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Abstract We view agrobiodiversity as a social-ecological

phenomenon and, therefore, an example of nature–gender

relations within agrarian change, including social, eco-

nomic, political and technical changes in agriculture and

rural areas. As a result of the industrialization of agricul-

ture, nature–gender relations in the field of agrobiodiversity

have become characterized by separation processes such as

conservation versus use or subsistence versus commodity

production. We argue that the sustainable development

paradigm, as currently implemented in European Common

Agricultural Policy through the concept of multifunction-

ality, does not necessarily overcome separation tendencies

and lead towards integration, despite its claim to bring

together different ecological, economic and social needs. In

our paper we critically reflect this observation and develop

a theory-based analytical framework at the interface of

nature and gender relations. For analytical purposes we

distinguish between three different agrarian structures (pre-

industrialized, industrialized and multifunctional) and

focus on the development of two separation tendencies

within them and their effects on agrobiodiversity. Con-

cerning nature, we discuss the effects of separating agro-

biodiversity conservation and use. With regard to gender,

we discuss the separation of subsistence and commodity

production. Against this background, we claim for new

rural economic rationalities characterized by processes

whose qualitative, material and value dimensions maintain

agrobiodiversity.

Keywords Multifunctionality � Agrobiodiversity � Societal

relations to nature

Abbreviations

BMF Bundesministerium der Finanzen (Federal

Ministry of Finance)

CAP Common Agricultural Policy

CBD Convention on Biological Diversity

COP Conference of the Parties

FAO Food and Agriculture Organization of the

United Nations

MEA Millennium Ecosystem Assessment

OECD Organisation for Economic Co-operation and

Development

SCBD Secretariat of the Convention on Biological

Diversity

UNCED United Nations Conference on Environment

and Development

Introduction and background

Agrarian change shapes the complex and manifold rela-

tionships between (rural) societies and nature, an interre-

lation that becomes especially apparent with when

considering the agricultural development and the loss of

agrobiodiversity. Although increases of agrobiodiversity

were once a product of human agriculture, today’s agri-

cultural practices tend to lead towards its decline. Thus,

loss of agrobiodiversity can be interpreted as an expression
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of contemporary social-ecological crises in agriculture

(Wolff 2004). The idea of sustainable rural development

seeks to frame such social-ecological crises in terms of

their ecological, economic and social dimensions, while

also including an emphasis on realizing gender equality.

To substantiate the notion of sustainability in rural

development, this paper analyzes present crises and visions

of human–nature relations, looking at the case of agro-

biodiversity in the context of European agriculture. Loss of

agrobiodiversity has been identified as a global challenge

that needs to be addressed via agricultural policies

(UNCED 1992: Chapter 14). The recent paradigm of

multifunctional agriculture, as it has been implemented in

European rural development policy since the 1990s, seems

to be a promising means for the maintenance of agrobio-

diversity through altering agricultural practices. Multi-

functionality aims to strengthen the role of agriculture, not

only for the production of food and fibres but also by

acknowledging that agriculture can ‘‘shape the landscape,

provide environmental benefits such as land conservation,

the sustainable management of renewable natural resources

and the preservation of biodiversity, and contribute to the

socio-economic viability of many rural areas’’ (OECD

2001: 9). Hence, agricultural multifunctionality appears to

be strongly linked to realizing sustainable rural develop-

ment (Gafsi et al. 2006; Mölders et al. 2012; Mölders

2014). Integration of the two concepts multifunctionality

and sustainable development into politics and scientific

research represents a shift from sectoral policy and agri-

cultural support to a more integrated territorial develop-

ment approach (Gafsi et al. 2006; Hediger and Knickel

2009). Forwarding multifunctionality as a leading principle

enables policies to simultaneously support European agri-

culture and farmers, in spite of the declining significance of

agriculture as a productive use of rural areas, while at the

same time meeting society’s increasing demand for non-

commodity outputs from agricultural and rural areas as

consumptive spaces (Durand and Van Huylenbroeck 2003:

1).

Against this background we question whether the sus-

tainable development paradigm and its implementation in

European agricultural policy through the concept of mul-

tifunctionality does result in integrative strategies and

practices, such as those required for agrobiodiversity

maintenance. For this purpose our aim is to develop a

theory-based analytical framework for analyzing and dis-

cussing human–nature and gender relations. We theoreti-

cally frame the crises of societal relations with nature as

crises of the reproductive sphere, which has been separated

from the productive sphere. With regard to agrobiodiver-

sity, we ask for the separation of conservation and use

processes in relation to nature as well as for the separation

of subsistence and commodity production in terms of

gender. We want to show that the kinds of realpolitik

strategies and measures represented by the presently

employed notion of multifunctionality actually tend to

rather strengthen processes of separation between repro-

ductive and productive spaces in rural development. We

argue that it is not enough just to label multifunctionality as

‘‘sustainable’’. What is rather needed is a substantial inte-

gration of reproductive and productive processes, which

could lead to the development of sustainable use and

commodity production.

Social ecology as conceptual framing

Social, economic, political and technical aspects of agrar-

ian change and the associated debates, linking them to

specific agrarian paradigms can also be seen as forms of

renegotiating human–nature relations (Marsden

2003, 2006: 203ff.). Indeed, there are various approaches to

describing the diverse and mutual relations between

humans and nature. In the following, we focus on the

social-ecological approach, pioneered in Germany to ana-

lyze human–nature relations as ‘‘societal relations to nat-

ure’’ (Becker and Jahn 2005; see also Jahn and Wehling

1998; Becker and Jahn 2006) and later linked to sustain-

ability research and global change research in the inter-

national context (Becker and Jahn 2005: 3). The approach

is based on two fundamental premises: (1) in analyzing the

relationships between nature and society, various disci-

plinary perspectives need to be combined (interdisci-

plinarity) and (2) when addressing real-world problems,

practical knowledge from stakeholders outside the scien-

tific community is needed and has to be integrated (trans-

disciplinarity) into the research process and subsequent

policy results.

The social-ecological concept of societal relations to

nature is intended to aid the analysis of human–nature

relations, both theoretically and empirically. Furthermore,

from its beginnings the development of the social-ecolog-

ical approach has been influenced by feminist perspectives,

under the umbrella of gender and environment. Feminist

researchers have posited that societal relations to nature are

equivalent to gender relations. Thus, the two categories

reflected upon in this paper—nature and gender—are

highly significant within social ecology, defining and

questioning the linkages between them as paralleling the

relationship between reproduction and production.

Agrobiodiversity as societal relations to nature

Theoretical and empirical social-ecological research holds

that nature should not be examined without also taking into

consideration its relationship to society. The concept of
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societal relations to nature is a framework for analyzing

and describing human–nature relations, premised on three

main assumptions:

First, the concept assumes that nature and society are not

opposing entities but rather spheres that are closely linked to

each other, have no fixed borders, and are subject to dynamic

change over the course of history. Key here is that human

action always takes place within the realm of nature. Thus,

humans interact with nature in particular ways, with their

perceptions and valuation of nature being constituted

through this process, laying the ground for further interac-

tion. Consequently, human–nature relations are comprised

of diverse patterns of relationships along both the material

and symbolic dimensions between nature, society and the

individual (Görg 1999: 9f.; Becker and Jahn 2006: 174f.).

Second, the concept provides a critical perspective for

the analysis of environmental and socio-economic prob-

lems. Based on the semantic context of criticism and crises,

social ecology has been conceptualized as a ‘‘science of

crises’’ (Becker and Jahn 1989, 2006) understanding the

so-called ecological crisis rather as diverse social-ecolog-

ical crises being a result of societal relations to nature

(Becker and Jahn 2006: 53). There are, then, no longer any

isolated environmental problems or ecological risks but

rather these must be seen as resulting from problems

internal to society. Critical are the economic, political,

cultural and scientific and technological forms through

which societies, in particular the highly industrialized ones,

shape the environment, as such crises endanger the repro-

duction of nature and, thereby, the requirements for the

production and lifestyles of industrial societies (Jahn and

Wehling 1998: 80f.; Becker and Jahn 2005: 2f.).

Third, the concept implies a visionary perspective,

grounded in normative orientation towards sustainable

development. Based on the perspective’s understanding of

crises, the overall question is how relations between nature

and society can be transformed towards sustainable

development (Becker and Jahn 2006: 57).

From the perspective of social-ecological research, the

concept of societal relations to nature can provide an ori-

entation for understanding and analyzing human–nature

relations not only theoretically but also empirically (Becker

and Jahn 2005: 4). How agrobiodiversity is approached, for

example, including its concrete economies, politics as well

as farming practices, can be seen as an area for empirical

specification of this concept.

The convention on biological diversity regards agro-

biodiversity as ‘‘a broad term that includes all components

of biological diversity of relevance to food and agriculture,

and all components of biological diversity that constitute

the agro-ecosystem: the variety and variability of animals,

plants and micro-organisms, at the genetic, species and

ecosystem levels, which are necessary to sustain key

functions of the agro-ecosystem, its structure and pro-

cesses.’’ (CBD 2000: COP 5 Decision V/5).

In addition, the Convention also emphasizes socio-eco-

nomic and cultural dimensions, acknowledging that agro-

biodiversity is largely shaped by human activities and

management practices, involving many different actors,

ranging from producers to consumers. These management

systems are embedded into ecosystems in a variety of ways

and with varying degrees of intensity (Brookfield 2001:

40f.; Cromwell 1999: 11f.).

Linking this understanding of agrobiodiversity to the

concept of societal relations to nature (see Fig. 1), agro-

biodiversity can then be seen as a typical social-ecological

phenomenon (Padmanabhan 2011, 2016), expressing an

intermediary relationship between nature and society (see

also Montenegro de Wit 2016).

It may be said that agrobiodiversity results from the

combination of both nature, in the form of ‘‘materials’’

such as plants and animals, on the one hand, and society or

culture, in the form of human activities such as agriculture,

on the other. This interaction of both spheres generates or

reduces agrobiodiversity. Plants, for example, become

crops by being cultivated. Animals become livestock by

being raised. The diversity of productive livestock and

crops is the result of centuries of human breeding efforts

based on locally differentiated resources (Wolff 2004:

342). In this vein, Padmanabhan speaks about the ‘‘double

identity of agrobiodiversity as a natural resource and

simultaneously as a cultural asset with social characteris-

tics’’ (2016: 14). In the following deliberations we focus on

the species diversity of crops and livestock.

Agrobiodiversity as gender relations

The nexus of human–nature relations and gender relations

is a core element of feminist theories in general and fem-

inist environmental research in particular (Schultz 2003).

Fig. 1 Agrobiodiversity as an expression of societal relations to

nature
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By indicating the theoretical and empirical significance of

gender perspectives within the debates on human–nature

relations, a field of research has evolved within interna-

tional feminist debates under the label gender and envi-

ronment, uniting research that analyzes the intertwined

relationships between gender, nature and society

(Nightingale 2006; Hawkins and Ojeda 2011). Although

there is no unique gender and environment theory, several

common traits are identifiable. First, it is assumed that

human–nature relations are both societal and gendered.

Second, it is posited that relationships between gender,

nature and society are relations of power. Finally, all

approaches operating under this umbrella term aim to

theorize these relationships and link them to sustainable

human–nature relations and gender justice.

Coming out of this tradition the German social-ecolog-

ical perspective has been accompanied by feminist research

right from the start, holding that social-ecological crises

also need to be analyzed as crises of gender relations (for

an overview, see Schultz 2003).

It is consequently assumed that the differentiated cate-

gories through which modern Western societies are orga-

nized result in powerful, hierarchical and gendered

dichotomies that are not equal: nature–culture, emotional–

rational, private–public and—as we will discuss in detail

later—conservation–use and subsistence–commodity pro-

duction. More specifically for our purposes here, the per-

spective assumes that this process results in a reproductive

(female) sphere dominated by a productive (male) sphere.

In order to operationalize these ideas taken from the

gender and environment approach into specific research

projects and questions, at least two specification of the term

gender are relevant. First, gender is understood theoreti-

cally as a structural and/or process category (Schultz 2003:

45), focusing on its function as a social channel deter-

mining how exclusions, marginalization and discrimination

are organized with regard to biological females gender.

Accordingly, gender appears as essential not only on the

individual level of relations between women and men but

also on the societal level, where it also determines the

regulation of societal relations to nature. The understanding

of gender as a process category enables investigation of

these social interactions which continuously (re)create

gender relations. In terms of ‘‘doing gender’’, its individual,

structural and symbolic aspects of gender are solidified or

transformed through such social interactions.

Second, gender serves as an interdisciplinary and

transdisciplinary category, seen from a problem-based

orientation (Hummel and Schultz 2011: 219). The inter-

disciplinary function of gender within social ecology

enables a broad spectrum of disciplines to communicate

with each other, to combine and differentiate their contri-

butions to the analysis of societal relations to nature, while

the transdisciplinary perspective enables integration of

scientific and everyday (gendered) knowledge (Schultz

et al. 2006: 230). Within social-ecological research, these

gender-relevant understandings and functions may be

combined or focused in various ways, with the main con-

cern being to integrate gender as a vital dimension of

societal relations to nature and, more specifically, to help

us better understand various ways of dealing with, interests

in and dependence on agrobiodiversity as an expression of

such relations (Padmanabhan 2011).

Most gendered studies on agrobiodiversity consist of

case studies situated in the Global South, focus on

indigenous women (e.g. Howard 2003; Vazquez-Garcia

2008; Christinck and Padmanabhan 2013; see also Kunze;

Schöley and Padmanabhan as well as Suma and Großmann

in this issue) and are often related to development reports

and training modules (e.g. FAO 2005, 2001). But the rel-

evance of gender has, albeit to a lesser extent, also been

formulated with regard to agrobiodiversity management in

the northern hemisphere as well (Inhetveen 2004; Becker

2004). In the majority of cases, gender is used as a struc-

tural category to analyze unequal access to resources, rights

and entitlements, gendered division of work within agri-

culture and the resulting consequences of gendered

knowledge regarding the environment (Schäfer et al. 2002;

Sachs 2006). Furthermore, gender has also been employed

in the sense of a process category which is produced in

every encounter between private and public individuals and

institutions in the field of agriculture (Padmanabhan 2016).

Synthesizing nature and gender

As we have outlined above, feminist gender and environ-

ment theories emphasize the nexus between nature and

gender. For explanation and interpretation of aspects of this

nexus, a closer look at the relation between production and

reproduction is crucial.

According to the dominant understanding in capitalist

societies, natural processes are mainly classified as being

reproductive and, in general, solely regeneration processes

are attributed to them, whereas processes of human pro-

duction and consumption are mainly classified as being

productive. But reproductive and productive processes in

nature are inseparable from each other, because every

regeneration process enables further production. With

regard to society, the female gender is generally classified

as being reproductive through female (biological) repro-

ductivity and the social consequences which derived from

this, especially including the expectation that females will

perform all kinds of work, that are not paid. In contrast, the

male gender is characterized through productive work and

is normally expressed through gainful, and paid, employ-

ment. As with the reproductivity of nature, female
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123



reproductive work enables the regeneration and restoration

of human and nonhuman life and is, therefore, intrinsic to

each process of commodity production. But both cases—

the reproductivity of nature and (female) reproductive

work—remain hidden within mainstream capitalist eco-

nomics in contrast to human production, consumption and

(male) productive work, leading to a problematic

dichotomization between a devalued reproductive and a

valued productive sphere. In this light, it can be said that

current social-ecological crises are also crises of repro-

ductivity (Biesecker and Hofmeister 2010).

As this nature and gender dichotomization and hierar-

chization is tied to the processes of the capitalist economy,

feminist reflections on the reproductivity of human–nature

relations also tend to include criticism of economic theories

and practices. With regard to social ecology, Biesecker and

Hofmeister (2010) have pointed out that the contemporary

crisis of nature, in the form of ecological crisis, and the

social crisis, in terms of the crisis of reproductive work

(Rodenstein et al. 1996), have the same origin, namely an

economic rationality that is neither able nor willing to

acknowledge the productivity of reproductive functions.

But, at the same time, capitalist production for the market

necessarily presupposes the reproductive activities or

inputs provided by nature no less than by (female) repro-

ductive work: ‘‘In the act of valuation, it externalizes what

it fully internalizes in the act of valorization, namely the

so-called reproductive activities of animate nature and

human beings’’ (Biesecker and Hofmeister 2010: 1709).

Feminist engagement has led to a variety of proposals

regarding how to tackle social-ecological crises. Broadly

speaking, one may differentiate between the idea of com-

modification, of reproductive work, discussed as ‘‘wages

for housework’’ during the women’s movement in the

1970s (Himmelweit and Mohun 1977), and the idea of

revaluation of what is productive and what not (OECD

2001: 136f.), which is favored by Biesecker and

Hofmeister (2010) and expressed in the concept of

(re)productivity for a new kind of economic rationality.

Within this new rationality, productivity and reproductivity

are collapsed and become one, signaled by the single label

attached to the new concept: (re)productivity. Biesecker

and Hofmeister (2010) regard the (re)productive economy

as one that will be sustainable, describing it as a ‘‘multi-

plicity of balanced and coordinated productive processes

whose qualitative–material and value dimensions are

determined on the basis of negotiating processes at all

levels of social (re)production’’ (Biesecker and Hofmeister

2010: 1709).

The concept of (re)productivity can provide a frame-

work (see Table 1) for analysis dedicated to critical

investigation of social-ecological crises, because it dis-

closes the separation and establishment of hierarchies

between the spheres of reproductivity and productivity.

Unearthing of these often hidden relationships is necessary

in order to understand the urgency of pursuing a visionary

reconceptualization of societal relations to nature that

would promote a shift towards sustainable development. In

this process, introducing the idea of (re)productivity as a

means of overcoming the separation of the two spheres into

one could then act as a way towards creating a sustainable

economy.

In the following, we apply the critical and the visionary

perspectives, while investigating the social-ecological

phenomenon of agrobiodiversity. For this purpose, we

consider the introduced reproduction–production dichot-

omy in terms of the development of agrobiodiversity

through human agricultural activities within processes of

agrarian change in Europe. Regarding nature, this dichot-

omy is expressed in separation and integration processes

between the (productive) use of agrobiodiversity, on the

one hand, and its (reproductive) conservation on the other.

Following the subsistence approach of some feminist

scholars (e.g. Von Werlhof et al. 1983; for an overview, see

Baier 2004) we differentiate separation and integration

processes between productive commodity production, on

the one hand, and (purportedly only) reproductive subsis-

tence production on the other. According to theoretical and

empirical work which has been done from a subsistence

perspective, subsistence production includes those kinds of

work which are focused on creating values in use (instead

of capital value), aimed at the establishment and mainte-

nance of life (e.g. domestic work in house and garden).

Findings on agrobiodiversity within the agrarian
change in europe

Agrarian change can result in the emergence of different

separation and integration processes. Here we examine

(reproductive) conservation and (productive) use of agro-

biodiversity as well as (reproductive) subsistence produc-

tion and (productive) commodity production. There are

considerable differences between reproductive and pro-

ductive activities and functions with regard to agrobiodi-

versity under pre-industrialized, industrialized and

multifunctional modes of agricultural production. Thus we

differentiate broadly between these three historically

Table 1 Analytical framework for investigating nature–gender rela-

tions associated with agrobiodiversity

Reproductive Productive

Nature Conservation Use

Gender Subsistence production Commodity production
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consecutive types of agrarian structures (Kuhnen 1982) but

with the understanding that a great heterogeneity of farm-

ing styles exists within each structure (Van der Ploeg 2008;

Langthaler 2012). In the present paper, we deliberately

disregard this heterogeneity so as to better illustrate fun-

damental crises tendencies within these structures and to

more generally derive possible options for sustainable rural

development. Accordingly, we combine the analytic per-

spective developed above with the characteristics of these

three agrarian structures. In doing so, first we explain our

understanding of agrarian change as change of nature and

gender relations and, second, discuss whether and how

multifunctional agriculture actually leads to separation or

enables integration of reproductive and productive pro-

cesses while attempting to maintain agrobiodiversity.

Agrobiodiversity: between conservation and use

The analysis of agrobiodiversity as a way towards more

specifically understanding societal relations to nature can

be broken down into investigating activities of conserva-

tion and use, which express the relation between nature and

society at a practical level, where ‘‘[t]he special nature of

agricultural biodiversity’’ (CBD 1995: COP 2 Decision II/

15) can become obvious in the intimate link between both

activities. Although existing levels of agrobiodiversity rest

on a natural basis, they have only evolved to this degree

due to human agricultural practices and have been signif-

icantly shaped through them, making them necessary for

continued evolution or even persistence. Consequently,

agrobiodiversity has become impossible to maintain with-

out human activities (Engels and Wood 1999: 355). Use of

agrobiodiversity in agriculture is an essential requirement

for its conservation but, seen the other way round, con-

servation is also an essential requirement for its continued

use. As a consequence, conservation and use are not con-

tradictory but rather mutually conditioning. Therefore, both

processes need to be integrated—either ‘‘use it or lose it’’,

as Kotschi advises (Kotschi 2007: 99).

It thus seems worthwhile to look more closely at how

agrobiodiversity has been conserved and used in past times

and today, because in different agrarian structures conser-

vation and use are related differently. In the following, we

distinguish pre-industrial from industrialized and multi-

functional forms of agriculture (see Fig. 2).

In the pre-industrialized agrarian structure, agricultural

production for human use ended up leading to greater

agrobiodiversity than beforehand. This form of agricultural

activity was initiated 10,000 years ago, when developing

agrarian societies tried to secure their food supplies. Wild

plants and animals were, in the process, domesticated for

this purpose. Over the course of thousands of years,

through human selection and management various crops

and livestock animals became optimally adapted to their

locations and environmental conditions, leading to con-

siderably increased species and genetic diversity (Wood

and Lenné 1999). Agricultural use during this period

integrated reproductive and productive processes and

established a broad agrobiodiversity spectrum. It has been

claimed that the peak of genetic diversity and, thus, agro-

biodiversity were achieved at the beginning of the nine-

teenth century (Brookfield 2001). At that time, the agrarian

structure was characterized by a high degree of autonomy

(Wolff 2004: 339).

But agricultural use changed during the industrializa-

tion of agriculture, as agricultural production became

more embedded within the industrial production system.

During this process, farms have been transformed from

integrated and relatively self-sufficient production entities

to dependent elements within complex production net-

works in high-input production systems, and native vari-

eties and breeds have been replaced by high-yielding

crops and high-performing livestock. For industrial pro-

cessing, agricultural practices are aimed at greater

homogeneity through highly selective breeding methods

(e.g. hybrid breeding; Wolff 2004: 339). This industrial-

ized agricultural use of agrobiodiversity has resulted, on

the one hand, in general disuse of the majority of previ-

ously existing crop varieties and livestock breeds—so to

say, agrobiodiversity as such—and a severe overuse of a

limited range of species on the other. Consequently, the

intensively worked monocultural landscape, with rela-

tively few species, has now been substituted for the pre-

vious state of agrobiological diversity (Thrupp 1998:

21ff., 2000; Cromwell 1999: 16; Kassam and Hodgkin

2009). Initial attempts to ameliorate the situation by

seeking to conserve agrobiodiversity have begun (FAO

1983; CBD 1995), but a hierarchical dichotomization of

conservation and use, resulting in low appreciation of

agrobiodiversity conservation in comparison to industri-

alized agricultural use, is still quite evident. Together with

a complex industrialized production system geared

towards homogenization, industrial development of agri-

culture hardly offers any possibilities for supporting

agrobiodiversity (Feindt 2007: 13; Swanson 1994; van

Koppen 1997: 289ff.). In fact, such development is sup-

ported by agricultural policies oriented towards forms of

competitive, liberalized agriculture that contribute towards

further intensification (Feindt 2007: 13), leading to such a

great loss of agrobiodiversity that we consider it to con-

stitute a kind of social-ecological crises (Engels and

Wood 1999: 358; Becker and Jahn 2005).

The third agrarian structure is characterized by multi-

functional agriculture, which has been considered in vari-

ous European agricultural policy documents to be a

possible path towards sustainable development that can
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also enable the integration of agrobiodiversity use and

conservation by recognizing that agriculture also provides

non-commodity outputs, including environmental benefits

such as sustainable management of renewable natural

resources and preservation of biodiversity (OECD 2001:

9). The multifunctional approach also offers policy makers

opportunities, mainly through agri-environmental mea-

sures, to economically support farmers aiming at agrobio-

diversity conservation, which then becomes integrated into

their agricultural work. Thus, agricultural production is

seen from this perspective as a form of both conservation

and use of agrobiodiversity, offering opportunities for its

maintenance and enhancement as an element of sustainable

agriculture. Interestingly, the measures being applied

through such policies to conserve agrobiodiversity tend to

be similar in manner to general agricultural activities in the

pre-industrialized agrarian structure and are also in concord

with the ‘‘use it or lose it’’ idea (Kotschi 2007: 99). Nev-

ertheless, even 20 years after initial implementation of the

multifunctionality paradigm in agricultural policies, decli-

nes in agrobiodiversity are still observable (MEA 2005:

4f.).

Agrobiodiversity: between subsistence

and commodity production

Gender debates on agrobiodiversity have generally

revolved around the differing kinds of access and respon-

sibility men and women have to and for agriculturally used

nature and its products within supply chains (Howard

2003). Within these debates, a crucial question has been

whether work and, thus, also the responsibility for agro-

biodiversity should be considered as part of commodity or

subsistence production. While commodity production is

part of the public, monetary market and is therefore

regarded as productive, subsistence production is more or

less private and oriented towards satisfying one’s own

individual or family’s needs and has, consequently, usually

been regarded as reproductive (Von Werlhof et al. 1983).

This has largely been seen as a gendered differentiation,

with commodity production being associated with male

agriculture and subsistence production strongly related to

female agriculture (for Europe, see Baier et al. 2005: 91f.;

Inhetveen and Schmitt 2004; for international debates, see

Suma and Großmann in this issue). In order to create and

maintain agrobiodiversity in sustainable agriculture, the

attribution of work as being either part of subsistence or

commodity production needs to be analyzed in terms of the

specific qualities of these forms of production, whether

their relationship to each other is equivalent or hierarchical,

and how they are connected to the relationship between

conservation and use.

As Brandth has argued, ‘‘[d]iscourses of gender in

agriculture change as the structure of agriculture changes’’

(2002: 197; see also Shortall 2006; Jacobs 2010). However,

depending on the size of farms and their management as

part-time or full-time, the roles of women vary from being

female farmers to farmer’s wives who might work on the

farm or subsidize the family income by off-farm income

(O’Hara 1994; Prügl 2004). Different constellations

directly affect the organization and distribution of work

between the genders and can influence the creation or loss

of agrobiodiversity. Maintaining agrobiodiversity may

either survive as an area of competence within farming or

slip in the course of new divisions of responsibility and

work. With this in mind, here we use the three agrarian

structures discussed above to characterize gender regimes

in agriculture (see Fig. 3).

In the pre-industrial agrarian structure, farms were

organized in the sense of oikos. Within this economic and

Fig. 2 Conservation and use of

agrobiodiversity within three

agrarian structures

Nature–gender relations within a social-ecological perspective on European multifunctional… 961

123



social structure, both men and women took part in different

activities, including what feminist scientists call ‘‘care

work’’ (Jochimsen and Knobloch 1997 as well as Bellina

and Gottschlich in this issue), ‘‘reproductive work’’ (Bie-

secker and Hofmeister 2010), ‘‘household production’’

(OECD 2001: 136f.) or ‘‘subsistence’’ (Werlhof et al. 1983)

as well as productive agricultural work. These different

types of work coexisted without being separated into

female (reproductive) subsistence or male (productive)

commodity production. Although there has been a tradi-

tional division of work between genders, women’s work

was regarded as productive and economically prof-

itable (e.g. cheese-making) and, vice versa, men also

contributed to reproductive care work (e.g. children’s

education). Basically, agricultural work as a whole could

be characterized as subsistence in this system, for it was a

form of integrated and relatively self-sufficient farming by

peasants, located in locally-rooted economies. As stated

above, this pre-industrial agricultural work contributed to

the creation of agrobiodiversity as a human shaping of

natural possibilities. Due to the gendered division of work,

the responsibility for developing and preserving this

agrobiodiversity (e.g. keeping seeds or home gardens) was

mainly seen as the responsibility of women (Sachs 2006:

294ff.).

Today, in comparison to other economic sectors, agri-

culture is still characterized by a physical proximity of

reproductive and productive work (Schmitt 1999: 180f.;

Baier et al. 2005: 92; Whatmore 1991). But during the

industrialization of agriculture a separation between

reproductive work in terms of subsistence production and

productive work in terms of commodity production took

place. This separation was gendered, as subsistence pro-

duction turned into female and commodity production

became male dimensions of agricultural work. These

masculinization and feminization trends led to hierarchies,

with male commodity production being seen as the one and

only relevant kind of agricultural work, especially as

addressed by agricultural policies (Prügl 2004). One con-

sequence was the conceptualization of a male farm man-

ager and breadwinner and the simultaneous creation of the

female farmer as a ‘‘helping hand’’ as ‘‘women became

flexible laborers on farms managed by their husbands’’

(Prügl 2010: 121). Hence, female subsistence work became

devalued and equated with domestic work (Howard 2003:

6). Subsistence as well as care work became (economi-

cally) invisible. This separation of commodity and sub-

sistence production led to a decline of agrobiodiversity, as

the productivist commodity orientation within industrial-

ized agriculture has not paid much attention to agrobiodi-

versity but rather focuses on high-performance species,

varieties and breeds (Sachs 2006: 295). From a social-

ecological perspective, this development can be interpreted

as crises of societal relations to nature. Nevertheless, many

women do maintain subsistence production on farms and,

while doing so, become caretakers of agrobiodiversity.

Notably, this development took place in the shadows of

industrialized agriculture and has rarely been valued, either

economically or politically (Howard 2003).

Within the multifunctional agricultural paradigm,

another shift can be observed. Driven by the idea of sus-

tainable agriculture, European policy makers have been

Fig. 3 Commodity and subsistence production within three agrarian structures
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paying more and more attention to female farm practices

(Inhetveen and Schmitt 2004; Prügl 2004, 2010), especially

the kinds of reproductive practices mainly incorporated

into diversification measures in European agricultural

policy that are strongly related to subsistence production as

discussed here. Such measures are specifically addressing

female fields of agricultural work through which women

are identified as ‘‘change agents’’ towards sustainable

agriculture and rural development (Inhetveen and Schmitt

2004). As a result, subsistence practices are being com-

modified, and agricultural work is appearing as both sub-

sistence and commodity production.

Discussion on agrobiodiversity in multifunctional
agriculture: between separation and integration

In the last section, we have described the development of

separation and integration tendencies within agrarian

change in terms of agrobiodiversity. With regard to nature,

we have connected these tendencies with conservation and

use practices, whereas with regard to gender we have

focused on the separation between commodity and sub-

sistence production. Multifunctional agriculture is charac-

terized as being committed to sustainable development,

overcoming divided and parallel spheres of activity and

pursuing their integration. However, at the same time, it

has been observed that agrobiodiversity is nevertheless

declining further (SCBD 2010: 51ff.). Thus, we believe it is

worthwhile to take a closer look at multifunctional agri-

culture with regard to separation and integration

tendencies.

Although multifunctional agriculture is currently the main

determinant of European agricultural practices (Van

Huylenbroeck and Durand 2003), the presence of elements

from the other two agrarian structures can also be observed to

some extent (Cromwell 1999: 15). Industrial agriculture is

strongly connected to the liberalization paradigm now glob-

ally dominant and still central within European CAP (Van

Huylenbroeck and Durand 2003). Remarkably, however, as

we have already noted, multifunctional agricultural practices

are in some pertinent ways similar to those of the pre-indus-

trial agrarian structure, especially in that what is now called

‘‘conservation’’ within contemporary policies corresponds to

what was originally, and quite simply, practical ‘‘use’’ within

the pre-industrial agrarian structure. Consciously planned

subsistence production activities within multifunctional

agriculture is, in other words, equivalent to what was in

practical terms the combination of reproductive and produc-

tive (farm) work within pre-industrial agriculture. Agrobio-

diversity depends crucially on the relationship between the

spheres of reproductivity and productivity, which can be

exemplified by the identified separation and integration

activities of conservation and use as well as those of subsis-

tence and commodity production. Our question is, therefore,

whether the concept of multifunctionality in European

agrarian policies allows for alternative social-ecological

economies, meaning here (re)productive economies that can

act as pathways towards sustainable maintenance of

agrobiodiversity.

The concept of multifunctionality provides the potential

to integrate reproductive and productive activities, as it

strengthens the reproductive sphere by recognizing that

agriculture contributes to human life beyond commodity

outputs in that it can also generate non-commodity outputs

that shape the landscape, provide environmental benefits

and contribute to the socio-economic viability of many

rural areas (OECD 2001: 9ff.). This can be seen as a

rediscovery of the reproductive activities of nature con-

servation and subsistence production in agriculture. But

this rediscovery has not automatically led to the integration

of conservation and use or subsistence and commodity

production. Thus, we doubt that the attempts of contem-

porary European agriculture policies to overcome the

separation tendencies discussed here have helped to reva-

lue reproductive economies, in particular nature conser-

vation and subsistence production. We propose that, in its

current form, instead of promoting sustainable rural

development, the paradigm of multifunctional agriculture

tends rather to stabilize the separation between reproduc-

tive and productive activities as parallel options.

Considering the relationship to nature expressed by

such policies, for example, a clear separation and hier-

archies between conservation efforts and industrial uses

seems obvious. Measures to maintain agrobiodiversity are

just one part of agri-environmental programs and are, in

effect, separated from the competitive productive econ-

omy. This is reflected in the CAP’s two pillars: first,

support for production and, second, rural development

that primarily supports multifunctional agriculture.

Regarding the first pillar, the focus is on supporting a

form of commodity production that generally makes use

of agrobiodiversity for its own capitalist purposes but

does not really seek to conserve it. Meanwhile, the second

pillar primarily consists of agri-environmental programs

focusing on environmentally friendly agriculture, includ-

ing measures to conserve agrobiodiversity. The existing

hierarchical pattern in this separation is expressed, among

other ways, in the resource allocation of funds from such

policies (e.g. in 2012, €44 billion for the first and €15

billion for the second pillar; BMF 2012). Thus, the

competitive economy dominates agriculture and, conse-

quently, induces further loss of agrobiodiversity.

In terms of gender, we observe nearly the same pattern

as, at the moment, the maintenance of agrobiodiversity is

much more likely be realized by measures which support
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diversification in rural areas than by those supporting

industrialized agriculture. Diversification measures are part

of the much less-funded second pillar of CAP support.

Nevertheless, it has been said that such measures open up

perspectives for rural women, and the ‘‘feminine entre-

preneur’’ has emerged as a new type of rural economic

actor (Prügl 2010: 126). However, we believe that there is a

need to critically question whether this new feminization

trend in agriculture actually amounts to an instrumental use

of women, leading to exploitation and high work burdens

while, at the same time, the first pillar of the CAP continues

to promote the masculinization of agriculture.

From a social-ecological perspective, such contradictory

policies cannot be judged to be working towards sustain-

able development in general or the maintenance of agro-

biodiversity in particular. In multifunctional agriculture as

it is presently applied, reproductive processes of conser-

vation and subsistence production end up serving to com-

pensate unsustainable use and commodity production

rather than to be merged into (re)productive economies

(Biesecker and Hofmeister 2010: 1709).

This contradictory tendency towards separation among

existing policies is facilitated by a pay-to-conserve logic

(Brand and Vadrot 2013). This can be seen, for example,

with the phenomenon of ‘‘re-resourcing rural areas’’

(Perkins 2006), which amounts to a kind of assimilation

of reproductive activities which then become productive

by means of commodification (e.g. payments for agri-

environment measures like the preservation of landscape

and historical features such as hedgerows, ditches and

woods) and, thus, are subordinated to productive eco-

nomic rationalities. Kosoy and Corbera (2010: 1229)

critically describe such processes as being a form of

‘‘commodity fetishism’’, which involves the ‘‘masking of

the social relationships underlying the process of pro-

duction’’ (see also Turnhout et al. 2013; Norgaard 2010;

Jax et al. 2013). In the special case of agrobiodiversity

and its commodification, agrobiodiversity has been

turned into a kind of ‘‘currency’’ (Turnhout et al. 2013:

157) which can then enter the capitalist market economy

(e.g. commodification of seeds through license fees of

seed companies like Monsanto). But this can hardly be

seen as being appropriate for maintaining agrobiodiver-

sity, especially considering the ways in which the capi-

talist market economy has already induced such great

loss of it.

Conclusions

In this article we developed a theory-based analytical

framework to analyze and discuss human–nature and

gender relations and applied this critical analytical

perspective on the social-ecological phenomenon of agro-

biodiversity. We have assumed that, for the maintenance of

agrobiodiversity, sustainable agriculture actually requires

integration of (reproductive) conservation and (productive)

use with regard to nature as well as integration of (repro-

ductive) subsistence and (productive) commodity produc-

tion with regard to gender.

At first glance the European multifunctional agriculture

seems to be a promising approach towards integration, not

only because of its claims to sustainability but also due to

its rediscovery of reproductive activities that disappeared

from attention within industrialized agriculture: the con-

servation of nature and subsistence production as female

agricultural work. However, as we have argued, this

rediscovery does not seem to be automatically leading to

integration of the productive and reproductive spheres—

neither in terms of nature nor gender. On the contrary, we

have found separation to still be the dominant pattern,

facilitated by a pay-to-conserve logic (Brand and Vadrot

2013). Although the reproductive functions of nature are

being conserved to an extent and reproductive work is

being integrated in certain ways, we conclude that the kind

of realpolitik guiding current multifunctional agriculture

policies in the European Union, which is mainly driven by

a market-based economic rationality of production, is not

able to integrate reproductive functions and activities

without subordinating them under the productive sphere.

Instead, these functions and activities must first be com-

modified in order to be valued. It does not—as Gafsi et al.

(2006: 465) require—go ‘‘beyond marketplace logic’’.

Summarizing we hold that present European multi-

functional agriculture policies end up maintaining and

stabilizing the hierarchies between reproductive and pro-

ductive activities and continue to pave the way for social-

ecological crises. Critically assessed, multifunctionality as

a proclaimed way towards achieving sustainable agricul-

ture must be seen as being ambivalent at best.

As Mölders (2014) has proposed, multifunctional agri-

cultural policies need to become ‘‘transformative’’ rather

than ‘‘adaptive’’ to foster (re)productive economies—an

essential prerequisite for achieving sustainable agriculture

and rural development. Against this background, we extend

the discussion on how to operationalize and how to

implement sustainability in the agrarian context (e.g. Gafsi

et al. 2006) by advocating new rural economic rationalities

that can enable the emergence of societal relations to nat-

ure which would be sustainable, being characterized by

processes whose qualitative, material and value dimensions

are determined on the basis of (re)production processes, in

the sense proposed by Biesecker and Hofmeister (2010:

1709). In the case of agrobiodiversity, the qualities of use

and commodity production related to agrobiodiversity

would need to be changed such that conservation and
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subsistence production would become integral components

of the process. Such an economy would be able to link use

and commodity production with the maintenance of the

natural conditions upon which they are based and secure

our livelihoods.
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