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1) Panel on "Big Questions" 
 

Why a land rush? 
 
I will argue that what is distinctive about the so-called landgrab is the boom/rush/scale/extent/reach of 
it all, rather than the mechanisms, processes or impacts of land acquisition, which have a long history.   
 
I favour the label "land rush" over "land grab," though the latter has useful polemical punch.  The virtue 
of "rush" is to put it in a series with other land rushes (Alden Wily 2012) and in a series with gold rushes 
and crop booms (Hall 2011).   
 
The characteristic feature  of a rush is:   a spectacular - sudden, large scale, visible, hyped - interest in a 
crop or resource because of its newly discovered/enhanced value, and the riches it promises to 
investors who get into the business early. Hence the rush - there is a rush - do it now before others spot 
the value, and the profit margins decrease.  Fund managers call this the "first mover advantage" (Daniel 
2012:705) 
 
My focus here is on the private investment funds that are the major players presently involved, with 
scores of funds now offering opportunities for investors from pension funds and hedge funds  to "high 
net worth individuals" to small investors who can buy shares in farmland funds, some of them pinned to 
specific ventures in actual places, some of them unlocated by address.1  
 
Creating a rush for a class of resources (land, gold - the South Sea Bubble, tulips in Holland in 1636-7 ) -   
how is this done?  How is such a rush conjured into being?   
 
To understand this we need to go "upstream" as Melissa Leach puts it, to examine the discursive moves 
that create land as a resource that is a) valuable,  b) limited/scarce and c) poised to rise rapidly in value.  
 
We also need to examine the inscription devices that make a resource into the kind of thing an investor 
can invest it - render it investible - the theme I'll take up in my talk this afternoon. 
 
In thinking about the spectacular element I think cultural anthropologists have insights to offer. I have in 
mind Anna Tsing's analysis of the Bre-X mining scandal in Canada (Tsing 2000).  A Canadian mining 
company claimed to have discovered fantastic gold reserves deep in the Borneo rainforest, and 
investors flocked to buy stock pushing the price sky high. It turned out the claims were fraudulent, but 

                                                           
1 On the role of private investment funds see (White et al. 2012:629-30; Daniel 2012; Cotula 2012; 
Deninger et al. 2011). 
 



the interesting question - the question she puts at the heart of her analysis - is why the claim was 
plausible - why would anyone believe it?   
 
As Anna Tsing shows, conjuring the plausibility of such a find required the stock promoters to emphasis 
the deep, dark, loneliness of the jungle - and to overlook the presence of thousands of artisanal miners 
who had been working for decades in the area and knew quite well what was and wasn't there.  It also 
called upon Canadian traditions of "frontier" investment, especially in mining - the cultural myth of the 
lucky find, and the idea that being bold and early can bring huge rewards.  As she explains, Canadian 
companies called "mining juniors" routinely rely on conjuring the spectacle of hidden treasures and 
huge finds in order to attract investment funds; with these funds in hand, they then start to look to see 
if anything is actually there.   Spectacle, drama, performance - what she calls the "economy of 
appearances" is an essential component of the economy of finance and - sometimes - of actually 
functioning gold mines. 
 
If we turn now to the land question, I've been examining websites prepared by  private investment 
companies seeking to draw  in funds. They typically have targets of 100 -500 million dollars (Daniel 
2012:707-713).  My focus was on the narratives they present about the sure - rapid - rising - and 
hitherto under-recognized value of agricultural land. 2 
 
Their narratives typically highlight  crises and scarcities that carry with them enormously profitable 
opportunities for those ready to seize them.  The main form of spectacle, in this case, is the graph that 
shows: 
 

 rise in global population  

 rise in number of hectares needed for food for the growing population 

 rise in price of food 

 declining quantity of agricultural land 

 rapid rise in price of farmland in different parts of the world - an indication that it is 
"undervalued" asset - equivalent to stumbling onto a gold find in the Borneo jungle.  
 

These are what investment analysts call "market fundamentals" and they seem to indicate that you can't 
go wrong with acquiring land.3 Whether you plan to use it, or hold it, or flip it soon for speculation, the 
graphs always go upwards - usually sharply, dramatically, spectacularly.  
 

                                                           
2
 For a sample of websites, see http://www.landcommodities.com/ 

http://www.knightfrank.com/wealthreport/2011/international-farmland-market/    
http://www.farmlandinvestmentreport.com/ 
http://www.greenworldbvi.com/alternative-investments-options/agricultural-farmland/ 

http://www.ipe.com/magazine/latin-america-the-fat-of-the-land_43542.php 
http://agro-growth-fund.com/document/global-farmland-primer 
http://www.pionline.com/article/20100419/PRINTSUB/304199989 
3
 These fundamentals are confirmed by (Cotula 2012:662-7) 

http://www.landcommodities.com/
http://www.knightfrank.com/wealthreport/2011/international-farmland-market/
http://www.farmlandinvestmentreport.com/
http://www.greenworldbvi.com/alternative-investments-options/agricultural-farmland/


 
http://www.greenworldbvi.com/alternative-investments-options/agricultural-farmland/ 
 
See an entire series of graphs at  
http://www.landcommodities.com/index.cfm?fuseaction=main.dspInvestmentFundamentals 
 
But population and food needs actually rise slowly, steadily, not spectacularly, so why the rush?   Why 
rush into land now?  The narratives need to point to a switch, a dramatic shift that makes land valuable 
in a spectacularly new way. You have to find the gold - the drama doesn't work in the idiom of 
gradualism.  How is this done?  
 
One narrative focuses on changing food tastes/rising affluence in India/China.  Global food/fodder needs 
are not rising gradually but spectacularly, because of the spectacular rise of these Asian giants with their 
new consumption tastes and capacity to pay. 
 
Another focuses on the changed legal regime - the idea that these land were always potentially valuable, 
but they were not investible because of unfriendly governments and/or excessive risk.  Now these risks 
have been overcome, due to the pushing-open of national borders to investment, new global legal 
instruments and 3000 bilateral investment treaties, and insurance, notably insurance against political 
risks - a big barrier to land investments in the past - provided by the World Bank Group through the 
Multilateral Investment Guarantee Agency ( MIGA).4  
 
The third and arguably most spectacular focuses on the  so-called yield gap:  the huge untapped 
potential of idle lands, awaiting only technology and capital to make them productive.  Economy of scale 
is a crucial notion here - the idea that efficient and productive technologies can only be applied at a 
large scale, which accounts for why they aren't already in use.  The sudden - new - arrival of technology 
and capital making possible huge increases in productivity are the magic mix that account for why land is 
about to become suddenly vastly more valuable than it was just yesterday, or a few years ago. The 
drama of this narrative requires overlooking previous attempts at large scale, high tech agriculture that 
failed:  this has to be the first time, the pioneering move. 
 
It is the pioneer and frontier narrative - and the backwardness of African agriculture - that make it the 
locus of the most spectacular potential profits. It is the most spectacularly "undervalued." Only a 
narrative like this could enable  a land investment firm to make the claim that its projects are expected 

                                                           
4
 These treaties and insurance instruments are described in (Daniel 2012) 

http://www.greenworldbvi.com/alternative-investments-options/agricultural-farmland/
http://www.landcommodities.com/index.cfm?fuseaction=main.dspInvestmentFundamentals


to yield "target-adjusted returns [of] +25% per annum from combined soft commodity production yields 
and land price appreciation."5  
 
The World Bank crystalized the yield-gap argument nicely, and spectacularly, by locating and quantifying 
such gaps and assigning potential dollar values under selected crops (Deninger et al. 2011:41, 182-186 ) 
  
  

                                                           
5
 (Cotula 2012:652, 667; White et al. 2012:630; Daniel 2012:705, 707-713) 



  



 
Other buttons tweaked are less obvious, or sometimes ambiguous and could back fire: 
 

 climate change - food to become scarce:  but might your land become useless? 

 food prices rise with conflict: but might conflict jeopardize your investment? 

 agricultural investment is "green," sustainable, virtuous: but lots of press indicates otherwise, so 

watch out 

 risk - still a factor - and inversely related to promised profits.   

 long time horizons for returns, locking in of investments - again addressed by "exit" mechanism 

put in place by World Bank Group (Daniel 2012:723) 

 

A table produced by Frank Knight, one of the investment brokers, nicely captures the slightly more 

complex picture, while clearly indicating that farm land investment is hugely profitable if you make the 

right moves. 

 

See this graph  

http://www.knightfrank.com/wealthreport/2011/international-farmland-market/  

http://www.knightfrank.com/wealthreport/2011/international-farmland-market/




2) Panel on Framing the Debate 

Making Land an Investible Resource 

Writing about the Indian district of Chotanagpur in 1921, a British colonial official William 
Archer was investigating the reaction of indigenous communities threatened with eviction 
because they had fallen into debt. They formed a movement to reclaim or hold onto this land, 
and distribute it among their followers.    
 
 "When asked 'Where are your title deeds?' [they, members of this movement] replied 'The 
answer is my spade, my axe, my ploughshare are my title deeds ... ploughing is the writing of 
the golden pen on golden land'.  
 
To the argument 'Your lands have been auctioned for arrears of rent and purchased by 
another', they replied: 'When a man buys a mat he rolls it up and takes it away; similarly unless 
the purchaser has rolled up my land and taken it away how can he be said to have purchased 
them?"  (Damodaran 2002:93)  
 
Two points are important here: 1)  the status of a resource - in this case land in the status of 
alienable commodity or an object of taxation - is not stable and can be disputed.  Its materiality 
- the form of the resource - matters. Land is not like a mat. You can't roll it up and take it away. 
2) essential to the constitution of a resource, and to disputes over it, is inscription: the plough 
as the golden pen on the golden land, the title deed, the tax register, and other forms that 
constitute land as a resource at different scales. These are the points I want to explore in 
thinking through how land becomes an object of investment. 
 
1) Resourceness:  
 
Land by itself is not the abstract entity that we call "land" and think of as "a resource."  Before it is 

"land"  it is ground/earth/soil/ forest/pasture/ancestral territory/place of spirits  - any number  of 

particular designations.  Its resourceness and its investibility have to be brought into being by 

imaginative and discursive devices, and new practices.   

Here I am drawing on work by Tanya Richardson and Gisa Weskalnys on  the "anthropology of natural 
resources" (http://engagingresources.org/)(Richardson and Weszkalnys draft).   They argue that  it is 
useful to think of "resourceness" as a quality that emerges or has to be produced.  It isn't an essence or 
intrinsic quality. Thought of this way, what we call a resource or a "natural resource" is an assemblage of  
materialities, relations, technologies, and discourses.   An assemblage  has no essence, no fixity. It can 
be reassembled and reconstituted, when different elements are pulled together in new configurations 
(Li 2007).    
 
A crucial element in constituting the resource-ness of land is the set of practices, relations and 

discourses that endow it with utility, value and price. Earlier I highlighted the spectacular forms in which 

these values are conjured, performed, dramatized, and made urgent.  Here I want to highlight the 

practices of abstraction and inscription that render land investible. In part, this is the work of titles and 



other instruments that define the status of particular patches of ground. Recognition of communal lands 

accomplishes the same purpose, only better, because the land is "bulked" ready for large scale 

investment.  The formation of Special Economic Zones is another device. Since the places that become 

inscribed as the abstract resource we call "land" are seldom without history, a new regime of inscription 

has to undo or render invisible or illegitimate the forms of inscription that previously had hold there - 

the work of the plough on the golden land. Much of the critique of "land grabbing" has focused on the 

symbolic and material violence of this process. But to render land into a resource suitable for a global 

land rush, another kind of inscription is required: that which conjures and compares value.  

2)  Rendering Land Investible 

The inscription devices that make "land" investible at the scale of the global land rush render it abstract, 

show its extent, indicate its value, and allow different physical, economic and social characteristics to be 

visualized together for the purpose of comparison. Only when abstract can it be knowable in a form that 

is comparable. Comparison and serialization is essential because the essence of investment is selecting 

the best deal among alternatives. Hence alternatives need to be presented in such a way that they can 

be placed alongside each other and evaluated. 

Key devices are maps and satellite images, charts and tables.  The World Bank report offered a strikingly 

comprehensive example of such devices when it created a new set of land maps and tables that 

compare the investibility of  "underutilized" land globally by aligning it with a unique and novel set of 

criteria the Bank invented for this purpose:  

 the  number of people on the land (ie the number of people who would need  to be moved out 

of the way 

 the absence of forests and protected status (asserting green virtue, avoiding troublesome 

conservation) lobbies) 

 the  distance from the nearest road (an indicator of the infrastructure investment needed to 

generate profit) 

The Bank report went on to quantify the value of the crops that could be produced in particular places 

on land of specified types, generating a way of thinking about land as an abstract resource, whose 

qualities and potentials could be compared at continental and global scales.  

These tables are an extraordinary feat of data assembly, abstraction and inscription, the effects of which 

should not be underestimated.  As Foucault observed, discursive regimes are not just words (or 

diagrams), they "induce a whole series of effects ...They  crystallize into institutions, they inform 

individual behavior, they act as grids for the perception and evaluation of things"(Foucault 1991:90) 

See World Bank maps and tables, a sample of which I've inserted here (Deninger et al. 2011:164-

167)



  



  



  



The World Bank isn't the only party doing the work of inscription. Data collected by investment firms 

showing rates of return on different types of investment, tables of crop prices arrayed in a time series  - 

all of these are elements assembled to constitute land as an abstract, investible resource.   

Constituting land as a resource through practices of re-inscription isn't unique to global investment 

flows, as a brief visit to the my research site in Sulawesi will demonstrate. In 1990, the indigenous 

highlanders had no word for "land": their categories were primary and secondary forest, first year 

fallows, active gardens, the "bald".  These were descriptions of vegetation that were simultaneously 

designations of tenure status.  Their means of inscription was etched on the land through the 

investment of labour, emphasizing the hard work it took to create a patch of farmland from forest. 

Everyone knew whose was whose, what was what.  As they transformed land into a resource - an 

abstract  thing with value separate from the uses to which it was put - they adopted a new word, an 

awkward translation of the English via Indonesian:   "Lokasi".   Giving it this name was part of their 

process of re-inscription. It flagged a conceptual shift in which they thought about and related to land in 

a new way. Their practice of re- inscription drew from their old practice: the investment of labour in the 

land, and its changed state of vegetation. The shift was in the temporality: now they planted perennial 

crops, especially cacao, which they understood to have the effect of privatizing land, extracting it from 

the common pool, and simultaneously rendering it investible and transactable.  The interesting thing 

here is that they made these changes themselves, with no outside party grabbing land (see Land's End, 

forthcoming, Duke University Press). 

Having been re-inscribed by Sulawesi highlanders themselves as abstract land, "lokasi", it could 

potentially be available for other people to invest in. But to make that connection, other elements 

would need to be created, or identified and brought into play. 

Assemblages 

In Anna Tsing's work on the conjuring of a spectacular gold find in deep, dark, Borneo, she emphasizes 

the multiple elements that need to be assembled to make a rush that is noticeable at a global scale. In 

her diagram (Tsing 2000:121), we have a triangle (which I don't know how to draw): 

   ___________________________ Finance capital 

Franchise cronyism  SPECTACULAR ACCUMULATION   

  _______________    ______ 

     Frontier Culture 

Franchise cronyism is her shorthand for the politico-legal-authoritarian regime that allows global finance 
to land in particular national spaces. Frontier culture is the form that emerges at the intersection of 
global investors imagining the equivalent of gold finds in Borneo - huge profits waiting to be made; 
national elite visions of national territory as empty land, awaiting inscription in the forms they dictate; 
and regional and local imaginaries related to attracting investment, raising one's status in the national 
scheme of things (backward places and people joining the march of modernity), and getting rich.  
 



The concept of assemblage is useful here because it is mobile; it flags emergence; it is open ended, 
unstable; it takes work to pull an assemblage together and make it cohere - and it can fracture and 
disassemble as well.  
 
It is quite easy to see how a fracture could happen. In relation to the global land rush: consider the risks 
for international finance capital of holding land in another country - the risk of expropriation as the 
meaning of land as national sovereign territory come back on radar; changes in law; also changes in 
value. If promises of high returns don't materialize, investors might abandon the land. Its investibility 
may still be there on paper, or even a title deed or lease,  but its resource-ness could diminish to the 
point that inscription on paper is no longer relevant.  The land would still be there, or more accurately, 
the ground would still be there, but it would no longer be a global "resource" of the kind transnational 
investors would want to acquire. National populations may also lose interest - no infrastructure came - 
the promised road wasn't built; the speculative bubble burst.  
 
Re my Sulawesi case, the materiality is different. 70% of the cacao on island of Sulawesi is dead, due to a 
an untreatable virus. In the face of this ecological collapse the crop that boomed, and caused land to be 
valued, used, inscribed and transacted in new ways - has gone. The after-life of a resource - what 
happens when it is "de-resourceified" - is another topic worth some attention.   
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