
Scott 1998; Layoun 2001; Moore 2005), and resistance and 
counter-mobilisation (Wolford 2010; Morris 2014; LaDuke 
2016). Yet, such trends are still uneven in their strength, 
pace, and sometimes direction. Looking closer at concrete 
regions and localities we find ‘sluggish commodification’, 
disappointed farmland investors and failed investments 
(Magnan 2015; Kuns et al. 2016; Visser 2017); contestations 
and renegotiations of land’s ‘investability’ and assetization 
(Ouma 2020; Sippel and Weldon 2020); and agricultural 
frontiers that have turned into ‘frontiers in ruins’ (Münster 
2017). As Crowley and Carter (2000) argued for western 

Kenya, agrarian change comprises complicated and contrast-
ing trends, some of which are more obvious than others, 
and thus always needs to be understood as a ‘heterogeneity’ 
and a ‘patterning or patchiness’ (Crowley and Carter 2000, 
p. 385).

Environmental history provides manifold examples of 
situations where environmental imaginaries have crucially 
influenced the ‘success’ or ‘failure’ of land projects, often 
with long-lasting detrimental implications for the affected 
communities. Davis (2007) reveals how, during the French-
colonial occupation of North Africa, the ‘declensionist envi-
ronmental narrative’, which primarily blamed Arab nomadic 
pastoralists for deforesting and desertifying the once highly 
fertile ‘granary of Rome’, became the dominant view of 
North Africa’s environmental history. The same legend of 
the ‘granary of Rome’ that, as Swearingen (1987, p. 35) 
shows, inspired the early French colonial wheat producing 
ventures in Morocco, but ‘proved to be a mirage that [v]
anished in the reality of the Moroccan natural environment’. 
These narratives, and associated classifications of Moroc-
can land as ‘productive’ or ‘unproductive’ (Maroc utile and 
Maroc inutile), were not only used to justify and enable the 
appropriation of land and resources and to control local 
populations, but their legacy survives in contemporary poli-
cies and, as ecological science, still informs environmental 
research. Similarly, environmental histories of the prairies 
(Worster 1979; Cronon 1991; Moon 2020), the Eurasian 
Steppe (Moon 2013), and the Amazon (Peluso 2012), and 
their insights on, amongst others, the construction, opening, 
and decay of agrarian resource frontiers, enrich the study of 
contemporary land transformations as they alert us to the 
myths these might be grounded on, and their potential delu-
sionary character.

While research on environmental and sociotechnical 
imaginaries has traced their emergence, phases of struggle, 
and fortification, little attention has been paid to how land 
imaginaries leave the stage. Jasanoff (2015) in her insight-
ful typology of phases of a sociotechnical imaginary dis-
tinguishes between origin, resistance, embeddedness, and 
extension of imaginaries. A phase of demise is remark-
ably absent. We believe that the demise of land imaginar-
ies is just as important to understand land transformations 
as their emergence or proliferation. Mitchell (2011) pays 
more attention to the demise of (environmental) imaginar-
ies and observes that they can disappear rather suddenly. 
Which factors contribute to the demise of an imaginary or 
the pace and trajectory of its demise are still open ques-
tions, opening up important avenues for further research on 
land imaginaries. What is, for instance, the ‘after life’ of 
large-scale transnational land investments? In the case, of oil 
palm plantations, Li (2018) argues that the materialization 
of the imaginary of rationalized, highly efficient plantations 
has brought about an infrastructural violence in the form of 
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monotonous grids of roads, and oil palm fields that leaves 
little room for alternative land imaginaries, let alone a return 
to the previous land uses. In the case of the French colonial 
visions of North African land, the imaginary of North Africa 
as the ‘granary of Rome’ disappeared rather quickly in the 
face of two combined factors, which came to the fore in the 
early 1930s: the high production costs and periodic crop fail-
ures given Morocco’s rather marginal environment for wheat 
cultivation, on the one hand; and the insight that Moroccan 
colonial wheat production competed directly with French 
production, on the other, as Moroccan wheat production was 
too expensive to be sold on the world market, and thus had 
to be absorbed by the ‘metropole’ (Swearingen 1987, p. 27). 
Recalcitrant nature, however, did not enhance the emergence 
of local counter-imaginaries, but rather led the same French 
colonisers to resort to a new, California-inspired imaginary, 
namely ‘to convert the Morocco first conceived as a gra-
nary of wheat into a vast [citrus] orchard’ (R. Hoffherr in 
L’Economie marocaine 1932, quoted in Swearingen 1987, 
p. 61).

Visser’s study of the ‘black earth’ (2020) is an example 
of how the longitudinal research of contemporary farmland 
investments can be fruitfully combined with perspectives 
from environmental history to gain deeper insight into farm-
land investment trajectories and the powerful, and poten-
tially delusionary, role of imaginaries within these. Visser 
demonstrates how optimistic farmland imaginaries celebrat-
ing the ‘black soil’ have dominated the land imaginaries 
of external actors, and have recurrently led them to under-
estimate other ‘hard’ agricultural facts, such as the harsh 
climatic conditions in the agrarian heartland of Russia and 
Ukraine. Contrary to the imaginary of abundance and fertil-
ity associated with the black earth soil, the material climatic 
conditions of unseasonal frosts, erratic rainfall, and severe 
droughts have repeatedly derailed large farmland investment 
projects of outsiders coming into the region.

Materiality and land imaginaries

The predominant focus of the land rush literature on com-
modification, often framed in terms of accumulation by 
dispossession, primitive accumulation, or enclosure (e.g. 
White et al. 2012; see Hall 2013 for a critical review), while 
being insightful in itself, means that land is predominantly 
conceived of in terms of private property (and to some 
extent territory). This focus on the legal status—or de facto 
control—of land has led to ignorance of other important 
aspects, such as the material dimension of land. The second 
set of questions seeks to open this ‘black box’ of materiality 
to further the debate on current land transformations. On 
a rather general or global level, debates regarding land—
within academia and beyond—are increasingly informed by 

the notion that material, and particularly biophysical, limits 
to human land arrangements have become more tangible 
and urgent. This widely shared notion is framed in differ-
ent, partly overlapping, ways, such as in terms of ecologi-
cal concerns (e.g. regarding fertile land as a non-renewable 
resource, Montgomery 2007); observations about closing 
frontiers of cheap nature (Patel and Moore 2017); the reali-
zation that specific types of land use can contribute to, or 
mitigate, climate change and global food insecurity (Weis 
2010); and pleas for a shift to (climate) smart or digital farm-
ing (Clapp et al. 2018).

However, when it comes to concrete cases of farmland 
investment and transformations, the role of material aspects 
has mostly featured only in a loose, more presupposed man-
ner. The papers by Böhme (2020a) and Visser (2020) show 
that when farmland investments take shape in specific farm 
sites, optimistic land imaginaries can meet different realities 
where the materiality of environmental conditions constitute 
obstacles to the envisaged projects. Böhme depicts how Chi-
nese investors mobilize ‘quality imaginaries’ of Australian 
farmland to market fresh milk to affluent, food safety con-
cerned Chinese consumers. Within this imaginary, the com-
pany has developed a narrative of a ‘natural’, ‘pure’, ‘pris-
tine’, ‘pollution-free’ paradise where ‘happy cows’ breathe 
clean and fresh ocean air at the ‘edge of the world’. This land 
imaginary, she argues, not only stands in stark contrast to 
the industrial and technological character of the farm and the 
heavy transportation infrastructure the export of fresh milk 
requires, the very notion of the remoteness it celebrates also 
represents a substantial material obstacle. The biophysical 
characteristics of fresh milk, Böhme concludes, make it a 
‘stubbornly local food’, which does not align well with the 
geographical remoteness of Australian land—potentially 
putting the investment project at risk. In a similar vein, Vis-
ser’s paper reveals how a land imaginary largely ignorant of 
climatic materialities has resulted in numerous farm failures 
and environmental damage. Nevertheless, the imaginary has 
been repeatedly invoked during various investment waves 
over the course of centuries, showing that land imaginar-
ies can be surprisingly resilient despite opposing material 
realities. Drawing on this insight, and further examples from 
other regional contexts, Visser finds a striking, long-standing 
ignorance of the less ‘visible’ and tangible climatic factors in 
(Western) scientific accounts of the environment. In essence, 
Visser’s paper raises crucial questions on the relationship 
between land imaginaries and knowledge production, which 
deserve further attention in the context of the increasing 
signs of climate emergency that humanity is facing.

Fairbairn et al.’s paper (2020) picks up on this and fur-
ther demonstrates the critical relationship between the rep-
resentation of materiality within land imaginaries and the 
power-laden terrain of knowledge production in regard to 
environmental futures. As Andersson and Westholm (2019) 
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argue, future imaginaries are inherently selective construc-
tions, in which uncomfortable knowledge might be retained 
or marginalized by powerful stakeholders at the expense 
of other forms of knowledge. The dominance of (Western) 
scientific methods and institutions within these construc-
tions, as Panikkar and Tollefson (2018) observe, often leaves 
activists and environmental organizations no choice but to 
learn the language of scientific knowledge-making or find 
skilled translators. While in Visser’s case, the less tangi-
ble, not immediately observably climatic factors mislead 
the investors themselves, Fairbairn et al. demonstrate how a 
finance-backed farmland investor in the Californian Cuyama 
Valley uses land’s invisible—and therefore ‘uncertain’—
subterranean attributes to create a land imaginary of ample 
water resources conducive to the company’s financial and 
extraction interests. Given the strong financial capacities of 
the company, it could resort to the authoritative techniques 
of scientific modelling of water resources, underlying that 
modelling is an inherently political activity that rather than 
‘representing’ land is used to shape realities and futures of 
land imaginaries (Loconto and Rajão 2020).

Affective dimensions of land imaginaries

Our third set of questions deals with the affective and antici-
patory dimensions within land imaginaries and their impli-
cations for possible alternative land futures. The affective—
and sometimes spiritual, symbolical, or moral—dimension 
of land has been comprehensively addressed within anthro-
pological studies (e.g. Peters 2001; Tomlinson 2002). 
However, the affective aspects of land—e.g. soil—are not 
exclusive to the imaginaries of indigenous communities and 
long-standing farming traditions, as recent anthropological 
and geographical studies on contemporary land imaginar-
ies have demonstrated (e.g. Peace 2005; Beban and Work 
2014). As several contributions to the land rush literature 
have shown, land investment discourses have drawn heav-
ily on emotive ‘empty yet full’ narratives (Bridge 2001), 
well known from colonial history (Hongslo and Benjamin-
sen 2002). Employing notions such as ‘empty’, ‘marginal’, 
‘idle’, ‘waste land’, or ‘abandoned’, land was depicted as 
‘underutilised’ and ‘unused’, yet full of investment potential 
and ‘rapid, rising and hitherto underrecognised value’ (Li 
2014, p. 596; see also White et al. 2012; Nalepa et al. 2017). 
What is more, emotional and affective components do not 
only work in favour of investor interests, as the flipside of 
the ‘celebration’ of the black earth soil by Western farm-
land investors in Russia and the ‘clean and green’ image 
of remote Australian farmland suggest (Böhme 2020a; Vis-
ser 2020). Investors are not the ‘cold blooded’, rationality-
driven ‘homi economici’ they often like to think of, and 

present, themselves—and are not immune to falling prey to 
the limitations of their own land imaginaries.

The affective component within land imaginaries and 
their potential for contestation as well as aspiration for alter-
native—hopeful—futures is particularly prominent in Sch-
oenberger and Beban’s contribution (2020). Ideas of what 
land is and should be, the authors argue, are filled with pow-
erful emotions—and it is these emotions that enable land 
imaginaries to be reproduced, challenged, or transformed. 
However, how can people overcome fear associated with 
existing or dominant land imaginaries, so that alternative, 
more hopeful imaginaries can emerge within a context of 
aggressive land grabs and dispossession such as Cambo-
dia? Schoenberger and Beban suggest that it is moments of 
rupture that can open up such spaces, disrupting dominant 
imaginaries and allowing for alternative imaginaries to arise. 
Contrary to the complicit role the state often played in other 
‘land rush’ contexts (Wolford et al. 2013), in Cambodia it 
was a land titling campaign of the state that represented such 
a moment of ‘rupture’, and the villagers’ affective ties with 
students, acting as volunteer land survey officers, were key in 
bringing about new and hopeful land imaginaries. However, 
as the authors note, even hopeful ruptures of dominant land 
imaginaries are not without ambiguity: some people’s land 
did not get registered, powerful actors stirred the campaign 
towards their interests, and those whose power was threat-
ened sought to re-establish their dominance. What exactly 
the land title will hold in the future, and for which purposes 
it might be (mis)used, remains an open question for many 
rural people.

While future land imaginaries can be full of opportunity 
and hopeful, in other settings people may feel that there is 
little room for imagining or dreaming, with futures domi-
nated by (social) obligations attached to land (Visser 2006) 
or heavy debts linked to land (Hofman 2018). Fairbairn et al. 
(2020) also describe counter-imaginaries of the rural popu-
lation, which critically interrogate the investor’s farmland 
imaginaries and their far too rosy water availability situa-
tion. Yet, as their article notes, these alternative imaginar-
ies have not (yet) translated into more hopeful or just land 
trajectories. Farmland imaginaries of Harvard’s investment 
fund, assessing underground water reserves rather optimisti-
cally, have enabled it to convert relatively dry farmland into 
high value vineyard land. It remains uncertain how long this 
investor’s imaginary will hold sway in the face of further 
ground water depletion and its negative consequences for 
neighbouring farmers and villagers—potentially opening 
space for more hopeful ruptures of dominant imaginaries.

To sum up, drawing on a variety of case studies from 
across the world, crossing Global North/South and East/
West, and including contemporary and historical instances 
of land transformation, this symposium addresses the mul-
tifaceted ways in which implicit, explicit, and emergent 
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understandings of land shape current land transformations. 
Placing these imaginaries of land at the centre of analysis, 
this symposium adds an important analytical lens to the 
debate as it helps to comprehend the societal struggles that 
are fought over land as being rooted not only in the often 
competing interests and projects of what people seek to do 
with land, but also in the diverging, sometimes novel, and 
often long-standing or recurring understandings of what land 
can or ought to be in society.
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