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CHAPTER 16 

 

PHILANTHROPY, AGRICULTURE, AND SOCIAL DEVELOPMENT: 

LESSONS FROM THE LONG GREEN REVOLUTION1 
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https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1005-1245 

 

ABSTRACT 

This chapter explores the role of large US foundations in shaping agricultural development 

policy and practice over the last 70 years. Their postwar vision of a “Green Revolution” to 

modernise developing country agriculture has been sustained throughout successive 

development eras through evolving combinations of technical, market and policy ‘fixes’ that 

have aligned domestic policies and farmer practices ever more closely with priorities of 

transnational agribusiness. Increasing support among development agencies for integrating 

social protection into agricultural development has opened policy space to advocate for 

transformative approaches that go beyond the roll-out of digital transfers championed by elite 

foundations, among others, to create synergies between social protection and entitlements to 

food. Meanwhile, recent insights into tensions between conventional agricultural productivity 

goals and properties of resilient, “climate-wise” farming systems highlight the need for 

further research on informal social protection mechanisms in different agroecological 

contexts, and how these might be integrated into formal interventions.  
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INTRODUCTION 

American foundations were highly influential in the crafting of international 

development policy as a central pillar of US foreign policy after the Second World War. The 

term ‘development’ emerged from President Truman’s “Point Four” speech in 1949, in which 

 
1 This is a pre-print version of a book chapter. Correct citation: Brooks, S. (2025) Philanthropy, agriculture and 
social development: Lessons from the Long Green Revolution, in R. Lambin, J. Roberts and R. Surender (Eds.), 
Handbook on Philanthropy and Social Policy, Cheltenham: Edward Elgar. 
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he announced “a bold new program for making the benefits of our scientific advances and 

industrial progress available for the improvement and growth of underdeveloped areas” 

(Committee on Foreign Affairs 1949). The “big 3” American philanthropic foundations at the 

time – Rockefeller, Ford and Carnegie – were able to draw on their experience, resources and 

connections to flesh out a new mission that had taken the country “by surprise” (Truman 

Presidential Museum and Library n.d.).  

This chapter explores the role and impact of elite philanthropy in shaping agricultural 

development policy and practice over several decades. Its specific focus is on elite 

philanthropy, a term that refers to a relatively small group of private foundations led by 

wealthy individuals and families and engaged in giving “at scale” (Sklair 2021). This type of 

philanthropy has historically been associated with large American foundations – including the 

aforementioned “big 3” – along with the ‘Silicon Valley philanthropy’ associated with the 

Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation (hereafter, the Gates Foundation) that emerged in the 

1990s. The dominance of American foundations within this category of philanthropy, 

particularly in the field of international development, was integral to the projection of US 

hegemony and soft power in the 20th century (Parmar 2012; Arnove 1982; Roelofs 2015). In 

the 21st century elite philanthropy has evolved into a more globalised phenomenon with the 

growth of non-Western foundations in the Global North and South (Kumar and Brooks 2021; 

Sklair 2018; Stotz and Lai 2018). Nevertheless, US philanthropy, though its past legacy and 

contemporary practice, continues to structure the field of action for other development actors, 

including foundations, particularly in agricultural development.  

American elite foundations have played a more or less continuous role in shaping 

agricultural development policy and practice since Rockefeller Foundation first launched its 

Mexican Agricultural Programme (MAP) in 1943, drawing on its experience with domestic 

agricultural programming in the interwar years (Rosenberg 2015). The MAP was nevertheless 

a point of departure for the foundation, which had previously focused its international 

operations on public health (Smith 2009). It provided the template for a more ambitious 

programme of agricultural transformation across South and Southeast Asia in the 1950s-70s, 

undertaken in partnership with the Ford Foundation, which became known as the ‘Green 

Revolution’ (Perkins 1997). Its significance was such that a modus operandi for an 

intervention conceived at the height of the Cold War became the basis of a long-term 

trajectory for agricultural development in which US foundations have retained a pivotal role.  

The Green Revolution design reflected the hegemony of modernisation as the 

development paradigm of the postwar period and the ‘Scientific Philanthropy’ ethos that had 
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guided US elite philanthropy since the late 19th century (Carnegie 1889). The Rockefeller 

Foundation proposed a programme based on their MAP experience which framed agriculture 

as a technical enterprise (Anderson, Levy, and Morrison 1991). This spoke to a geopolitical 

imperative to win ‘hearts and minds’ while assuring policymakers that food crises could be 

prevented through a technological revolution to raise production, without recourse to 

redistributive politics – a Green Revolution rather than a “red” one (Spitz 1987, p. 56). 

Meanwhile, its overarching goal of reorienting farmers from subsistence to commercial 

agriculture merged geopolitical priorities with long-term commercial interests of US business 

(Cullather 2004; Nally and Taylor 2015). As such, it was consistent with elite philanthropy’s 

long-standing stance of “sophisticated conservatism” that directs resources and political 

attention towards causes that advance the long-term interests of capital (Fisher 1983).  

The institutions and practices established during the Green Revolution era have 

continued to shape international and domestic priorities in agricultural development, in what 

Raj Patel (2013) has called the “long” Green Revolution. While it was successful in raising 

aggregate production and avoiding large-scale food shortages, criticism of the Green 

Revolution emerged from the 1970s onwards in light of evidence of its contribution to 

inequality and landlessness (as small farms were absorbed into larger ones) (Pearse 1980; 

Griffin 1979) – claims later contested as more smallholders became late adopters of the 

technologies (Lipton and Longhurst 1989) – and environmental degradation and biodiversity 

loss (Glaeser 2010). In the event these debates were eclipsed by a shift in international 

development policy as World Bank-led macroeconomic adjustment and structural adjustment 

reforms came to dominate the development landscape in the 1980s-90s. Domestic institutions 

created to support agriculture during the early development decades were dismantled as 

developing country agriculture was subjected to a market liberalisation orthodoxy that 

radically restructured agrarian relations (Sexsmith and McMichael 2015).  

After what was arguably a long period of neglect, agriculture returned to the 

international development agenda in 2006 with the launch of a Green Revolution for Africa 

(AGRA) by a new elite philanthropic partnership between the Rockefeller and Gates 

Foundations. While focusing on smallholders (whose exclusion had been one of the core 

criticisms of the Asian Green Revolution) these initiatives stopped short of the kind of 

reforms recommended by advocates of a more decentralised “farmer first” approach to 

agricultural innovation (Chambers, Pacey, and Thrupp 1989; Scoones and Thompson 1994, 

2009). While recognising smallholders’ centrality to food security and rural livelihoods in 

sub-Saharan Africa, AGRA’s mission was to integrate them into value chains led by 
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transnational firms (Alonso-Fradejas et al. 2015). AGRA thus combined a familiar Green 

Revolution-style “technical fix” with a market and policy “fixes” designed to connect 

smallholders to global markets (Scoones and Thompson 2011).  

The launch of AGRA coincided with the mainstreaming of social protection within 

the international development field more broadly (Leisering 2021). This reflected a new 

emphasis on social development in the Millennial Development Goals (MDG) era (Green 

2015). From the late 1980s onwards World Bank had introduced social funds to ameliorate 

severe impacts of its structural adjustment policies (SAPs), and these funds “expanded 

rapidly to become a central part of the Bank’s poverty reduction efforts” (Holzmann and 

Sipos 2009, p. 1). Since the mid-2000s, a range of policy instruments linking social 

protection, food security and agriculture have emerged (Devereux 2016); in recognition of 

the continued importance of agriculture in the Global South – between 30% and 60% of 

populations across sub-Saharan Africa and South and Southeast Asia work in agriculture 

(FAO 2018). The Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO) has taken the lead in advocating 

social protection as an integral element of rural development strategy (FAO and UNICEF 

2017; Slater et al. 2016). Nevertheless, contradictions endure between social security aims 

and an agricultural development agenda oriented towards “commercial interests rather than 

human needs” (Nally 2011, p. 38). By focusing only on outcomes of agricultural 

liberalisation, the turn to social policy did not address the reality “that corporate dominated 

markets reproduce such outcomes” (Sexsmith and McMichael 2015, p. 587).  

This chapter is organised as follows. The next section explores the post-war Green 

Revolution project in more detail to draw out core characteristics that have endured 

throughout the “long” Green Revolution (Patel 2013). Subsequent sections examine, in 

chronological order, AGRA and its successors: specifically, the G-7 “New Alliance”, the 

contemporary consensus around “Climate-Smart Agriculture”, and the constellation of 

partnerships promoting digital agriculture as the next ‘revolution’. In each case, the role of 

elite philanthropy vis a vis other development actors is explored, as is the extent to which 

social development questions have been addressed in the context of a development model 

increasingly defined by the priorities of global agribusiness.  

 

FOUNDATIONS OF THE “LONG” GREEN REVOLUTION 

The role of US foundations in establishing a hegemonic model of agricultural 

development stands as an exemplar of the “world-making” power of elite philanthropy 

(Kumar and Brooks 2021, p. 324). In the first instance, the Rockefeller and Ford Foundations 
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were instrumental in the identification of agricultural development as a foreign policy priority 

for post-war America (Perkins 1997). Focusing on rural societies in South and Southeast Asia 

– the ‘front line’ of the Cold War – their approach merged geopolitical and commercial 

concerns, infused with a sense of urgency.  In a reimagination of the modernisation paradigm 

of the age, an accelerated process of agricultural modernisation would provide the basis for 

economic prosperity, along with political stability, more rapidly that the more gradual process 

of industrialisation that conventional modernisation theory prescribed (Rostow 1959). 

While emphasising agricultural over industrial modernisation, the Green Revolution 

strategy nevertheless retained key assumptions of a development model that conceptualised 

modernisation as a process involving simultaneous technological, economic, social, cultural 

and political change. In other words, technological transformation of agricultural systems and 

the economic prosperity it generated was assumed to bring about positive social change: 

which was understood as the discarding of ‘backward’ practices in favour of ‘modern’ 

techniques and ways of living (Cullather 2004). This view mirrored an established 

philanthropic ethos that predated the Point Four speech by half a century. In The Gospel of 

Wealth (1889), Andrew Carnegie outlined a case for “Scientific Philanthropy” as an approach 

preferable to charity (which merely alleviated symptoms of poverty) and structural change 

(which was deemed impractical) because it addressed the “root causes” of poverty. Root 

causes, in this case, were conceptualised in behavioural terms. Attention was thus directed 

away from structures of inequality and towards technocratic interventions that fostered 

individual self-improvement (Nally and Taylor 2015).  

The role of elite foundations at this formative stage of US international development 

assistance was critical to the institutionalisation of a particular conception of agricultural 

development. While later interventions would depart from the original design, in ways that 

will be explored in later sections of this chapter, they nevertheless retained certain core 

characteristics. The first of these is a form of agricultural productivism. This was aligned with 

the modernisation paradigm while drawing on eighteenth century Malthusian population 

model to extrapolate “predetermined rates of food production (increasing arithmetically) and 

population growth (increasing geometrically)” (Montenegro de Wit and Canfield 2023, p. 

384). Despite their crude simplicity, and dubious legacy as the tools of colonial planners, neo-

Malthusian models provided a language of certainty to formulate an ambitious intervention 

into agricultural systems across South and Southeast Asia. Moreover, as noted earlier, this 

productivist framing diverted attention away from redistributive questions while opening new 

markets for US businesses transitioning to a peacetime economy (Montenegro de Wit and 



 6 

Canfield 2023, p.384). This is not to say that productivity was unimportant, however. There 

were genuine fears about food shortage and famine; and there is no doubt that the Green 

Revolution raised food production levels dramatically (Lipton and Longhurst 1989). At the 

same time, it aligned with the priorities of new generation of developmentalist leaders in the 

region – such as Ferdinand Marcos of the Philippines, who pivoted from the anti-imperialist 

and socialist rhetoric of his predecessors with his 1965 Presidential campaign slogan: 

“progress is a grain of rice” (Cullather 2004, p. 243).  

What was distinctive about the Green Revolution was how it approached the question 

of agricultural productivity across large and diverse regions. Rather than focusing on, say, 

farm income – which would have necessitated an understanding of agroecological and 

socioeconomic factors in particular places – foundation officials identified yield per acre as 

an “isolable technical problem” that could be addressed through a centralised agricultural 

research programme. As Rockefeller Foundation officials reasoned at the time: 

A technical solution could be introduced to Asia under present circumstances and 
accepted there without requisite changes in the social relations of agricultural 
production, in infrastructure, or in government. No matter what the environment … 
transferring the technical solution would result in desirable social changes without 
additional political effort. At this stage, the problem was defined so the key variable, 
yields per acre, seemed to be a dependent variable and new technology the 
independent variable. That was what was meant by an isolable problem (Anderson, 
Levy, and Morrison 1991, p. 39-40). 

      

The productivist orientation of the Green Revolution was thus underpinned by a 

prevailing technicism oriented to a search for technical, generic, scalable “silver bullet” 

solutions (Brooks et al. 2009). “Population National Security Theory” (Perkins 1997, p. 119) 

served as an overarching, neo-Malthusian framework linking “overpopulation as cause, 

regional instability threatening US national security as the potential consequence, and 

research in plant breeding as the solution” to the isolable problem of yield per acre (Brooks 

2010, p. 16). The emphasis on genetic manipulation of seeds as ‘scale-neutral’ technologies 

exemplified a silver bullet mindset which could be institutionalised in a centralised research 

methodology similar to that found on an American agricultural research station (Anderson, 

Levy, and Morrison 1991; Cullather 2004). Beginning with the founding of the International 

Rice Research Institute (IRRI) in the Philippines in 1962, US philanthropy invested in the 

creation of an international network of public agricultural research institutions (the 

Consultative Group of International Agricultural Research (CGIAR)) through which a 
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centralised model of agricultural research and development was established as the global 

norm (Anderson, Levy, and Morrison 1991). 

Meanwhile, despite its overt technical focus, the Green Revolution placed human 

behaviour “at the centre of its calculations” (Nally and Taylor 2015, p. 61). Foundations’ 

world-making ambitions were anchored in the tenets of behavioural economics that had 

informed their Scientific Philanthropy ever since Carnegie (1889) penned The Gospel of 

Wealth. The adoption of Green Revolution technologies was intended to produce a 

transformation in the attitude and behaviour of farmers, and, in this context, they had radical 

implications for the social organisation of agriculture. Informal institutions for collective risk 

pooling and seed saving and exchange were cast as ‘backward’ traditions stifling progress 

and entrepreneurship. Farmers were encouraged to break free of the web of social obligations 

and communal safety nets that underpinned existing farming and livelihood systems and 

reorient themselves towards individualised self-improvement (Nally and Taylor 2015).  

 

“AFRICA’S TURN” 

In 2006 the Rockefeller Foundation published Africa’s Turn: A New Green Revolution 

for the 21st Century (Rockefeller Foundation 2006). Later that year the “Alliance for a Green 

Revolution in Africa (AGRA)” was launched as a joint venture with the Gates Foundation. In 

contrast to the Asian Green Revolution, which was oriented towards productivity increases on 

larger farms, AGRA focused on smallholders as the “lynchpin” of agricultural production and 

economic growth in sub-Saharan Africa (Kufuor n.d.). While AGRA continued to emphasise 

production and dissemination of improved seeds (with a $150m seed systems programme), 

this was within a neoliberal framework that prepared smallholders for integration into global 

value chains (McKeon 2014). This approach was endorsed by the World Bank with its 

publication, the following year, of the World Development Report Agriculture for 

Development. The report presented a vision of African agriculture “led by private 

entrepreneurs in extensive value chains linking producers to consumers and including many 

entrepreneurial smallholders and their organisations” (Byerlee and Janvry 2007, p. 8). 

Much had changed since the Asian Green Revolution of forty years earlier. A 

combination of structural adjustment and trade liberalisation policies had produced an 

agrarian crisis that went largely unaddressed by the international development sector. “A 

conservative estimate by the FAO for 16 countries in the Global South found that between 20 

and 30 million small producers lost their land as a consequence of agricultural trade 

liberalisation” (Sexsmith and McMichael 2015, p. 587). Meanwhile a reorientation of 
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agricultural research in the Global North, underway since the 1974 discovery of recombinant 

DNA followed by legal rulings allowing the patenting of seeds – culminating in the 

incorporation of the Agreement on Trade-Related Aspects of Intellectual Property Rights 

(TRIPS) into the World Trade Organisation (WTO) – had accelerated the privatisation of seed 

production and research within a handful of life sciences conglomerates (Nally 2011). 

By the turn of the 21st century, therefore, the context for agricultural research and 

development was markedly different to that of the Asian Green Revolution which, despite 

opening markets for the private sector, was implemented by – and led to the creation of – 

public institutions. When “Africa’s turn” came the transnational private sector occupied a 

pivotal position in agricultural value chains and cutting-edge crop research. Nevertheless, the 

partnership of the (then) young Gates Foundation with the Green Revolution veteran injected 

new hope that the time had come for Africa’s Green Revolution. AGRA promised a technical 

fix and a market fix to problems of African agricultural productivity and market inclusion 

(Scoones and Thompson 2011). In so doing, the AGRA narrative incorporated a familiar neo-

Malthusian argument for increased production as key to food security – 25 years after Sen’s 

(1981) landmark publication confirming entitlements failure, rather than production failure, 

as the primary cause of famines – within a private sector-led development model. Moreover, 

rather than unleash a plurality of private sector actors responsive to diverse needs, as the 

alliance had promised, AGRA helped to consolidate transformations well underway in the 

global food regime which favoured “the monopoly structure of agri-business” (McMichael 

2009, p. 241) and reinforced an established trajectory of concentration within the sector 

(Clapp 2023).  

A domestic intervention that emerged at this time was Malawi’s Farm Input Subsidy 

Programme (FISP). This was launched by a national government with a mandate to prevent 

the repeat of famines experienced in 2001-3; and in defiance of an international orthodoxy of 

agricultural liberalisation that viewed such subsidies as market-distorting. The success of the 

programme in boosting productivity and decreasing dependence on food aid caused the 

international donor community (including the AGRA leadership) to enact a u-turn and 

support to programmes of “smart” subsidies; and even to showcase the FISP as a model for 

other African countries to replicate (Chinsinga, Mangani, and Mvula 2011). Subsidies were 

justified as a way out of the “low maize productivity trap” in which uncertainty around prices 

deterred smallholders from investing in inputs. Given the size of the smallholder sector in 

countries like Malawi, this had the effect of depressing productivity across the agricultural 

sector and therefore the economy as a whole” (Chirwa and Dorward 2013). Additionally, 
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while not originally proposed as a social protection measure, the FISP came to be viewed as 

such because it reduced dependence on food aid (Future Agricultures Consortium 2009). 

Moreover, it was hoped that this would give farmers the confidence to reduce their 

dependence on maize (a crop unsuited to rain-fed farming systems affected by climate 

uncertainty) through crop diversification as a climate adaptation strategy (Chinsinga, 

Mangani, and Mvula 2011). In the event, however, most farmers did not diversify. Rather, 

transnational firms were able to use the scheme to push farmers towards greater dependence 

on maize by promoting their hybrid varieties (Chinsinga, Mangani, and Mvula 2011).  

By 2013, ten “African countries were spending approximately $US1 billion per year, 

or 28.6% of their annual agricultural budgets, on input subsidy programmes alone”. Despite 

these investments, however, “millions of farm households continue[d] to prioritise production 

choices that minimise[d] short-term consumption risks” (Correa et al. 2023, p. 306). Input 

subsidies, however generous, could not compensate for material and resource constraints that 

disincentivised investment for the long term. Moreover, climate change effects that generated 

more frequent severe weather events, along with the spread of agricultural pests, tended to 

amplify risks and uncertainties for farmers in ways that reinforced their orientation to short-

term risk minimisation. Exit from farming was not an option for most smallholders as 

nonfarm sectors in sub-Saharan Africa do not have capacity to absorb exiting farm 

households. The growth of employment in nonfarm sectors remained dependent on 

development of an agricultural sector that can “foster growth linkages in the nonfarm 

economy” (Correa et al. 2023, p. 306).  

Meanwhile evidence emerging from social cash transfer programmes in the region 

was showing their impact on, not only consumption – their primary aim – but also on 

investment in productive activities. As a result, there were growing calls for resources to be 

diverted from input subsidies to social protection programmes, particularly “cash plus” 

programmes that combine cash with asset and skills transfer to help farmers “graduate” 

towards “asset accumulation and transition out of extreme poverty” (Correa et al. 2023, p. 

310). Devereux (2016) has gone further to argue for a widening of parameters of social 

protection with a framework that, inspired by Sen (1981), creates synergies between social 

protection and entitlements to food. In this case, social protection measures targeting key 

“entitlement categories” of production (e.g. input subsidies, insurance), labour (e.g. public 

works programmes), and transfers (e.g. school and supplementary feeding, conditional and 

unconditional cash transfers) common to “cash plus” approaches are joined by a fourth 
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category of trade (e.g. food price stablisation measures, food subsidies, grain reserves – all of 

which had been widespread before their enforced dismantling under SAPs).  

 

THE POST-2008 CONSENSUS 

Following the 2007-8 global food crisis a new global consensus formed around an 

imperative to improve food security in Africa which built on the foundations of the AGRA 

initiative. This consensus was “evident in briefings by the World Economic Forum 

(especially its “New Vision for Agriculture”), the G-8 [now G-7]’s “New Alliance for Food 

Security and Nutrition”, the Grow Africa network, the US government’s “Feed the Future” 

programme, the philanthropy-led [AGRA] … [and] … the many flagship reports emanating 

from the international financial institutions as well as strategic statements from global food 

retailers and leading agribusinesses” (Nally 2016, p. 561). Despite the role of financial 

speculation in commodities and diversion of food crops for biofuels to fuelling the price 

spikes, the spotlight was directed towards agricultural productivity (still framed in terms of 

yield gaps) as the problem, and market liberalisation as the solution (Nally 2011; Ghosh 

2010; Borras, McMichael, and Scoones 2010; Brooks 2016).  

The G-7 “New Alliance for Food Security and Nutrition” (hereafter, the “New 

Alliance”) was launched at the 2012 Food Summit and its underlying assumption was “the 

impossibility of ending hunger without the assistance of private capital” (Patel et al. 2015, p. 

23). The “New Alliance” forged country-level cooperation agreements to liberalise land 

markets and seed policies in a manner that reflected investor interest in land as a safe 

financial asset in turbulent times (Fairbairn 2014); and preference of the agribusiness sector 

for regulatory regimes that “enable” the commercialisation of input supply (McKeon 2014). 

In Mozambique, for example, the government signed up to a cooperation agreement through 

which it committed to “completely cease the distribution of free, ‘unimproved seeds’, 

excepting only pre-identified staple crops in ‘emergency situations’” (Nally 2016, p. 565).  

At the same time, the New Alliance went a step further, extending AGRA’s market-led 

model by advocating the development of “agricultural growth corridors” as a means to attract 

private investment, notably in “underutilised” land (McKeon 2014). While geographically 

focused on sub-Saharan Africa, growth corridors form part of a global vision in which “poor 

countries, particularly in Africa, are re-situated as a resource for the development strategies 

of owners of capital … This developmental logic drives the scramble for rights to mineral 

resources, productive agricultural land and natural gas that are intensifying in the region” 

and, as such “creates opportunities for national elites as well as global capital” (Green 2015, 
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p. 632, emphasis added). The “Southern Agricultural Growth Corridor of Tanzania 

(SAGCOT)” is a case in point. The initiative represents a “paradigm shift in Tanzania as the 

social sector concerns of the MDG era are practically and politically superseded by a 

commitment to private sector-driven structural transformation” (Green 2015, p. 630). Growth 

corridor alliances comprising “foundations, elite US universities, donor organisations and 

multinational corporations” (Green 2015, p. 635) act to create a “hegemonic bloc” at the 

national level that can bypass democratic politics and drive policy. In Tanzania, a programme 

of “reforms in land tenure, the formalisation of economic relations, the promotion of access 

to financial services… and the construction of rural markets threatens to displace thousands 

of citizens from their land and farms” (Green 2015, p. 636). 

The transition from AGRA to the New Alliance mirrored the transition from the 

MDGs to the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) as the overarching framework for 

international (now global) development. The MDGs constituted a social development 

framework for ameliorating conditions of rural poverty and food insecurity in developing 

countries rather than confront their causes in agricultural liberalisation policies that had led to 

widespread eviction of smallholder farmers (Sexsmith and McMichael 2015). The spread of 

social protection interventions during the MDG era reflected this approach which 

foregrounded social development while (for the most part) maintaining its separation from 

questions of trade (Leisering 2021). The SDG framework, on the other hand, represented “the 

return of the land question” in a manner that betrayed a collective failure to acknowledge the 

contradictions of the MDG era (Sexsmith and McMichael 2015, p. 587; see also Leisering 

2021). In the event, architects of the SDGs were prepared to “accept the inevitability” of a 

development model driven by corporate investment strategies (Brooks 2016, p. 771).  

Since the early 2010s these efforts have sought to address global concerns about 

climate change, particularly in relation to agriculture in sub-Saharan Africa. While 

agricultural production has increased in the last two decades, this has been achieved largely 

through extensification (expansion of the area under cultivation) rather than intensification 

(productivity improvement on existing cultivated land) (Jayne and Sanchez 2021). In this 

context, productivity remains a priority which has been reframed as “Sustainable 

Intensification (SI)”. SI has, is turn, been absorbed into “Climate-Smart Agriculture (CSA)” 

as a framework that brings together “triple-win aims” of sustainable intensification, 

resilience, and greenhouse gas mitigation. The CSA term, first promoted by the World Bank 

in 2009, has become the “key organising concept for international organisations working at 

the nexus of climate change, agriculture and development” (Taylor 2018, p. 89).  
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In sub-Saharan Africa the CSA agenda encompasses the promotion of practices such 

as “conservation agriculture, agricultural diversification, improved seed use, agroforestry, soil 

conservation, [and] integrated soil management” among farmers (Scognamillo and Sitko 

2021, p. 1). Recent research has shown that integrating social protection interventions into 

CSA programming can “help directly and/or ease constraints to adopting CSA practices” 

(Scognamillo and Sitko 2021, p. 2). Drawing on the example of Malawi’s largest public 

works programme, the Malawi Social Action Fund (MASAF), Scognamillo and Sitko (2021, 

p. 1) identified a positive impact on adoption of “the resource intensive CSA practices of 

building soil water conservation structures and applying organic fertilisers. Moreover, 

participation in MASAF contribute[d] to a sustained adoption of these practices over multiple 

agricultural seasons.” This example illustrates the positive potential of carefully designed 

social protection measures that have a synergetic effect on locally-relevant CSA practices. In 

this case, adoption of CSA practices was sustained because farmers had been able to transfer 

skills learned during MASAF public works onto their own farms. 

The emerging consensus around CSA is reflected in a recent Gates Foundation 

pledge, at the November 2022 COP27 summit, of $1.4 billion to build a “pipeline” of 

“climate-smart” projects (Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation 2022). However, the ease with 

which the consensus has been achieved owes much to a generous definition of CSA that 

allows “any agricultural technique that – in comparison with standard existing practices – 

improves [just] one of the triple-win aims” to be categorised as climate-smart (Taylor 2018, 

p. 93, emphasis added). This has allowed small-scale interventions in conservation 

agriculture to be showcased alongside industrial-scale no-till canola monocropping as 

“leading examples of CSA in practice”. The membership of a CSA working group “chaired 

by PepsiCo, Monsanto, Olam and the Kellogg Company, and featuring key corporate 

interests from supermarket giant Walmart to agrochemicals firms such as Syngenta and 

Monsanto” suggests a smooth integration of CSA into a pre-existing agenda to promote 

commercially-produced, and now “climate-smart”, technologies (Taylor 2018, p. 94). 

While productivity remains important the dominant narrative neglects other important 

measures within the CSA rubric (Jayne and Sanchez 2021). Current debates, informed by 

resilience thinking, draw attention to a) alternative measures of productivity (such as those 

that recognise the multifunctionality of agriculture (IAASTD 2009)), and b) tensions between 

productivity – still narrowly conceived in terms of yield gaps (see Wiggins, Glover, and 

Dorgan 2021) – and diversity and redundancy as properties of resilient agricultural systems. 

There is a “clear possibility that agrobiodiverse forms of agricultural production will create 
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less ‘efficient’ forms of agriculture … yet be more resilient and sustainable and contribute to 

stronger positive externalities” (Taylor 2018, p. 96). Thus far, philanthropic foundations and 

other international development organisations “have shied away” from long term investment 

in the kind of localised, adaptive agricultural research and extension that will be necessary to 

engage with these complexities, in favour of “low-hanging fruit” offering “quick wins that 

are highly visible” (Jayne and Sanchez 2021, p. 1047). Meanwhile, broader issues of access 

to land and other production factors, and food distribution and consumption, are excluded 

from a dominant framing of CSA that reproduces the Green Revolution focus on field-level 

technology delivery and technical fixes (Taylor 2018, p. 96).  

 

A DIGITAL REVOLUTION? 

In 2018 a special issue of Foreign Affairs set out an agenda for the transformation of 

African agriculture “in the digital age”. Its lead authorship reflected the central role that 

AGRA and the foundations that created it continued to play in envisioning the future of 

agriculture on the continent. This included Kofi Annan, the former UN secretary general 

whose call for a “uniquely African Green Revolution” accompanied the launch of AGRA; Sir 

Gordon Conway, former President of the Rockefeller Foundation; and Sam Dryden, formerly 

Director of Agricultural Development at the Gates Foundation (Annan, Conway, and Dryden 

2018). Their vision combines familiar and novel elements. The imperatives of modernising 

‘backward’ farming practices, fostering entrepreneurship and integrating smallholders into 

value chains remains prominent, alongside two new elements. First, as the title of the 

publication indicates, digitisation is the silver bullet at the heart of this latest agricultural 

‘revolution’. The spread of mobile communications makes it possible to “shatter… the 

isolation” of smallholders that presents the primary obstacle to market inclusion (Annan and 

Dryden 2018, p. v). Second, farmer reluctance to replace tried and tested local seeds with 

commercial varieties can addressed by the provision of digital financial services that help 

manage risk and “smooth consumption” (Okonjo-Iweala and Madan 2018, p. 107). 

In what can be regarded as a laboratory for digitised smallholder futures, the 

Mastercard Foundation partnered with the NGO Mercy Corps to deliver a multi-country 

“Agrifin” initiative centred on the smallholder as “digital farmer” (Brooks 2021). As the 

name suggests, the initiative combined technical assistance and digital financial services 

within the same digital platform: smallholders were enrolled onto platforms offering a 

“bundle” of agricultural and financial products and services supplied by private sector 

partners (Mastercard Foundation 2016). Through digital profiling and targeted behavioural 
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“nudges”, smallholders were nudged towards adoption of products and services tailored to a 

profile derived from their engagement with the platform (Mercy Corps 2015).  

The design of digital farmer programmes reflects a ‘new’ behaviourism in global 

development that the World Bank (2015) acknowledged in its World Development Report 

(WDR) titled “Mind, Society and Behaviour”, which treats informal practices as behavioural 

anomalies requiring correction (Berndt and Boeckler 2017). Unlike the behaviourism of the 

Asian Green Revolution, however, which trained farmers to “understand, evaluate, choose 

and take responsibility” (Nally and Taylor 2015, p. 60, original emphasis), digital farmer 

platforms employ a form of machine behaviourism (associated with B.F. Skinner) that 

bypasses these cognitive processes to “actively modify and determine” behaviour (see Knox, 

Williamson, and Bayne 2020, pp. 35-36). Contemporary agricultural platforms thus go 

beyond the provision of information to continually harvest behavioural and biophysical data 

and “nudge” users towards pre-determined “choices” that facilitate lock-in advantage for 

platform developers and their private sector partners (Iazzolino and Mann 2019). This 

benefits private providers whose products and services form part of the “bundle”, while 

exposing smallholders to new risks from the adoption of unfamiliar financial products (such 

as index-based insurance, of which more later) and seeds that may be less resilient in 

conditions of climate uncertainty than their own tried and tested local varieties (Brooks 2021; 

Ncube, Wynberg, and McGuire 2023). 

Digitisation of both agricultural development and social protection was given a boost 

during Covid-19 pandemic. The use of digital tools has been integral to a stated aim of 

development agencies and African governments to move smallholder farmers “out of peasant 

agriculture” (Montenegro de Wit and Canfield 2023, p. 381). The centrality of data to farm-

level interventions reflects the direction of travel of international policy around African 

agriculture more broadly. The FAO, World Economic Forum (WEF), OECD, CGIAR and 

World Bank have signed up to a reimagination of agri-food systems “through the lens of 

data”. This imaginary merges “data productivism” with material productivism to incorporate 

agri-food systems “into circuits of informational capitalism” (Montenegro de Wit and 

Canfield 2023, p. 383). It is taking shape though hybrid networks such as Godan, the 

50×2030 Initiative, Data4SDGs (Global Partnership for Sustainable Development Data), 

CGIAR Big Data Platform, and the UN Food System Summit.  Elite foundations are deeply 

embedded in these networks. The UN Food System Summit, for example, is led by the chair 

of AGRA (Montenegro de Wit and Canfield 2023, p. 392), while the Data4SDG coalition, 
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which aims “specifically to advance datafication” of agriculture, is funded by the Gates and 

Hewlett Foundations and Google.org (Montenegro de Wit and Canfield 2023, p. 401).  

Similarly, digitisation of social transfers was strongly advocated as a “best practice” 

pandemic response by international organisations, NGOs and philanthropic foundations, as it 

enabled lockdowns (Meagher 2022). Critiques highlight a tendency to “copy-paste” 

Eurocentric pandemic responses and neglect engagement with African health agencies 

“despite their extensive experience with epidemics in low-resource environments” (Meagher 

2022 p.1205). In the event, “it is plausible that lockdown measures could have helped 

increase COVID-19 transmission in the large and dense informal or semi-formal settlements 

of Africa” (Haider et al. 2020, p. 8). Meanwhile the pandemic was regarded as a “window of 

opportunity” for the digitisation of social protection. “World Bank documents urge[d] policy 

makers and practitioners to ‘seize the crisis moment’ of COVID-19 to transform domestic 

political reservations about the expansion of digital cash transfer systems across Africa” 

(Meagher 2022 p.1205). Again, emerging evidence confounds the accepted justification: that 

African informal economies would be particularly vulnerable to COVID-19. “Despite a vast 

informal economy, Africa has experienced by far the lowest share of deaths from COVID-

19”, while “levels of COVID-19 mortality were inversely proportional to the size of informal 

economies in African sub-regions” (Meagher 2022 p.1208-9, emphasis added). 

These unexpected findings warrant further study, particularly given the dearth of 

published research on informal social protection mechanisms and how these are (or could be) 

integrated with formal systems to fill gaps in provision, particularly in sub-Saharan African 

countries where coverage remains limited and patchy (Dafuleya 2023). A focus on production 

as well as consumption in the informal (as well as the formal) sphere could widen the scope 

of social protection to “promote incomes and productivity of informal actors in their capacity 

as producers, distributers and service providers in essential activities”. Donor preference for 

digitised cash transfers as social protection, on the other hand, narrows its scope to that of 

“marginal consumption support” (Meagher 2022 p. 1206). This preference has been 

influenced by the initiatives of elite foundations, notably the Gates Foundation and Omidyar 

Network (founded by the creator of eBay). These foundations have, since the early 2010s, 

worked to normalise the digitisation of social transfers (along with (micro-)financial services) 

through their cultivation of global networks of policy makers, regulators, donors and 

financial technology (fintech) and telecommunications firms committed to digital financial 

inclusion as a development paradigm for the SDG era (Gabor and Brooks 2017, Better than 

Cash 2021).  
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Common to these big data-enabled interventions in agricultural development and 

social protection is a drive to sweep away informal institutions of subsistence and solidarity 

as unnecessary frictions preventing the otherwise smooth operation of market forces. These 

institutions are dismissed as ‘backward’ traditions that have no place in a digital age when 

smallholder farmers, however remote, can connect to formal markets via their mobile phones 

(Gates 2018). This enduring view of informal institutions as historical relics belies their 

dynamic character as they evolve organically in response to challenges and obstacles that 

present themselves in real time: be they environmental, social or governmental (Meagher 

1990). In this context, the decision to ‘bundle’ index-based insurance with commercial seeds 

and microcredit on digital farmer platforms, despite evident lack of demand for the product 

(Johnson et al. 2019), is a demonstration of the ‘new’ behaviourism in action. Platforms offer 

private firms a means of soft coercion to induce adoption of a product intended to commodify 

agricultural risk, replacing risk-sharing ‘traditions’ with individualised market ‘inclusion’. As 

such, they risk intensifying levels of disruption to smallholder farming and livelihood 

systems at a time of increased climate and market uncertainty.  

 

CONCLUSION 

Philanthropic foundations do not act alone. Despite their independent means, elites 

that founded large American foundations mobilised their wealth in purposeful acts of alliance 

and institution building; aligning priorities with corporate interests. Capitalising on their 

unique ability “to trade one form of capital” – financial, social, cultural, political, symbolic – 

“for another”, elite foundations have wielded significant influence over the agricultural 

development agenda for the last 70 years, fine-tuning their strategies in response to 

opportunities and constraints presented by successive eras (Kumar and Brooks 2021, p. 324). 

During the Cold War foundations established a modus operandi for international agricultural 

research and development that has endured, structuring the field of action for other 

development actors then and now. Its key characteristics are productivism, specifically a 

focus on the yield gap as an “isolable” problem detached from its wider socio-economic and 

agro-ecological context; technicism in the form of a centralised research model centred on the 

genetic manipulation of seeds, and a behaviourist orientation to the re-making of ‘modern’ 

farmers as self-reliant individuals engaged in agriculture as private enterprise. This vision of 

agricultural ‘revolution’ has been continually adapted, notably in the mid 2000s with the 

launch of the Philanthropy-led Alliance for a Green Revolution in Africa (AGRA) which 

turned its attention to the commercialisation of smallholder agriculture in sub-Saharan Africa, 
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and more recently with the prospect of a ‘digital revolution’ in agriculture. These successors 

represent a continual reinvention of the Green Revolution ‘technical fix’ in combination with 

market and policy ‘fixes’ to align domestic policies and farmer practices ever more closely 

with the priorities of transnational agribusinesses (McKeon 2014).  

The mainstreaming of social protection within international development more 

broadly reflected the social development emphasis of the MDG framework which 

ameliorated (but did not confront) the severity of structural adjustment and market 

liberalisation policies that had led to millions of smallholder farmers being evicted from their 

land (McMichael 2015). In agricultural development, ‘cash plus’ programmes superseded the 

input subsidy schemes of the 2000s as a more effective means to help farmers transition out 

of the “low productivity trap” (Correa et al. 2023). Since the global financial and food crises 

of 2007-8, however, a consensus has formed around corporate-led structural transformation 

of agricultural sectors that builds on foundations of AGRA and reflects investor interest in 

land acquisition and further market liberalisation (Nally 2016). Nevertheless, the continued 

support of multilateral agencies for embedding social protection within agricultural 

development strategy creates policy space for the advocacy of a more transformative 

approach that goes beyond the digital cash transfer roll-out championed by elite foundations 

to encompass entitlement categories of production, labour, transfers and, crucially, trade 

(Devereux 2016). Meanwhile, tensions between the productivity imperative and properties of 

resilient farming systems, in the context of climate change, present additional challenges to 

the design of social protection systems that foster “climate-wise” (rather than merely 

“climate-smart”) agricultural practice (Taylor 2018). Such systems would need to draw on 

and integrate elements of informal social protection mechanisms that, thus far, remain under-

researched (Dafuleya 2023). 
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