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Abstract

This response engages Chen et al.’s (2025) intervention into our planetary rural geographies framework,
which rethinks rural-urban relations through material and more-than-human agencies. We welcome their
emphasis on infrastructure’s role, particularly in China’s rural construction movement. Extending this, we
highlight how materials — chemicals, soils, atmospheric elements — shape uneven planetary transforma-
tions. Drawing from metabolic politics and critical agrarian studies, we trace how earthly substances
entangle rural assemblages in toxicity, dispossession, and ecological crisis. While rural revitalisation
proliferates globally, we caution against anthropocentric models that reproduce harm. Instead, we call
for ethics of care rooted in human-nonhuman reciprocity, land stewardship, and intergenerational solidar-
ity — advancing the planetary rural geographies agenda through attention to more-than-human entangle-
ments and shared planetary responsibilities.
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Introduction materials — chemicals, soils, water, rocks, and
atmospheric elements — in shaping rural-urban

We are very grateful to Chen et al. (2025) for their entanglements. This perspective foregrounds how
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planetary ruralisation and urbanisation processes are
materially constituted, often producing uneven
transformations across both the Global North and
South.

While we recognise revitalisation efforts aimed
at addressing planetary rural crises, we caution
that projects guided by anthropocentric logics risk
undermining both peasant livelilhoods and
more-than-human life. We advocate for an ethics
of care grounded in reciprocity, stewardship, and
intergenerational solidarity, attentive to planetary
responsibilities and material agencies. Through
this dialogue, we seek to deepen and extend the ana-
lytical and ethical horizons of the planetary rural
geographies framework.

Bouncing off Chen et al. (1): Thinking
through infrastructure

Building on recent work in critical infrastructure
studies, Chen et al. (2025) argue that China’s rural
construction movement (RCM) aims to expand
infrastructure and address rural-urban inequalities.
Yet, these efforts often reconfigure rural spaces
into sites of crisis, unfolding amidst broader planet-
ary processes of rural depopulation, land abandon-
ment, and ecological degradation (Feng et al.,
2025; Shattuck et al., 2023; Vorbrugg, 2025).
These socio-ecological crises, deeply entangled
with global circuits of capital and governance,
have prompted varied interventions from state and
non-state actors.

China’s rural revitalisation is part of a broader
global trend, seen in initiatives such as the EU’s
LEADER programme (Shucksmith et al., 2021),
Japan’s mura okoshi undo (Hisano et al., 2018),
South Korea’s Saemaul Undong (Sonn and Gimm,
2013), and Thailand’s One Tambon, One Product
initiative.

Despite differing in form, these programmes
share a vision of the rural as distinct from urban
and under threat from planetary urbanisation. They
involve redistributing resources (Xin and Deng,
2025), facilitating counter-urbanisation (Bosworth
and Finke, 2020; Stockdale, 1992), and reshaping
rural materialities and temporalities (Chen et al.,

2025). In line with our planetary rural geographies
approach, we caution that revitalisation projects —
though framed as solutions — often embody
anthropocentric logics and can become new sources
of crisis. These interventions must be examined
through more-than-human entanglements involving
plants, animals, microbes, soils, chemicals, and
atmospheric processes. We argue that rural trans-
formation is not just social or economic, but also
ecological and ontological.

Furthermore, Chen et al.’s (2025) focus on infra-
structure helpfully elaborates a dimension of planet-
ary rural geographies that we touched on lightly in
our original paper — the fundamental function of
infrastructural technologies and networks in assem-
bling and enacting the planetary rural. Their call for
comparative studies of rural infrastructural geog-
raphies can provide insights into global unevenness
from a more pluralist, non-western-centric perspec-
tive. However, while Chen et al. note that ‘infra-
structures can cause power to bring various human
and non-human actors into intimate conversation
with one another’, like other studies they treat
China’s rural construction movement as a human-
driven political project in which infrastructure is
both a tool and an outcome (Liu et al., 2020;
Long, 2020; Xin and Gallent, 2024).

Fully following our planetary rural geographies
approach, we challenge Chen et al. to think further
about the vibrant materialities (Bennett, 2010) of
China’s rural infrastructure and the more-than-
human agency produced through these. What
happens when the vibrant materialities of rural
infrastructure enact outcomes that escape the inten-
tions of state policy? What happens when infrastruc-
tures fail? More than just a socio-economic
programme, China’s RCM should be viewed as a
struggle to harness and form alliances with lively
non-human elements from soil to water to seed to
solar energy.

Furthermore, the agency emanating from China’s
rural infrastructure has affects far beyond the imme-
diate locality. The rapid expansion of renewable
energy infrastructure in rural China, for instance,
has truly global impacts, giving hope in the context
of the climate crisis. At the same time, technologies
employed in this infrastructure are dependent on
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supply chains for rare earths and metals that link
back to rural mines in Africa, South America,
Europe, and Australia, often at a cost to the local
environment (Barbesgaard and Whitmore, 2024;
Deberdt and DiCarlo, 2024; Mechan et al., 2025).
Interrogating infrastructural geographies can illu-
minate the tension we identified between hope and
crisis in the planetary rural.

Bouncing off Chen et al. (2): Material
agency and metabolic politics

While we welcome Chen et al.’s (2025) attention to
material agency, the planetary rural geographies
framework emphasises how planetary materialities
shape rural-urban dynamics. Land consolidation
and agricultural industrialisation - intertwined
with the use of fertilisers, pesticides, and agrochem-
icals — contribute to land dispossession, soil and
groundwater degradation, biodiversity loss, novel
zoonotic and plant diseases, and environmental tox-
icity (Barua, 2025; Guthman, 2019;
Krzywoszynska, = 2019;  Landecker, 2019).
Responding to Chen et al.’s focus on infrastructure,
we explore how material agency reconfigures rural
assemblages.

Recent work on metabolic politics helps trace the
transformations wrought by rural industrialisation,
especially in livestock systems. Departing from
classical Marxian metabolism, this scholarship
highlights how shifts in biochemical flows destabil-
ise rural-urban relations (Barua, 2025). Landecker
(2019) shows how industrial waste like arsenic
and antibiotics — once pollutants — became repur-
posed as animal feed, mobilising animals’ metabo-
lisms to manage surplus while spreading toxicity
across ecosystems. For instance, arsenical drugs
introduced in 1944 to combat parasites in poultry
enabled indoor farming but introduced hazardous
compounds — roxarsone, arsanilic acid — into food
and soil. These were eventually banned in the U.S.
due to health concerns (Nachman et al., 2017).
Similarly, in China, industrialised pig farming has
contaminated rural soils with heavy metals and anti-
biotics (Wang et al.,, 2024; Zhang et al., 2022).
Tracing these circulations reveals how biochemical

transformations sustain rural-urban inequality and
power asymmetries across space and time (cf.
Chen et al., 2025).

Long before current revitalisation trends, margin-
alised communities in the Global South faced
anthropocentric development interventions. Since
the 1950s, Bangladesh has hosted experimental
rural projects, including climate adaptation initia-
tives (Dewan, 2021; Paprocki, 2021). Historically,
monsoonal floods supported agriculture, but 1960s
donor-funded ‘flood protection’ schemes raised riv-
erbeds and increased flood vulnerability. Activists
also criticised shrimp aquaculture — promoted by
aid agencies — for weakening embankments and
enabling land dispossession. In India, Green
Revolution farming brought similar disruptions. In
Madhya Pradesh, the 1990s soybean boom elimi-
nated monsoon fallows, disrupted aquifer recharge,
and increased farmers’ exposure to market and cli-
mate shocks (Jodhka, 2021; Shattuck et al., 2023).

Bouncing off Chen et al. (3):
Planetary futures of care and hope

In their commentary, Chen et al. (2025) draw on our
conceptualisation of planetary rural geographies as
spaces of crisis, conflict, and hope to position
China’s RCM as nourishing rural hope. At one
level, this is correct. China’s rural revitalisation pol-
icies have been a tremendously hopeful develop-
ment, dramatically reducing rural poverty, slowing
rapid urbanisation and its ecological consequences,
and creating a viable rural future for millions of peo-
ple. The impacts of the programme have been
planetary in scope and, as we noted earlier, it is par-
alleled by similar initiatives for rural regeneration
across the world.

However, rural construction in China and its
equivalent initiatives elsewhere are nonetheless pol-
itical programmes that have been conceived for and
around human constituencies. We remain deeply
concerned about rural revitalisation projects that
are shaped by anthropocentric logics and closely
tied to processes such as land consolidation and
the industrialisation of agriculture. In contrast,
planetary rural geographies calls for multispecies
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justice rooted in care: sustaining rural-urban kinship
networks (Rigg et al., 2018), ethical obligations to
nonhuman others (Kallio and LaFleur, 2023), and
multispecies justice (Celermajer et al., 2021).

As Haraway (2016) reminds us, ‘staying with the
trouble’ means embracing our entanglements with
place, matter, and time — not just securing future
safety. One compelling example is the Japanese
Satoyama  revitalisation =~ movement,  which
re-imagines humans as co-creators of the landscape
alongside pines, matsutake mushrooms, and other
species — woven into the ecosystem as part of, rather
than apart from, nature. We welcome Chen et al.’s
contribution to advancing the planetary rural geog-
raphies research agenda through their engagement
with rural revitalisation and infrastructure, and their
suggestion for global comparative analyses to exam-
ine these planetary relations. In support of this argu-
ment, we underscore here a growing urgency for this
further research to move beyond anthropocentric
models of  revitalisation and toward
more-than-human frameworks of care.
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