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Abstract
Advancing women’s empowerment and gender equality in agriculture is a recognised development goal, also within crop 
breeding. Increasingly, breeding teams are expected to use ‘market-based’ approaches to design more ‘demand-led’ and 
‘gender-responsive’ crop varieties. Based on an institutional ethnography that includes high-profile development-oriented 
breeding initiatives, we unpack these terms using perspectives from political agronomy and feminist science and technology 
studies. By conceptualising the market as an ongoing, relational performance made up of discourses, practices and human 
and nonhuman actors, we trace how the market is understood as an effective socioeconomic institution for soliciting demand, 
but also becomes a normative agenda. Construed as a demand variable, the relational and structural dimensions of gender 
are rendered less visible, which might strengthen rather than transform power relations’ status quo. On the other hand, a 
feminist science and technology perspective broadens the field of vision not only to the gendered dimensions of crop breed-
ing, but also to the nonhuman actors, such as the crops and traits falling outside the market sphere of interest. By putting 
political agronomy and feminist science and technology studies into conversation, the article contributes to the development 
of a feminist political agronomy.
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Abbreviations
CGIAR	� CGIAR Consortium of International Agri-

cultural Research Centers (formerly the Con-
sultative Group on International Agricultural 
Research)

GBI	� Gender and Breeding initiative
EiB	� Excellence in Breeding platform
DLB	� Demand-Led Breeding

Introduction

Advancing women’s empowerment and gender equality in 
agriculture is a recognised development goal, also within 
crop breeding. Concurrently, market-based approaches, 
founded on principles and methods adapted from com-
mercial crop breeding, have become highly advocated in 
development-oriented crop breeding, especially in African 
countries, and strongly supported by private sector donors 
and political commitments and policies at the regional level 
(e.g. NEPAD 2016; Persley and Anthony 2017; CGIAR 
System Council 2018). By “putting clients, market require-
ments and value chain needs at the centre of the design and 
development process for new varieties” (Kimani 2017, p. 
21), market-based approaches are meant to increase varietal 
adoption rates and enhance development impacts by mak-
ing crop breeding more demand-led (Persley and Anthony 
2017). By further including social variables such as gender 
to better understand and meet the demands of the ‘client’, 
market-based approaches are also being framed as a way to 
render crop breeding more gender-responsive, meaning that 
“the perceptions, interests, needs and priorities of women 
and men (which differ because of their different roles and 
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responsibilities in farming) will be considered in planning 
and decision-making” (Ashby and Polar 2021a, p. 2).1 This 
is evident from initiatives and high-level institutional com-
mitments in the CGIAR Consortium of International Agri-
cultural Research Centers (hereafter the CGIAR), including 
the Excellence in Breeding Platform (EiB) and the Gender 
and Breeding Initiative (GBI) and the conceptual and meth-
odological frameworks and tools they have developed (Orr 
et al. 2018, 2021; Ragot et al. 2018; Ashby and Polar 2021a, 
b).

The differences and links between ‘market-based’, 
‘demand-led’ and ‘gender-responsive’ crop breeding tend 
to blur and require investigation. The former two are often 
used interchangeably by interlocutors and in the literature. 
For analytical clarity, however, we conceive of market-
based approaches as a way to contribute to demand-led and 
gender-responsive crop breeding. While the latter two have 
become increasingly interrelated (see e.g. Polar et al. 2022), 
we consider them to be conceptually and methodologically 
distinct. For instance, demand-led breeding is not gender-
responsive if gender is not taken into account (although one 
may question whether this is, then, truly demand-led). Fur-
thermore, demand-led and gender-responsive breeding may 
or may not rely on market-based approaches and can instead 
be supported by, for instance, more traditional participatory 
approaches to plant breeding (e.g. Sperling et al. 2001; Cec-
carelli and Grando 2007; Joshi et al. 2007; De Haan et al. 
2019). While the adaptation of private sector and market-
based approaches to development-oriented crop breeding is 
not novel (e.g. Sumberg and Reece 2004; Sumberg et al. 
2013a), the extent to which and the ways in which these 
approaches are now being institutionalised is unprecedented 
and thus warrant critical attention.

The conflation of gender and market-based approaches in 
agricultural research and development is far from new and 
has been subject to criticism in the broader development 
literature (e.g. Cornwall et al. 2008; Roberts and Soederberg 
2012; Collins 2016, 2018; Esquivel 2017; Gengenbach et al. 
2018; Lyon et al. 2019; Prügl et al. 2021). However, few 
studies have examined the actors, discourses, practices and 
tools of the new market-based approaches to demand-led 
and gender-responsive crop breeding. Furthermore, despite 
the now frequent use of the term ‘market’ in crop breeding 
discourse, little critical attention has been paid to its mean-
ing and how it is co-constructed with ‘demand’ and ‘gender’, 
particularly in relation to societal development objectives, 
including gender equality and women’s empowerment.

Based on an institutional ethnography of high-profile 
development-oriented breeding initiatives, we unpack these 
terms and their co-construction, with the aim of contributing 
to the understanding of how gender-responsive demand is 
constructed in development-oriented crop breeding. In the 
analysis, we use perspectives from political agronomy to 
foreground the performative role of human actors, institu-
tional settings and broader narratives and discourses, while 
insights from feminist science and technology studies (STS) 
further draw materiality and nonhuman actors into the ana-
lytical frame. We contend that, by putting these two schol-
arly streams into conversation, we gain a richer empirical 
and theoretical understanding of the mutual shaping of mar-
kets, demand and gender.

We find that the market is understood as an effective 
socioeconomic institution for soliciting demand, but also 
becomes a normative agenda. Across the continuum from 
socioeconomic institution to its normative meaning, the mar-
ket is pivotal in the creation of an economic and ideological 
framework through which people, crops and crop products, 
traits and characteristics are afforded value. We identify a 
form of ‘gene fetishism’ (Haraway 1997), or what we refer 
to as ‘trait fetishism’, whereby the crop trait itself becomes 
the source of value, with some traits rendered less visible. 
Thus, it matters which markets are made, by whom and how, 
which in turn shape whose demand comes to matter. Indeed, 
markets are boundary-making and world-making.

The article contributes to political agronomy and feminist 
STS by empirically investigating the co-construction of mar-
kets, demand and gender in crop breeding for development, 
which remains an underexplored topic in both fields. Addi-
tionally, we expand on the ‘contested agronomy argument’ 
of political agronomy, asserting that the ‘gender agenda’ 
must be recognised alongside other agendas that have shaped 
development-oriented agronomy over the last decades (Sum-
berg et al. 2012a). By further putting political agronomy 
and feminist STS into conversation, the article is novel in 
its contribution to advancing a feminist political agronomy.

In the following sections, we start by presenting the ana-
lytical framework and the methods and materials upon which 
the article is based. Subsequently, we outline the rise of mar-
ket-based approaches to demand-led and gender-responsive 
crop breeding, drawing particular attention to the work of, 
and partnership between, the EiB and GBI. Subsequently, 
we unpack and discuss the market and its mutually shaped 
relationship with demand and gender from the perspective 
of political agronomy and feminist STS, before concluding.

1  The ‘client’ is defined as “a customer, buyer, purchaser or receiver 
of a new crop variety, its crop produce or processed material from a 
seller, vendor or supplier in the value chain for a monetary or other 
consideration” (Tongoona et al. 2017, p. 65).
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Towards a feminist and more‑than‑human 
political agronomy

Political agronomy foregrounds the knowledge politics 
(i.e. the normative assumptions, political-institutional 
agendas and epistemological and technological logics) 
through which agricultural knowledge and technological 
innovations become constructed, shaped and contested. 
Scholars in political agronomy put forth the contested 
agronomy argument (Sumberg et al. 2012a), which holds 
that the neoliberal project and the environmental and the 
participation agendas have “undermined the long-standing 
unity of purpose between government policy and agro-
nomic objectives which dominated the politics of agricul-
tural science for much of the last century” (Sumberg et al. 
2013b). The neoliberal project refers to the growing role 
that the private sector plays as a driving force for agrar-
ian change (e.g. Friedmann and McMichael 1989; Fried-
mann 1993; Kherallah et al. 2000; Akram-Lodhi 2013; 
Moseley et al. 2015), while the environmental agenda has 
drawn attention to the health and environmental impacts 
of (industrial) agriculture (e.g. Carson 1962; Loevinsohn 
1987; Pimentel and Pimentel 1990; Pingali and Rosengrant 
1994). Finally, the participation agenda, in attending to 
the rights and emancipation of farmers as a goal in and of 
itself, as well as a way to achieve more efficient develop-
ment management (Sumberg et al. 2012a), has called for 
de-centralised, participatory and bottom-up approaches 
to agricultural research and development (e.g. Richards 
1985; Chambers et al. 1989; Scoones and Thompson 1994, 
2009).

Thus, political agronomy helps attend to the human 
actors, institutional settings and broader narratives and 
discourses involved in contestations over the place and 
shape of the market, demand and gender in crop breeding. 
However, to gain a fuller understanding of this dynamic 
relationship, we argue in favour of adding a fourth element 
to the contested agronomy argument: the gender agenda. 
Indeed, the topic and dimensions of gender have chal-
lenged and to some extent shaped agricultural research and 
development since at least the 1970s (e.g. Sachs 2019; van 
der Burg 2019; Farhall and Rickards 2021; Prügl and Joshi 
2021; Pyburn and Eerdewijk 2021; Sachs et al. 2021). This 
includes the numerous ways in which gender has shown to 
be integral to the neoliberal project and the environmental 
and participation agendas (e.g. Nelson et al. 2002; Razavi 
2002; Farnworth and Jiggins 2003; Johnson et al. 2004; 
Prügl et al. 2012; Galié 2013; Jost et al. 2016; Collins 
2018; Ampaire et al. 2020).

Still, political agronomy has yet to significantly engage 
with gender studies and feminist theories. In the edited vol-
ume by Sumberg and Thompson (2012) that helped define 

the field of political agronomy, Sumberg et al. (2012a) 
note how the participation agenda has highlighted wom-
en’s role in agriculture and the need to empower women 
farmers, but the authors did not identify a separate gender 
agenda. When gender is mentioned elsewhere in the book, 
it is most commonly in passing (e.g. Erenstein 2012, p. 
58; Ramisch 2012, p. 152; Sumberg et al. 2012b, p. 188; 
Woodhouse 2012, p. 110). In a more recent contribution to 
political agronomy, Westengen et al. (2018) identify both 
the climate smart agenda and the gender agenda as “stra-
tegic framings in response to international policy trends” 
in the context of conservation agriculture in Zambia (also 
see Whitfield 2016), but do not draw on feminist scholar-
ship or develop a broader argument on gender. Taylor et al. 
(2021), in turn, argue that divisions of class, ethnicity and 
gender are often “silenced in agronomic research”, but do 
not extend the gender analysis further in their exploration 
of the knowledge politics of hybrid NERICA rice in India 
and Uganda, despite recognising that NERICA is also 
being promoted as a means to increase gender equality 
even if women are among the groups likely to experience 
increased drudgery related to NERICA.

Among the most thorough accounts of gender in the 
political agronomy literature, a book chapter by Rao and 
Huggins (2017) addresses gender and women’s empower-
ment in the context of biofortified orange-fleshed sweet 
potato in Tanzania. The authors argue that the assumption 
that “women who adopt [orange-fleshed sweet potato] will 
feed it to their children (and eat it themselves), resulting 
in nutritional benefits (…) seldom plays out so neatly” 
(p. 107). Rather, Rao and Huggins (2017) demonstrate 
how the commercialisation of orange-fleshed sweet pota-
toes, which is traditionally considered a ‘women’s crop’, 
is likely to negatively impact women, while favouring men 
in terms of income generation. Rao and Huggins (2017) 
assert that “[p]rojects rarely address the underlying gen-
der relations and inequalities (including labour, time and 
resource allocation) that prevent both men and women 
from benefiting from these kinds of externally supported 
initiatives for farmers” (p. 107).

Thus, while gender, if at all addressed, in most cases 
appears to be lurking in the background of analysis, the 
literature demonstrates that gender does matter to politi-
cal agronomy. Indeed, we argue that intersectional gender 
norms, roles and relations constitute critical components 
in our understanding of agricultural knowledge produc-
tion and technological innovation and adoption. Thus, 
political agronomy has much to gain from engaging with 
gender studies and feminist scholarships in similar ways 
to that which has been achieved in feminist political ecol-
ogy and feminist political economy (e.g. Mutari 2001; 
Mollett and Faria 2013; Rai and Waylen 2014; Harcourt 
and Nelson 2015; Rocheleau and Nirmal 2015). We 
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explore how feminist streams within STS and related 
fields can help broaden out the perspective on develop-
ment-oriented crop breeding.

As Susan Leigh Star (1990, p. 43) and Donna Hara-
way (1997, p. 113) ask: Cui bono? Similarly, we may 
ask: whom do market-based approaches to demand-led 
and gender-responsive crop breeding serve? Or, said dif-
ferently, whose demand comes to matter? Both Star and 
Haraway, along with other feminist scholars writing under 
such umbrellas as STS, posthumanism and new material-
ism, further argue that answering such questions require 
us to attend to both human and nonhuman actors and their 
relations (e.g. Barad 2003, 2007; Haraway 2008; Frost 
2011; Braidotti 2021). In their agential realist framework, 
Karen Barad coined ‘intra-action’ (in contrast to inter-
action) to capture how the ability to act emerges from 
within, and not outside of, relationships among things 
(Barad 2007). Thus, agential realism extends agency 
beyond the ‘autonomous’, ‘intentionally driven’ and 
‘solid’ human being to an understanding of agency as 
enacted through intra-action among and between human 
and nonhuman entities.

Thus, we can conceive of the market as an ongoing, 
relational performance consisting of intra-acting dis-
courses, practices and human and nonhuman actors (also 
see Callon et al. 2002; Callon et al. 2007; Kjellberg and 
Helgesson 2007; MacKenzie et al. 2007; Doganova and 
Eyquem-Renault 2009; Doganova and Karnøe, 2015; 
Doganova and Muniesa 2015). This enables an under-
standing of how the market, demand and gender take on 
different shapes, meanings and outcomes in co-constructed 
ways. We can further conceptualise research and market 
discourses, practices, concepts and tools as Baradian 
‘apparatuses’ that intra-act with human and nonhuman 
actors (such as scientists and crops) to produce the mat-
ter and meaning of markets, demand and gender. Con-
currently, apparatuses also enact exclusionary boundaries 
(Barad 2003).

The question of who and what is rendered visible and 
invisible when markets become constructed is particularly 
critical considering that concepts and frameworks that 
simplify market processes and make them mentally trac-
table are essential to how markets function (MacKenzie 
2009). Furthermore, as noted by Timothy Mitchell (2007): 
“[m]arkets would not work if people were not allowed to 
exclude things, to leave certain costs or claims out of the 
calculation, and to deny responsibility for certain conse-
quences. (…) From this perspective, economics should be 
analyzed not in terms of the reality it represents (or fails 
to represent), but in terms of the arrangements and exclu-
sions it helps to produce” (p. 244). In other words, market 
design and construction are ultimately about the politics 
of inclusion and exclusion.

Methods and materials

Methodologically, we use institutional ethnography to 
study the discourses, practices, tools and lived experiences 
and tensions of scientists and other experts involved in 
formulating and implementing market-based approaches to 
demand-led and gender-responsive breeding programmes. 
The article draws on qualitative data collected mainly dur-
ing field research in Kenya and Tanzania in 2019–2020. 
A total of 48 semi-structured and open-ended interviews 
were conducted either physically or virtually with crop 
breeders, agricultural economists and gender special-
ists from national agricultural research systems and the 
CGIAR (several of which are or were involved in the EiB 
and the GBI), as well as with representatives from donor 
agencies and governmental and non-governmental organi-
sations. Additionally, observations were carried out during 
a workshop on trait prioritisation and evaluation in rice 
organised by the International Rice Research Institute, the 
Tanzania Agricultural Research Institute and the private 
company AbacusBio; the EiB Virtual Meeting of 2020 and 
2021; and a project co-organised by the GBI and the EIB, 
in which two gender-responsive breeding tools building on 
market-based approaches were piloted in several African-
based breeding programmes of the CGIAR. Finally, docu-
ment analysis of resources produced by the relevant actors 
was carried out, which included organisational documents 
of the CGIAR, policies and frameworks of donor agencies 
and other development organisations, annual reports and 
other digital resources produced by the EiB, as well as 
workshop reports, working papers, briefs and additional 
resources produced by the GBI.

The rise of market‑based approaches 
to demand‑led and gender‑responsive crop 
breeding

In 1986, Janice Jiggins published findings from the first 
assessment of gender-related impacts of the CGIAR, con-
cluding that crop breeding programmes largely failed to 
include the needs, preferences and selection criteria of 
women (Jiggins 1986). She further argued that research 
programming should shift “the balance of decision-making 
to the collaborative model of commercial and industrial 
technology development, in which consumers and produc-
ers as well as the academic community, agricultural sci-
entists, and the food industry have a determining voice” 
(Jiggins 1986, p. 85). Jiggins distinguished between agri-
cultural research and technology development, contending 
that “[t]he latter has no function outside a definable market 
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or market potential and the process of meeting the needs of 
that market cannot be effective and profitable without the 
involvement of members of that market in the determina-
tion of research criteria, design, testing and evaluation, or 
without early consideration of promotion, sales and servic-
ing” (Jiggins 1986, p. 21).

The report by Janice Jiggins would contribute to the 
establishment of the CGIAR Systemwide Program on Par-
ticipatory Research and Gender Analysis for Technology 
Development and Institutional Innovation in 1997, which 
was meant to help develop “methodologies and organi-
zational innovations for gender-sensitive participatory 
research” in plant breeding and natural resource manage-
ment (CGIAR Science Council 2007, p. 1; also see Farn-
worth and Jiggins 2003). Testament of the interrelations 
between the participation and gender agendas, the project 
helped strengthen the need to engage both men and women 
farmers in participatory approaches to plant breeding, which 
has commonly involved evaluation of soon-to-be-released 
varieties either on-farm or on-station (i.e. participatory vari-
etal selection). However, questions have been raised about 
the extent to which participatory approaches adequately 
reflect the wider conditions under which different social 
groups perform agricultural labour, their preferences beyond 
the (often production-related) traits already selected by the 
breeders, and their real-life decision-making and adoption 
behaviours, as well as the extent to which social and gender 
researchers are able to influence varietal design (e.g. Cernea 
and Kassam 2005; Ashby et al. 2013; Almekinders et al. 
2019; Weltzien et al. 2019; Cairns et al. 2021; Voss et al. 
2021).

However, the link that Jiggins made between gender, 
technology (varietal) development and definable markets, 
and the more collaborative model of decision-making, would 
not become widely tested in practice until almost four dec-
ades later. Dissatisfied with the low levels of adoption and 
development impacts of improved crop varieties, especially 
in African countries (e.g. Fisher and Carr 2015; Acevedo 
et al. 2020; Thiele et al. 2021), the Bill and Melinda Gates 
Foundation (hereafter the Gates Foundation) commis-
sioned in 2016 an assessment of several CGIAR breeding 
programmes. The assessment would be carried out using 
the Breeding Program Assessment Tool (CGIAR System 
Management Office 2018), which employs criteria used to 
evaluate the effectiveness and efficiency of commercial crop 
breeding programmes. The development and use of the tool 
were led by the University of Queensland, Australia, which 
is a key partner of the Demand-Led Breeding (DLB) group.

The DLB group consists of a partnership between several 
African academic and research organisations (some of which 
are also part of the CGIAR), supported by the Alliance for 
Food Security in Africa, which comprises of the Australian 
Centre for International Agricultural Research, the Crawford 

Fund and the Syngenta Foundation for Sustainable Agri-
culture (hereafter the Syngenta Foundation) (Persley and 
Anthony 2017). In 2017, the group published the handbook 
The business of plant breeding: Market-based approaches to 
plant variety design in Africa which described demand-led 
breeding as combining “the best practices in market-based 
new variety design with innovative plant breeding meth-
ods and integrates both of these with the best practices in 
business as a new way of approaching the business of plant 
breeding to deliver benefits” (Persley and Anthony 2017, p. 
xi). Closely associated with both the neoliberal project and 
participation agenda, market-based approaches are said to go 
beyond the limited geographical and user scope of participa-
tory approaches to plant breeding, with proposed benefits 
including “higher adoption rates, the tapping of larger mar-
kets and hence the use of economies of scale. It can lead to 
better returns to investment and is potentially attractive to 
private investment” (Kimani 2017, p. 21).2

The assessment of CGIAR breeding programmes using 
the Breeding Program Assessment Tool identified a key 
missing component to be the “systematic use of product 
profiles, based on continually updated market intelligence 
and stakeholder consultations, to ensure that new varieties 
are designed to meet the requirements and preferences of 
women and men farmers, consumers, traders, processors and 
others along the value chain” (CGIAR System Council 2018, 
p. 7). Product profiles, which are standard in most commer-
cial crop breeding programmes, can be defined as “the full 
set of targeted attributes, or the ideotype, that a new plant 
variety or animal breed is expected to meet to successfully 
be released onto a market segment” (Ashby and Polar 2021a, 
p. 2).3 The market segment constitutes a “geographic area or 
a group of people having a relatively homogeneous demand 
for a commodity” (Ragot et al. 2018).4 The assessment of 
CGIAR breeding programmes would further come to inform 
the establishment of the Funder-led Crops to End Hunger 
initiative which is meant to help facilitate “a comprehensive 
modernization agenda for crop breeding in the CGIAR”, 

2  While the environmental agenda is less evident in the context of 
this research, it is present in arguments that demand-led and gender-
responsive crop varieties can help increase adoption rates of climate 
resilient varieties.
3  The plant ideotype was first defined by Donald (1968) as, in the 
broadest sense, “a biological model which is expected to perform or 
behave in a predictable manner within a defined environment. More 
specifically, a crop ideotype is a plant model which is expected to 
yield a greater quantity or quality of grain, oil or other useful product 
when developed as a cultivar” (p. 389).
4  The market segment is similar to what was known in the 1970s and 
1980s as ‘recommendation domains’, defined as “[a] group of roughly 
homogeneous farmers with similar circumstances for whom we can 
make more or less the same recommendation” (Byerlee et  al. 1988 
[1980], p. 71).
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which includes the institutionalisation of market-informed 
product profiles (CGIAR System Council 2018, p. 1).

Established in 2017, the CGIAR Excellence in Breeding 
Platform (EiB)—which has drawn on the work of the DLB 
group, as evidenced during an interview with a representa-
tive from the EiB, who had the DLB handbook on display in 
their office—was tasked with coordinating and overseeing 
the Crops to End Hunger initiative (EiB n.d.). Module 1 
of the EiB on product design and management is responsi-
ble for institutionalising the market-based product profile 
development framework, which in practice entails assisting 
CGIAR breeding teams and national partners in segmenting 
the market in which the breeding programme operates and 
thereafter aligning breeding pipelines and designing product 
profiles (also see Mashonganyika 2018). Thus far, in close 
cooperation with breeding programmes, the EiB has iden-
tified 320 market segments across 26 crops, boasting that 
these reflect “a unique combination of grower and consumer 
needs and all are gender-inclusive” (EiB 2021, p. 3). Indeed, 
since 2017, the EiB has engaged in conversations with the 
CGIAR Gender and Breeding Initiative (GBI) to explore the 
possibility of incorporating their gender-responsive breed-
ing tools into EiB’s product profile development framework 
(EiB 2018, 2019).

In 2016, a group of crop breeders, geneticists, econo-
mists and gender specialists from and beyond the CGIAR 
met in Nairobi, Kenya, to discuss how to “help catalyze a 
deliberate shift towards gender-responsive breeding in the 
CGIAR” (CGIAR Gender and Breeding Initiative 2017, p. 
1). The group convened the following year, this time offi-
cially known as the GBI, hosted and coordinated by the 
CGIAR Research Program on Roots, Tubers and Bananas 
and the International Potato Center. During its foundational 
workshops, the GBI also invited a private sector company 
and engaged a consultant with expertise in commercial 
breeding to inspire new ways and frames of thinking on 
how to systematically bring gender into the crop breeding 
process, including at the very initial stages when priorities 
are set and varieties are designed. We thus see instances of 
the conflation of the neoliberal project and gender agenda. 
Together with the consultant, the GBI developed a working 
paper titled From market demand to breeding decisions: A 
framework, which presented a framework based on market 
segmentation and product profiles meant to help capture and 
respond to gendered needs and market demands through 
breeding (Ragot et al. 2018). Notably, the Syngenta Foun-
dation,  which as mentioned is one of the key partners of the 
DLB group, is among the clients of the consultant (Nouvelle 
France Genetics n.d.), thus indicating cross-cutting relations 
and knowledge sharing.

In a companion paper, Orr et al. (2018) further argued 
that gender and social targeting for resource-poor stake-
holders requires a marketing approach. The paper advocates 

the use of an adapted version of the consumer marketing 
approach Segmenting-Targeting-Positioning, around which 
the GBI would come to design a set of gender-responsive 
crop breeding tools known as the Gender+ Tools (G+ Tools) 
(Ashby and Polar 2021a, b; Orr et al. 2021; also see For-
sythe et al. 2021). The G+ Tools consist of the G+ Customer 
Profile Tool and the G+ Product Profile Query Tool, both 
of which are to be used by a social scientist with gender 
expertise together with a breeder familiar with market-based 
breeding approaches.5 By collating geographical, gender and 
other social variables, the G+ Customer Profile Tool helps 
segment, target and profile the customers of a breeding pro-
gramme (Ashby and Polar 2021a). The G+ Product Profile 
Query Tool, in turn, “conducts an analysis of gender gaps 
in agriculture to help a breeding program detect whether a 
given trait has implications for gender equity in farming and 
in the rest of a commodity’s value chain” (Ashby and Polar 
2021b, p. 2), and generates “positive and negative ordinal 
values for a gender impact score to help breeders score and 
rank the traits to prioritize” (Ashby and Polar 2021b, p. 2). 
In 2020, the G+ Tools were piloted in several African-based 
breeding programmes of the CGIAR, including cassava, 
sweet potato and bean breeding programmes, in a project 
co-managed and co-sponsored by the GBI and EiB (also see 
Polar et al. 2022). Besides refining and adjusting the tools, 
the project explored ways of adapting the tools to the EiB 
product profile development framework.

Unpacking the market and its 
co‑construction with demand and gender

Next, we consider how the discourses, practices and human 
and nonhuman actors involved in the new market-based 
approaches to demand-led and gender-responsive crop 
breeding shape the matter and meanings of the market, 
demand and gender in co-constructed ways. We find that 
the market is understood as an effective socioeconomic insti-
tution for soliciting demand, but also becomes a normative 
agenda.

5  The GBI uses the concept ‘customer segments’, which expands 
somewhat on the definition of a market segment: “[a] group of users 
who have both a common set of constraints and a common, unique 
and relatively homogenous need (demand) for a breeding program 
product” (Orr et al. 2021, p. 19). Similar to the definition of the ‘cli-
ent’, the ‘customer’ is defined as “the growers who use the breeding 
product (crop varieties or animal breeds), and the other value chain 
actors, like traders, processors, or consumers who use one or more of 
the end-products” (Orr et al. 2021, p. 5).
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The gendered and more‑than‑human marketplace

In the DLB handbook, the market is defined very concretely 
as “a forum that allows buyers and sellers of a specific good 
or service to interact in order to facilitate an exchange” (Ton-
goona et al. 2017, p. 77). In other words, the market is under-
stood in the more conventional sense of a socioeconomic 
institution—in this case a marketplace—for exchanging 
goods. Consistent with Moseley’s (2021) argument that the 
market has become equated to the value chain in develop-
ment literature, the market in market-based approaches is 
further defined according to the agricultural value chain, 
which describes “a set of value-adding activities performed 
by all actors from production through to the consumption 
of a specified product. (…) Value chain analysis helps in 
understanding the buying and selling decisions of each 
stakeholder in the supply chain from farmer (or producer) 
to consumer” (Kimani 2017, p. 17). Demand, then, can be 
understood as the “needs and/or preferences expressed by 
different value chain actors” (Ragot et al. 2018, p. 9).

The piloting of the G+ Tools revealed the character of 
this value chain understanding of markets and demand, and 
further demonstrated how gender enters the equation. Using 
the G+ Customer Profile Tool, the piloting teams mapped 
different crop products and sex-disaggregated actors along 
the respective value chain. Combined with an understand-
ing of gender differences in rights, roles and status, demand 
(i.e. preferences and needs) was seen as reflecting the unique 
responsibilities and labour of men and women along the 
value chain, which further differed according to whether 
they were involved in formal or informal markets or urban 
or rural markets. In several cases, the available data revealed 
that men more so than women were engaged in large-scale 
marketing and transportation, which was translated into men 
expressing higher demands for agronomic traits for income 
generation (e.g. various forms of yield), among others. In 
turn, women’s demands were often seen as reflecting their 
roles in labour-intensive production tasks and post-harvest 
activities, such as weeding, harvesting, processing and cook-
ing, as well as in household food security. In some cases, the 
role of industry in shaping demand was also highlighted, 
leading to a differentiation between the food market and the 
industrial market.

Additionally, using the G+ Customer Profile Tool, the 
customer segments were described according to such factors 
as the size of the market, market value, average selling price, 
predicted growth (visioning and foresight are key in market-
based approaches) and expected development impacts (e.g. 
poverty alleviation, food security, nutrition, gender equal-
ity and climate mitigation). Together with output generated 
using the G+ Product Profile Query Tool, the G+ Tools thus 
help segment and target market or customer segments, upon 
which product profiles can be designed, taking gender into 

account. For instance, for cassava in Nigeria, the piloting 
team selected a segment consisting of small and medium-
scale farmers and processors (many of whom are women) 
that produce fermented cassava products (e.g. gari and fufu) 
both for home consumption and for marketing in rural and 
urban areas. For sweet potato in Uganda, the piloting team 
targeted a segment consisting of men and women small-
holder farmers producing orange-fleshed and white-fleshed 
sweet potato either for food use (boiled or as flour) or for 
processing (also see Polar et al. 2022). Thus, demand also 
reflected the end use of the product and its processing.

Consequently, the construction of markets and gender 
appears mutually reinforcing: the market provides an ana-
lytical lens through which to delineate gendered customers 
and demand. In turn, including gender as a variable allows 
further micro-segmentation of the market and the potential 
identification of underserved market segments, thus provid-
ing an improved understanding of who the clients are and 
their demands. As a gender specialist put it:

Especially in Africa, women are big decision-makers 
on what is planted, what is eaten, what is utilised at the 
household. (…) So that places women at a very special 
place [in] unlocking this whole demand.

According to literature on the shaping of markets (e.g. 
Callon et al. 2007; Kjellberg and Helgesson 2007; Mac-
Kenzie et al. 2007; Doganova and Eyquem-Renault 2009; 
Doganova and Karnøe 2015; Doganova 2020), devices such 
as the G+ Tools do not only describe but indeed construct 
the market. Thus, through intra-action between the breeding 
teams and the G+ Tools (i.e. Baradian apparatuses), differ-
ential markets are brought into being, consisting of differ-
ent arrangements of intra-acting value chain actors, crops, 
crop traits and products, geographical areas and other vari-
ables, which in turn co-produce demand and gender. This 
is a power-driven and political act, as it implicates moving 
humans and nonhumans from outside to inside the market. 
That which falls outside the market thus becomes “consti-
tuted in terms of its relation to the market—that is, in terms 
of its deficiencies, as the nonmarket, as something defective 
or dead” (Mitchell 2007, p. 248). What happens, then, to 
those human and nonhuman beings and ways of being that 
are part of the nonmarket or whose demand is not consid-
ered homogeneous enough to be considered demand in the 
first place? Or does the inclusion of gender as a variable in 
market segmentation and targeting result in the construction 
of fairer and more just markets and demands?

As expressed by several interlocutors, including gen-
der as a variable or component represents a powerful rhe-
torical resource and politically strategic way of render-
ing gender tangible in a more technical and biophysical 
way, which in turn can help support gender objectives 
in and through crop breeding. In a sense then, similar to 
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observations made by Comaroff and Comaroff (2009) on 
ethnicity, gender is “rendered negotiable by means of the 
abstract instruments of the market” (p. 24). Encourag-
ingly, Polar et al. (2022) note that “[u]sing the G+ tools 
stimulated (…) a demand for deeper gender analysis” (p. 
504). However, when demand and gender are reduced to 
a variable or component, such as sex-disaggregated trait 
and varietal preferences, there is a danger of masking 
the structural, institutional and relational dimensions of 
demand and gender, as addressed further below. Moreover, 
trait and varietal preferences may not fully predict adop-
tion and buying behaviour (e.g. Cairns et al. 2021) nor do 
they necessarily represent meaningful choices and may in 
several cases reflect “a self-subordinating adaptation to 
a restricted choice, to accommodate (…) inferior access 
to labor, capital, farm equipment, seed, fertilizers, pest 
control products and market access” (Polar et al. 2021).

Furthermore, research methods for eliciting demand 
are themselves performative and (re)produce only certain 
aspects of demand (e.g. Law 2009; Law and Ruppert 2013; 
Almekinders et al. 2019). For instance, Almekinders et al. 
(2019) note how “willingness-to-pay studies enable farm-
ers to display the behaviour of a market actor that takes 
rational decisions. (…) They may, for example, not consider 
farmers’ behaviour as employers of landless labourers, as 
parents wanting to teach their children, or as good com-
munity members that feel the obligation to share with and/
or use seeds”. Many of the behaviours that Almekinders 
et al. (2019) describe are likely shaped by intersectional gen-
der norms and relations. Thus, when defined according to 
expressed preferences and needs generated using methods 
that provide only partial perspectives, we gain only a lim-
ited understanding of what constitutes demand, including its 
gendered nature. Consequently, this may render other needs 
less visible, including the need for relational, collective and 
structural change.

Additionally, gender is just one of many factors used to 
define the market and demand. Our own and others’ obser-
vations indicate that the definition of market segments in 
the CGIAR has thus far been geared towards agroecologi-
cal zones and agronomic factors. For instance, Cobb et al. 
(2019) note how “social science teams at institutions such 
as CGIAR centers have developed protocols for assigning 
relative values to traits in interactions with particular sub-
sets of farmers, but this has rarely carried through to the 
design of formal product profiles”. These findings indicate 
that, despite multidisciplinary breeding teams being a key 
principle in market-based approaches, much of the decision-
making power remains in the hands of the crop breeders, 
which in turn render the work of gender specialists, and the 
gender specialists themselves, less visible. A participant 
at the EiB Virtual Meeting in 2020 observed a discussion 

taking place in the digital chat, which told of the EiB’s lack 
of engagement with social scientists:

I think the point has come up in the chat a couple of 
times regarding the role of social scientists [and] get-
ting help from social science teams in both character-
ising market segment and designing product profiles, 
and we know that EiB has [inaudible] no capacity in 
that area.

However, due to the increasing role they play in inter-
national development, donors are likely to have a greater 
impact on the choice of market segments and product profile 
design than crop breeders (e.g. Pingali et al. 2012, 2016; 
Richey and Ponte 2014; Haydon et al. 2021). As a crop 
breeder put it: “behind the scenes, everything is driven by 
the donors. So, they tell you: ‘we have money to do drought’. 
You cannot tell them: ‘no, no, no, we cannot do drought 
because nutrition is the biggest problem’. They won’t listen 
to you. You lose the money”. Indeed, almost every respond-
ent we talked to argued or agreed that private sector donors, 
notably the Gates Foundation, were the major drivers of both 
the gender agenda and market-based turn in the CGIAR. 
In other words, through the lens of knowledge politics, we 
see how institutional and disciplinary power dynamics situ-
ate groups of human actors, many of whom have diverging 
interests and values, differently in the broader system of crop 
breeding organisations. This renders particular actors, nota-
bly crop breeders and donors, more ‘powerful’ and strategi-
cally positioned in market design and construction. Thus, 
the question of whose demand is intimately connected to the 
question of who demands.

Donors may or may not favour market segments that 
include defined gender objectives, depending on whether 
these are perceived to have the highest achievable impact and 
how impact is measured and valued. Other factors such as 
the level of poverty, the size of the market, the market value, 
the number of farmers and predicted growth may come to 
outweigh gender objectives (although these are not mutually 
exclusive). Notably, a gender specialist shared a story of 
when she had been told by a donor representative that what 
was most critical was the market and the economics at play, 
and that “we can get it without gender, but with gender it 
sounds nice”. This may suggest that gender commitments 
are, at times, mostly tokenistic and an act of lip service. As 
an interlocutor observed: “[T]he Gates programme officers 
that I know, mostly haven’t taken gender very seriously”.

These comments raise important questions about what 
will, in fact, be considered ‘valuable’ within a market-
based framework to crop breeding. As argued by Doganova 
(2020), the broader question of “what is the value of (…)?” 
is “increasingly addressed in the language of quantifica-
tion and economic calculation” (p. 256). Tellingly, there 
are increasing efforts in the CGIAR to generate market 
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intelligence that allows economic values to be assigned to 
different crop traits. Among others, several CGIAR breeding 
programmes, some with financial support from the EiB, have 
carried out projects in cooperation with the private company 
AbacusBio (e.g. Ibabao 2019; Teeken et al. 2021; Balogun 
et al. 2022). AbacusBio uses a software called 1000Minds, 
which is based on conjoint analysis that ‘forces’ surveyed 
value chain actors to make trait-by-trait trade-offs, where 
each trait has a quantitative value (Balogun et al. 2022). 
The output of the survey “provides insights into segmenta-
tion of the population (…) [and] also informs derivation of 
economic values that can be employed by breeders in mak-
ing selection decisions” (Balogun et al. 2022). Thus, we can 
conceptualise the 1000Minds software as also representing 
a Baradian apparatus.

However, attaching monetary values to the social func-
tions of crops has proven difficult, as expressed by a crop 
breeder:

We hear this in cassava for example, in-ground stor-
ability, how long something can stay in the ground 
after it has matured. You can’t put a dollar value on 
that because the reason for that is its flexibility and 
harvest. It is a food security function. (…) So, try to 
define a market around that or put a value on that... I 
mean, good luck! I don’t even know how you can. So, 
we are struggling with that a little bit and re-defining 
what a market means is. (...) Because otherwise we are 
not going to get out of that same rut of yield. Because 
yield means more profit, right, you can’t argue with 
that. There is a dollar value very heavily attached to 
that.

Thus, some interlocutors expressed concerns about what 
would happen to crops and crop characteristics, trait and 
products less strongly tied to markets and economic valua-
tion. As a gender specialist expressed it: “My worry though 
is, like, the big funders of breeding research are very, very 
interested in the market-based breeding. And so, over time, 
you’ll find that the breeding for these nonmarket-oriented 
varieties become a bit of a challenge”. They further pointed 
out that many women smallholders are customarily in charge 
of nonmarket-oriented varieties, which often constitute sub-
sistence or food security crops. In contrast, crops such as 
maize were described by an agricultural economist as “one 
of the business-wise most interesting crops. It’s bulky, it is 
cultivated everywhere, and they can buy it every year [in 
the case of hybrid varieties]. So, seed companies have a real 
interest in growing maize. Unlike if you grow sorghum; as a 
company, that is not really a money-maker”. What is articu-
lated here is a recognition of the fundamentally important 
role that the crops and their characteristics play in shaping 
agricultural development.

The ways in which the traits of, for example, cassava 
and maize have primed for very different agricultural, and 
therefore societal, trajectories have long been recognised 
by agrarian scholars and environmental historians (e.g. 
McCann 2007; Scott 2009, 2017). Contemporary studies 
of the same crops have shown that also today their charac-
teristics may both promote or inhibit enrolment in market 
relations (e.g. Fischer 2022; Roman and Westengen 2022). 
Fischer (2022) uses the concept of intra-action to describe 
how the properties of maize intra-act “with local ecologies 
and farm practices as well as with markets and policies”. 
Moreover, crops are also implicated in the performance 
of gender (e.g. Tapia and De la Torre 1998; Fritz 1999; 
Howard 2003; Padmanabhan 2007). For instance, Amadi-
ume (1987) and Korieh (2007, 2010) show how yam and 
cassava have been a defining feature of male and female 
identity in Nigeria, respectively. Thus, we have to, as 
Catriona Sandilands argues when discussing the feminist 
vegetal turn, “look at the specific, material ways in which 
particular people have relations with particular plants in 
particular moments, both as these relations may serve the 
interests of heteropatriarchal capitalism and as they might 
offer sites of resistance” (Cielemęcka and Szczygielska 
2019).

However, upon questioning, a crop breeder from 
the DLB group was quick to argue that market-based 
approaches would leave no trait behind:

Almost any trait has economic value. If somebody 
values it, that is a market. [...] If somebody likes it, 
that is a market. Everything has a market! What may 
differ is the size of that market. What you may say is 
that there are niche markets and there are bigger mar-
kets. There are winning traits and must-have traits. 
[...] So this is why I find it completely encompassing.

This is reminiscent of Donna Haraway’s ‘gene fet-
ishism’ (building on Marx’s ‘commodity fetishism’), 
where genes themselves are seen as the source of value 
(Haraway 1997). “This kind of gene fetishism”, Haraway 
(1997) argues, “rests on the denial and disavowal of all 
the natural-social articulations and agentic relationships 
among researchers, farmers, factory workers, patients, 
policy-makers, molecules, model organisms, machines, 
forests, seeds, financial instruments, computers, and much 
else that bring ‘genes’ into material-semiotic being" (p. 
143). Similarly, the kind of ‘trait fetishism’ (which is fun-
damentally a type of gene fetishism) we have observed 
in market-based approaches to demand-led and gender-
responsive crop breeding may have the effect of conceal-
ing the human-nonhuman intra-actions and the knowledge 
politics involved in bringing traits into being or indeed 
render some traits (and their underlying relational arrange-
ments and politics) less visible, notably those considered 



92	 I. A. Tarjem et al.

1 3

less economically valuable or for which it is challenging 
to determine a monetary value.

Gender and the market as a normative agenda

Ideologically, the market was seen by proponents of mar-
ket-based approaches as a way to transform ‘traditional’, 
subsistence-based livelihoods of resource-poor, small-scale 
farmers. Firmly situated within the neoliberal project, a crop 
breeder involved in the DLB group expressed: “we want to 
transform farmers livelihood mainly with income genera-
tion”; while another argued that “you don’t have to grow 
something because you eat it. No, it is because it has a mar-
ket. Once you have the money, you can decide what to eat”. 
Moreover, the market and market-based approaches were 
portrayed as equitable, fair and self-sustaining, as exempli-
fied by a statement by a crop breeder of the DLB group:

The more you do business-oriented breeding, the more 
it helps everybody. (…) It does not disadvantage any 
group. (…) It doesn’t matter whether you are a man or 
woman. Anybody can do business.

Indicative of the conflated relationship between the neo-
liberal project and the gender agenda, this and similar state-
ments further echoed a perception of women as entrepre-
neurial, business savvy and “pretty competitive. (…) just 
go downtown [to the marketplace] and you’ll see”, as one 
interlocutor said. Such a perception also aligns with a nor-
mative perspective where individuals are expected “to take 
care of themselves and operate successfully under compe-
tition” (Altan-Olcay 2015; also see Rankin 2010). High-
lighting such characteristics can be seen as moving beyond 
(albeit not fully replacing) traditional and more degrading 
conceptions of ‘third world women’ as “helpless beggars” 
(Bajde 2013) and “suffering victims” (Valencia-Fourcans 
and Hawkins 2016) who lack agency and become passive 
recipients of development (e.g. Mohanty 1984; Spivak 
1988; Peterson 2010; Wilson 2011). As a gender specialist 
expressed when talking about African women agri-business 
owners:

[Let’s] not paint a black tone picture [of] a woman with 
a [hand] hoe, you know, struggling there with a torn 
kitenge (…). Look, they are providing employment! 
Look, they have overcome so many barriers for them 
to be where they are!

Constructing women in this way shares parallels also 
to neoliberal and normative arguments for efficiency. As 
touched upon, market-based approaches more broadly are 
framed as a way to increase the efficiency and effective-
ness of crop breeding in terms of, most notably, higher vari-
etal adoption and turnover rates and, as a result, enhanced 
development impacts and thus returns on donor investments. 

More specifically, market-based approaches also tap into the 
“efficiency argument for gender equality”, which is strongly 
related to the “business case for gender equality” and “gen-
der as smart economics” (e.g. World Bank 2006, 2012; 
Chant and Sweetman 2012; Roberts and Soederberg 2012; 
Berik 2017), thus further demonstrating the conflation of the 
neoliberal project and the gender agenda.

With a legacy dating back to the Women and Develop-
ment paradigm of the 1970s (Chant and Sweetman 2012), 
the efficiency argument holds that reducing gender inequal-
ity and investing in women result in more effective corpo-
rate performance, higher economic growth and improved 
development outcomes. Women are often portrayed as more 
efficient and responsible than their male counterparts (e.g. 
for child health, nutrition and education) (e.g. Lyon et al. 
2019; Prügl and Joshi 2021), but prevented from reaching 
their full, ‘untapped’ potential due to gender inequalities in, 
among others, access to productive resources and markets 
(e.g. FAO 2011). Thus, by integrating women more tightly 
into the market, market-based approaches are also framed 
as a way to contribute to gender equality and women’s 
empowerment.

Doss (2017, 2018), however, draws attention to how the 
conceptual thinking and empirical basis for women‐focused 
agricultural development have yet to be well developed (also 
see e.g. O’Laughlin 2007; Anderson et al. 2021). Gengen-
bach et al. (2018) further note how the assumption that 
“simply incorporating women farmers into agricultural 
value chains will boost rural incomes and food security” 
is problematic as it tends to ignore “varied axes of differ-
entiation among rural women” (Gengenbach et al. 2018). 
For instance, access to well-functioning markets, market 
information and bargaining power during market exchanges 
can be highly structured according to intersectional gender 
norms and relations (World Bank et al. 2009). Thus, while 
place and time-specific nuances exist (e.g. Forsythe et al. 
2015, 2016; Quisumbing et al. 2015; Orr et al. 2016; Rous-
seau et al. 2019; Crossland et al. 2021), several studies have 
shown that the introduction of new crop varieties and shifts 
in markets and on-farm practices can enhance men’s con-
trol over crops and decision-making at the cost of female 
disenfranchisement and drudgery, particularly when food 
and subsistence crops become commercialised (e.g. Carney 
and Watts 1990, 1991; Sorensen 1996; Dolan 2001; Njuki 
et al. 2011; Fischer and Qaim 2012; Kent 2018; Tavenner 
et al. 2019; Dzanku et al. 2021). Thus, a gender specialist 
expressed her concern about the attention afforded to com-
mercialisation in the CGIAR:

[A] lot of the work that we do is about commercialisa-
tion. And I find that quite problematic for two reasons: 
because commercialisation I think is very gendered, 
and two, because I don’t think necessarily everybody 
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wants to go for commercialisation. (…) I think when 
you go into commercialisation then (…) suddenly you 
change the division of labour and the benefits. And 
then there is probably the question also for those who 
are interested in commercialisation [but] can’t actually 
get there.

In other words, the evidence base supporting market-
based approaches to gender equality and women’s empow-
erment remains poor (Gengenbach et al. 2018). Further-
more, the efficiency argument for gender equality has been 
strongly criticised by feminist scholars for defining agency 
and empowerment as an exercise of individual choice and 
preference and in terms of efficiency, productivity, market 
participation and acquisition of assets. They argue that such 
a narrow definition may undermine structural, relational and 
collective dimensions of agency and gender and strengthen 
rather than challenge patriarchal and capitalist institutions 
of power (e.g. Lewis 2001; Wilson 2011, 2015; Chant and 
Sweetman 2012; Roberts and Soederberg 2012; Cornwall 
and Rivas 2015; Collins 2016; Esquivel 2017; Haydon et al. 
2021).

However, as noted by Ferguson (2015), there is currently 
little funding outside of the “business case for gender equal-
ity” framework, which means that gender experts often “end 
up speaking in this language and preparing reports, speeches 
and presentations that reinforce the embedding of a narrow 
and problematic vision of gender equality”. Indeed, the 
efficiency argument has become highly advocated by pri-
vate sector donors, including the Gates Foundation (Gates 
Foundation 2008, 2012, n.d.; Gates 2014, 2019; Fejerskov 
2017, 2018; Farhall and Rickards 2021). For instance, in 
their orientation document on “Creating gender-responsive 
agricultural development programs”, women are framed 
as instrumental to the success of the foundation, includ-
ing for the adoption of agricultural technologies (e.g. crop 
varieties) and for increasing agricultural production (Gates 
Foundation 2012). Furthermore, published in 2018, the first 
foundation-wide gender strategy focuses on women’s eco-
nomic empowerment (Gates Foundation n.d).

Thus, when the market is promoted as a normative agenda 
entailing a set of neoliberal values, such as individualism, 
effectiveness and competition, according to which demand, 
gender equality and empowerment become defined, it may 
contribute to changing the “perceptions of individual worth 
or value, away from an inherent humanness or collection 
of basic rights, and towards consideration of what they 
[women] can contribute economically” (Haydon et al. 2021). 
Thus, while the market as a normative agenda may bring the 
individualised demand of the ‘entrepreneurial woman’ to the 
fore, many questions remain about the potential of market-
based approaches to respond to demand for socially just 
change at the collective and structural level. Furthermore, 

what may the implications be when gender equality and 
women’s empowerment come to hinge on the uncertainty 
of the market and the commercial success of crop commodi-
ties and produce?

Conclusion

Market-based approaches have become a prominent mean 
to contribute to more demand-led and gender-responsive 
crop breeding. This is evident from initiatives and high-
level organisational commitments and innovations in the 
CGIAR, including the conceptual and methodological 
frameworks and tools developed by the Excellence in 
Breeding (EiB) Platform and the Gender and Breeding 
Initiative (GBI). However, despite the now frequent use 
of the term market in crop breeding discourses, little criti-
cal attention has been paid to the meaning of this concept 
and its co-construction with demand and gender, includ-
ing in relation to societal development objectives. Using 
a combination of perspectives from political agronomy 
and feminist STS, we sought to unpack these concepts 
and their mutual shaping, with the aim of contributing to 
the understanding of how gender-responsive demand is 
constructed in development-oriented crop breeding. By 
putting these two scholarly streams into conversation, we 
gain a richer empirical and theoretical understanding of 
the co-construction of markets, demand and gender.

Conceiving of the market as an ongoing, relational per-
formance consisting of intra-acting discourses, practices 
and human and nonhuman actors enables an understanding 
of how the market, demand and gender take on different 
shapes, meanings and outcomes in co-constructed ways, 
including in ways where the market discourse often comes 
to dominate. Political agronomy helps foreground the 
human actors, institutional settings and broader narratives 
and discourses. In particular, through the lens of knowl-
edge politics, we saw how disciplinary and institutional 
power dynamics situate crop breeders and donors in espe-
cially powerful and strategic positions in market design 
and construction. Additionally, the contested agronomy 
argument helped situate and contextualise market-based 
approaches, especially as they relate to the neoliberal pro-
ject and the participation and gender agendas. Feminist 
STS, in turn, in this case using a Baradian framework, 
allowed us to expand the analytical lens to include materi-
ality and nonhuman actors, including the performative role 
of the G+ Tools, the 1000Minds software, research meth-
ods and crops in the co-construction of markets, demand 
and gender. Accordingly, feminist STS can complement 
the cultural and discursive analysis of political agronomy, 
taking gender into account beyond a mere nod to its impor-
tance. Furthermore, feminist perspectives draw into sharp 
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relief the question of who and what become included and 
excluded as markets are constructed, determining whose 
demand comes to matter.

We found that the market in one sense simply means 
utilising the socioeconomic institution, the marketplace, 
as a solicitor of demand. In the marketplace, gender tends 
to be reduced to a variable used to constitute market seg-
ments. Including gender as a variable or component rep-
resents a politically strategic way of rendering gender 
tangible in a more technical, biophysical and integrative 
sense, which in turn can help support gender objectives in 
and through crop breeding. However, such an integrative 
component approach may mask the complexity, relation-
ality and institutional and structural dimensions of gen-
der and thus limit our understanding of what constitutes 
demand. Furthermore, in being one variable among many 
according to which markets and demands are defined and 
targeted, and where crop breeders and donors hold much 
of decision-making power relative to gender specialists, 
gender appears to take a backseat.

The market-based understanding of gender thus becomes 
political. As a normative agenda, the market represents a 
way to transform ‘traditional’, subsistence-based livelihoods 
of resource-poor, small-scale farmers in ways considered 
fair, equitable and sustainable. Gender and demand are 
framed in neoliberal agential terms, with women constructed 
as competitive, business savvy, entrepreneurial, responsible 
and efficient, which in many ways casts women and their 
agency in more empowering ways. However, there is cur-
rently little evidence supporting market-based approaches to 
gender equality and women’s empowerment in agriculture. 
Indeed, such claims remain problematic as intersectional 
gender norms and power relations often shape access to 
markets and information, as well as bargaining and buying 
power. Furthermore, defining agency and empowerment in 
terms of individualism, efficiency and market access may 
undermine, as above, the relational, collective and struc-
tural aspects of agency and gender and strengthen rather than 
challenge patriarchal and capitalist interests and institutions 
of power.

Across the continuum from socioeconomic institution 
to normative agenda, the market is pivotal in the creation 
of an economic and ideological framework through which 
people, crops and crop products, traits and characteristics 
are afforded value. This further gives rise to a form of trait 
fetishism that may conceal the human and nonhuman intra-
actions and the knowledge politics that bring traits into 
being, while rendering some traits less visible. Indeed, the 
analysis revealed how humans and nonhumans that do not 
readily fall within the narrow confines of such a framework 
may stand in danger of being excluded; as being part of a 
‘deficient’, ‘defective’ or even ‘dead’ nonmarket. In other 
words, the market creates insiders and outsider, inclusions 

and exclusions. Thus, it matters which markets are made, by 
whom and how, which in turn shape whose demand comes 
to matter. These are considerations that should be at the 
forefront as market-based approaches to crop breeding for 
development are being developed and promoted, including 
in relation to gender equality and other social development 
objectives.

The article contributes to political agronomy and femi-
nist STS by empirically investigating the co-construction of 
markets, demand and gender in crop breeding for develop-
ment, which remains an underexplored topic in both fields. 
Additionally, we argue that gender needs to be added as a 
fourth agenda to the contested agronomy argument, and that 
doing so allows us to better contextualise and evaluate new 
market-based approaches. We further assert that political 
agronomy can benefit from taking feminist STS analysis of 
materiality and nonhumans seriously, among others because 
they are sites of human and material resistance to ideologi-
cally driven constructions of markets, demand and gender. 
Given the centrality of gender in farming systems and agri-
cultural knowledge production and technological innovation, 
the gender agenda and feminist analysis have the potential 
for broader applications in political agronomy. As such, this 
article contributes towards advancing a feminist political 
agronomy.
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