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chapter 1

Framing African Development – Challenging 
Concepts

Kjell Havnevik1

Over time, the African continent has been framed by concepts that relate to its 
development, with some more comprehensive than others. The concepts were 
initially created outside the continent, primarily in Western institutions and 
agencies, and sought to describe and understand Africa, but also to legitimize 
external interventions driven by religious, military, political, economic, exploit-
ative and altruistic motives.

The concepts addressed in this book capture four themes that represent 
central aspects of the West’s framing of African development: (i) the concept 
of the “other”, addressing the question of culture and representation in the 
context of development, (ii) the concept of poverty and how to address it, i.e. 
the empowerment and livelihood concepts, (iii) concepts addressing dis-
placement and comprising the concept of primitive accumulation, and (iv) 
concepts relating to food security and food sovereignty that connect to agri-
cultural production-, sustainability-, rights- and power issues.

In order to challenge the concepts selected and relating to the framing of 
African development, we find it necessary to understand their logic and the 
underlying process of their construction. In brief, to challenge the concepts 
mentioned above necessarily implies reflecting on the ways in which we in the 
West have historically developed our narratives in the social, economic, tech-
nological and cultural fields. This leads us to a critical analysis of the Western 
vision of Africa, its development and people.

 Addressing the Logic and the Underlying Process  
of Construction of the Concepts

Reflecting on the mythification of optical technology, we find that its develop-
ment could serve as a metaphor or a departure point to understand how 

1 I am grateful for comments to this introductory chapter, in particular regarding the example 
of the construction of the Western visual technology to Edyala Lima de Iglesias. I am also 
thankful to Deborah Bryceson for comments to this version of the chapter and to Mats 
Hårsmar, Terje Oestigaard and Clive Liddiard for comments to earlier versions.
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Western civilization has built up some concepts to make them to be perceived 
as the significant of “real”, of “true” and of “universal”. As we know, within 
Western civilization the duality “reality” and “truth” operates as if it was “natu-
ral”: what our eyes see is perceived to be “real” and therefore represents “truth” 
(Barthes 1972).

To point out some aspects of the Western narrative logic that interests us, 
we chose the historical period of the Renaissance, characterized by the advent 
of the camera obscura2 and of perspectiva artificialis3 as well as the emergence 
of the Cartesian subject (Grosholz 1991). The construction of this Western 
“look” interests us less as a technical device per se, and more on account of its 
consequences in the structuring of a logic and a perspective that reflect 
Western cultural values and visions. The images produced by this strictly codi-
fied perspective, or frame, were considered a physiological reproduction of 
what the human eye could “naturally” see, therefore approaching “representa-
tion” of “reality”, naturalizing an ideological perspective – making believe that 
the image really reproduces what the human eye “naturally” captures.

This ideological aspect of the technology used in the manufacture of photo-
graphic and cinematographic cameras reveals the maintenance of the param-
eters and codes of the specular vision defined by the Renaissance. In a way, 
from the camera obscura through the optical engineering applied to photo-
graphic, cinematographic and tv lenses, right up to digital technology, the axis 
of visual technological development reveals the Western ambition to attain 
the most “exact” representation of reality. In fact, the technology present in the 
camera lenses of today obeys the principles already existing in the technique 
used by many painters of the Renaissance, giving continuity to a certain way of 
constructing “reality” – of “seeing” the world and identifying it with a “neutral” 
and “scientific” vision of the world – although in fact it is generated by 
culture.

The central point (the eye-subject) constructed by the perspectiva artificia-
lis corresponds to the place that Western, white, Christian Man has assigned to 
himself. He is not only “the centre”, but also the origin of all sense – a sort of 

2 Latin expression that signifies “dark chamber” – the basis for the modern photographic cam-
era. The camera obscura meant the existence of a device that mechanically reproduces the 
perspective from a central point, as the way “man sees the world”. It appears that a number 
of artists during the 17th and 18th centuries secretly employed the technique in order to draft 
with “photographic” precision landscapes, nature and portraits. See Lacorre (2010).

3 A technique in which the current Western system of representation has its origin. The perspec-
tiva artificialis is meant to create the impression of a third dimension in the two-dimensional 
frame of a painting or a photograph.
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transcendent consciousness of the world. From his narcissistic perspective, 
the world is envisaged as “an object”, and is reduced to the status of a mirror, 
reflecting his own myths and traditions (see also Oestigaard, Chapter 2). In the 
history of the development of this technology, it is undeniable that one of the 
ambitions of Western civilization has been to guarantee the status of “reality” 
for its images, representations and narratives, and to relate this perspective to 
a “universal truth” (Comolli 1971–72). It is thus no mere chance that camera 
lenses are also known as “objectives” – identifying the technique with a “neu-
tral” and a “scientific” vision of the world.

To round off this example, those with experience of photography will know 
that lenses are not designed to reproduce black and white subjects with the 
same sharpness: a black subject requires a different set of lighting for its fea-
tures to be reproduced clearly. In other words, we should avoid universalizing 
our technical, scientific and cultural developments as if they could be applied 
to other cultures without critical reflection. In our opinion, this “naturaliza-
tion” of Western values and perspectives needs to be discussed and understood 
more deeply in order to avoid the error of reducing other cultures to a mirror 
image of our own ideas, needs and concerns.

We hope that the logic revealed by this example4 – construction of the 
visual technology – will help us to perceive and to explain the process under-
lying the mythification of Western notions present in other fields of knowl-
edge. In challenging these Western perspectives and narratives, the chapters 
of this book aim to open a discussion surrounding the origin of some concepts 
used to frame African development, their evolution over time, and their use-
fulness and relevance for understanding and describing the continental reali-
ties. We hope that such a discussion may also lead to improvements in policy 
prescriptions and assistance interventions that aim to support African 
development.

 The Background and Process Leading to Challenging  
of the Concepts

The challenge taken up by the authors of this book is undoubtedly consider-
able, since – with one exception – all the authors grew up in Western cultural 
contexts, and all of them subsequently studied at Western, primarily Nordic, 

4 Although the example is presented only briefly, it allows us to perceive the logic underlying 
the construction of some Westerne concepts of “the other”. For a further discussion of this 
issue, see Lima de Iglesias 2014.
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universities. In the course of their research careers, the authors have conducted 
field work in one or more African countries, often in cooperation with African 
universities and researchers. Some of the authors have also worked for African 
public institutions and universities. Many of them also gained insights into the 
workings of international institutions and aid donor activities through their 
studies of the policies and strategies of such institutions, which have primarily 
sought to develop Africa.

These experiences have given the contributing authors knowledge of the 
use of central Western concepts in the framing of African development to 
explain and understand African societal realities. By engaging with these 
Western concepts, the primary aim is not to reveal their weaknesses, but rather 
to assess their relevance: they are regarded as a point of departure for the 
authors’ own research activities. The challenges to the central Western con-
cepts is thus most often based on an analysis of the mainstream Western defi-
nition of the concept, which then is confronted with the authors’ experiences 
in the field.

From this confrontation (or juxtaposition), many of the authors try to inte-
grate or merge the Western concept with the new knowledge and insights, so 
as to create new ways of seeing and understanding African development. This 
process has also led some of the authors to contribute to the adoption or cre-
ation of new concepts that can better capture the conditions and dynamic 
processes that relate to African development. Improvements in the Western 
concepts used to frame African development have, of course, also been pre-
sented by researchers from Africa and other continents. Their contributions 
are documented in various chapters of this book.

 The Urgency of the Critical Inquiry – Africa Opening up: Can  
the Continent Embark on a Sustainable Development Path?

We believe that our critical inquiry into the central concepts used to frame 
African development is urgent, both because of the intensification over the 
last decades of the relationships between Africa and the world, and because of 
Africa’s problem to embark on a sustainable development path based on sub-
stantial democracy (Bangura 1992, 2011, Mkandawire 2001 and Rudebeck 2015). 
In the case of the latter point, this has occurred in spite that Africa since the 
early 1960s has received considerable development assistance and advice from 
the West – i.e. the institutions that it dominates, for example the International 
Monetary Fund (imf) and the World Bank, donor agencies and non-governmental 
organizations.
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Poverty reduction has been the primary focus of Western development 
assistance to Africa from the 1970s (first the targeting of absolute poverty) and 
again from the early 1990s (poverty assessments, the linking of debt reduction 
to growth strategies, pro-poor growth strategies, and more recently inclusive 
growth strategies). In spite of this effort to reduce African poverty over time, 
the situation in 2015 is still that 41 per cent of the continent’s population  
live below the poverty threshold of usd 1.25/day (World Bank 2015). Mats 
Hårsmar in Chapter 3, however, shows the limitation of this quantitative 
concept for understanding African poverty although it has gained a central 
position in global development strategies, including the first set of Millennium 
Development Goals to be attained in 2015.

The urgency also stems from our doubts as to the sustainability of African 
growth over the past decade of around 5 per cent annually. One reason is that 
it has largely been based on the exploitation of natural resources: this currently 
constitutes about 40 per cent of African Gross National Product (gnp), though 
it employs less than 1 per cent of those formally employed (McKinsey 2012; 
Havnevik 2015).

The number of people who go hungry every day in Africa has not dimin-
ished in absolute terms for decades (Havnevik, Chapter 8). And in terms of 
future population growth, the estimate is that Africa’s population will increase 
from 1 billion today to 2 billion in 2050. This growth will account for half of the 
global population growth in the period.

The capital-intensive large-scale investment that has been undertaken in 
Africa in mineral exploitation, land-based energy and food production over 
the past decade is unlikely to contribute to inclusive economic development, 
or to meeting the need for increased employment opportunities. Research 
shows that such large-scale investments often displace or alienate smallhold-
ers from their land without providing proper compensation or compensating 
employment opportunities (Matondi et al. 2011; fao 2013; Havnevik 2014; 
Hammar, Chapter 6; Skarstein, Chapter 7). The decline documented in African 
manufacturing over recent decades also implies that formal work opportuni-
ties in urban areas are limited. Overall, such a development trajectory is 
likely to increase rural migration to African cities and as well beyond the 
continent.

We hope that our critical examination of the central concepts for the fram-
ing of African development can result in a deeper discussion of what current 
development models for Africa could lead to. For instance, the West’s framing 
of the modernization of African agriculture, based on large-scale investments, 
is posited as a win–win narrative. This is in spite of research from other 
countries and continents – e.g. the experience of Brazil shows that large-scale 
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agriculture requires two workers to cultivate 100 hectares, whereas smallholder  
farming regimes require 15 – seven times as many (Fernandes et al. 2012). How 
can the development of Africa – with its high levels of poverty and food inse-
curity and its rapid population growth – be conceived of without structural 
change to broaden the continent’s economic basis, at the same time as sustain-
able food and agricultural production and increased employment generation 
are secured? It seems that the discussion of African development alternatives 
should be linked more to African realities and aspirations that go beyond 
notions of win–win narratives that find little support in empirical investiga-
tion (fao 2013; Havnevik 2014, 2015).

 The Concept of the “Other” and African Development

Terje Oestigaard in Chapter 2 shows that an important feature of the framing rela-
tionships with Africa is the asymmetrical power representations between the 
West and the “other”. The West’s dominance made it possible for it to frame the 
“other” without a deeper understanding of the framed. Instead “the other” 
appeared as a mirror-self of the West, reflecting its own expectations and 
aspirations.

At an early stage in the West’s framing of the “other”, the notion emerged 
of the backwardness of the “other” – culturally, economically and socially. As 
a corollary, the West claimed that “development” in these other continents, 
territories and cultures had not yet begun. This perspective of the backward-
ness of the “other”, subsequently legitimized Western colonization of Africa 
and other territories, as well as post-colonial interventions (Oestigaard, 
Chapter 2).

The process of creating the “other”, has, over time, been particularly dis-
cussed within the discipline of social anthropology. Oestigaard shows that out-
standing representatives of the discipline – one from the West (Sahlins 1995) 
and one from Asia (Obeyesekere 1992) – present completely different views of 
the relationship between the European (Captain Cook, who visited Hawaii in 
1778–79) and the native. Sahlins claimed that natives saw Captain Cook as a 
god, while Obeyesekere argued that he was merely considered a chief. However, 
according to Obeyesekere, if Captain Cook was seen as a god, it was the 
Europeans themselves who created the idea. This fitted well with the European 
self-image. This “European god” is, in the words of Obeyesekere, a myth of 
“conquest, imperialism and civilization” (Obeyesekere 1992).

Are all cultures similar because we are all human beings, or do some cultures 
contain different logics? How can different cultures be understood, and what 
does cultural difference mean? Sahlins argues in favour of cultural relativism 
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(cultures have their own logic) while Obeyesekere favours a more essentialist or 
universal understanding of culture. On what empirical basis can one argue for 
the one or the other position with regard to cultural understanding? And how 
do the Western concepts employed relate to the cultural question?

These questions remain unresolved in Western sciences. Whereas anthro-
pology as an academic discipline aims to understand the “other” by focusing 
on understanding change, the West’s framing of African development aims 
directly at changing the “other”. But on whose terms, and with reference to 
what, are the West and its institutions aiming to change the “other” – in our 
case Africa? Is the understanding of change a prerequisite for initiatives and 
interventions that aim to change the “other”? The content of Chapter 2, as well 
as of many others in the book, is located in the ambiguous interface between 
understanding change and changing the “other”.

 Poverty, Empowerment and Livelihood Concepts and Their 
Interlinkages

In Chapters 3, 4 and 5 the nexus between poverty, empowerment and livelihood 
concepts becomes evident. Support for local empowerment and rural livelihoods 
can be seen as a way of helping to reduce poverty. International development 
agencies’ raison d’etre over the past four decades has been to reduce poverty. But 
in spite of continuous improvements in the concept and associated intervention 
strategies, poverty has only been reduced marginally in Africa. Part of the expla-
nation may be revealed by an analysis of the empowerment concept, which 
shows that the original meaning of the concept has been turned upside down: 
rather than implying power and space for development from below, in the 
streamlined version of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development’s Development Assistance Committee (the oecd’s dac) it came 
to mean delegation of power from the top to the bottom. The livelihood chapter 
shows that the livelihood concept was basically descriptive and schematic: it was 
useful for data collection and for designing broad-based development interven-
tions; however, it has seemingly had a limited impact on poverty reduction.

The concept of poverty came to the fore in the early 1970s, when the World 
Bank launched a strategy to reduce absolute poverty. In its early phase, the defini-
tion of poverty was purely quantitative: a person was poor if he or she was earn-
ing less than a dollar a day (later increased to usd 1.25/day). In Chapter 3, Mats 
Hårsmar shows that the efforts of international institutions and donors to reduce 
poverty in Africa over the past four decades have fallen short of expectations.

Hårsmar traces how donors’ poverty approach has shifted over time, from 
emphasizing income/consumption (i/c), to participation and, more recently, 
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capability aspects. He argues that the capability approach reaches out for a 
third way of understanding poverty, in that it provides an arena where the 
gaps/tensions between different epistemological approaches can be discussed, 
instead of being perceived as fundamental divisions.

Although the poverty concept has been central to the West’s framing of African 
development, it was not until the mid-1990s that the World Bank initiated large-
scale field research that acknowledged the importance of the voice to the poor in 
defining poverty (Narayan 1997; Narayan et al. 2000). These studies led to a much 
more nuanced picture of what poverty implies, and the capability approach made 
it possible to use a multitude of methods and data. These factors can, according to 
Hårsmar, constitute an important platform for taking multi-disciplinary, multi-
dimensional and dynamic approaches to the study of poverty.

The challenge to the poverty concept, as put forward by Hårsmar, comes 
from within the discipline of development economics itself led by Amartya 
Sen, who, though based at Western universities/institutions, is of Indian origin 
(Chapter 3). His profound understanding of Indian culture where poverty is of 
layered complexity gave impetus to his conceptual contribution to the study of 
poverty in cooperation with Martha Nussbaum (e.g. Nussbaum 2003). This 
helped the discipline of development economics adopt a more empirical and 
open approach to the multidisciplinary dynamics of poverty.

The empowerment concept emerged in the writings of Paulo Freire (1970). 
Freire saw empowerment as a process of liberation from structural oppression, 
through collective critical awareness or “conscientization”. The streamlining of 
the concept in Western institutions, including the oecd’s dac, however, 
changed its meaning to signify those in authority giving power to marginalized 
or discriminated groups.

As Rosalind Eyben demonstrates (Chapter 4), her facilitation of the task 
force on empowerment under the oecd’s dac succeeded in constructing an 
official policy text which ran counter to the Western mainstream neo-liberal 
environment. But alas a few months after the submission of the task force report 
on empowerment, the dac abolished the task force and shifted its development 
concern away from empowerment. Was the task force’s insistence in center-
staging power in the development agenda too much of a threat to the oecd, 
one of the most powerful institutions in influencing the global development 
agenda?

Deborah Bryceson (Chapter 5) traces how the livelihood concept used in 
the framing of African development emerged in the early 1990s. The con-
ceptualization of a sustainable livelihood framework provided a household 
decision-making model and community-based analysis that focused on five 
types of household assets/capital (human, natural, financial, social and physical).  
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Its schematic character, however, made it difficult for the framework to address 
the complex processes of de-agrarianization and de-peasantization, which 
had already started to unfold in Africa during the “lost development decade” of 
the 1980s (Bryceson 1999; Bryceson et al. 2000).

The descriptive and schematic character of the framework rendered the 
concept useful in facilitating the rapid collection of data on changing work 
patterns, and in designing broad-based development agency interventions. 
However, the author regrets that few studies have so far sought to question or 
document the approach’s utility in terms of what cumulative findings have 
revealed about development and its converse, impoverishment.

Drawing on her own research, Bryceson shows that the complex realities 
and intricate dynamics of change in rural Africa have not been adequately 
apprehended by the sustainable livelihood framework. Her research focuses 
on the social tensions along the path of non-agricultural income diversifica-
tion, as people’s sense of family and community are increasingly challenged by 
individual family members’ efforts to seek sources of individual income to 
compensate falling earnings from farming. The relatively low returns of most 
rural income-generating activities have been frustrating. There is little evi-
dence to support earlier agricultural economics research, which predicted 
increasing forward and backward linkages between non-agricultural and agri-
cultural activities that were hypothesized to raise the productivity of small-
holder farming. The trend towards rural labour diversification is primarily a 
project of survival, rather than productivity-raising development.

The author stresses the need to shift livelihood research in the direction of 
concepts linked to occupationality, which allows examination of the nature of 
the change in people’s identity as they experiment with new forms of liveli-
hood. This approach further entails consideration of the dynamism of collec-
tive groups of people engaged in livelihood searches, which is not possible by 
employing the livelihood concept. The author shows, through a case study of 
Tanzanian artisanal gold miners, how it is possible to find crossover from a 
livelihood context to a specialized work career in the embryonic formation of 
an informal, but increasingly professional cadre of miners.

 The Displacement and Primitive Accumulation  
Concepts – Analyses of “Undesired” Outcomes

The chapters on the concepts of displacement and primitive accumulation 
relate to processes of change that undermine people’s livelihood or their access 
to land and resources. Amanda Hammar (Chapter 6) focuses primarily on 
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displacement in the African context, while Rune Skarstein (Chapter 7) pres-
ents a more global overview and analysis, which has the capitalist system as a 
point of departure (primitive accumulation). We learn from the chapters that 
displacement – large in scale, both historically and currently – is an outcome 
that runs counter to the ideas and objectives of Western concepts used in the 
framing of African development.

The focus on the “flip side” of development may explain why the stream-
lined concept of displacement stands out as technocratic and partial (Chapter 6) 
and why the concept of primitive accumulation is simply overlooked or side-
lined (Chapter 7) in the West’s framing of African development. The analysis of 
the concept of primitive accumulation indicates that there exists a limited 
space for alternative theories and perspectives (alternative to those of the 
dominant Western institutions and agencies) in the framing of African devel-
opment. This observation is also reflected in the content of the curricula of 
Western educational institutions and the prioritization of Western research 
funding. There may, in our assessment, be two reasons for this: (i) the alterna-
tive theories and perspectives emphasize or acknowledge the critical role of 
conflict in societal processes of change, and (ii) many of the assumptions of 
theories that guide the content of the streamlined concepts of the West under-
line values or human behaviour of universal character. This makes it difficult 
for the concepts to capture the understanding of historical processes that com-
prise interlinked changes of economic, social, spatial and cultural character. 
Reflecting on this problem, it could be that invoking universal assumptions for 
the modelling of complex societal contexts and processes implies the substitu-
tion of history for nature (see Barthes 1972).

In her chapter on the concept of displacement, Hammar (Chapter 6) chal-
lenges the more standard technocratic and humanitarian perspectives on dis-
placement. These perspectives tend to promote mono-dimensional and stale 
paradigms which result in distortions and stereotyping of the causes, processes 
and outcomes of displacement. According to Hammar, these perspectives 
echo aspects of the un Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees of 1951 
and subsequent amendments, rather than the complexities and the multiple 
dimensions of displacement that have emerged over recent decades.

The scale and diversity of the problem of displacement in Africa cannot be 
denied, since even official counts show that in 2009/2010 there were 2.3 million 
refugees and about 11.5 million internally displaced persons across the conti-
nent (idmc and Norwegian Refugee Council 2010: 2–3).

Hammar’s own experience drawn from field research (Zimbabwe and 
Mozambique) led her to challenge the streamlined concepts relating to dis-
placement. She argues for a more nuanced perspective on displacement, 
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comprising several elements and their relationships. In particular, she under-
lines the need to shift the focus of the concept from primarily forced displace-
ment (or migration) to enforced changes that can open up the concept to the 
complexities, multiple aspects and relationships of displacement. She pro-
poses, based on her field experience, three important entry points to the under-
standing of displacement that reflect paradoxical dimensions linked to place, 
positionality and productivity. As to place, it is critical to engage closely with 
the actual sites of displacement. Positionality underlines the need to analyse 
both the former and changing social positions of people, since they impact on 
people’s experience and management of their displacement. And on the issue 
of productivity, Hammar also includes the idea that displacement may gener-
ate new capacity and opportunity. She provides empirical examples from 
Zimbabwe (see also Hammar 2014). Her field research experiences thus led 
Hammar to a rethinking of the conceptualization of the concept as “enforced 
changes in interweaving spatial, social and symbolic conditions and relations”.

Skarstein’s presentation of the concept of primitive accumulation (Chapter 7) 
also relates to issues of displacement, but from a different perspective. He 
challenges the contribution of mainstream development economics, arguing 
for a Marxist historical understanding that distinguishes pre-capitalist and 
capitalist markets and different forms of capitalism rather than a simplistic 
view of market expansion based on mainstream development economics that 
treats land and labour as any other commodity. This assumption, according to 
Skarstein, will render the discipline unable to capture and explain critical fea-
tures of historical processes.

He also refers to Karl Polanyi, who, like Marx, emphasizes that a basic fea-
ture of capitalism is the commodification of land and labour. It is this process 
of commodification that Marx denotes as “primitive accumulation”. Marx sees 
capitalism as the accumulation of capital proceeding in a never-ending circle. 
However, its point of departure, and a primary condition for its expansion, is 
the process of primitive accumulation. This process consists of: (i) expropria-
tion of the means of production, livelihood and labour of pre-capitalist pro-
ducers and their transformation into commodities, with (ii) the outcome that 
formerly autonomous producers will have nothing to sell but their labour 
power. This process opens them up to exploitation by capital as wage labour. 
The continuous conquering of pre-capitalist modes of production by capital-
ism will in this way feed the expansion of the system.

Polanyi analyses the transition from the pre-capitalist to the capitalist sys-
tem of production somewhat differently. Polanyi (1957) argues that economic 
life was governed by three principles: (i) householding, (ii) reciprocity, and 
(iii) redistribution. Skarstein shows that Polanyi asserts that gain and profit 
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on exchange “never before played an important part in human economy” 
before capitalism. This is in spite of the fact that the institution of the market 
had been fairly common since the Stone Age. What has happened in modern 
times, according to Polanyi, is that the market has gone from being the ser-
vant of society to its master: “The control of the economic system by the mar-
ket is of overwhelming consequence to the whole organization of society” 
(ibid.: 57, 71).

Whereas Marx emphasizes that the continuous expansion of the capitalist 
system will lead to its destruction, Polanyi, according to Skarstein, ends on a 
hopeful note: “But no society could stand the effects of such a system of crude 
fictions [i.e. the commodification of land and labour] even for the shortest 
stretch of time unless its human and natural substance as well as it business 
organization was protected against the ravages of ‘this satanic mill’” (ibid.: 
72–73).

Skarstein (Chapter 7) analyses how the process of primitive accumulation 
has played out historically in Great Britain (the enclosure movement), the usa 
(external and internal colonization of the native population), India (displace-
ment of lower castes and peasants) and Africa (the impact of large-scale for-
eign investments in land and energy for exports and the impact on smallholder 
farmers and the environment).

 From Food Security to Food Sovereignty?

The concept of food security has, over the past two decades, come into 
increasing focus on the global development agenda. This rise in interest in the 
concept has followed from the inability to reduce global hunger, the rapid 
increase and variation in food prices globally, and the competition for agricul-
tural land from increasing energy production, as a consequence of climate 
change and the attainment of ‘peak oil’. The rising global interest in invest-
ment  in land, with a particular focus on Africa, has followed from these emer-
gent concerns. The West has, however, framed this development in a “win–win” 
narrative, implying that all stakeholders in the process – including interna-
tional investors, host country governments and smallholder farmers – will 
benefit.

This development is of particular concern for Africa, since the continent 
accounts for a major share of the hungry population of the world, as well as 
large proportion of what is conceived as globally “available” agricultural land. 
In Chapter 8, Havnevik addresses the changing content of the concept of food 
security over time: the emphasis on storage, the nutritional value, access to 
food, food safety and cultural acceptance of food. On the basis of this historical 
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exposé, Havnevik outlines a conceptualization of food security that reflects 
the more general definition that the fao Food Summit arrived at in 1996, which 
states that food security is attained “when all people at all times have access to 
sufficient, safe, nutritious food to maintain a healthy and active life”.

Havnevik argues, however, that this way of defining food security is descrip-
tive and incapable of capturing the causes and power relations that generate 
and sustain hunger over time. Also increasing external investment in African 
land for export has caused growing conflict between large-scale investors and 
smallholder producers – not just over land, but over water as well.

Against this background, Havnevik argues for a paradigmatic shift in the 
understanding of food security that places less emphasis on descriptive defini-
tions and win–win type narratives, and instead moves in the direction of envi-
ronmental sustainability, global social justice, human rights and fair trading 
agreements relating to food – its provision and distribution. Incorporating power, 
rights and sovereignty issues in the discussion of food security necessitates a 
shift to the concept of food sovereignty. This concept, which is increasingly sup-
ported and promoted by smallholder farmers’ associations worldwide, helps 
explain the causes of hunger and recognizes the importance of smallholder 
farmers in generating a global sustainable food supply. This will require support 
for securing smallholders’ land rights and improving their production conditions 
relating to technology, infrastructure, credit lines and market access. Labour-
intensive smallholder production regimes in Africa are relevant not only to the 
provision of food in Africa and beyond, but also to addressing climate change 
and the need to increase employment opportunities in Africa in the future. As 
well this will be a most important way in the longer run to halt migration out of 
Africa.
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chapter 2

Developing the ‘Other’: Perceptions  
of Africans and change

Terje Oestigaard

 Introduction1

Developing the ‘other’ – in this case Africans – should here be understood in 
two distinct ways that partly overlap and depend upon each other. On the one 
hand, the rationale for development aid is that there is someone somewhere – 
countries or people – who can develop. On the other hand, for this kind of 
development to happen there needs to be another group of ‘others’ – the 
donors, in this case the broadly defined ‘West’ – who will take part in facilitat-
ing the development. Thus, at the outset, there are two categories of ‘others’ – 
the Africans and the Westerners. Both parties are dependent upon each other 
and have to be ‘developed’ as concepts prior to the actual ‘development’.

But this relationship is largely an asymmetrical power dependency. 
Moreover, this dichotomy of the ‘other’ African seen in relation to the ‘West’ is 
a product of history that has developed over time. The perceptions of the 
African ‘otherness’ also constitute frames for understanding development 
practices. Although today the dark and murky colonial perceptions largely 
belong in the past, Africa and the African ‘other’ are still, to varying degrees, 
perceived as different. Various perceptions of the ‘other’ also have implications 
for understanding processes of change and the premises on which they occur, 
and this is also reflected in today’s development discourse.

The overall aim of this chapter is to address the concept of the ‘other’ and 
‘otherness’, as well as the development and the developing of the ‘other’ and how 
this relates to changes on the African continent – past and present. This will be 
analysed through four perspectives: first, a theoretical and anthropological dis-
cussion of how to approach the ‘other’; second, a historical examination of the 
concept of the African ‘other’ from colonialism onwards; third, a look at whether 
Africans have contributed to these perceptions by developing a Pan-African ide-
ology and philosophy; and finally, a presentation of images of ‘others’ in the 

1 I would like to thank Professor Kjell Havnevik for his useful comments and suggestions; also 
Professor Axel Fleisch and the rest of the participants at the Concept Africa workshop in 
Johannesburg in November 2012 for fruitful discussions.
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development discourse, mainly as portrayed in the media, with examples 
drawn particularly from Norway. Taken together, this will form the basis for a 
comparative discussion of developing the ‘other’ as part of the development 
discourse.

 Captain Cook and the Clash between Giants

Before entering the development discourse, it may be useful to approach the 
problem from a theoretical and anthropological standpoint. One of the last 
major clashes in anthropology between prominent and dominant anthropol-
ogists of our time took place in the early 1990s. One of the leading authorities 
on the history of the Pacific, Marshall Sahlins, had written extensively on the 
topic, including Islands of History (1985). In 1992, another distinguished 
anthropologist, Gananath Obeyesekere, published The Apotheosis of Captain 
Cook: European mythmaking in the Pacific, which featured a harsh critique of 
Sahlins.

Sahlins’ first response was not to comment on Obeyesekere, preferring to 
leave that to other scholars and reviewers. But most of the thirty or so reviews 
of Obeyesekere’s book were quite positive, and he was even awarded two prizes 
for it. So if anybody wanted to defend Sahlins, it had to be himself. His response 
was another book: How ‘Natives’ Think: About Captain Cook, for example (Sahlins 
1995). This book has been labelled remorseless revenge (Borofsky 1997: 256).

As Obeyesekere notes (1997: 270), quoting Kerry Howe (1996: 116) in Sahlins’ 
work:

Obeyesekere’s work is variously described (to give but a small alphabeti-
cal sample) as: absurd, anti-anthropological, blundering, blustering, care-
less, contradictory, defective, dubious, evasive, epistemic murk, falsely 
accusative, fictitious, highly righteous, helter-skelter, implausible, mis-
representational, pidgin-anthropology, quixotic, scattershot, slanderous, 
scholier-than-you, solipsistically fallacious, stratified palimpsest of con-
fusion and contradiction, symbolically violent, ventriloquism, willy-nilly, 
wrong, unaware, unhistorical [and more].

On the other hand, Obeyesekere himself admitted that he had written, wit-
tingly and unwittingly, in a ‘satiric mode of shaming’ (Obeyesekere 1997: 270). 
The language he used, and his wordplay, reflected this: in the second edition of 
his book, for instance, he added a 63-page reply to Sahlins entitled ‘On de-
Sahlinization’. He also admitted that the reason he wrote his book in such a 
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polemical style was to ‘stir things up’ (Borofsky 1997: 261). How and why did it 
come about that two of the giants of anthropology should have written books 
targeting one another and using rather unpleasant language? What were the 
stakes involved?

The empirical point of departure of the debate was whether Captain Cook 
was seen as a god (Lono) when he went to Hawaii in 1778–79, or merely as a 
chief. Sahlins favoured the first position; Obeyesekere the second. Obviously, 
such an empirical or interpretative dispute would not have caused a disagree-
ment of such magnitude. But Obeyesekere had another agenda, too. The idea 
of European colonizers being seen as gods was not the natives’ view, he argued, 
but a view created by the Europeans themselves. It fitted the European self-
image in their own conquests, legitimating the Europeans’ worldview of supe-
riority: ‘To put it bluntly, I doubt that the natives created their European god; 
the Europeans created god for them. This “European god” is a myth of con-
quest, imperialism, and civilization’ (Obeyesekere 1992: 3).

At the end of the day, as the battle of debate unfolded, most agreed that 
Sahlins was empirically right, and that Obeyesekere could not prove and docu-
ment his hypothesis well enough. At the same time, many favoured Obeyesekere 
and his perspective, which fitted well with post-colonial theory. One of the 
other main controversies was about data and facts: what constitutes our 
empirics?2 And how can one evaluate and judge another’s (an anthropolo-
gist’s) empirical facts, way of reasoning and presentation of an argument? The 
debate raised two questions: (i) the cultural question, and (ii) the question of 
representation – who can speak for the Hawaiians (or for the Others in 
general)?

Clifford Geertz summarized the debate in an article, ‘Culture War’, which 
emphasized fundamental aspects that have haunted anthropology since its 
dawn. One fundamental issue is what ‘knowing’ about ‘others’ implies and 
constitutes? Following Geertz, is it possible to know others – and if it is possi-
ble, is that good? Or should anthropologists work to advance the fortune and 
lives of the people being studied? Do anthropologists ‘know better’ the people 
and the processes they study than the people themselves? This was one of the 
important questions in the debate.

Perhaps the most fundamental question on which Sahlins and Obeyesekere 
disagreed was culture: how to understand cultural difference? What do cul-
tural differences mean and what are the implications of different standpoints? 
According to Geertz, for Sahlins it represents substance; for Obeyesekere it 
represents surface. Or in other words: Sahlins argues that different cultures 

2 Regarding the debate and the different empirical positions, see Borofsky (1997) for details.
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have different rationalities; Obeyesekere contends that everybody is like our-
selves and fundamentally thinks the same way, since we are all humans 
(Obeyesekere himself is Sri Lankan) (Geertz 1995). Later, Obeyesekere elabo-
rated on this point. Based on an essentialist (or universalist) perspective, he 
argued that the idea that life-forms are incommensurable is wrong: ‘quite the 
contrary, commensurability of forms of life is possible although those life-
forms are enclosed in larger life-worlds that are different, even incommensu-
rable’ (Obeyesekere 2002: 354).

The other question also has direct relevance for the development discourse: 
who can speak for the Hawaiians or the Others – in this case the Africans? 
Despite the fierce debate between Sahlins and Obeyesekere on everything else, 
on this point they agreed (albeit from different perspectives): they do not want 
to speak for the Hawaiians.

Obeyesekere says: ‘I find it utterly presumptuous that ethnographers should 
tell native peoples how they think or formulate their “classical rules” for them, 
without an iota of skepticism or tentativeness’ (Obeyesekere 1997: 271). In 
Medusa’s Hair (published earlier) he elaborated parts of his reasoning: ‘Our 
informants are not passive objects out there, nor are we as anthropologists 
tools or objective others. They must think in some fundamental ways as we do, 
for we and they are constituted of the same essence, our human nature, our 
species being’ (Obeyesekere 1981: 192). Thus,

ethnography poses an enormous paradox: there is virtually no one, from 
Boas onwards, who really believes that natives are biologically different 
from Europeans. But this universalist assumption cannot be brought directly 
into our writing nowadays because it essentializes human beings, and 
‘essentialism’ is a dirty word. Instead we have moved in the reverse direction 
and have celebrated difference; thus each culture is different, and we have 
proclaimed a doctrine of cultural relativism to rationalize that difference.

obeyesekere 1997: 271

Sahlins does not wish to speak for the Hawaiians either, but on different 
grounds:

Yet, the issue is not, I think…who can speak for Hawaiians, whether back 
then or now… To assume the right to speak for Hawaiians would be mor-
ally repugnant as well as epistemologically madness. Nor is the problem 
whether they – the so-called…subalterns can speak. The problem is 
whether they can be heard and understood.

sahlins 1997: 273
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Whereas Obeyesekere argues in favour of a type of essentialism or universal-
ism, Sahlins argues in favour of a type of relativism:

Relativism is the simple prescription that, in order to be intelligible, other 
peoples’ practices and ideals must be placed in their own context, thus 
understood as positional values in a field of their own cultural relation-
ships, rather than appropriated in the intellectual and moral judgments 
of our own categories.

sahlins 1997: 273

And he uses an example: ‘Something like cannibalism or the eucharist can thus 
become anthropologically intelligible even if it is not to everyone’s taste.’ He 
adds: ‘But then, cultural relativism has never meant for anthropology the vul-
gar moral relativity for which it is criticized by the defenders of Western-cum-
universal virtues’ (Sahlins 1997: 274).

Henceforth, both from an essentialist/universalist and a relativist per-
spective it is possible to argue strongly, on human and other grounds, that 
one should not speak for Others. Leaving behind the debate of Captain Cook 
as such, it nevertheless has relevance because of European (and/or Western) 
engagement and involvement in other parts of the world today. The advan-
tage in the debate between Sahlins and Obeyesekere is that the positions are 
clear cut, representing opposites. One may assume that most people engaged 
in the development discourse will agree with Obeyesekere that people in, 
say, Africa are like us (meaning everybody else). But many will agree with 
Sahlins that ‘they’ are not like us – different cultures, different rationalities.

This difference between Obeyesekere and Sahlins also points to the core of 
discourses of culture, since the very concept carries with it ambiguity. Thus, on 
the one hand, every human is basically and essentially the same and equally 
‘cultural’, in the sense that culture refers to the similarities between and within 
humans. On the other hand, there are also differences because of culture. 
‘Culture refers, in other words, both to basic similarities and to systematic dif-
ferences between humans’ (Eriksen 1995: 9). How is it possible to combine 
these two positions – essentialism/universalism and relativism – which in 
anthropology have caused such heated debate? Or is it, as many anthropolo-
gists claim, that anthropology is about discovering ‘both the uniqueness of 
each social and cultural setting and the ways in which humanity is one’ (Eriksen 
1995: 13), thus uniting universalism and relativism?

Whereas anthropology aims to study cultures with the primary goal of 
understanding the Other, the development discourse aims to change the Other. 
This has implications for both the comprehension of and attitudes towards the 
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‘other’. Changing is different from understanding; and connected with the lat-
ter, there is most often an inevitable asymmetry of power relations that enters 
into the picture. Whose voices are heard and whose are dominant?

 The Historical African: An Archaeological Approach

Today, on whose terms do African engagements take place? Although the gen-
eral consensus or perception within the development discourse is that African 
engagements are based on a mutual and equal basis in and between the differ-
ent actors, this is not necessarily so (see Dietz et al. 2011). Notions linger on that 
Africa is the dark continent and is somehow backward – or at least has not 
fully progressed (except from an economic point of view). This was evident in 
a speech made by former French President Sarkozy in Dakar in 2007, when 
(among other things) he stated that ‘[t]he tragedy of Africa is that the African 
has not fully entered into history… They have never really launched themselves 
into the future.’ This was, said Achille Mbembe, a professor at Witwatersrand 
University, an attitude ‘worthy of the 19th century’ (Ba 2007).

‘The white man’s burden’ (as framed by Kipling in 1899) embodied the 
European colonial attitude at the time towards the perceived current state of 
development and the responsibility of Christians. Africa was primitive and 
backward. At the same time, the German philosopher Hegel stated that Africa 
‘is no historical part of the World; it has no movement or development to 
exhibit. Historical movements in it – that is in its northern part – belong to the 
Asiatic or European World’ (Hegel 2007 [1899]: 99). Not only were Africans per-
ceived as barbaric and lagging behind the rest of humanity in terms of evolu-
tion, but they were ‘capable of no development or culture, and as we see them 
at this day, such have they always been’ (ibid.: 98).

Ideologically, such perceptions of the ‘other’ Africans legitimized the colonial 
conquests, partly as a process of ‘development’. Archaeology played a crucial part 
in creating this ‘backward otherness’, as the archaeologist Bruce Trigger states: 
‘Colonialist archaeology…served to denigrate native societies and peoples by try-
ing to demonstrate that they had been static in prehistoric times and lacked the 
initiative to develop on their own’ (Trigger 1984: 363). As a consequence:

While the colonisers had every reason to glorify their own past, they had no 
reason to extol the past of the peoples they were subjugating and supplanting. 
Indeed, they sought by emphasising the primitiveness and lack of accom-
plishments of these peoples to justify their own poor treatment of them.

trigger 1984: 360
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Archaeology has thus been central to the construction of the African ‘other-
ness’. Without going further into the colonial perceptions of the Africans (elab-
orated at length elsewhere), it may be worthwhile dwelling on archaeology. 
Archaeology has been closely and intimately linked with nationalism and 
nation-building. By definition, in a world of nation states, a nation needs a 
past, for its own good and to create a sense of belonging for its members (Díaz-
Andreu 1996: 68). Thus, regarding nationalism, ‘it is…a concept of importance 
to modern people, including archaeologists, rather than to the people who cre-
ated the archaeological record’ (Trigger 1995: 276). Archaeologists (to some 
extent) and especially politicians make the past nationalistic. This is a political 
and ideological act, and Kaiser has pointed out some of the ways in which 
authorized versions of the past may legitimate the current order: first, by 
establishing a link between present governors and ultimate sources of power 
and legitimacy with their origins in the past; second, claiming that a nation’s 
population is superior to others on the basis of past achievements and thereby 
inventing and creating (favourable) traditions; and third, glorifying the present 
by presenting the past in an unfavourable light. Thus archaeology may estab-
lish political and territorial legitimacy, support a political ideology, and create 
and maintain cultural identity and ethnicity (Kaiser 1995: 113).

Although the use of a country’s past for political ends and for glorification can-
not be defended scientifically if it distorts theoretical, methodological and empir-
ical premises and data, archaeology has nevertheless been used for just such 
purposes. The aim here is not to criticize nation states’ political use of archaeology,3 
but merely to indicate a noteworthy aspect in the history of ideas: whereas 
European (and some other) countries have used archaeology extensively to glo-
rify their past, generally speaking the same is not true of African countries. This is 
not necessarily because African countries have been unwilling to use archaeol-
ogy politically, but the role and significance of such political and nationalistic 
endeavours globally has been suppressed and their attempts have been largely 
unsuccessful. The glorious Africa has been denied global political importance.

The uniqueness and innovative cultures of Africa are commonly seen and 
understood on different premises than are developments elsewhere. If one 
defines archaeology broadly and includes cultural heritage in a wide sense, 
African art has had a prominent and peculiar position in the West and in 
modernity discourses. Mudimbe argues that deviation is what chiefly charac-
terizes the idea of Africa in the West (Mudimbe 1994: xii). Implicit in this 
notion are the still lingering perceptions that Africans are on the lower rungs 
of the evolutionary ladder. As Baaz argues, historically ‘Africans were defined 

3 For a discussion of this, see, for instance, Oestigaard (2001; 2007).
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in terms of their difference from the West, as the barbarian origin of man as 
opposed to civilisation, as body opposed to mind, as passive opposed to the 
active and innovative’ (Baaz 2001: 8).

The African ‘other’ has, however, also been regarded with admiration and cele-
bration, as something ‘authentic’ and untouched by modernity – in other words, 
representing ‘nature’ in a somehow vaguely defined form, reinforcing images of 
the ‘noble savage’ (ibid.: 8–9). Thus, the African ‘otherness’ created contradictory 
views and images of Africans as either noble or ignoble, although both percep-
tions were rooted in the derogatory view of the ‘backward’ continent. These images 
predominated until the era of the Enlightenment; but even today, anthropologists 
tend to describe African art and objects as something genuinely tribal, as opposed 
to something from the fragmented and individualistic West (Miller 1991: 186).

In short, for all the achievements and developments on the African conti-
nent that could have been interpreted as culturally innovative and unique con-
tributions (not only to Africa, but to mankind and the world as a whole), these 
have tended to be regarded less favourably in the West and elsewhere. The 
mental perceptions in the West of the African ‘otherness’ have been difficult to 
change. However, using a musical paradox as an example, this otherness ‘is 
“totally Other, but not quite”… [African] musicians have to adjust to the tour-
ists’ longing for an otherness that is not too disturbing, not too strange’ (Baaz 
2001: 17). The idea of the African ‘otherness’ is nurtured and continuously 
developed today, and even when such perceptions are changed and adapted to 
the global world, the distinctive ‘otherness’ is maintained.

 Pan-Africanism – A Solution or Part of the Problem?

Are Africans partaking in the creation and development of this African ‘other-
ness’? The answer is partly ‘yes’ (but in practice ‘no’). In a broad sense, Pan-
Africanism is a diverse movement, developed as a response and reaction to 
European colonialism and racism. The deprivation on the continent and the 
colonial legacy led Pan-Africanism as an intellectual movement to emphasize 
first racial and later cultural unity and solidarity among Africans. One of the 
main goals was to create political unity among the African states in relation to 
the wider world (Baaz 2001: 9).

Before proceeding with Pan-Africanism as a political and ideological move-
ment, one might usefully examine one of the many degraded perceptions of 
African development: the ancient Egyptian civilization. This gives some idea 
of the urgent need and desire within and among intellectuals in Africa to 
change the premises and to turn the discourse upside down.
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Ancient Egypt is one of the marvels of the world (perhaps even the marvel). 
Today the pyramids at Giza are the only one of the Seven Wonders of the 
Ancient World to survive. Given the afore-mentioned perceptions of Africa as 
backward, and bearing in mind Hegel’s contention that no development can 
take place in Africa (and Sarkozy’s more recent claim that Africa has not yet 
fully entered history), Egypt posed a serious problem for Western intellectuals 
at the turn of the last century. How was it possible for Africa to have developed 
such astonishing and wondrous monuments, and indeed one of the greatest 
civilizations in history? The solution was to exclude Egypt and its ancient civi-
lization from African development. As Hegel wrote: ‘Egypt will be considered 
in reference to the passage of the human mind from its Eastern to its Western 
phase, but it does not belong to the African Spirit’ (Hegel 2007 [1899]: 99). 
Consequently, Africa was seen as incapable of independent, autonomous 
development and of cultural or technological innovation. Africa was the pas-
sive receiver of developments from elsewhere, in this case from the Near East. 
Not only was Africa denied engagements on equal human terms, but in prac-
tice Africans were stripped of their humanity.

This perception was rooted in the paradigm of that time, when technical, cul-
tural and political achievements were seen as diffusion and migration from the 
north and were ascribed to the prehistoric Hamitic peoples (Trigger 1984: 362). 
According to the ‘Ex Oriente Lux’ (‘Light from the East’) school of thought, 
European civilization in the Bronze Age had its origins in the civilizations of the 
Near East. This perception also appealed to many Christians, with their biblical 
view of world history (Trigger 1994: 151, 160–61). The Egyptian civilization also 
fitted into this picture.

In the Old Testament there is the myth about the Hamites. Ham was one of 
Noah’s three sons, alongside Japheth and Shem. (The descendants of the latter 
two brothers were supposed to be the Aryans and the Semites.) According to 
Genesis 10.6, the Hamites included Cush, Egypt, Put and Canaan. Understanding 
of the Hamites has changed several times throughout history, and in the early 
nineteenth century they were seen as Caucasians – whites in black skin. The 
Hamites were not like other black Africans, and hence they linked Egyptian 
civilization to the Bible and the Middle East. The Hamites were therefore seen 
as the great ‘civilizers’ of Africa (Mamdani 2001: 82–86). Consequently, the 
Egyptian ‘problem’ was solved: the Egyptian civilization was developed not by 
Africans, but by ‘whites’ (Dietz et al. 2011: 9).

Archaeologically, this interpretation was dismissed. Gordon Childe (1934) 
and Henri Frankfort (1956) conducted comparative studies of the early civiliza-
tions of ancient Egypt and southern Mesopotamia. They concluded that all 
civilizations had developed in distinct ways and were fundamentally different 
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(Trigger 2003). Apart from the archaeological discourse itself, the colonial per-
ceptions of African developments have been challenged and turned upside 
down. Cheik Anta Diop (1974), for instance, contended that the Egyptians were 
black. This argument was pursued further by Martin Bernal in his Black Athena 
(Bernal 1987; 1991), where he advances the idea that ancient Greece and 
European civilization have their origins in Black Africa and Egypt; and more-
over, that the Greek islands had been colonized by Africans. Where Diop 
focused mainly on contacts between Egypt and Sub-Saharan Africa, Bernal 
stressed contacts from Egypt towards the north, the west and the east.

The works of Diop and Bernal have been heavily criticized on empirical 
grounds, and Bernal admitted that part of his Black Athena project was an 
attempt to lessen European cultural arrogance (Bernal 1987: 73). Thus, academ-
ically they have turned out to be highly ideological and political models. Such 
theories often fail when the data is scrutinized, and they may even do the ‘sub-
alterns’ few favours. They are often part of larger political and nationalistic 
processes and ideologies without scientific basis, and as such are highly prob-
lematic from an academic perspective. Still, such studies that aim to take 
African history and civilization back to an African context, where Africans are 
active and culturally innovative (e.g. Chami 2002), have, as Martin Hall pointed 
out, ‘been highly effective in demolishing the tenets of colonial histories of 
Africa’ (Hall 1986: 37).

Apart from mere academic perspectives, such studies also have to be seen in 
the context in which they originated. More often than not the intellectuals and 
scholars had to develop the space in which they could manoeuvre, which 
could imply demolishing colonial prejudices and perceptions. In retrospect, 
some of the approaches may have duplicated the colonial perspectives, but 
with opposite values. Thus, some of the inherited premises implied that 
Africans occupied the lowest rung of the evolutionary ladder and were cultur-
ally and intellectually incapable of promoting their own development. In try-
ing to turn this tide, certain arguments may have gone too far in the other 
direction. This may be understandable and may have been necessary, since at 
the outset the discourse disfavoured Africa and Africans.

Pan-Africanism as a movement was initiated by Du Bois in Paris in 1891. The 
ideological unification ‘emphasises the sameness and oneness of the African 
family, seeking from there to provide a framework for the unity and growth of 
African peoples’ (Ugwuanyi 2011: 354). Politically, Pan-Africanism stresses the 
need for ‘a continental government for Africans’, as the first prime minster of 
independent Tanzania, Julius Nyerere, said; ‘each of the African states is sepa-
rately weak in relation to the outside world and so dependent on it’ (Ugwuanyi 
2011: 356).



Oestigaard26

There are several directions within this overall movement. First, there is Sub-
Saharan Pan-Africanism, which seeks solidarity among black Africans in Sub-
Saharan Africa. Second, there is Trans-Saharan Pan-Africanism, which seeks 
solidarity between south and north, in practice the whole of Africa. Third, there 
is Trans-Atlantic Pan-Blackism, which links Sub-Saharan Africa to the diasporas 
in the western hemisphere, mainly black Americans, West Indians and black 
Brazilians. And finally, there is Trans-Atlantic Pan-Africanism, which aims to 
bring together the black diaspora in the western hemisphere with the whole 
African continent, including both the blacks and the Arabs (Ugwuanyi 2011: 355).

However, Pan-African unity has been challenged from within Africa. As the 
first Nigerian prime minister said in 1960, when his country gained its indepen-
dence: ‘Nigeria has not the slightest intention of surrendering her sovereignty, 
no sooner has she gained independence [sic], to anyone else’ (ibid.: 357). In 
other words, is there a need for a Pan-African platform, and can such a plat-
form be the basis for meeting the needs of the respective countries?

Regarding African ‘otherness’, there are other challenges related to the Pan-
African idea of unity, which ideally should lead to some kind of union, e.g. the 
United States of Africa. The main defect with this idea is, as Ugwuanyi has 
pointed out, that

this unity is anchored in the principle of an assumed African family. What 
this means is that non-Africans are not eligible to be considered within the 
framework of Pan-Africanism… Thus the challenge that faces Pan-
Africanism in this regard is how to achieve a sense of unity that will enable 
them to tap the wealth of non-Africans without losing the gains from African 
solidarity. For this reason, Pan-Africanism cannot serve this purpose.

ibid.: 359

In other words, defining the uniqueness of black Africans in Africa is fraught 
with serious difficulties, partly because the line of reasoning bears strong 
similarities to earlier racial categorizations (although in the opposite direc-
tion). A central aspect of the presumed African unity is the sum of the cultural 
values in the black world; but, as has been pointed out by several researchers, 
these virtues are curiously similar to the sum of the non-virtues of the Africans 
in the colonial discourse. Thus, identifying such common African virtues 
(such as aesthetic feelings, rhythm, sensuality, mysticism, etc.) may rather 
support and confirm racist stereotypes than undermine them (for references 
see Baaz 2001: 11).

Has Pan-Africanism contributed to the creation of images of Africans as the 
‘other’ and to the African ‘otherness’? Superficially, it may appear that it has; 
but in practice the answer is most likely ‘no’ – for two reasons. First, those who 
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are familiar with colonial history and with the development of Pan-Africanism 
are also aware of why and on what premises the latter originated; hence this 
has contributed not to the creation of ‘more’ otherness, but rather to an under-
standing of why these developments and processes occurred. African nation-
alism (and its intellectual legitimization) is, nevertheless, something that 
should be addressed seriously, since many of these ideologies may also con-
tain problematic premises and perspectives. Second, those who are not famil-
iar with this history are unlikely to hold images of Africa and perceptions of 
African ‘otherness’ that have been shaped either by Pan-Africanism as an ide-
ology or by other African intellectuals. It is much more likely that the images 
of Africa stem from superficial visualizations and presentations in the media 
outside Africa.

 Images of Africa – In Media and Development Discourses

The picture of Africa in the Western media is one of catastrophes and wars, 
implicitly and explicitly telling the audience that the solutions come through 
aid and various external interventions. This so-called ‘Biafra’ syndrome origi-
nated in 1967–70, when reports from the civil war in Nigeria showed starving 
children staring into the camera (Palmberg 2001: 205). The crises, droughts and 
famines that hit the world headlines contribute to the image of a continent in 
despair and of poverty that cries out for aid, and create negative perceptions of 
this ‘other’ continent.

In recent years, this ‘afro-pessimism’ has partly turned to ‘afro-optimism’. In 
December 2011, The Economist apologized for having called Africa a ‘hopeless’ 
continent a decade earlier and emphasized that Africa now has some of the 
fastest-growing economies in the world (Economist 2011). Although there are 
sound reasons to challenge the underlying assumptions and the prospects for 
this economic growth, it does represent another image of Africa. Still, it is only 
occasionally that optimistic and positive stories about Africa and elsewhere 
hit the headlines; and these stories require more in-depth analysis, which is 
rarely forthcoming in the mainstream and tabloid media. Catastrophes still 
sell well; and the stories and pictures of the 2011 drought in the Horn of Africa 
were much the same as those of the drought in Ethiopia in 1984–85. Only Bob 
Geldof’s Live Aid concert was missing.

Development aid is dependent on these images of Africa – the starving and 
catastrophic continent, rather than the rising economic star. There is, however, 
no doubt that Africa does face huge challenges, and that poverty is widespread. 
The point here is whether these images of Africa in the West serve other roles 
and purposes than merely to depict the African ‘otherness’.
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Year after year, Norway is ranked the best country in the world to live in. 
Norway also gives most development aid per capita, and is proud of it. Since 
the 1980s, its government and parliament have had an official policy that 
Norway should be a humanitarian superpower on the global scene. The coun-
try actively participates throughout the world in peace-keeping operations 
and (more importantly) peace talks – and it provides humanitarian aid. 
Creating and preserving this position – and stereotype – necessitates certain 
perceptions and stereotypes of ‘us’ and the ‘other’ (Tvedt 1990; 2002; 2003).

This switches the focus from the ‘other’ to ‘us’. But the images of the ‘other’ 
in Africa also have another function in practice. They reinforce the images of 
‘us’ – the donors, and in this case the Norwegians. Being best at peace and 
development has become a Norwegian ‘brand’ – it defines what it is to be a 
Norwegian: being good and possessing a moral good. Norway is literally capi-
talizing globally on the image of possessing a moral good. One premise for this 
reasoning is the perception that development in the West took place at the 
expense of development elsewhere. Although this is partly correct, given colo-
nial history, it also frames an understanding that overlooks autonomous devel-
opment in Africa and in countries without a colonial history, e.g. Norway. 
Another reason is humanitarian: the rich should give to the poor, which again 
strengthens belief in the Norwegian moral good (Tvedt 1990; 2002).

Norway has a unique collective and national ritual in a global development 
perspective. Once a year since 1974, the state-funded Norwegian Broadcasting 
Company (nrk) has organized a national collection of money for humanitarian 
aid. Each year the whole sum of money goes to one selected organization, e.g. the 
Red Cross, Amnesty International or Doctors without Borders. This initiative 
engages the whole country. Prior to the main television show, women knit socks 
that are sold at bazaars, children collect money, and business enterprises organize 
activities to whip up support. On the Big Day, each household in Norway is visited 
by volunteers collecting money. When the television show starts, settlements across 
the country – large and small – are visited, to show the enthusiasm and the engage-
ment of people as they collect money for the poor. All this is accompanied by sto-
ries of the work done by that particular year’s chosen organization. As the show 
progresses, statistics are presented for each and every municipality – which has 
given the most money? Which is the best? Did Norwegians as a whole, nationally, 
collect more this year than last year? The show is a collective ritual that manifests 
the Norwegians’ moral good and their willingness to help the poor (Tvedt 1995).

Whether the money collected is actually used for the purposes shown on tv 
is another matter, as indeed is the question of whether the projects have been 
successful. But that need not concern us here; rather our focus is on what kind 
of images are presented of the ‘other’.
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The narcissism of the ritual became even more evident in 2009. That year 
the selected organization was care Norway. As usual, prior to the main televi-
sion event, pictures showing poor and proud African women with posters sup-
porting care and the work of the organization were on display all over Norway. 
There was only one problem: they had not been taken in Africa. It had all been 
staged. The photos had been taken by a fashion photographer in a hip area of 
downtown Oslo. The reality in Africa was not real enough – reality had lost its 
importance. Even Africa’s poverty could be staged and represented as a theatre 
for the sake of helping the ‘other’ (Tvedt 2009).

Thus, in the post-colonial discourse, the emphasis has been on the images 
of the African ‘others’, shaping and structuring the real lives of real people. The 
other side of the coin is what the images of the ‘others’ do to the images of the 
donors. As we have just seen, the reality may be irrelevant, and the images of 
the ‘others’ can be staged. Reality may thus be shaped and adapted to the per-
ceptions and the prejudices of the donors. This maintains the system – or, in 
this case, the image of Norwegians as the world’s ‘best’ at possessing a moral 
good that can be spread across the globe. In this process, it is important to 
draw a distinction between ‘us’ and ‘them’, regardless of whether this distinc-
tion reflects reality. The ‘development industry’ is dependent upon a distinct 
‘other’, in whatever terms and forms it is created and whatever content it has.

 Discussion – the ‘other’

Theoretically and philosophically, the Other is as fundamental as the self – in 
fact, the synthesis of the Self and the Other is necessary for any communica-
tion and engagement in the world. In the afore-mentioned academic dispute 
between Sahlins and Obeyesekere, Sahlins quoted Benveniste, who had been 
eloquent on this point:

Consciousness of self is only possible if it is experienced by contrast. I use  
I only when I am speaking to someone who will be you in my address. It is this 
condition of dialogue that is constitutive of person, for it implies reciprocally 
I becomes you in the address of the one who in turn designates himself as I … 
Language is possible only because each speaker sets himself up as a subject by 
referring to himself as I in his discourse… This polarity does not mean either 
equality or symmetry: ‘ego’ always has a position of transcendence with 
regard to you. Nevertheless, neither of these terms can be conceived of with-
out the other… The condition of man in language is unique.

benveniste 1971: 224–225, quoted in Sahlins 1997: 275
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In a discussion of the Other, since we are all I and you – being a Self and another – 
in any social interaction per se, one may emphasize some of the structures at 
work by looking at power relations in this polarity, which Benveniste said 
mean neither equality nor symmetry. A short description of identification pro-
cesses may illuminate some aspects. Identity is a fundamental aspect of being 
human, and ‘identification can be defined minimally as the ways in which 
individuals and collectives are distinguished in their social relations with 
other individuals and collectives. Identity is a matter of knowing who’s who 
(without which we can’t know what’s what)’ (Jenkins 2004: 5). With regards to 
ethnicity (and the same goes on a personal level), ethnic classification implies 
stereotypes like us and them. Belonging to a group is not merely a personal 
choice: such belonging and identity may be imposed from outside by domi-
nant groups. Consequently, a person may be assigned an identity or member-
ship of a group that he or she does not want. External definitions are embedded 
within social relationships between groups, and external groups may define 
others as groups by virtue of either power or authority relations, whether those 
others like it or not. People in power with authority, by virtue of their superior 
status, can categorize others in different groups, upholding the status of both 
groups in asymmetrical relations (Jenkins 1994: 199).

Such processes are, to a great extent, at work in the development discourse 
regarding relations between donors and recipients. Added to this is the depen-
dency created by the social relations embedded in receiving. This was first elabo-
rated by Mauss (1990) in his seminal work The Gift – there are no free gifts, and to 
be a receiver is to be inferior. The gift must be reciprocated at some time, in one 
way or another. If it is not, most likely the stream of money will dry up. Since the 
gift cannot be paid back economically, the reciprocity often involves humble 
gratitude to the donors – a position that reinforces the recipient’s inferiority.

Returning to Sahlins and Obeyesekere, is it possible to combine essential-
ism/universalism and relativism in the developing discourse? To say that basi-
cally all humans are the same, although there are cultural differences? To a 
great extent, it would seem that the majority of development actors are rooted 
in the essential/universal position, backed by humanitarianism and human 
rights: we are all the same. The important differences are seen primarily as 
economic; and since we are all the same, it is a moral good or imperative for 
the rich to help the poor. However, even if this is the case, this perception is 
deeply rooted in an a priori understanding (whether explicit or not) that the 
Africans are the ‘others’. The whole development system is dependent upon 
this ‘other’: aid creates asymmetrical power relations and the images of the 
Africans may also strengthen and contrast with the images of the donors, 
particularly in the West.
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Moreover, whereas both Sahlins and Obeyesekere agreed that it is presump-
tuous, epistemologically madness and morally repugnant to speak for others, 
not only is this very much the aim within the development discourse, but it is 
also the aim to change them (the designation of the Other is intentional) – and 
in these processes the voices of the concerned are often marginalized. To quote 
Sahlins again, the problem is not ‘whether they – the so-called…subalterns can 
speak. The problem is whether they can be heard and understood’ (Sahlins 
1997: 273).

Thus, in practice it would seem that universalism and relativism are to a 
large extent uncritically combined in the development discourse. Whereas this 
is academically a difficult position to hold, by bypassing such theoretical dis-
cussion it is possible to maintain certain images of the Other – with conse-
quences for those concerned.

 Conclusion

The history of the ideas and conceptions of Africans as the ‘other’ is long, 
stretching back to before the colonial era. Although few will advocate such 
racial perceptions of Africans today, the shadows of a murky past are present 
whether deliberate and intentional or not. Hence, awareness of the colonial 
past is of importance in understanding the future and the premises for 
engaging with others. In practice, it would seem that concepts of the ‘others’ 
(of Africans in particular) are most often unconscious and subject to limited 
critical reflection – distinctions between ‘them’ and ‘us’ just ‘exist’. This 
uncritical conceptualization is not, however, a ‘natural’ categorization, but 
rather an expression of highly asymmetrical power relations, often perceived 
and expressed with derogatory undertones. Although we are all the ‘other’ 
from a theoretical perspective when we interact as humans, this social rela-
tionship is most often asymmetrical and unequal. African history – in the 
past and present – has innumerable factors and actors that could have cre-
ated positive and constructive images of the African ‘other’. More often than 
not, however, the images and concepts of the African ‘other’ have consis-
tently been to the disadvantage of the Africans. If the image of the African 
‘other’ was equal or superior to the image of the West as an ‘other’, there 
would be nothing to develop. Thus, the notion of developing the ‘other’ 
necessitates an ideological understanding of the existence of ‘another’, 
which it is possible to develop. This ‘other’ will, of necessity, be inferior from 
the outset. Despite this ‘other’ being framed in terms of universalism and 
humanitarianism, in fact it is deeply rooted in cultural differences: Africans 
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are different, and these differences do Africa no favours. These asymmetrical 
perceptions and power relations are what Africans oppose: is it possible to 
have equality and symmetry between and among different groups of 
‘others’?
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chapter 3

Misconceptions and Poor Understanding –  
The Debate on Poverty

Mats Hårsmar

 Introduction

Most people would claim to know what poverty is. Furthermore, they would 
regard it as something to avoid. Yet, poverty is widespread. The rapid reduc
tions that have occurred have not reached all. Is this purely a matter of a lack 
of will and capacity to eradicate poverty? Or is it also a result of limited know
ledge and conflicting views on what poverty is?

Currently, the highest shares of poverty are found in a number of subSaharan 
African (ssa) countries and in a few countries in South Asia.

 Share of Population Living on Less Than usd 1.25/Day (%), 2012

Despite rapid economic growth in many of its countries, and a continental 
average growth in gdp of over 5 per cent sustained over the last decade, ssa is 
still the region with the highest incidence of poverty. According to a recent 
projection, 41 per cent of its inhabitants will live below the poverty threshold 
of usd 1.25/day by 2015, i.e. this year (World Bank 2015). The first millennium 
development goal (mdg) of reducing this level to 29 per cent by 2015 will 
remain a distant objective. Furthermore, the average income level of those liv
ing below the threshold in ssa is a mere 101 cents/day – making the poverty 
gap larger than anywhere else in the world as shown in figure 3.1 (wdi 2015).

African poverty continues to be primarily a rural phenomenon – despite 
rapid urbanization. The share of rural poverty declined only slightly from  
64 per cent in 1998 to 62 per cent in 2008. Lack of progress in agricultural and 
rural development is an important part of this story. Another aspect of the same  
harsh reality is that the share of the population suffering from hunger in ssa 
declined only modestly, from 25.3 per cent in 1990 to 18.2 per cent in 2014 – a 
slower reduction than in any other part of the world (von Grebmer et al. 2014). 
ssa is far from reaching the mdg objective of halving hunger by 2015 (reaching 
12.5 per cent). Mainly on account of the 2007–09 financial and food crises, ssa 
reverted to a situation similar to that of 2002 in terms of the population share 
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living on too little dietary energy. In other words, the most recent experience is 
a lost decade for 250 million malnourished Africans (un 2011).

Against such a backdrop, it is natural that poverty should have been a preva
lent theme in many African studies. Some studies have focused on how the 
concept is being used locally, underlining the importance of local people 
defining themselves (Anderson and BrochDue 1999). However, there is noth
ing especially “African” about poverty, and there is no particular “culture of 
poverty” on this continent (Lewis 1971). Reasons why poverty is especially 
widespread in ssa are to be sought primarily in the political and economic 
structures. Nevertheless, for descriptions and explanations to be accurate, and 
for strategies aimed at rooting out poverty to be efficient, a conscious use of 
the concept is mandatory.

Poverty is, on the one hand, context bound and displays many particularities 
in its multidimensionality (Addison et al. 2008; Alkire and Foster 2008). On the 
other hand, it is still possible to find common descriptions and language for a 
comparison of poverty across individuals and countries. However, this requires 
that comparisons should not be based on simplistic indicators, such as the usd 
1.25/day threshold used above. As will be explained, this misses out on some 
of the most important aspects and on the more relevant understanding of 
what poverty is. The objective of this chapter is to dwell on what poverty is 
and how it can be understood, and to discuss some of the limits of the 
concept.

Comments
Indicator: Poverty headcount ratio at $1.25 a day (PPP)(% of population)
Year: 2012

no data 0 - 20.0 20.0 - 40.0 40.0 - 60.0 60.0 - 80.0 80.0 - 100

Figure 3.1  Poverty headcount 2012 map
Source: Map based on World Development Indicators, the World 
Bank
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 Some Roots of the Poverty Concept

You will always have the poor with you.
matthew 26:11

This quote from the Bible is meant to illustrate that poverty has been discussed 
and written about throughout human history, as far as we can judge from writ
ten documents.1 Our aim here is not to make any full historical review of how 
the concept has emerged, but rather to discuss some of its more recent applica
tions. As a simple contextual illustration, a quantitative overview of the English 
language literature from the year 1500 onwards indicates that the use of the pov
erty concept during this period first peaked in this literature around 1640 – at 
the time when the first British civil war occurred – and again around the time of 
the French revolution in 1789 (Google ngram 2011).2 A similar pattern is found 
in French literature, but with use of the word pauvrété lacking the first peak.

The next peak in the use of the concept in Englishlanguage literature was 
not reached until around the year 2000, after a period of increased use from 
1950 onwards. This was the period of decolonization and of nation building in 
a number of the poorest countries in the world. It was also the period of 
increasing development cooperation driven by the objective of reducing pov
erty. Immediately after taking office in 1964, us President Lyndon B. Johnson 
initiated legislation aimed at reducing domestic poverty in the us from its  
19 per cent level. This was labelled the “war on poverty”, following the title of 
the president’s speech (Johnson 1964). The World Bank president, Robert 
McNamara enlarged this into a global war on poverty in 1973, when he first 
used the concept of “absolute poverty” (Loungani 2003). Writings and discus
sions about poverty have continued ever since, culminating around the millen
nium with a decade that, among other things, included public campaigning in 
the Anglophone part of the world on the theme of “making poverty history”.

One interpretation of the historical peaks in the literature is that the concept 
has been in wider use during periods when it has been seen as possible to deal with 
problems of poverty, when there has been some form of “poverty enlightenment” 
implying an increased awareness about what to do about poverty (Ravallion 2011).

A more detailed look shows that the way “poverty” has been discussed has 
changed considerably over the last 50 years. This is illustrated in figure 3.2 where 

1 Poverty and riches were themes in Plato’s work in ancient Greece (Fuks 1984). The Dead Sea 
Scrolls contained discussions on poverty (Goff 2003: 129) to mention another example.

2 Statistics from Google Books ngram viewer, where 500 billion words from 5.2 million books 
have been scanned and stored electronically.
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the prevalence in English language literature of various uses of the poverty con
cept is shown. To “define” poverty was the dominant discourse from the mid
1960s to the mid1980s, with a peak around 1971. From 1980 onwards, the 
“measuring” of poverty has gained ground, whereas “understanding” or 
“explaining” poverty has been less common throughout the period.

Such shifts in the discourse on poverty are clearly influenced by the deve
lopment jargon, the fads of development, which in turn are linked to different 
development strategies.

For instance, when the World Bank during the 1990s decided to gradually 
abandon “structural adjustment” as its main approach to working in lowincome 
countries, and to focus more on “poverty reduction strategies”, this was reflected 
in a shift between these concepts in the wider literature. “Poverty reduction” 
became more cited than “structural adjustment” in 2003.3 Likewise, as the World 
Bank, together with a host of bilateral aid agencies and poorcountry govern
ments, more recently gradually tried to move away from the poverty focus, this 
has also been reflected in declining use of “poverty” in the literature. Various 
policy documents centred on economic growth – “inclusive growth”, “vision” 
documents, “growth strategies” – are replacing poverty reduction strategy papers.

A parallel shift in the development discourse is an increasing focus by many 
donors on issues that may be classified as Global Public Goods, i.e. climate 
change, crossboundary issues relating to security, health, natural resources, 
knowledge and financial stability. This implies an evolution where development 

3 The poverty focus formed an important part of the debt reduction framework for poor coun
tries. When debt reductions were introduced for highly indebted poor countries (hipc), a 
concern was that they should not start to build up new unsustainable debts. Therefore the 
poverty reduction strategy papers were introduced in order for hipc governments to show 
that the debt dividends were not used for corruption, but rather for productive spending, 
particularly in the social sectors (ref. unctad 2011).

Figure 3.2 Relative use of “poverty” in English language literature.
Source: GOOGLE NGRAM VIEWER
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dynamics are seen as increasingly regional and global in their character. Even 
though regional and global forces also impact on poverty, the concept is most 
often treated as a national or local phenomenon. Hence, it tends to be de
emphasized in more global discourses.

 How Has the Poverty Debate Evolved?

The broader policyoriented thinking about poverty has evolved in close rela
tionship with the academic debate. The most influential scientific discipline 
has been development economics. Its focus has generally been on measuring 
levels of poverty. Hence, this research has largely been driven by a functional 
objective: by a search for policy relevance at an instrumental level. In order to 
measure poverty levels, descriptions of poverty have been a necessary comple
ment. A “headcount” has been the central component, and static descriptions 
of poverty levels have been the default position. Increasingly, however, there 
has been a move towards dynamic perspectives. This move has been driven by 
methodological advances in econometrics and by improved data. In particular, 
increased use of panel data and improved modelling have played a role. 
Conceptual advances have also played a part (Addison et al. 2008; Ehrenpreis 
2009).

In poverty studies, both theoretical and methodological positions differ, but 
with the theoretical differences being more fundamental. Hence, the following 
description is mainly structured by theoretical perspectives, rather than method
ological. Criteria used for selecting positions to describe are:

(a) they have resulted in a substantial amount of academic work;
(b) they have been used in applied analysis of poverty;
(c) they have relevance for a more general public discussion of poverty.

The theoretical lines of division we will use to structure our material emerge 
from different epistemological positions. Epistemology deals with the ques
tion of knowledge: what can we know, and how do we know what we know? 
These questions lead on to a discussion of what scientific knowledge is. Von 
Wright (1971) distinguishes two major approaches towards the conditions that 
an explanation has to fulfil in order to be considered scientific. These two 
approaches are often referred to as “Aristotelian” and “Galilean”, indicating 
leading proponents of the two traditions. The Aristotelian approach proposes 
that a scientific explanation shall be understandable in a teleological perspec
tive, i.e. explanations of the character where means are applied to work towards 
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specific ends or objectives. Hence, this approach deals with issues of motiva
tion, action and intention. The Galilean approach promotes a causalmechanistic 
type of explanation, subsuming individual causes under assumed general laws 
of nature. It focuses on cause and effect. Droysen (1858) introduced the labels 
“understanding and explanation” (“erklären und verstehen” in German) when 
referring to natural sciences and human sciences (“Geisteswissenschaften”). 
The concept “verstehen” was then, during the 19th and 20th centuries, further 
elaborated in the context of a hermeneutic discourse (Dilthey 1991; Lübcke 
1988). We will, in the following, use the label “hermeneutic” (interpretive) for 
the Aristotelian approach and the label “naturalistic” or “empirical” for the 
Galilean approach.4

The naturalistic position – the Galilean approach – builds on research 
methods developed by natural sciences, later adapted to social sciences. It 
searches for causal laws through the gathering of data by observation and 
experiment. The unit of knowledge is “sensedatum”, a concept that is described 
as having no “element in it of reading, or interpretation” but rather being a 
“brute datum” (Taylor 1985: 19).

Hermeneutics – dominating in the Aristotelian approach – deals on the other 
hand with the interpretation of social meaning. Hermeneutics was originally a 
method for the analysis of texts, in particular biblical texts, but was broadened dur
ing the early 19th century to deal with all forms of communication and social phe
nomena. With this, hermeneutics lost its relationship to sacred texts as conveyors 
of truth. In modern hermeneutics, the concept of truth has been regained. Through 
a historic process of understanding, it is possible to present, correct and reveal 
truth (Lübcke 1988: 227). However, hermeneutics does not necessarily apply the 
same notion of truth as the naturalistic position with its correspondence criteria 
(Shaffer 1996: 28). Furthermore, hermeneutics claims that scientific inquiry is 
always interpretive. Even more, it has been argued that social science must deal 
with a “double hermeneutics”, where scientific and research paradigms must be 
interpreted at the theoretical level and conceptual schemes and meaning struc
tures must be interpreted at the level of data collection (Giddens 1976: 158, 162).

4 The Galilean approach is further characterized by its methodological monism, which implies 
that the same basic scientific method shall be used regardless of scientific inquiry. It is also 
characterized by its view that mathematical physics constitutes a methodological ideal for all 
disciplines and that causal explanations assuming general laws of nature should be used. 
Positivism forms one part of this tradition. The Aristotelian approach is, on the other hand, 
characterized by rejecting methodological monism and instead promoting a distinction 
between nomothetic and ideographic science. This approach has been shaped by its reaction 
to positivism from a hermeneutic standpoint where understanding is key and the intention
ality of agents is seen as a central component for studies in the social and humanistic fields.



41Misconceptions And Poor Understanding

The tension between the naturalistic and the hermeneutic positions has 
influenced various positions in the poverty debate. Can such dividing lines be 
overcome? This is an essential question for any discussion on poverty. We will 
in the following describe how the poverty concept has evolved. A discussion 
on dividing lines will follow.

 Income and Consumption as a Base

Historically, the first definition of poverty to emerge was the subsistence 
approach, which arose in 19th century Victorian England. This was a per
spective developed by nutritionists and centred on physiological or material 
needs. According to the subsistence approach, poverty was defined as “the 
minimum necessaries for maintaining merely physical efficiency”. This 
included clothing, fuel, housing and, first and foremost, food. The approach 
saw human needs as mainly physical, but not social, and has great similari
ties to what nowadays is labelled material approaches to poverty. One 
extended version of the latter is the monetary approach, in which indicators 
for the measurement of poverty have been both income and consumption 
levels, although there may be variation in what assets are included in mate
rial or monetary poverty definitions. A common thread is that all these 
approaches are based on utility theory and placed in the naturalistic camp 
(Townsend 2006; Chambers 2006).

On the surface of it, measuring poverty in money metrics might seem 
straightforward, and comparability assured through the use of the same cur
rency across countries. This is the logic behind the usd 1.25/day measure, 
which is widely used and applied as an international standard by the World 
Bank. However, there are complications. The currently used level (usd 1.25/
day/person) is calculated on the basis of the mean of national poverty lines in 
lowincome countries. This implies that whenever a new calculation is made, 
comparability with previous poverty lines is lost. More specifically, the current 
“dollaraday” line corresponds to the value of goods and services that usd 1.25 
could buy in the us in 2011 prices. The value of these goods is then calculated 
for each and every country (purchasing power parity). A previously used pov
erty line was calculated as the value that usd 1.08 could buy in the us in 1993 
prices, which corresponded to the mean of poorcountry poverty lines in that 
year (Ravallion et al. 2009).5

5 A further complication is that the set of poor countries on which the poverty line is based 
may have changed. At the recalculation in 2005, some lowincome countries had matured 
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If one were to compare different poverty lines over time, inflation in the us 
would have to be taken into consideration. A 1993 poverty line, corrected for us 
inflation, would have meant a 2005 poverty line of usd 1.45/day. Hence, a com
parison between the two lines would underestimate the current number of 
poor people in the world. It turns out that a previous adjustment of the dollar
aday poverty line (from usd 1/day in 1985 prices) also went in the same direc
tion. An inflationcorrected poverty line from 1985 would have meant a poverty 
line of usd 1.81/day in 2005. These different poverty lines are not meant to be 
compared (ibid.). However, the popularity and seeming simplicity of the lines 
make such comparisons almost unavoidable. The consequence is that reduc
tions in global poverty become seriously overestimated.

In addition to problems related to fluctuating exchange rates and inflation 
levels, the issue of what goods to base the purchasing power calculation on 
also complicates the measuring. Should basic goods consumed by the total 
population, or goods primarily consumed by the poor, be included? And what 
if poor people consume different goods in different countries? The usd 1/day 
measure includes all goods and services in relation to how much they are con
sumed on average internationally. Prices of basic necessities play a minor role 
in this measure, while they are of great importance to poor people (Robeyns 
2005: 31ff).

In the context of material approaches to poverty, mention should also be 
made of pro-poor economic growth. This approach emerged in the 1990s, 
based on the finding that economic growth impacts poverty reduction differ
ently in different societies because poverty elasticity differs. Obviously, this 
approach makes the assumption that economic growth leads to poverty reduc
tion. The question is how to make economic growth as beneficial to the poor as 
possible.

There is a debate about how propoor growth should be defined. The abso-
lute definition looks solely at the effect of economic growth on the poor. When 
economic growth leads to increasing incomes among the poor, growth is said 
to be propoor. By contrast, the relative definition claims that growth is pro
poor only if growth benefits poor people and inequalities simultaneously 
decrease. The absolute definition is more commonly used. To measure pro
poor growth, the Rate of ProPoor Growth (rppg) is used. This refers to the 
mean growth rate of consumption by households situated below a certain pov
erty line, defined in terms of income. However, the underlying assumption 
that economic growth leads to poverty reduction has been questioned on 

into middleincome countries and the relatively lower poverty level of India had a relatively 
higher influence on the mean (Ravallion et al. 2008).
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empirical grounds. A study undertaken by the undp International Poverty 
Centre looked at cases of economic growth in 80 countries during the period 
1984–2001. In total, 237 spells of growth were studied. Only 55 of these – some 
23 per cent – were found to have been propoor. The others either did not result 
in per capita consumption growth (economic growth lower than population 
growth – 45 per cent) or were outright cases of antipoor growth (32 per cent) 
(Son and Kakwani 2006).

Material approaches to poverty such as the above, focusing exclusively on 
individuals, have not gone unchallenged. An initial critique came in the 1970s, 
when the basic needs approach was developed by the International Labour 
Organization (ilo). It emulated the subsistence approach, in that it built on 
what was perceived as the minimum needs of a family. However, the basic 
needs approach extended this group of needs to include essential services that 
were provided not only by the market, but also by and for the community at 
large, such as safe water, sanitation, public healthcare, education and cultural 
activities. Needs were extended from the individual level to include things 
required by local communities and populations more widely in the form of 
public goods. “Needs” were seen as different from “wants”, and the concept of 
basic needs was used to prioritize among wants. Not all wants are of equal 
importance. Some goods are necessary in order for people to reproduce, to 
function in and contribute to their societies. In other words, the basic needs 
discourse rejected the market as the sole and optimal provider of goods and 
services (Gasper 1996: 3). Obviously, this approach carried within itself a strong 
critique of economic policies that prioritized pure marketbased solutions.

A debate followed about the distinction between felt needs and justified 
needs. The basis for this debate was the difficulty in distinguishing between 
the positive (factual) use of the term and the normative (ibid.: 5). Another 
debated point concerned what basis to use in determining which needs are 
more fundamental than others. In other words, it was not really clear what 
“basic” in the term “basic needs” should refer to. Three distinct starting points 
were discernible: (i) Positive theories that explain behaviour as driven by 
“needs”. Abraham Maslow’s hierarchy of needs is perhaps the most famous 
theory in this category; (ii) Theories that identify prerequisites for various lev
els and types of functioning, such as physical and mental health. These theo
ries try to explain what makes people happy or content, and they focus on the 
instrumental needs for fulfilling such ends; (iii) theories that are based on nor-
mative statements that prioritize some prerequisites, and thus are ethical theo
ries of needs (ibid.: 9f).

All the above positions – from the subsistence approach to the basic needs 
approach – may be classified as belonging to an “income/consumption” (i/c) 
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approach to poverty. These positions adhere to the naturalistic or empiricist 
tradition. They also have a shared normative underpinning in utilitarianism. 
There are direct historical links between the naturalist normative theory based 
on utilitarianism and the i/c position (Kanbur and Shaffer 2005). In its original 
version, utilitarianism stresses that utility or “happiness” should be maximized 
across individuals, and that this social outcome is the benchmark against 
which social states should be evaluated. Bentham called this the “greatest hap
piness principle” (Bentham 1789). Despite Bentham’s claim that pleasure and 
pain are directly measurable, the problem of measuring utility or happiness in 
an interpersonal way led to a shift towards the revealed preferences approach. 
In the latter, the maximal satisfaction of preferences – revealed by consumer 
choice – is the ultimate benchmark. It was further claimed that this is measur
able through a money metric (Samuelson 1966; Kanbur and Shaffer 2005: 16).

 Social Relations and Poverty

In contrast to the above, a number of poverty approaches focus on social rela
tions, rather than on consumption. The discussion about how to define justifi
able basic needs opened the way for this. During the 1990s, it was increasingly 
stressed that poverty is based on relative deprivation and that both material 
and social conditions matter to poverty. Poor people are those that are denied 
resources to fulfil social demands and observe the customs and laws of society. 
Hence, deprivations may take multiple forms, and are fundamentally described 
in relation to what is seen as normal or median in society. Things regarded as 
necessities are, in every society, to some extent defined by custom. For instance, 
even in the subsistence approach some aspects were defined by custom (e.g. 
the need for a white shirt for Sunday worship in Victorian England, where the 
concept of material poverty had its roots). However, seeing poverty as a rela
tive phenomenon leads to the need to differentiate between inequality and 
poverty. Inequality is linked to poverty, but is not the same phenomenon.

Variations on this theme put emphasis either on social exclusion as the 
active component in the production of poverty, or stress the deprivation6 of 

6 Several authors have worked on what dimensions deprivation consists of, and what the 
causes and dynamics of deprivation are. Tilly (2007) in particular points to the formation of 
dual and unequal categories with asymmetrical relations (malefemale, blackwhite, etc.). 
Such dualities may lead to exploitation and to opportunity hoarding, which are two main 
causes of deprivation. Effects from these two are further reinforced by emulation and 
adaptation.
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various capabilities as the source of poverty. The capability approach more 
clearly than other perspectives shifts the emphasis away from resources and 
means towards ends that people have reason to value and pursue – and corre
spondingly, to the freedom they have to reach these ends. It is the deprivation 
of capabilities, rather than the deprivation of assets or resources, that consti
tutes poverty. It follows that the opposite of poverty is the freedom to satisfy 
the valued ends, according to Amartya Sen, who during the 1990s developed 
this position together with Martha S. Nussbaum (Sen 1999).

Sen makes the distinction between a person’s actual achievements, and her 
or his freedom to achieve. The former represents the combination of established 
functioning, whereas the latter represents the combination of functionings, 
from which he or she can choose. With poverty viewed as capability depriva
tion, focus should be on capabilities with intrinsic value, rather than on income 
deprivation, which is of instrumental value. Income is one among a number of 
factors that influence capabilities. Furthermore, the extent to which income 
affects capabilities varies between different communities, families and individ
uals. With this shift from material resources to capabilities, social relations are 
fully brought into the understanding of poverty, while the possibility of observ
ing distinct aspects of poverty is retained. The capability approach still allows 
for measuring poverty, but moves away from its narrow material definition.

Still another shift places the emphasis on the agents, rather than the observ
ers, as the ones establishing what poverty is and how it should be interpreted. 
The multiple meanings of poverty stem from the participatory approach, 
which claims that ultimately it is only poor people themselves who can estab
lish the meaning of poverty and assess who the poor are. Such a position 
implies that possibilities of comparing different communities are lost. 
However, a deeper understanding of the subjectivity of poverty and the way 
people define and look upon themselves is gained (Chambers 2006). At the 
turn of the century, a major debate played out within the World Bank around 
these issues. Political pressure concerning formulations in the World 
Development Report 2000 made the lead author leave.7 As a background study 
to the Report, the World Bank had commissioned the “Voices of the Poor” 
study (Narajan et al. 1999). In this study participatory methods were combined 
with quantitative methods to improve understanding of poverty, instigating 
intense debates.

7 Ravi Kanbur, now professor at Cornell University, and his team were criticized primarily by 
us representatives for not putting enough emphasis on economic growth in their analysis of 
poverty and poverty reduction. This made Kanbur leave before the report was finished (per
sonal communication).
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One major advantage of participatory approaches is that they are able to 
deal with situations where commonly used concepts of poverty do not corre
spond with local people’s perceptions of who is poor. For instance, among pas
toralist groups in East Africa, “the poor” are seen as not belonging to their 
society, since those who own cattle are perceived as not being poor. Persons 
who are deprived of their cattle are placed in the category of the poor, but they 
are simultaneously excluded from the pastoralist society. Hence, the poor are 
defined away as pastoralists, since pastoralists don’t allow themselves to be 
regarded as poor. Such practice becomes increasingly problematic when the 
pastoralists are facing growing problems of feeding themselves or earning 
monetary income, despite the fact that they still control cattle (Anderson and 
BrochDue 1999). Descriptions of pastoralist societies also indicate that mate
rial approaches to poverty may be misleading, since pastoralists migrating to 
urban areas suddenly become much more dependent on material goods and 
monetary income in order to fulfil identical basic human functions than they 
were in rural areas. Food, clothing, shelter and a long list of other things sud
denly cost money. This makes comparisons between people from the same 
society, but living in different localities, impossible if monetary measures are 
used (Lesamana 2009: 68f).

Furthermore, in certain societies people use goods to build social relations 
rather than for consumption. For instance, poor people may provide gifts to 
rich people who have fallen ill, rather than consume extremely scarce resources 
themselves: they invest in social relations (Berry 1985; 1993). In such a case, the 
object (the poor person) personifies him or herself through redistribution. 
This is quite distinct from situations where people are objectified through pro
duction and/or consumption, and where social relationships are used to  
produce commodities for consumption. When the focus is – as in the former 
situation – on the distribution and exchange of things, the aim is to establish 
and maintain social relationships. Mention is sometimes made of being “rich 
in people”. In such situations, disposability, rather than possession or property, 
is central. What people then strive for is not primarily their own consumption – 
even if they live in what might be described as poverty – but social relation
ships. Whether or not these relationships are nurtured with the longterm 
objective of maximizing or smoothing consumption over time is less relevant 
for the immediate study of poverty. In situations such as these, it would still be 
more relevant to measure access to relations rather than access to consump
tion goods, since this would be closer to how people themselves define poverty 
and who the poor are.

Following Shaffer (1996; 1998), approaches that stress social relations – such 
as relative poverty, deprivation and capabilities – are grouped together with 
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selfdefining approaches under the label the Participatory Approach (pa). The 
stylized pa position differs from the i/c position on aspects related to episte
mology and normative theory.

In pa, the definition of who is poor builds on an interactive process, a par
ticipatory poverty assessment (ppa), which involves both the population and 
the researcher. The data used may be both quantitative (most often of ordinal 
character, rather than cardinal) and qualitative. Data are generated in a com
municative or discursive way, and include local conceptual categories. The 
individual’s preferences are not taken at face value, as in the i/c approach, but 
are criticized both by participants and outside observers in a dialogue. Poverty 
concepts within pa tend to be broader than those in the i/c position, and 
include “physical, social, political, psychological/spiritual elements” (Chambers 
1995: 2). Most approaches within pa belong to the hermeneutic philosophical 
tradition. The normative theory underpinning pa is discursive normative the
ory or discourse ethics. This is a procedural theory, since the central element is 
that normative conclusions can only be reached if an actual dialogue takes 
place. There are a number of conditions regarding the forms of this process 
relating to the character of speech. First, for any norm to be valid “…all affected 
can accept the consequences and side effects its general observance can be 
anticipated to have for the satisfaction of everyone’s interests” (Habermas 
1990: 65). If this is the case, what Habermas labels an “Ideal Speech Situation” 
(iss) is achieved, something which is seen as a necessary condition for produc
ing valid process outcomes.

We will in addition to this make an important adjustment to Shaffer’s dicho
tomic categorization. The capability approach takes a middle position regard
ing many of the divergent issues. Hence, we treat Shaffer’s two opposing 
positions (i/c and pa) as poles on an axis along which intermediate positions 
are possible.

 Poverty Concepts Compared

Shaffer identifies fundamental differences in the following parameters of the 
i/c and the pa positions: (i) definition of poverty; (ii) measurement of poverty; 
(iii) position on consumer preferences; (iv) sources of data; and (v) research 
objectives and sources of poverty. It is in relation to these aspects that various 
epistemological and normative positions are influential and become explicit.

The definition of poverty in the i/c position is done by external agents, 
using “objective” criteria and applying a deductive approach. Poverty is lim
ited to the sphere of material elements that seemingly lend themselves to 
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quantification, and concerns consumption of goods deemed necessary for sur
vival or a minimum level of existence. By contrast, the pa position applies a 
process in which both internal and external actors take active part and in 
which more inductive methods are used.

Moving even further towards critical hermeneutics, external perspectives 
are used very actively in the process of interpretation. The “objective” under
standing of poverty should be made an explicit part of the interpretative pro
cess. There is currently continuous work occurring regarding the definition 
and redefinition of poverty, much of which might be happening at the cross
roads of the two epistemological positions that Kanbur and Shaffer (2005) and 
Shaffer (1996) discuss.

The measurement of poverty within the naturalistic i/c position is based 
on brute (supposedly valuefree) data. The definition of poverty in terms of 
consumption levels makes it possible to measure poverty quantitatively. 
Quantification is a logical, but not necessary, consequence of using brute data 
that are verifiable in an “objective” way. In the pa position, both qualitative and 
quantitative measures are possible, insofar as certain interpretations of mean
ing structures have to be qualitative in character. The main point is that in the 
pa position, poverty should not be reduced only to its quantitative dimensions, 
since that would deprive the poverty concept of meaning. Typically, this 
implies that the population coverage is more specific than in the i/c approach.

Again, it looks as though the pa position might be slightly more open to 
interdisciplinary dialogue than the i/c position. The latter would have neo
classical economy at least as a central reference point. However, going back to 
the utility theory that underpins the i/c position, we may note that Bentham, 
in the original version of this normative theory, worked with the concept of 
utility and happiness – concepts that are not measurable intersubjectively. 
The option that the revealed preferences theory provided made it necessary to 
move from the cardinal to the ordinal representation of utility. Further, this 
shift gave impetus to a host of critical reactions which argued that interpersonal 
comparisons are not possible (utility is an internal concept, which cannot be 
observed objectively outside the individual, except through indicators) (Sen 
1987: 7ff). In other words, the problem that revealed preference theory set out 
to resolve is not really solved.

Based on the observed tensions in the problem of defining and measuring 
poverty, one may infer a tradeoff between making intersubjective measure
ments versus providing understanding of what poverty means in the individual 
case. Rather than pitting one against the other, we conclude that both the i/c 
and the pa positions share this dual challenge: the search for intersubjectivity 
and the simultaneous search for understanding of meaning.
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In this context, the naturalist normative theory, which is connected to the 
i/c position, is not at all equipped to discuss or criticize preferences, attitudes 
and beliefs, since these are taken as given. What makes this position problem
atic is that preferences are generally not at all exogenous, but shaped through 
social processes. Hermeneutics, and especially critical hermeneutics, on the 
other hand, aims at moving beyond faulty preferences, attitudes and beliefs 
through selfreflection among agents and dialogue. By showing that prefer
ences were formed in a process that did not meet the conditions for an iss, a 
more mature understanding may be reached (Habermas 1971: 310).

The main sources of data in the i/c approaches are direct observation of 
revealed preferences through the registration of actual expenditure or an indi
vidual’s responses gathered through questionnaires. In practice, expenditure 
necessary to satisfy the minimum needs of dietary energy is estimated in order 
to arrive at the poverty level. In pa, the hermeneutic approach demands data 
gathered through dialogue, such as the ppa, where poor people themselves 
participate. This is necessary for the interpretation and understanding of what 
poverty means. Hence, the kind of data used is typically more nonnumeric.

During the last 10 to 15 years, particularly the i/c approaches have been met 
with increasing doubt and criticism. This is not least due to the increased avail
ability of improved data. Panel data allowing for more dynamic studies, as well 
an improved knowledge of the dimensions of illbeing other than low con
sumption, have contributed to an intensified conceptual evolution regarding 
poverty. Within the discipline of economics, there has been a clear move 
towards dynamic rather than static models and analyses. This shift has been 
motivated in part by the empirical fact that changes in poverty levels are usu
ally net changes. As people move out of poverty, a counterflow of people mov
ing into poverty is taking place simultaneously. These dual moves may often be 
much larger than the net effect of the movement out of poverty. Hence, there 
is a need to understand both the dynamics of moving out of, into and further 
away from poverty (Krishna 2007; Shepherd et al. 2014).8

The objective of the naturalist position is to describe and explain social 
reality in correct ways. Both descriptions and explanations should be value 
neutral: descriptions must not prescribe what ought to be, explanations must 
not evaluate social phenomena. Hence, it is important in this position to respect 
consumer preferences as given, and to keep factual descriptions un biased.  
The sources of illbeing or poverty are inadequate private consumption of 

8 The fact that people move in and out of poverty simultaneously in most cases implies as well 
that the assumption made in the propoor growth discussion that poverty reduction follows 
from economic growth may need to be questioned.
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essential goods and services. Hence, explanations of poverty centre on the rea
sons for this missing consumption. In the pa, on the other hand, the objective 
of research is to understand the meaning of poverty. False consciousness 
should be revealed through selfreflection and dialogue. This should lead to 
emancipation. Explanations are helpful, but will necessarily include evalua
tion. In particular, any claim of validity should be evaluated. According to this 
position, the sources of poverty go well beyond the individual’s lack of means 
for consumption. Typical explanations of poverty would instead include 
income and nonincome sources of entitlements, social relations of reproduc
tion, production and exchange, employment conditions, autonomy, self
respect among others.

Even if there is an essential tension between these two objectives – to 
describe or to understand – we may see openings for work that transcends the 
i/c and pa positions on epistemology, normative theory and methods.

 Emerging Perspectives

Shaffer (1996) and Kanbur and Shaffer (2005) argue that differences at the 
level of epistemology and normative theory are essential in every discussion 
of poverty concepts, measurement, understanding and explanation. 
However, the conclusion they draw regarding how these differences might 
influence the prospects for crossdisciplinary poverty studies needs to be 
questioned. As we have briefly mentioned in relation to all the points dis
cussed above, there are possibilities to move beyond the differences and 
bridge the philosophical divides. These are by no means simple tasks, but 
there are promising openings that Kanbur and Shaffer have not emphasized 
enough.

A route that is increasingly being taken is one that moves from the uni
dimensionality of poverty towards multidimensionality. The material poverty 
concept was already in the 1970s partly broadened and complemented 
through the introduction of the basic needs concept. However, it was during 
the 1990s and beyond that multidimensionality more thoroughly gained 
ground (Sen 1999). Important proposals for additional poverty dimensions 
include informal employment, agency and empowerment, physical safety, or 
the ability to go without shame (ophi 2007). Increased insights into situa
tions of multiple deprivations have driven this shift. Deprivation in terms of 
health or disempowerment or other important aspects of poverty may have 
different impacts from deprivation in terms of income or consumption 
(Alkire and Foster 2008: 1).
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Hence, the awareness that crossdisciplinary research is needed has grown. 
This has been accompanied by a discussion of the limitations of aggregated 
quantitative methods, such as crosscountry regressions, and the need to estab
lish clearer links between macro and micro theory and analysis (Besley and 
Burgess 2002; Jerven 2011). Thus, leading economists have, over the last decade, 
involved themselves in discussions about methodological crossfertilization and 
multidisciplinary collaboration.9

Alkire and Foster (2008), leading the Oxford Poverty and Human 
Development Initiative (ophi), have started to develop tools that make the 
capability approach intersubjectively measurable, while at the same time captur
ing the meaning of poverty. They work with quantitative methods and economet
ric tools, but even if they start from a naturalist or empiricist perspective, they try 
to bridge to other perspectives as well. What they have initially focused on are the 
missing dimensions in the poverty concept, and developing tools for measuring 
many dimensions simultaneously. The tools they have constructed make it 
possible to use both ordinal and cardinal data (Alkire and Foster 2008: 10). This is 
important, since it allows for working with data that are more readily available, and 
even allows for measuring dimensions that are more difficult to operationalize. The 
AlkireFoster (AF) tool for measuring multidimensional poverty operates in 12 
separate steps. An underlying idea is to separate the process of identifying who is 
poor from the process of aggregating the measures into an overall indicator of pov
erty. Furthermore, the purpose is to avoid a measure that either portrays people as 
poor if they are deprived in only one dimension, or portrays them as poor only if 
they are deprived in all dimensions.

The 12step tool can briefly be described as follows. When the dimensions 
and indicators of poverty are chosen, separate poverty lines are set out for each 
dimension. These are used as cutoffs, according to agreed criteria. People can 
be poor in one dimension or more. Different dimensions can then be given vari
ous weights when the deprivations are added together. Following this, a second 
cutoff level is set, referring to the number of dimensions on which a person 
needs to be deprived in order to be classified as multidimensionally poor. On 
the basis of this poverty headcount, the average poverty gap, as well as the 
adjusted headcount, can be calculated (Alkire and Foster 2008: 4f). The measure 
can then be disaggregated again, either by group or by each different dimension. 
This makes the method useful as an analytical planning and policy tool.

9 The prime example is the QSquared project, which combines qualitative and quantitative 
methods and is hosted by the University of Toronto. This has resulted in numerous seminars 
and working papers on methodological and multidisciplinary issues related to research on 
poverty: http://www.qsquared.ca/.
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Already, this brief summary of the AF tool indicates that there are a num
ber of steps that potentially involve dialogue and interpretation in the defini
tion of what poverty is, and who is poor. Even if the multidimensional poverty 
measurement works primarily with quantitative data, and comes from an 
empiricist tradition, this tool makes bridges to hermeneutics and the partici
patory approach possible, since the tool is used for the operationalization and 
measurement of aspects that are relevant for the latter approach. The ppa and 
other methods that are preferred by pa may hence also be used at various 
stages in the process of defining and measuring multidimensional poverty.

The participatory approach has made many important contributions. It 
provides for the inclusion of context as well as meaning – both essential ele
ments for deeper understanding. However, one basic weakness with pa is that 
intersubjectivity tends to get lost in the process. This implies that compari
sons across societies and countries are rendered difficult and potentially mis
leading. Crosscountry and crosssociety comparisons are, after all, essential 
for policy relevance, and for putting knowledge to practical use. Potentially, 
however, there is another and possibly more serious problem with participa
tory methods, which is particularly problematic in relation to processes of 
deprivation. People may exhibit “adaptive preferences” (Nussbaum 2006: 73), 
which implies that the preferences they hold have already been shaped and 
curbed by deprivations they are subject to. If something is perceived as not 
being within reach, or possible to achieve for a person who finds her or him
self in a particular category or position, preferences are regularly adjusted to 
be in the realm of the realistic. Simply put, people adjust their preferences to 
what they think they can achieve. Such processes of selfcensorship are often 
practised, for instance by women, who due to social conventions, may have 
lower aspirations than their male counterparts. It is difficult to get informa
tion on the prevalence of adaptive preferences through participatory research 
methods, because these methods explicitly aim at mapping expressed 
preferences.

 Comparison across Individuals and Societies

In an attempt to move beyond this weakness of participatory methods, Martha 
Nussbaum’s version of the capability approach (ibid. 76ff) reintroduces inter
subjectivity in a way that aims at capturing a more basic human level. This is 
done in a way that does not necessarily exclude the possibility of understand
ing poverty in a contextual way. Nussbaum describes an openended list of ten 
central human capabilities. This list is not exhaustive and can be changed, but 



53Misconceptions And Poor Understanding

it is an attempt at summarizing what human life is about. When people are 
deprived of one or more of these capabilities, they will be characterized as 
poor:

(1) Life – being able to live a worthy life of normal length;
(2) Bodily health – to be adequately nourished, sheltered and have good 

health, including reproductive;
(3) Bodily integrity – being able to move around freely and securely, having 

choice in matters of reproduction and sexual satisfaction;
(4) Senses, imagination and thought – to be able to use the senses, imagine, 

think and reason in a truly human way based on education; using imagi
nation and thought in producing work and events of one’s own choice; 
using one’s mind in ways protected by freedom of expression;

(5) Emotions – to be able to attach to things and people, to love, to grieve, to 
experience longing, gratitude and justified anger;

(6) Practical reason – to be able to form a conception of the good and to criti
cally reflect on the planning of one’s own life;

(7) Affiliation – being able to live with and towards others, recognize and show 
concern for other human beings and engage in various forms of social 
interaction; having the social bases of selfrespect and nonhumiliation; 
being able to be treated as a dignified being whose worth is equal to that of 
others, which includes nondiscrimination;

(8) Other species – being able to live with concern for and in relation to ani
mals, plants and the world of nature;

(9) Play – being able to laugh, to play and enjoy recreational activities; and
(10) Control over one’s environment – being able to participate in political 

choices that govern one’s life; to hold property and have property rights 
on an equal basis with others; have the right to seek employment on an 
equal basis with others and to work as a human being.

To move from this list to a definition and measure of poverty, the 12step 
measuring tool developed by Alkire and Foster is useful. This implies that the 
definition of what poverty is would be open to dialogue, and that deprivation 
in more than one of the proposed dimensions above would have to be 
weighed against the others.

Nussbaum’s main argument is that a list is needed to make sure that the 
wrong capabilities are not prioritized. Some freedoms limit others, some free
doms are bad and some freedoms are more important than others, she argues. 
Hence commitments about substance are necessary (Nussbaum 2003). Lists 
such as this may always be criticized for not capturing what is particular to 
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some societies, or for presenting central capabilities in ways that turn out to be 
unbalanced in relation to actual situations. Therefore, she explicitly welcomes 
criticism and presents her list as a proposal. And criticism is exactly what has 
met her list. As Amartya Sen writes: “The problem is not with listing important 
capabilities, but with insisting on one predetermined canonical list of capa
bilities, chosen by theorists without any general social discussion or public 
reasoning” (Sen 2004: 77). To Sen, the lack of capabilities can never be the same 
in all societies all the time. Furthermore, the capabilities need also to be under
stood, formulated and valued by citizens. Anything else would be a denial of 
democracy and a misunderstanding of what pure theory might do, he claims 
(ibid.: 78ff). Another of Sen’s arguments against a canonical list is that one and 
the same list cannot be used for all different evaluative purposes that occur in 
practice. The selection of capabilities must be tailored to the task at hand. 
Taking such positions, Sen aligns himself with the position taken by herme
neutics, with its emphasis on deliberative processes and discursive normative 
theory.10

A more fundamental approach to the choice of capabilities for the poverty 
definition is taken by Sabina Alkire (2008). She refers to Ingrid Robeyns in 
suggesting four principles for the selection of capabilities: (i) Explicit formula
tion of and argumentation for the selection; (ii) Justification of the method 
used in generating the list of capabilities; (iii) A twostage process that differ
entiates between the ideal and the feasible; and (iv) The inclusion of all 
dimensions that are important. In applying criteria that require the researcher 
to formulate a list of capabilities through a process that is open to question
ing, Alkire and Robeyns place themselves in between the positions taken by 
Nussbaum and Sen. This position also lies in between the naturalistic and the 
hermeneutic positions, in the sense that it opens up the possibility to com
bine brute data with deliberative processes. In this sense, it provides an open
ing for a middle way.

 A Third Way

The capability approach (ca) is in itself a normative framework, evaluating 
social situations according to the amount of freedom people have to promote 
the functionings they value and have reason to value. The ca may utilize 

10 Nussbaum’s counterargument is that some canonical list is necessary in order to pro
mote justice. If all capabilties were of equal value and if no capability could be curtailed, 
justice would be made impossible (Nussbaum 2011).
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methodologies and analytical techniques of all kinds, and it may use both 
quantitative and qualitative data gathered from the full range of sources. It is 
described as a “…framework that researchers can draw on in order to utilize 
diverse approaches to multidimensional poverty and wellbeing in a concerted 
and conceptually coherent fashion” (Alkire 2008: 2).

In describing the theoretical underpinnings of the approach, Nussbaum 
and Sen are in agreement that the capability approach has been developed as 
an alternative to utilitarianism (Nussbaum 2006: 408f; Sen 2009: 19, 69f). While 
utilitarianism focuses on the satisfaction of various goals, it misses the central 
role of agency, which occurs on Nussbaum’s list above. In Nussbaum’s view, it 
is not enough to achieve satisfaction without choice and activity. In this way, 
utilitarianism might play down the importance of democratic choice, as well 
as agency.

The ca has its roots in social contract theory,11 but differs in certain aspects. 
When contract theories tend to discuss general social institutional and proce
dural approaches to justice, the ca focuses on social outcomes at the level of 
individuals. In the words of John Rawls, “there is a correct or fair procedure 
such that the outcome is likewise correct or fair, whatever it is, provided that 
the procedure has been properly followed” (Rawls 1971: 86). In contrast, the ca 
assesses justice from the outcome, and then seeks procedures that will come as 
close as possible to that outcome (Nussbaum 2006: 82). As well, when it comes 
to the principle of mutual advantage as the basis for social cooperation, ca is 
not fully in line with social contract theory. The ca presupposes more of moral 
sentiments than contractual theory does. Where contractual theories are par
simonious, in claiming that collaboration in society is possible not because of 
people’s benevolence, but because everyone benefits from cooperation, the 
capability approach demands more from human beings (ibid.: 408f). This is a 
potential weakness of the ca as a comprehensive social theory. Nussbaum her
self also admits that the ca has yet to provide answers to the range of issues 
that the Rawlsian version of contract theory raises (Nussbaum 2011: 93ff).

Despite its shortcomings, the ca has clear advantages for the purpose of 
analysing poverty. By focusing on outcomes, and through the process it 
uses, the ca provides a way forward by opening up perspectives that include 
both qualitative understanding and intersubjectivity. The ca in Nussbaum’s  

11 Social contract theory was developed by Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, Immanuel Kant 
and others. Its bestknown current version is probably the theory of justice developed by 
Rawls (1971). The basic idea is that individuals agree to be part of a society and to collabo
rate with a state on the basis of an implicit agreement that they will in some way gain 
from this.
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version aims at establishing functions of human life that are valid across cul
tures and societies. This process of establishing key capabilities may utilize 
and build on all different kinds of methodologies, from both the naturalistic 
and the hermeneutic traditions. Its universalistic ambition allows at the same 
time for the ca to serve as a basis for crosssocietal and crossindividual com
parisons and assessments.

Even if the ca is correctly described as a normative framework, it is possible 
to take different positions within the ca in relation to normative theory. This 
conclusion may be drawn from the debate between Nussbaum and Sen referred 
to above over the list of capabilities. While Nussbaum takes an intersubjective 
and unitary normative position, Sen aligns himself with the position of discur
sive normative theory, with its emphasis on deliberative participation. Still, 
both are applying the same normative framework to the study of poverty.

If the ca, in combination with the evolution of multidimensional measur
ing of poverty, now provides avenues for the transgression of divides between 
the naturalist and the hermeneutic positions, what might this lead to? The 
largest gain is arguably that there is now a debate where both the issue of inter
subjective comparison and the issue of the understanding of the meaning of 
poverty are seen as real problems, at the same level of importance. Regardless 
of position, everyone must today deal with these challenges and the tradeoff 
between them. Another important gain is that within the ca tradition all kinds 
of methods and data can be used interchangeably, depending on what issues 
are raised and what questions asked.

What about the utilitarian tradition, with its revealed preference theory and 
its naturalist position, then? Both Nussbaum and Sen take the explicit position 
that the ca was developed as an alternative to utilitarianism. Hence, the ca 
can hardly be a bridge to utilitarian positions. This being so, one might still 
recall that in the earlier version of utilitarian theory, Bentham and others 
worked with the “happiness” concept, which is not intersubjectively quantifi
able. As well, when the revealed preference theory with the money metric was 
developed as a means for intersubjective comparisons, even this met critique 
that interpersonal comparisons of wellbeing were not possible (Sen 1987: 
7ff). This criticism is further strengthened when adaptive preferences are 
taken into consideration. Whatever preferences are revealed may already have 
been adapted to what individuals perceive as realistic for them to achieve. In 
other words: the utilitarian tradition faces the same challenges of intersubjective 
comparison as other approaches do. Against this backdrop, it is the ca that has 
moved the issue of interpersonal comparison forward. The open discussion 
between Sen and Nussbaum on the usefulness of canonical lists of capabilities 
indicates the opportunities and limitations of such comparison.
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As we have reported, there has over recent years been a continuing debate 
about the need for multidimensionality and crossdisciplinary approaches to 
poverty studies. Many economists, coming from the utilitarian and naturalist 
tradition, have taken an active part in this, and have been among the key driv
ing forces behind it. Hence, even if not all will choose to take part, the emer
gence of the ca in the study of wellbeing and poverty provides a common 
framework and arena. This makes it possible to find common epistemological 
ground and to work with possible tradeoffs between intersubjective compari
sons and the understanding of meaning; to find common normative positions; 
to combine all sorts of methodologies; and to utilize different sets of data.

 Conclusion

This chapter has described the conceptual debate about poverty and how pov
erty should be defined and measured. This description builds on two major 
philosophical traditions, which have resulted in two distinct approaches to the 
definition and measurement of poverty: the income/consumption approach 
and the participatory approach. We have argued that the emergence of the 
capability approach to the understanding and study of poverty provides mid
dle ground between these two positions. Furthermore, the capability approach 
makes it possible to use a multitude of methods and data. It is thus a useful 
platform for moving in the warranted direction of further multidisciplinary, 
multidimensional and dynamic approaches to the study of poverty.

What such shifts will imply in terms of alternative and more accurate mea
sures of poverty, and improved strategies for the reduction of poverty largely 
remains to be seen. Investments in new data are costly and take time. However, 
attempts at its implementation are under way. The increased focus during 
recent years on measuring poverty that we noted through the scanning of 
English language literature seemingly indicates a turn towards the i/c 
approach. However, even this opens up opportunities for a transgression of the 
i/c and the pa approaches. By increasingly measuring poverty multidimen
sionally and dynamically, such a trend may bring with it deepened analysis 
and understanding of what poverty is.

We agree with Kanbur and Shaffer (2005) that differences of epistemology 
and normative theory are of fundamental importance in describing and ana
lysing what separates various positions on the definition, measurement and 
explanation of poverty. We further agree that these differences have not been 
highlighted enough in the past. However, there is no reason why such differ
ences need to remain. The evolution of the capability approach opens up  
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possibilities to bridge the epistemological and normative barriers. This will not 
happen in a way that abandons the differences once and for all. Rather, the 
capability approach provides an arena where such differences can be dis
cussed. Instead of perceiving them as fundamental lines of division, tensions 
between intersubjective measurement and contextual understanding, as well 
as between externally justified and internally adaptive preferences may be 
treated as the tradeoffs that they are. No one can escape such difficulties any 
longer by hiding away in any single epistemological corner.
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chapter 4

Debating Empowerment: A Case Study of 
Knowledge Practices in the Development 
Assistance Committee

Rosalind Eyben

 Introduction

‘Perhaps never before has so much been made of the power of ideas, right the-
ory or good policy in solving the problems of global poverty’, observes David 
Mosse in his edited collection (2011a: 3). Anthropologists, he suggests, have 
either analysed the material effects of these ideas as weapons in the battlefields 
of knowledge in development programming, or, from a Foucauldian perspec-
tive, have examined how discourses create development subjects. But until 
recently there has been little interest in ‘knowledge practices at the top’ (ibid.: 2) –  
head offices of development organizations with a global reach. One can offer 
various explanations for this. Arguably what goes on at the top is less interesting 
to study. The tedious nature of what happens in committee rooms – admirably 
described by Green (2011) – compares unfavourably with the excitement and 
colour found at the interface of international development professionals, gov-
ernment officials and citizen groups in an aid-recipient country. Compared to 
what happens in the process of programme implementation, policy texts are 
constructed with relative ease (Bebbington et al. 2007). Furthermore, access to 
the top is difficult and it is hard to protect anonymity in analyses that describe 
what people do and say (Bebbington et al. 2004). Notwithstanding this, the last 
decade has seen the publication of several insider accounts of knowledge prac-
tices at the top, including in the World Bank (Bebbington et al. 2004; Broad 2007; 
Mosse 2011b) and in government aid agencies (Eyben 2004; Gastel and Nuijten 
2005; Green 2011). All of these analyse the recursive connections between dis-
courses, politics and practices, and render visible the actors and the spaces in 
which discourses of aid are constructed and contested.

This chapter offers a case from a rather different organizational context, 
the Development Assistance Committee (dac).1 Unlike the World Bank or 

1 This chapter is based on material gathered while under contract to the oecd, and I am grate-
ful for authorization to use it for the present academic purpose. An early version of this paper 
was presented in 2011 at a seminar in the Nordic Africa Institute, Uppsala, and the resultant 
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the Dutch or British aid ministries, the dac – the donors’ club – is not an 
implementing agency. As a constituent part of the Organisation of Economic 
Co-operation and Development (oecd), it seeks to influence how the world 
thinks and acts by identifying and finding ‘good practice’ solutions to prob-
lems; these become standards against which member states’ actions are scru-
tinized through peer review processes (Mahon and McBride 2009). Whether 
this influence happens depends on the wider political environment in the 
member state’s agency and on the skills of those using dac guidance to exert 
pressure on their own management. Overall, the dac has reflected the main-
stream thinking of its time – for example, as one of the sites that produced 
the Washington Consensus (Zimmerman and Smith 2011). Because oecd 
staff – the Secretariat that supports the work of the dac committees – 
broadly see their task as securing agreement, they worry if the group they are 
shepherding strays too far from what the Secretariat perceives to be the 
mainstream. This risk has been greatest among the policy thematic networks 
in the d a c ’s subsidiary bodies – governance (govnet), gender 
(g e n dernet) and poverty (povnet). Because such spaces have attracted 
the radical fringe of non-economists, struggling for a voice in their own orga-
nizations and finding strength in numbers in the dac, Ruckert (2008: 111) 
suggests that the dac should be conceived of as ‘a condensation of antago-
nistic social forces’.2 The present paper is an ethnographic observation of 
one such ideological struggle that occurred in a sub-committee – a ‘task 
team’ – composed of some 15 officials from the head offices of bilateral and 
multilateral agencies that met at regular intervals between 2008 and 2011 to 
produce three sets of texts, advised by the author in the role of ‘expert’ con-
sultant. Our task was to produce guidance on the link between poor people’s 
empowerment and pro-poor growth.

Batliwala (2007: 557) proposes that, of all the development buzzwords, 
‘empowerment is probably the most widely used and abused…coined to repre-
sent a clearly political concept, it has been “mainstreamed” in a manner that 
has virtually robbed it of its original meaning and strategic value’. Initially 
taken up by the social movements of the second half of the last century, 
empowerment was co-opted by mainstream development practitioners and 
converted into a neo-liberal and consumerist discourse that, Batliwala argues, 

lively discussion very usefully guided my thoughts in producing a fuller draft. I am also grate-
ful for comments on a further version from colleagues in the ids Participation Team and for 
feedback received from four members of the task team that forms the subject of this paper. 
Every effort has been made to protect their anonymity. I take sole responsibility for the 
content.

2 See Eyben (2012) for further elaboration of these points.
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took ‘power’ out of empowerment. Could the task team, I wondered, be per-
suaded to put it back in and to reflect this in the texts we produced? The dac 
had long served as a space in which staff from head offices could construct 
guidelines and principles that they hoped subsequently to use in order to influ-
ence policy discourse back home. Among my motives for accepting the consul-
tancy was loyalty to an increasingly marginalized epistemic community  
in Aidland,3 commonly referred to as ‘social development specialists’ – that is, 
agency staff responsible for the social and political analysis of aid programmes 
and policies. Social developers have a concern for process and relation-
ships; an appreciation of diversity and difference, even at the most local level; 
an awareness of the operations of power; a continuing engagement with 
understanding and addressing the causes and consequences of inequalities; 
sensitivity to their own positionality; and, lastly, an interest in making visible 
those social realities that are not easily apparent to busy policy-makers. In the 
early 1990s, when employed by the uk development ministry, I had co-founded 
with Dutch and Swedish social developers an informal international forum 
that met regularly to share ideas and strategies for participatory approaches 
and poverty reduction (Eyben 2003).

Although we gained some traction, by the mid-2000s social developers were 
losing the discursive battle to a managerial mainstream that was reviving eco-
nomic growth as the development goal. It was within this increasingly chal-
lenging environment that social developers in povnet had been trying to get 
agreement for the Network to produce policy guidance on empowerment. 
Feeling that I should support these efforts, I sought to discover how far and in 
what ways the social developers in the task team could endow empowerment 
with a more transformative cluster of meanings than had so far been the case 
in dac publications. Conscious of not being a neutral party, I was alert to the 
risk of not establishing good relations with those I saw as non-social develop-
ers on the task team. Thus I sought to provide my advice in a technical and 
balanced ‘expert’ manner, often cheerfully agreeing to textual changes that  
I disliked, while with my social development hat on, seeking and testing the 
available room for manoeuvre. I shared an earlier draft of this paper with four 
members of the task team, three of whom broadly agreed with my interpreta-
tion and analysis; the fourth objected, did not recognize much of what I had 
described and pointed out issues and perspectives I had overlooked. I have 
revised the text in response to this critical feedback, clarifying misconceptions 

3 See Raymond Apthorpe’s discussion of the coining of this term (2011) and Mosse’s definition 
of Aidland as ‘the aggregate effect of expert thought and planning which is the virtual world 
of aid professionals’ (2011a: vii).
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and rectifying factual errors. Most importantly, I have nuanced my analysis and 
made it less of a ‘black and white’ struggle between the social developers and 
the rest.

Distinct from disagreements over interpretation, a further serious objection 
relates to whether, having been employed to work as a consultant to the task 
team, it is appropriate for me thereafter to write in a critical academic vein 
about the process. I have previously discussed (Eyben 2009) the case of David 
Mosse’s former colleagues objecting to his anthropological account (Mosse 
2005) of a project in which he and they had worked together as team mates. 
This resulted in a lively debate in Anthropology Today about the ethics and 
politics of multi-positionality (Sridhar 2005) and became the subject of a 
detailed analysis by Mosse himself (2006). I suggested then that the moral 
issue might be whether the consultant anthropologist accepted the assign-
ment in good faith and satisfactorily fulfilled his or her terms of reference – or 
in bad faith, accepting the job primarily for academic research purposes. In 
this present case, I took the job in good faith and delivered what was required 
of me. At the same time, as an anthropologist interested in power and relations 
in international aid, I was curious about the processes that I was observing and 
of which I was part. Nevertheless, ethnographically, the study has its limita-
tions. First, because of the care I have taken to protect individuals’ anonymity, 
I have deliberately avoided much of the ‘thick detail’ that a good ethnography 
requires. Second, as with the other members of the task team, my perspective 
is not omniscient: I was only partially aware of the relationships and conversa-
tions associated with the task team’s work, and my analysis and interpretation 
necessarily reflect those limitations.

With these caveats in mind, the present paper analyses how points of view 
shifted over time and examines why and how the task team succeeded in con-
structing an official policy text that ran counter to Aidland’s mainstream neo-
liberal environment. I note the irony that, within months of our work being 
concluded, povnet was abolished. Can our success be explained, I ask, by the 
fact that it posed no threat? Was it just a small rear-guard victory within 
Aidland’s major retreat from a battlefield of knowledge, where previously the 
people-centred and transformative discourses of development had carried 
some weight?

To answer these questions, I first look at empowerment’s history in Aidland – 
and more specifically in the dac. The paper then explores sequentially two key 
issues that were contested in the production of the three sets of texts for which 
the task team was responsible. The first issue was about making donors visible 
by including a reflexive analysis of their behaviour and practices; the second 
concerned putting power back into the concept of empowerment. I look at 
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how these issues played out in two of the three products of the task team. The 
task team generated ‘Stories of Empowerment’ as a new genre for the dac, 
with the aim of revealing the complex processes and relationships involved in 
donor efforts to facilitate empowerment. The subsequent controversy over the 
methodology for collecting and narrating these Stories revealed the task team’s 
disagreement over the meaning of empowerment and the implications for 
practice. The second product was a Policy Guidance Note (pgn) – a more con-
ventional genre. By the time the pgn was drafted in the second phase of the 
task team’s work, a gradual shift had occurred in recognizing power and posi-
tionality as issues for consideration. This paved the way for consensus about 
content and language that is surprisingly radical for the present era. In the 
present chapter’s conclusion I discuss the dissonance between this radicalism 
and the broader institutional and discursive trends in Aidland, of which the 
demise of povnet is just one illustration.4

 Empowerment in Aidland: Its Roots, Growth and Contested Status

Empowerment entered development discourse in the 1970s, when the radical 
edge of aid practice was reading Freire (1970) and regarding empowerment as 
a process of liberation from structural oppression, through collective critical 
awareness or ‘conscientization’. As Goulet (1979: 536) put it, empowerment was 
about ‘hitherto passive human beings transformed into active subjects creat-
ing their own history’. By the following decade,5 many of the themes we were 
subsequently to tackle in our povnet discussions were already present in the 
literature, including the empowerment of different categories of people, such 
as peasants (Cohen and Uphoff 1980), the disabled (Miles 1989) and women 
(Sen and Grown 1988); empowerment was also linked to topics of indigenous 
technical knowledge (Thrupp 1989), participatory research (Tandon 1981), 
people-centred development (Thomas 1983; Korten and Klauss 1984) and 
rights-based approaches (Brodhead 1987). By this time, however, ‘empower-
ment’ as a set of meanings associated with liberation and critical conscious-
ness was being challenged by another set of non-Freirean meanings, as for 
example in Bryant’s rational actor analysis of usaid support to squatters’ 
empowerment in Zambia (1980). In the 1990s, both sets of meanings became 
more common. Established people-centred development scholars such as 

4 The third product was a collection of Good Practice Notes. All three are available at http://
www.oecd.org/dac/povertyreduction/reducingpovertythroughempowerment.htm.

5 From an analysis of Google Scholar.
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Chambers (1992) began to use empowerment in their conceptual toolkit as the 
concept spread widely within development studies, policy and practice and 
was incorporated into the language of the big United Nations conferences.6 
But as it became a buzzword, so it became the subject of greater scrutiny.

Mohanty (1995) claimed that ‘empowerment’ had shifted its meaning to sig-
nify those in authority giving power to marginalized or discriminated groups. 
This made it a disabling concept: people’s right to struggle is constrained when 
they are organized from above. Thereafter, top-down empowerment as a 
means of limiting the scope for bottom-up action continued to be discussed 
(Craig et al. 2000); this was combined with regret that empowerment’s radical 
and transformative character was being diluted or altogether replaced by 
meanings that privileged agency as individual consumerist choice (Cleaver 
1999). This confusion about empowerment’s meaning, suggested Mohan and 
Stokke (2000), could be attributed to the contradiction between, on the one 
hand, a higher-level consensus between neo-liberals and post-Marxists about 
bottom-up empowerment that diminished the overweening power of the state 
and, on the other hand, a crucial lower-level disagreement over the resultant 
political agenda. From the neo-liberal perspective, empowerment of the pow-
erless is achieved by integrating them into decision-making processes without 
changing the societal status quo, whereas the post-Marxist agenda concerns 
people’s organized action to overturn the established order.

At the start of the new millennium, empowerment received the ultimate 
stamp of mainstream approval when it was privileged as a central concept in 
the World Development Report on Poverty (World Bank 2000). Left undefined in 
the report, a definition was subsequently provided as ‘the expansion of assets 
and capabilities of poor people to participate in, negotiate with, influence, 
control and hold accountable institutions that affect their lives’ (Narayan 2002: 
xviii). In a critical commentary on the Bank’s emphasis on people’s agency, 
Moore (2001) argued that, rather than seek to support directly organizations of 
the poor, donors might do better to turn their attention to helping create the 
broader political conditions in which poor people could organize politically. 

6 An analysis of Google Scholar found that, of all references (excluding citations) published 
between 1990 and 1995 that included the phrase ‘international development’, 5 per cent 
included also ‘empowerment’; between 1995 and 2000, this increased to 16 per cent. If we 
replace ‘international development’ with ‘international aid’, ‘empowerment’ appears in  
15 per cent of all references published between 1990 and 1995, increasing to 22 per cent in the 
second half of the decade. The term has since become slightly less common in ‘international 
development’ references, but continues to grow in popularity for ‘international aid’. In the 
last full year, 2011, 35 per cent of all ‘international aid’ references also included the word 
‘empowerment’.
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This would require, he suggested, a subtle and nuanced understanding of 
politics and political action. In the decade that followed, what came to be 
called ‘political economy’ analysis grew increasingly popular among bilateral 
agencies. However, on the whole, non-governmental organizations (ngos) 
and the researcher activists supporting them engaged more centrally with 
informal ‘power’ than did the bilateral agencies. Thus, VeneKlasen and Miller 
(2002) provided empowerment frameworks that built on ideas of collective  
consciousness-building leading to strong and balanced citizen–state relations. 
On the other hand, for the World Bank, the dac and many official donors, the 
key meanings of empowerment were concerned less with collective action and 
more with choice, influence and autonomy. Linked increasingly with ‘women’, 
empowerment was becoming development’s magic bullet, achieved through 
micro-finance, female education and political quotas (Eyben and Napier-
Moore 2009). Empowerment thus stayed extraordinarily fashionable in main-
stream discourse, while continuing to be subjected to ever more critical 
deconstruction (Cornwall and Brock 2005), as well as scrutinized for the dis-
sonance between the text produced at head office and the contingency of 
practice in the field (Bebbington et al. 2007). This was the backdrop to 
povnet’s decision in 2008 to build on its earlier work on social protection and 
empowerment (2006–08) by initiating a new phase of work (2009–10) on 
empowerment and pro-poor growth.

 Empowerment and Poverty Reduction at the dac

In the mid-1990s, the dac played an important role in encouraging its mem-
bership – bilateral aid agencies – to make poverty reduction a central objective 
(combined with participatory approaches) that had long interested social 
developers in the agencies (Eyben 2012). The Working Party on Good 
Governance (subsequently known as govnet) that was established in 1993 
included ‘Participatory Development’ in its title, and human-rights-based 
approaches were a central theme of its work. ‘People-centred’ and ‘participa-
tory development’ were key phrases in the dac’s bold and highly influential 
Shaping the 21st Century, published in 1996, which defined aid’s goals as pov-
erty reduction, social development and environmental sustainability (Thérien 
and Lloyd 2000) and whose ‘International Development Targets’ were the basis 
for the Millennium Development Goals (Manning 2009).

povnet was established in 1998 as part of this trend, and in its early years 
social developers from the different bilateral agencies (including the author), 
organized informally through their own inter-agency network, represented the 
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majority perspective in the room. povnet produced the dac Guidelines on 
Poverty Reduction (oecd 2001) – a publication that is still seen by today’s 
social developers as ‘a state of the art sourcebook’. In contrast to the World 
Development Report’s three pillars of opportunity, security and empowerment 
(World Bank 2000) the dac Guidelines provided a more complex framework 
that emphasized – at least in the main text, if not in the more mainstream 
executive summary – human rights and the political and socio-cultural dimen-
sions of poverty reduction.

Meanwhile, social development was losing its dominant position in 
povnet. Poverty reduction’s centrality in what was broadly a human develop-
ment approach7 to the Millennium Development Goals8 had made it too 
important a topic to leave to social developers, who, in most aid agencies, had 
never been more than marginal. Officials from their organizations’ mainstream –  
economists and managers – began to attend the meetings, with the result that 
povnet replaced its former concerns (rights-based and participatory perspec-
tives on poverty) with a concern for the kind of economic growth that would 
reduce poverty. Its guidance on pro-poor growth (oecd 2006) emphasized 
that, without the additional revenues that growth delivers, direct poverty 
reduction would not be sustainable, and that what was required was a pace 
and pattern of growth that enhanced the ability of poor women and men to 
participate in, contribute to and benefit from this growth. And to achieve this, 
the poor needed to be informed and empowered to influence a policy-making 
process that was accountable to their interests (oecd 2006: 35). The chair of 
the dac described the guidance as the successful resolution of long-standing 
arguments between economists and non-economic social scientists (alias 
social developers) about pro-growth versus pro-poor strategies (Manning 
2007). This was an oversimplification: the pro-poor growth consensus was 
between social developers and some economists – those opposed to the neo-
liberal Washington Consensus (for the sake of brevity, I call them ‘human 
developers’). The guidance was the fruit of an alliance born during the ‘social 
dimensions of structural adjustment’ campaign of the late 1980s that shaped 
the agenda of the 1995 Copenhagen Social Summit (Eyben 2006), which in 
turn influenced the Millennium Development Goals. Importantly, this alli-
ance did not resolve the paradigmatic differences between the social and 
human developers that were subsequently exposed in povnet’s work on 
empowerment.

7 Defined as the process of expanding human choices and strengthening human capabilities.
8 See Eyben (2006) and Hulme and Fukuda-Parr (2009) for further discussion of these differ-

ences in perspective in the development policy world.
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To sum up, there was not just one but two areas of contention in 
povnet: the first between the neo-liberal and the human development 
perspectives; and the second between human development and social 
development. Neo-liberal and human development approaches are both 
rooted in methodological individualism. While human developers are con-
cerned with the redistribution of assets, incomes and services among indi-
viduals, the social development perspective conceives of poverty as not 
just a problem of redistribution, but also of collective and individual rec-
ognition and of representation (Dahl et al. 2004). This requires attention to 
be paid to society, culture and power, as forces that shape history and indi-
vidual lives.

povnet’s decision in 2008 to produce further guidance was a means of con-
tinuing the human and social development consensus on the pro-poor growth 
theme. This was felt by its advocates to be necessary because of the perceived 
threat of a neo-liberal push-back from representatives of some member states 
active in the Network who favoured the new concept of ‘inclusive growth’. Like 
pro-poor growth, inclusive growth is subject to various definitions, but (as it is 
defined by the World Bank) it differs from the dac’s understanding of pro-
poor. The latter ‘is mainly interested in the welfare of the poor while inclusive 
growth is concerned with opportunities for the majority of the labor force, 
poor and middle-class alike’ (Ianchovichina and Lundstrom 2009: footnote 1). 
Inclusive growth is not concerned with reducing inequalities, and nor does the 
concept recognize that poverty will only be tackled when poor people gain a 
voice in policy-making. The povnet delegates from member states and inter-
national organizations who volunteered to join the task team were those who 
objected to the new concept of inclusive growth, which they perceived as 
undermining the dac Guidelines (oecd 2001; 2006).

Consequently, because neo-liberalism had only limited influence in the 
empowerment task team (as distinct from its parent body, povnet) argu-
ments about the meaning of empowerment mainly reflected disagreement 
between human and social development perspectives – not between these 
two perspectives and neo-liberalism. At the same time, these ideological/
philosophical differences were rarely articulated as distinctly as this in the 
task team’s debates. Meanings and epistemological approaches fractured, 
combined and re-formed in relation to the subject under discussion and 
the speaker’s positionality. In the heat of the moment, everyone, including 
the author, shifted un-reflexively between perspectives. Nevertheless, the 
relatively small group of social developers kept ‘on message’ about putting 
power back into empowerment and about its ramifications for donor 
practices.
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Most of the social developers had been members of the previous task team 
on social protection and pro-poor growth (oecd 2008), where their efforts to 
put power back into empowerment had been disappointing. Despite frequent 
references to empowerment, other than in one mention of unequal power 
relations, ‘power’ only appears in the text as spending or purchasing power. 
Hence, while the human developers wanted further work on empowerment on 
pro-poor growth because they saw it as fundamental to the expansion of 
choice, social developers hoped this new task team would be more successful 
than the social protection team had been in reframing empowerment. 
gendernet was also keen to see POVNET take empowerment seriously, and 
this provided an opportunity for gender equality to be more included in 
povnet than had hitherto been the case. povnet’s work depended on addi-
tional voluntary contributions from member states – for example to hire con-
sultants like me and to cover publication costs. One of the social developers 
pledged a substantial contribution from their agency, on the implicit condition 
that empowerment should be a central element in the 2009–11 work pro-
gramme. The social developers, however, had to compromise to secure this 
agreement: the task team would not be concerned with empowerment and 
poverty reduction as they had hoped, but would focus more explicitly on 
empowerment and pro-poor growth.

Against this background, and with a provisional budgetary allocation of 
between 300,000 and 500,000 Euros, it was agreed that a task team would be 
established from among interested povnet members. The Secretariat accord-
ingly drafted an outline of purpose:

The aim…is to help donors better support the capacities and efforts of 
poor women and men, and their civil society organisations, to be more 
effectively involved in and benefit from growth and poverty reduction 
strategies. It will assist donors to work with government and other stake-
holders to strengthen political will and the supportive framework to 
engage in dialogue. This work will also address how donors can support 
public policies that empower the informal economy and unleash its 
growth potential.9

Worried that this framing of empowerment was not advancing the agenda, 
the same social developer whose agency was providing one of the biggest vol-
untary contributions suggested that a background paper on the concept of 

9 From the note dated 30 April 2008, drafted by the Secretariat, ‘Preparing the 2009–10 povnet 
work programme: content and modalities’, p. 6.
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empowerment be commissioned from the Pathways of Women’s Empowerment 
programme, which was hosted at the uk’s Institute of Development Studies. 
For this background paper, I drew on research that I had undertaken on the 
shifting meanings of women’s empowerment in international development 
agencies (Eyben and Napier-Moore 2009). I found that instrumentalist mean-
ings of empowerment, associated with efficiency and growth, were crowding 
out socially transformative meanings of rights and collective action. In an 
effort to make headway in an unfavourable policy environment – and to keep 
alive their purpose – officials who favoured these transformative approaches 
strategically juggled the different sets of meanings of empowerment. Hence 
they preferred fuzziness over clarity. When there was little chance of securing 
collective agreement to the desired meaning, such strategic ambiguity pro-
vided room for manoeuvre. I had thus assumed that, with the challenges they 
might face in the task team, the social developers would avoid seeking clarity, 
and choose rather to focus on the practical details of the kinds of aid instru-
ments and donor behaviour that could support transformative approaches.  
I thought that, in order to avoid a contest over definitions, it was all to be done 
by stealth. I also thought the dac Secretariat – which by virtue of its role 
always looks for consensus among the membership – would want to avoid 
divisive debates by opting for a ‘fuzzword’ (Cornwall 2007). I was proved 
wrong. From the Secretariat’s perspective, empowerment’s fuzziness had 
wasted a lot of time in former povnet meetings; early agreement on a ‘work-
ing definition’ would help this task team move faster. The social developers 
agreed.

Instructed that our background paper should propose a definition, we 
suggested that empowerment happens ‘when individuals and organised 
groups are able to imagine their world differently and to realise that 
vision by changing the relations of power that have been keeping them in 
poverty’ (Eyben et al. 2008: 3). We argued that empowerment should be 
understood as the interplay between ‘power within’, ‘power with’ and 
‘power to’ (Rowlands 1997); that poverty should not be seen as an abso-
lute state, but as relative and relational; and that empowerment is a pro-
cess that changes the idea of who one is vis-à-vis the social institutions 
that shape identity.

In November 2008, I was invited to present the paper at the first of ten 
meetings of the task team (the last of which took place in February 2011). 
Most there knew each other reasonably well from previous participation in 
povnet meetings, but also from other events and networks. Some of them 
appeared to be strategically focused. One of them, seated in front of a large 
white board, tactically took the opportunity to sketch a diagram about how 
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the task team should proceed with its work. My notes from the meeting 
read:

thus managing to convince the meeting that the task team would work to 
collect stories of empowerment amid the faint murmurs from an econo-
mist about the value of regression analyses… We all kept staring at the 
board and it was difficult to escape his framing.

The social developers enthusiastically accepted the proposal that the task 
team use narratives of empowerment to capture the complexity of the process, 
and I was asked to develop a methodology for the task team to review. Some 
were less enthusiastic. One participant with a social development background 
declared that his agency was in favour of inclusive, not pro-poor growth, that 
he had little room for manoeuvre, and that it would be difficult for him to jus-
tify coming to further meetings. Others appeared to be struggling with the con-
ceptual discussion. One person’s remark about seeing little connection 
between empowerment and human rights elicited audible gasps of shock and 
surprise from the social developers. I wondered at the time whether some task 
team members might have felt themselves at a disadvantage in the discussions, 
uncomfortable with speaking about abstract concepts such as power, thinking 
that others might disparage their opinions. As a task team member com-
mented on reading a draft of this chapter, non-native English speakers might 
have been feeling challenged, unaware of the linguistic nuances in relation to 
these concepts.

That initial meeting was followed by a further two in the first half of 2009, 
which I did not attend. At these it was agreed to produce ‘Good Practice Notes’ 
on empowerment in relation to particular topics, such as natural resources 
management, monitoring and evaluation, legal empowerment and women’s 
economic empowerment. Task team members volunteered the topic for 
which they were willing to produce a ‘note’, in most cases planning to hire a 
consultant from their own budgets to help them do this. ‘Stories of 
Empowerment’, the idea generated at the first meeting and discussed in detail 
below, were also to be identified and written up by task team members. 
Material from these two sets of texts would then be drawn upon for the sub-
sequent drafting of the Policy Guidance Note, the most official of the docu-
ments. At the third meeting, it was also decided to recruit a consultant to 
draft the pgn and provide overall intellectual support for the task team’s 
work, including inputs into the drafting of its two other sets of products. 
Hence, I recommenced my engagement with the task team at its fourth meet-
ing, in autumn 2009.
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 Debating Empowerment

The paradigmatic division between the social and human development per-
spectives discussed earlier played out in the two longest and most contested 
debates about empowerment at the task team meetings. These concerned the 
positionality of the donors (which I discuss in relation to the task team’s 
unconventional product, ‘Stories of Empowerment’) and the centrality of 
power in empowerment (which I look at in the context of the production of 
the Policy Guidance Note).10

Meetings lasted from one and a half to two days (occasionally interspersed 
with tele-conferences) when participants reviewed and provided feedback on 
draft texts. Mostly we met in the oecd complex in Paris, where the arrange-
ments and lay-out of the meeting rooms reminded one (female) social devel-
oper of ‘yesterday’s male boardrooms’. Sometimes we met at the head office of 
a task team member. These meetings tended to be more relaxed and informal, 
with the Secretariat participants – away from their home base – less obviously 
in charge. In these more familiar surroundings of an agency head office, we 
hunted for power outlets for our laptops, lent each other adaptors and listened 
to our hosts’ latest gossip about the goings on in their organization. But regard-
less of location – and unlike meetings in a typical aid bureaucracy – there was 
no explicit formal hierarchy among those present. However, privately com-
ments were made that some voices appeared to carry more weight than others, 
and that only some participants (not all) were allowed to speak as long and as 
frequently as they desired.11

Everyone felt the meetings could be managed better. The order of business 
was shuffled around to accommodate travel plans – ‘I’m sorry, I have to leave 
for Hong Kong in half an hour’ – and the last item of business was often rushed, 
much to the vexation of one participant: ‘We need to make sure we leave 
enough time for planning! We always rush off to airports just when we get to 
this item.’ There was suspicion among some that the rush at the end was a 
deliberate tactic, allowing decisions to be made in the interim and presenting 
these at the next meeting as faits accomplis.

Early on, the task team agreed to a proposal to allow Southern participation 
in the meetings ‘to help…ground concepts, analysis and conclusions in the 

10 These debates also featured in the discussions about the draft Good Practice Notes that, 
for reasons of brevity, I do not examine.

11 A Secretariat staffer (not involved in povnet) commented to me that because partici-
pants in thematic network meetings were often in marginal positions in their own orga-
nizations, they took the opportunity to hog the limelight when they came to the dac.
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realities and livelihoods of people living in poverty in developing countries’.12 
It was expected that such participation would be from a diversity of regions 
and backgrounds, including representatives from government, think tanks, the 
private sector and civil society. Task team members were invited to suggest 
names. In the event, only three such participants were appointed – all from 
civil society and two from the same country. Nevertheless, although they par-
ticipated in less than half of the meetings, and although they admitted to being 
rather confused about their role, they noticeably added weight to the social 
development perspective. They even volunteered to draft a Good Practice Note 
on social movements (oecd 2012) – something one of the social developers 
had wanted to do but had felt constrained to undertake because (I was told) of 
‘the neo-liberal atmosphere of the dac’. The Southerners were, however, agree-
ably surprised that there did not appear to be any such neo-liberal constraint 
on what they said, and they commented that they could speak freely at the 
meetings. One of them, however, privately expressed irritation about perceived 
tokenism, observing that they had been invited to join the task team only after 
the programme of work and its details had been agreed. I sympathized with 
their predicament: I had also missed out on influencing the agenda by not 
being invited to the second and third task team meetings. When I returned to 
the task team for the fourth meeting, I was dismayed to discover what had hap-
pened to the ‘Stories of Empowerment’, as I now discuss.

 Making Donors Visible

Everyone agreed that donors are not central to many of the empowerment pro-
cesses in aid-recipient countries, but the discussions about the Stories revealed 
a gap in understanding. Some saw the Stories as a vehicle for donor staff to 
learn about how and when to support empowerment processes; others, focus-
ing on the self-evident truth that donors often played a minor role, thought the 
Stories could be about any empowerment process (not necessarily one sup-
ported by donors) and should concentrate on explaining the positive outcomes 
for poor people.

At the first task team meeting, the intention behind the Stories had been to 
help task team members and their colleagues in country offices become more 
reflexive practitioners. The purpose was for them to learn about the power 
effects of donor action and to capture these effects in narratives about process 

12 ‘Terms of Reference on Participation of Development Partners in Meetings of the dac 
Network on Poverty Reduction (povnet)’, 2009, p.1.
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and relationships – narratives in which multiple points of view (including that 
of the explicit donor) were represented, rather than synthesized into a single 
account. Ideally, task team members were to be involved in the collection of 
these Stories to learn what donors can and cannot usefully do and to incorpo-
rate their findings into the Policy Guidance Note. The methodology also 
stressed that the process should be empowering for all those involved, enabling 
people – including task team members and their colleagues – to imagine new 
possibilities for action. It was emphasized that we were not looking for stories 
of ‘best practice’, but should rather focus on the donors learning about how 
other project stakeholders interpreted and viewed donor behaviour.

Although the proposed methodology was formally approved at the April 
2009 meeting of the task team, the minutes of the meeting contradicted that 
approval by also recording:

Discussion clarified that the role of the [Stories] is to provide narratives 
of processes where empowerment has occurred and led to more benefi-
cial involvement of poor people in economic activity. Donor involvement 
in or support of these processes is not a prerequisite for the relevance or 
adoption of a story.

Among the early ideas for the Stories put forward by task team members were: 
educating girls in Tanzania; the struggles of indigenous people in Nepal; and 
support for micro-finance in the Congo. Eventually, over twenty Stories were 
collected, in most cases with help from consultants or journalists. Most first 
drafts ignored the guidelines about multiple perspectives – particularly those 
commissioned from journalists, who wrote good news stories (‘sunshine sto-
ries’, as one social developer put it) about the transformed lives of ‘the poor’. As 
one of the Southern participants commented: ‘Being poor is having other 
people write about you.’ Thus, what we had thought to be a good and innova-
tive idea became everything that the methodology sought to avoid. ‘The poor’ 
and their ‘voices’ were being extracted to tell de-contextualized stories 
(Cornwall and Fujita 2007). As one disgruntled social developer put it, we had 
ended up with stories for ministerial speeches. All intermediary actors, partic-
ularly the donors, had become invisible. As I argued when I returned to the 
task team in October, by rendering the donors invisible, the task team was 
blocking any chance of learning about the role that donors could play in facili-
tating empowerment. The intentions of establishing a new genre in support of 
a transformative understanding of empowerment were beginning to unravel.

Only in one instance did a task team member (a social anthropologist with 
a background in participatory monitoring and evaluation) choose to follow the 
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methodological guidelines and be the principal investigator. This person was 
subsequently to wonder whether one perhaps needed to be an anthropologist 
to understand the methodological point about different perspectives. Another 
social developer noted that it required constant effort to encourage the task 
team to focus on donor behaviour in supporting or constraining empower-
ment processes. Yet rendering donors invisible contradicted the task team’s 
terms of reference, which stipulated that the aim was to improve donor prac-
tice. Contrary to these terms of reference, some members insisted that the 
team’s task was to communicate good practice about empowerment to a much 
broader audience, including aid-recipient governments and civil society. This 
insistence was based on the tradition of most previous dac guidance, which 
explained to everyone (not just the dac’s own membership) how development 
should be done. The reluctance to focus on donor behaviour was justified 
‘because we are not doing things ourselves but allying ourselves with people 
who are doing’.

Arguing that it was inappropriate to put donors into the frame, some in 
the task team were initially impervious to the counter argument that they 
were in the frame, and that by lurking in the shadows they were exercising 
hidden power (Gaventa 2006). If they did not make themselves visible, they 
could neither be held accountable nor learn how to be more effective. By 
choosing to see empowerment entirely from a single perspective – what 
happens to poor people, as interpreted by the omniscient voice of a consul-
tant – and by ignoring the broader structures, relations and institutional 
actors involved, they were keeping shut the black box about how aid hap-
pens. Furthermore, bearing in mind the existence of the vast scholarly litera-
ture about empowerment, what was the added value of the dac’s contribution 
to this literature, other than to investigate and critically reflect on its own 
practices?

Nevertheless, and despite this setback, the social developers did secure 
some early discursive wins. The minutes of the second meeting of the task 
team record that

The language of the document needs to be sensitive to the subject matter, 
and the term ‘the poor’ should be replaced by ‘poor people’, ‘people living 
in poverty’, or ‘poor women and men’. This will help signify awareness 
that ‘the poor’ is a restraining category which does not recognise men 
and women living in poverty as people in their heterogeneity.

The task team also agreed to switch from passive to active voice. ‘The poor’ 
could no longer ‘be empowered’ (as in an initial draft text that mentioned 
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how ‘the World Bank reported that 25,000 out of 30,000 beneficiaries were 
empowered’). And as discussion about the Stories continued, so the social 
developers began to make gradual progress. On my return in October 2009, 
the Secretariat took the lead in reminding the task team of the method-
ological guidelines by asking me to present a summary of the key criteria 
against which the texts should be drafted. This included: (i) recognizing 
that donors may be very distant from the primary stakeholders, and thus 
acknowledging the need to capture the relational links through other actors, 
e.g. government ministries or ngos; (ii) recognizing the possibility of chal-
lenge and conflict in empowerment processes; and (iii) looking at donors’ 
discourses and procedures and how these affected empowerment, includ-
ing capturing what the other stakeholders thought about these discourses 
and procedures.

When the next meeting reviewed revised versions of the Stories, there had 
been a significant shift in understanding the purpose of them. Comments 
from different task team members were made about ‘respecting different reali-
ties’ and ‘the need for edge – not just the normal blah-blah’. It was agreed that 
some Stories would require further work (in one case, obliging the agency con-
cerned to send its consultant back to the field to conduct further interviews). 
Other Stories were rejected as beyond redemption: their whole basis was now 
appreciated as inappropriate. In one such instance, the task team decided that 
‘the story is too short; there are only the voices of the ultimate beneficiaries; 
local conflicts are under-explored; most of the voices are men and local offi-
cials; the process was extractive; there is no information about the empower-
ment process’. And an outlier: ‘What has the story got to do with pro-poor 
growth?’

By June 2010, the work on the Stories had been completed. Some of the 
social developers – and the author – had invested much emotional effort and 
energy in the process. I felt the eventual products were very different from 
the original intention, but were better than it had seemed they might be at 
one point. The arguments about the Stories – along with the conversations 
about the Good Practice Notes not examined in this chapter – meant that, 
for a whole year, we had been debating what empowerment meant for 
donors’ practices. This laid the groundwork for the task team’s final and most 
important textual product – the Policy Guidance Note. Once approved by 
the dac High-Level Meeting of development cooperation ministers, the pgn 
would become official dac policy, against which – in theory – the perfor-
mance of member states could be assessed as part of the regular dac peer 
review process.
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 Keeping Power on the Agenda

The main sensitivity that I now discuss concerned the treatment of ‘power’ in 
the drafting of the Policy Guidance Note (oecd 2012)13 and in last-minute efforts 
to remove ‘power’ as a concept both from the overall definition of empowerment 
and from the policy statement to be approved by the dac High-Level Meeting.

An initial attempt to structure the note in terms of power to (productive 
assets, the market and care economies and human capabilities), power with 
(democratic governance, collective action) and power within (critical con-
sciousness, inclusion) was rejected for having ‘too much power’. Without sig-
nificant change to the content, the sections were accordingly relabelled as 
economic, political and social empowerment. Following the previous year’s 
discussion about the Stories and the Good Practice Notes and the eventual 
agreement that empowerment was a process that donors could either support 
or hinder, the final and most important part of the pgn – ‘Implications for 
Donor Practice’ – was readily agreed. This distinguished it from its immediate 
povnet predecessor, the pgn on social protection, which included the role of 
governments and other actors, in addition to recommendations for donors.

Although donors had now become the focus of the pgn, other fault lines 
emerged. The first concerned economic empowerment. Early on, some task team 
members had wanted to restrict the pgn to just this issue. Although persuaded 
to broaden it out (provided I could demonstrate the linkages with pro-poor 
growth), they still saw the economic as the most important section, requiring the 
greatest care. In the second draft of the pgn, I had included a definition of eco-
nomic empowerment drawn directly from the earlier background paper:

Economic empowerment is the capacity of women and men to partici-
pate in, contribute to and benefit from growth processes in ways which 
recognize the value of their contributions, respect their dignity and make 
it possible to negotiate a fairer distribution of the benefits of growth.

eyben et al. 2008: 9

13 Although reviewed by the task team as a whole, ultimate responsibility for the stories and 
the Good Practice Notes lay with the individuals who commissioned them using their 
organizations’ resources. The pgn, however, was a dac official document and had to fol-
low a format and standard developed in previous publications. I was also asked to draft 
the note by drawing on the relevant academic literature, as well as on the material from 
the stories and Good Practice Notes, submitting successive versions of the pgn to the task 
team for its consideration and amendment.
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Neo-liberal perspectives were manifesting their influence, and these ref-
erences to ‘distribution’ and ‘value’ created some anxiety. It was decided 
that some task team members would, with support from the Secretariat, 
assume responsibility for re-drafting this part of the note, so that it better 
reflected the dac position on pro-poor growth, as understood to be artic-
ulated in the 2006 pgn on this subject.14 Accordingly, a revised draft 
stated:

Economic empowerment is the capacity of women and men to exercise 
control over their livelihoods through being able to make choices on 
what productive activities to invest in, to decide how and when to engage 
in markets and to influence the terms on which they do so.

Social developers did not demur at this change, deciding to invest their 
own efforts in getting the right language into the overall definition of 
empowerment. The task team had accepted the background paper’s work-
ing definition, and most members had assumed that, as such, it would be 
included in the final draft of the Policy Guidance Note. Hence, there was 
surprise and annoyance when, at the task team’s penultimate meeting, an 
alternative definition was proposed – one from which ‘power’ had been 
removed:

People are empowered when individually or together they are able to 
conceive of and define better lives for themselves and set and pursue tar-
gets for achieving them by changing political, economic and social 
institutions.

In a subsequent email exchange, encouraged by this almost last-minute act of 
resistance to the inclusion of ‘power’ another task team member offered a 
more neo-liberal perspective:

People are empowered when they gain and exert influence in political, 
social, legal and economic decision-making processes and institutions 
and as a result of it their living standards improve (at least at the same 
pace as average income growth).15

14 In fact, the 2006 text makes frequent reference to distributional issues, but the wider 
political environment had meanwhile become less sympathetic.

15 Thus taking an ‘inclusive’ rather than ‘pro-poor growth’ line.
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Yet another proposed:

From a pro-poor growth perspective, empowerment is about poor women 
and men and their representatives gaining and exercising influence on 
decisions and processes that will improve their livelihoods. To lead to 
desired results, individuals and their representatives need the capacity 
and opportunity to influence such decisions and processes while those 
taking such decisions need to be accountable to the interests of poor 
people.

These alternative definitions ran counter to the general tenor of what was 
otherwise an agreed document. The social developers were worried. They 
emailed and phoned each other to discuss how to retrieve the situation. It 
looked as if they were losing the definitional battle just when they thought it 
had been won. They circulated among the task team alternatives that 
brought ‘power’ back into the definition. One proposal was more radical 
than the original working definition. It had a Marxist ring when referring to 
changing the structures, as well as the relations of power that keep people in 
poverty.

Alarmed by the split within the task team at this late stage, the Secretariat 
proposed a compromise definition that everyone reluctantly accepted:

Empowerment happens when people, individually or collectively, con-
ceive of, define and pursue better lives for themselves. From a Pro-Poor 
Growth perspective, poor women and men need to change existing 
power relations and gain and exert influence over the political, economic 
and social processes that determine and, all too often, constrain their 
livelihood opportunities.

 The Final Contest

There was one final contest over ‘power’. I was surprised at how easy it had 
been to include among the pgn’s five priority messages the statement that 
‘Donors need to pay attention to the inequitable power relations, including 
their own behaviour, which keep people in poverty.’ However, I had not real-
ized that it was not the pgn that would be approved by ministers at the dac 
High-Level Meeting, but rather a two-page policy statement serving as the 
note’s preamble or executive summary. Just before the last meeting, in early 
2011, task team members received a draft of this statement, along with the 
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meeting agenda, wherein discussion of the draft was placed as the last item to 
be considered, when everyone would be rushing to catch trains and planes. 
The policy statement had quite a different tone from the pgn, and all refer-
ences to power had disappeared. An alarmed social developer emailed me:

I am delighted with the pgn, but rather shocked by some of the state-
ments in the first page of the policy statement…may be I am an old fash-
ioned nostalgic leftist…but it sounds sometimes like a manifesto for neo 
liberalism.

As a result of this social developer’s intervention, discussion of the policy state-
ment was moved up the agenda, and on the insistence of most task team mem-
bers the draft was changed to reflect more faithfully the priority messages in 
the pgn. Thereafter this statement took a year to be approved through a ‘no 
objections’ procedure.16 This was followed in April 2012 by the publication of 
the Policy Guidance Note in a volume that also included the Good Practice 
Notes (oecd 2012).

At the start of a two-and-a-half-year debate about its meaning, the task team 
had agreed a working definition of ‘empowerment’ that recognized both 
agency and structural power relations that can constrain or support autonomy 
and choice. The resistance within the task team to this definition centred on a 
refusal to recognize structure and power, combined with a dislike of notions of 
‘power within’ and processes of conscientization. Interestingly, in arguing 
about empowerment, no one, including me, openly suggested that these were 
ideological debates. Instead, everything that was openly said was kept at the 
level of the technical. In drafting the Policy Guidance Note, this technical 
approach allowed me to cite selectively the ‘evidence’ in support of a transfor-
mative approach, without danger of being openly accused of bias (other than 
in one instance, when – to my gratification – I was accused of being a ‘femi-
nist’). I could use my position as technical expert – including being the only 
person in the task team with easy access to the academic literature – to make 
ex-cathedra statements. This strategy worked well in relation to discussions of 
social and political empowerment, especially as the social developers in the task 
team were happy with the claims I was making. However, as non-economists, 
they and I were on weaker ground when it came to what mattered most to the 
Secretariat: namely the need to frame economic empowerment in a manner 
that would not contradict the overall oecd position.

16 www.oecd.org/officialdocuments/publicdisplaydocumentpdf/?cote=DCD/DAC(2012)5/
FINAL&docLanguage=En.
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 Conclusion: Possibilities and Limitations

This chapter’s objective was to examine a micro-level process, in order to make 
visible the actors and the spaces in which discourses of aid are constructed and 
contested. It has revealed both the possibility of agency and the limitations of 
structure. By successfully incorporating power into the much-abused concept 
of empowerment, a group of middle-ranking bureaucrats was able to think 
reflexively about themselves as politically positioned actors. They produced 
guidance that, if followed, would enhance the capacity of donors to support, 
rather than undermine, processes of social transformation. It had not been a 
foregone conclusion. There was a sustained and lively debate within the task 
team about meanings and audience. We – the social developers – were more 
successful than I had at first thought possible. The individuals involved were 
able to make a difference to the outcome. Micro-level action matters. 
Nevertheless, there were self-imposed invisible boundaries to our discussions.

The first of these surfaced briefly at the penultimate meeting of the task 
team. Rather mischievously, I mentioned how the arguments about the effects 
of donor practices on the empowerment of people in poverty were limited to 
what donors did or did not do within aid-recipient countries, ignoring the 
effects on people in poverty of donor governments’ actions in other policy 
spheres. We agreed to recognize this limitation and a paragraph was accord-
ingly drafted:

The present Guidance has not considered the potential empowering or 
disempowering effects of action by donor governments in relation to 
global financial, trade, climate change and other international policy 
areas. Still today people living in poverty in developing countries have the 
least voice and influence on the decisions of global institutions.

There was another invisible boundary to our discussion. I stayed silent about 
Mohanty’s (1995) proposition, discussed earlier, that empowerment becomes a 
disabling concept when people are organized from above. In our debates about 
how donors should support empowerment, we never asked ourselves whether 
we could most usefully do this by closing our programmes down, thus ceasing 
to be ‘progressive patrons’ (De Wit and Berner 2009).

Finally – and particularly worth considering with respect to the argumenta-
tive construction of text and genre in the task team’s work – is why and how it 
was possible to produce a surprisingly radical text in the current global politi-
cal environment of development cooperation. Was it because the task team’s 
product would not have any material effect? The passion and enthusiasm of 
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the social developers reflected their efforts to keep burning the dying flame of 
people-centred and rights-based development. It may be just because that 
flame is dying that the wider donor community remained indifferent to what 
povnet was doing. Many of the most influential bilateral and multilateral 
agencies were either not represented in the task team or rarely attended 
povnet meetings. Poverty reduction was once again becoming a niche activ-
ity. The Secretariat had tried to keep povnet alive through the focus on ‘pro-
poor growth’, but even that was becoming a démodé idea, as the more 
neo-liberal ‘inclusive growth’ took hold. The member states and international 
organizations supporting this new line – and not represented in the task team – 
simply stopped coming to povnet.

The subsequent low level of attendance at its meetings led the Secretariat to 
suggest the closure of povnet, as part of a general review of the dac’s archi-
tecture. Within a few months of the task team’s final meeting, povnet was 
abolished. The official record of the meeting that agreed its closure recorded 
(in terms familiar to feminist bureaucrats who find that gender disappears 
once it is mainstreamed):

Poverty reduction was highlighted as a key mandate of the dac. As such, 
it should be an objective in all areas of dac work, rather than being seen 
as a mere part of its institutional structure.17

For a knowledge product to be legitimate, it requires an audience (McNeill and 
St Clair 2011), otherwise its subsequent discursive or operational influence may 
be minimal. If they judge there will not be such an audience, people will not 
contribute to its production. The low level of attendance at povnet meetings 
appears to confirm the pgn’s lack of legitimacy. Although published by the 
oecd in a glossy cover, the Policy Guidance Note is likely to have little material 
effect.

The success in securing this text – and the wider indifference to its publication – 
must be understood in the context of a major geo-political shift in develop-
ment cooperation. In an environment in which many of the traditional donors 
are becoming reluctant to maintain large aid programmes in these times of 
austerity and in the face of challenges from rising powers such as China, 
increasingly influential Aidland actors, it is unfashionable to conceive of 
aid as a potential instrument for social transformation. The month after 
povnet was closed down, the dac organized the Fourth High-Level Forum on  

17 Letter from the chair of dac ‘Outcome of the discussion on ac Architecture, ac Meeting 
of 3 November 2011’, oecd ba (2011) 58: 1.
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Aid Effectiveness (hlf4), whose negotiated outcome document refers to 
‘inclusive growth’; ‘empowerment’ features in the outcome document only as it 
relates to women, explained as ‘a pre-requisite for sustainable and inclusive 
growth’. There are no references to power relations in the hlf4 outcome 
document.

The task team’s work is available in a single document online and in hard 
copy from the oecd bookshop (oecd 2012). Nevertheless, in the absence of a 
strong constituency in the bilateral aid agencies to urge that the document be 
distributed to country programme offices and be mentioned favourably by 
senior officials and ministers, that work is likely to stay unnoticed and disre-
garded. The last of the five priority messages in the pgn states ‘Empowerment 
takes time, sustained engagement and the ability to balance short-term results 
and long-term impact.’ The message most oecd donors are highlighting is very 
different and concerns the delivery of aid packages for tangible, quick and 
quantifiable results, whose achievement is attributed entirely to the donor 
intervention. Of course, the situation may change again – and certainly many 
in Aidland are pushing back against the current trend. However, for the time 
being, the task team’s work on empowerment is likely to stay largely 
unnoticed.
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chapter 5

Beyond Livelihoods: Occupationality and Career 
Formation in African Artisanal Mining

Deborah Fahy Bryceson

 Introduction

The livelihoods concept has been central to development thinking and projects in 
African countries for over twenty years. The examination of household livelihood 
diversity in relation to household assets has become a standard approach for rural 
and urban livelihood projects in many development agencies. These exercises 
have been supplemented with a proliferation of detailed academic studies of live-
lihood change in rural communities dotted throughout Sub-Saharan Africa, and a 
burgeoning number of Masters and PhD theses emanating from African and 
Western academia. However, few studies have attempted to review the findings 
and to question the approach’s utility in terms of what it has revealed. What is its 
theoretical contribution and track record in providing useful insights? How can 
the body of applied research it has spawned be assessed? What are the approach’s 
limitations? And indeed does it now, and will it in the future, have any relevance 
for researchers and development practitioners?

In this chapter, I consider how the livelihoods concept was conceived, look at 
its analytical accomplishments and investigate its utility to donors’ efforts to 
achieve poverty reduction. In critiquing its limitations, I introduce the concept 
of ‘occupationality’; I define this and discuss its potential to probe the decision-
making dilemmas and moral underpinnings of livelihood diversification. 
Furthermore, it affords a means of tracing how livelihood diversification can 
eventually lead to work specialization. This transition is illustrated by a recent 
case study of Tanzanian artisanal gold miners. I will conclude by juxtaposing 
the livelihoods concept with the concept of ‘occupationality’ and career 
formation.

 Rural Poverty Discourse in Sub-Saharan Africa: Challenging  
the World Bank Discourse

The goal of poverty alleviation has dominated development studies and donor 
agency work for decades. The World Bank’s World Development Report (wdr) 
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on poverty in 1990 was a trend-setting document in a burgeoning field of pov-
erty research led by the World Bank and development economists who were 
intent on developing an array of poverty indicators and measures to monitor 
the effects of the implementation of structural adjustment programmes and 
economic liberalization (World Bank 1990). Meanwhile, many anthropologists 
and sociologists defended the utility of qualitative research over the positivist 
social science emphasis on quantitative analysis. The theme of the 2000/01 
wdr (World Bank 2000a) was again poverty; this report was accompanied by 
another publication, entitled Voices of the Poor, based on the personal testi-
mony of vast numbers of poor people around the world (World Bank 2000b).

Certain logical discrepancies surfaced when the World Bank’s conception of 
poverty was viewed alongside its neo-liberal policy agenda. The Bank’s efforts to 
expand global market liberalization were far more dominant and, in effect, side-
tracked its poverty-reduction goals. The contradictory juxtaposing of market lib-
eralization with poverty alleviation began to be explained in the 2008 wdr, 
which argued that certain rural smallholders could not compete in the world 
market and should therefore not only diversify away from agriculture, but leave 
their rural homes and migrate elsewhere to maximize their income-earning 
potential (World Bank 2008). This document was historic in terms of donor 
agency literature, breaking away as it did from a long line of colonial and post-
colonial thinking, which stressed that poverty alleviation was best served by agri-
cultural investment in rural smallholder peasant producers (Havnevik et al. 2007).

The following year the 2009 wdr report proceeded further, suggesting that 
uncompetitive rural producers should seek to move to more productive regions 
and urban areas, where levels of productivity are deemed to be higher (World 
Bank 2009). In essence, the 2009 report attempts to reconcile global market 
liberalization with labour displacement and poverty alleviation along the 
theme of the poor physically distancing themselves from poverty. Narayan  
et al.’s (2009) supplement to the 2009 wdr – entitled Moving Out of Poverty – 
cites qualitative interviews with large numbers of migrants. Highlighting 
migration success stories, this document is a landmark in donor thinking, 
since previously urban migration was seen as counterproductive, rather than 
as capable of absorbing labour.

But clearly, there is a danger in confusing movement with the idea of 
improvement and opportunity. Movement may just as likely be downward 
degradation as upward economic success. The World Bank discourse continu-
ally skirts around the fundamental problem of global labour displacement of 
peasantries and others engaged in manual labour, glibly shifting the issue from 
what they do to where they do it. The inference is that they will find work in 
the right place, which may entail migration.
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 Origins, Conceptual Content and Systemization of Livelihood 
Studies

The livelihoods concept emerged in the development studies literature of the 
early 1990s, after what is often referred to, in the context of Africa, as the ‘lost 
decade’ of the 1980s. The setbacks of the late 1970s global oil crises continued 
to reverberate. African exports, notably peasant agricultural exports, were in 
steep decline. The sheer size of the continent, the widely dispersed nature of 
peasant agriculture and the high cost of petrol were all impediments to African 
peasant farmers’ competition in the world market. A period of severe drought 
and crop failure in the Sahel and East and Southern Africa during the 1980s 
compounded the situation for agricultural producers. In this context, farming 
households increasingly engaged in a search for alternative non-agricultural 
income-earning opportunities (Bryceson 1999; 2002a).

Documenting these trends, the themes of ‘survival strategies’ (Dessalegn 
Rahmato 1991; Taylor and Mackenzie 1992; Bangura 1994) and ‘coping strategies’ 
(Corbett 1988; Maxwell 1996; Adams, Cekan and Sauerborn 1998) eventually led 
to ‘livelihood studies’ (Ellis 1998; Barrett, Reardon and Webb 2001), a progression 
in the literature that reflected the growing ubiquity of economic diversification 
among smallholder farmers at all income levels (Bryceson 1996). Livelihood 
studies had its antecedents in the early 1970s work on non-farm diversification, 
initiated by agricultural economists from Michigan State University (Byerlee and 
Eicher 1972; Liedholm 1973), and in later work on non-farm linkages (Haggblade, 
Hazell and Brown 1989). These authors were exceptionally upbeat about the 
prospects of non-agricultural activity becoming a spur to productivity improve-
ment in peasant agriculture. While their work stressed the economic stimulus of 
household economic diversification on agriculture (Reardon, Delgado and 
Matlon 1992), livelihood studies were more multidisciplinary in orientation, and 
perversely situated in the context of agricultural involution.

In the scramble to find alternative livelihoods, rural peasant communities 
and local economies experienced profound change. The oil crisis and food 
insecurity accelerated an underlying process of de-agrarianization within the 
African countryside that involved: (i) occupational adjustment, (ii) income-
earning reorientation, (iii) social re-identification, and (iv) spatial relocation 
away from strictly agriculture-based modes of livelihood (Bryceson 1996). 
Alternatives to commercial agriculture were various: trade, services, alcohol 
production, handicrafts, small-scale mining (to list the most salient direc-
tions). Amid deepening de-agrarianization, social re-identification was accom-
panied by a process of ‘de-peasantization’, which I define as the gradual 
movement away from farm-based, peasant family production units to other 



93Beyond Livelihoods

forms of social organization associated with non-agricultural work activities 
(Bryceson 2000a). This had erosive consequences for rural communities – and 
for peasants as a social class.

Several international development agencies were quick to sense the struc-
tural changes and to embrace the livelihoods concept as a way of aligning their 
development outreach with the new demands for external assistance. They 
were in the front line of the 1980s humanitarian responses to drought in the 
Horn of Africa and the appearance of hiv/aids. These disasters overlapped 
with the continuing downturn in peasant commercial agriculture. Rural inhab-
itants’ survival and coping strategies were observed by donors, who then 
devised the livelihoods approach as a constructive way of confronting the con-
fluence of forces that were acting on rural households.

The United Kingdom’s Department for International Development (DfID) 
(Carney 1998) was instrumental in the systematization of livelihood studies 
with its ‘sustainable livelihoods approach’, which provided a schematic house-
hold decision-making model and community-based framework of analysis 
(diagrammatically presented above) that centred on a pentagon of five types 
of household assets (human capital, natural capital, financial capital, social 
capital and physical capital).

There are, of course, advantages and disadvantages to summarizing the 
complex processes of de-agarianization and de-peasantization diagram-
matically (Figure 5.1). By instrumentally facilitating the rapid collection of 
data on changing work patterns in various areas, the sustainable livelihoods 
approach and its flow diagrams assisted with field reconnaissance and the 
design of broad-based development agency interventions. However, reducing 
the complexity of the gradual erosion of African peasantries to an inventory  
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checklist approach seems, in retrospect, overly mechanistic. Recourse to 
ready-made theoretical frameworks undermines original thought, diverting 
the researcher from taking sufficient account of the in-depth history, wider 
global and regional dynamics and changing micro circumstances that pre-
vail at the specific study site.

Nonetheless, this standardized livelihoods approach has generated a 
deluge of studies and countless PhD and Masters theses, providing a wealth 
of case study material for comparative research. Surprisingly, few scholars 
have seized the opportunity, and work that synthesizes the findings of dif-
ferent livelihood studies over a broad range of areas does not figure promi-
nently in the literature. However, there have been some notable 
multi-country livelihood studies, which have cast light on spatial variation 
in livelihood patterns continentally. These will be reviewed in the next 
section.

There are five main limitations to the livelihoods concept. First, in terms 
of location: most livelihood studies have had a household or village focus – 
‘bite-sized’ case studies that are ideal for students, but are rarely accompa-
nied by indications of how they fit into national and international trends. 
Second, the livelihoods approach has generally been limited to contempo-
rary studies, which have been ahistorical in terms of their wider context. 
The backdrop to most livelihood studies has tacitly been the de-agrarianiza-
tion process, but few researchers have stood back and attempted to ask why 
this should be so. Their studies have largely described the contemporary 
situation. Third, the narrow analytical scope of the studies has lacked theo-
retical richness. The livelihoods approach has been deployed more as a 
research technique to investigate the who, the what, the when, the where 
and the how – but not the why. Finally, there has been a strong economic 
bias, with recognition of the operation of various institutions, which has 
nonetheless remained unanalysed. While the household has been the focus 
of study, other social and economic institutions have been treated basically 
as collective decision-making production units, regardless of internal dis-
sension within.

 Comparative Findings from Livelihoods studies in Africa

Multi-country livelihood studies deploying consistent methodologies across 
countries provide the strongest basis for comparison. The uk DfID-funded 
Livelihoods and Diversification Directions Explored by Research (ladder) 
research programme (run by Frank Ellis and his colleagues) produced a rich 
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corpus of publications that compared rural livelihoods in Kenya, Uganda, 
Tanzania and Malawi (Ellis 1998; 2000; Ellis and Bahiigwa 2003; Ellis and Mdoe 
2003; Ellis, Kutengule and Nyasulu 2003; Ellis and Freeman 2005). The ladder 
village-level surveys investigated household livelihoods and asset holdings 
using participatory wealth-ranking exercises to identify three wealth groups 
that were used as the basis for a stratified random sample survey. The ladder 
findings revealed increasing economic differentiation between households 
that was associated with rising market activity. Asset inequalities were graphi-
cally depicted in livelihood asset pentagons to summarize the findings and 
make them readily accessible to policy-makers and other researchers. The 
ladder analysis extended to discussions of household income groups’ cir-
cumstances within the institutional context of the settlements.

The Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs-funded De-agrarianization and Rural 
Employment (dare) research programme conducted surveys and qualitative 
interviews that compared pairs of commercially oriented (as opposed to more 
subsistence-based) agricultural villages in geographically contrasting regions 
of Tanzania, Nigeria, Ethiopia, Malawi and South Africa. The stratified random 
sample survey centred on household members’ agricultural and non-agricultural 
income-generating activities over time. The data indicated a trend towards a 
rising incidence of non-agricultural income earning in a proliferation of forms, 
as well as a changing intra-household division of labour. Male heads were 
increasingly no longer the sole cash earners within the household unit, as 
youth and women became more involved in earning money (Bryceson 1999; 
2000b; 2002a; 2002b; Meagher 2001). In the process, the power balance in the 
household was shifting away from male patriarchy. As rural householders 
became more involved in non-agricultural income earning, there was nonethe-
less a ubiquitous retention of the agricultural subsistence fall back, offering a 
degree of insurance against failure of the experimental non-agricultural 
activities.

The dare intra-household study revealed that along the path of non-
agricultural income diversification tensions arose between people’s sense of 
family and community on the one hand, and their individual earnings and 
achievement on the other. Tendencies towards individual autonomy chal-
lenged the economic pooling of income by household members, notably by 
young people and women. As patriarchal power within the household weak-
ened, so young people tended to gain discretionary decision-making powers 
over their earnings. Generational divides surfaced as rural youth became 
income earners in their own right. While continuing to live in situ in villages, 
they gained more mobility and displayed a preference for more urbanized 
modes and mannerisms.
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Findings from the ladder and the dare research programmes, along with 
work by Elke Grawert (1998) on rural Sudan and by Elizabeth Francis (2000) on 
Kenya and South Africa, pointed to the proliferation of relatively low-earning 
income-generating activities on the part of rural householders. Furthermore, 
there was little evidence to support the views of the non-farm diversification 
theorists Byerlee and Eicher (1972) and Liedholm (1973), who had predicted 
forward and backward linkages between non-agricultural and agricultural 
activities that would boost the productivity of farming. Such linkages were 
generally not in evidence, as commercial agricultural production continued to 
decline. Above all, what one saw was experimental livelihood diversification, 
composed of multiple income flows, frequent cross-subsidization of activities, 
a great deal of discontinuity through trial and error plagued by unpredictable 
markets, and, most strikingly, a trend towards labour diversification rather 
than specialization.

 Moving beyond Livelihood Studies to Occupationality

During the 1990s and 2000s, the livelihoods approach gained sway in develop-
ment thinking because it was so logical, so comprehensive and so purposeful 
in its aim of poverty reduction through the facilitation of work opportunities, 
and also because attention started to be paid by many donors to environmen-
tal sustainability and human rights. But the question of whether it has made a 
difference to welfare and to our understanding of developmental processes 
must be posed.

Certainly it has made matters clearer by revealing changing work patterns; 
but there is a tacit recognition that the pursuit of viable work activities, 
improvement in household asset holdings and the achievement of sustainable 
livelihoods are less in evidence. This is indicated by the expanding formulation 
of social protection and social safety-net policies for those who cannot find 
viable alternatives to peasant agriculture – though the programmes do tend to 
assume that this is a temporary rather than a permanent structural constraint 
(Devereux 2001; 2010).

In this context, there is a strong case for pushing rural research beyond live-
lihood studies. For the last thirty years, Tanzanian rural dwellers have endeav-
oured to diversify into non-agricultural production in the direction of trade, 
the provision of local services, alcohol production, handicrafts and a welter of 
activities too numerous to list here. Kjell Havnevik’s (1993) early work docu-
menting rural diversification in Tanzania’s Rufiji river valley was a landmark 
study, detailing an impressive range of rural work activities. This was followed 
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by Pekka Seppälä’s (1998) and Seppälä and Bertha Koda’s (1998) studies, in 
which they documented both the cultural and the economic dimensions of 
income diversification in Tanzania’s Lindi region. Findings from these studies 
converged on the central fact that the broad masses engaged in these new non-
agricultural activities were earning vital, but monetarily quite small, returns. 
Furthermore, the activities were generally quite makeshift in nature, with very 
little in the way of a clear specialized career pattern.

Small-scale mining, however, is distinct from most other non-agricultural 
activities, given the higher value of its output, the possibility of handsome 
monetary returns and a career trajectory for many miners (Chachage 1995; 
Bryceson and Jønsson 2010). Over the past two decades, it has been of growing 
economic importance in Tanzania and several other African countries 
(Bryceson and MacKinnon 2012). Here, I use an empirical case study of 
Tanzanian artisanal miners to illustrate the significant theoretical implications 
of artisanal mining for development discourse on poverty alleviation and 
mobility. A close examination of artisanal mining in Tanzania necessarily takes 
one beyond the concept of livelihoods formulated in the 1990s.

Before turning to the case study, it is helpful to map the analytical direction 
to be traversed in moving away from the livelihoods concept. First, I propose to 
‘scale up’ – to abandon the livelihoods approach’s focus on the village and the 
household – and instead to concentrate attention on broad sectoral change 
processes linked to fluctuations in the world economy with respect to de-
agrarianization, de-peasantization (Bryceson 2000a) and ‘mineralization’ of 
African economies. By ‘mineralization’, I mean the increasing reliance on min-
eral production for national, regional and local African economies (Bryceson 
et al. 2014).

Second, there is also a need to ‘scale down’ to the individual actor’s work 
motivation – to think through what cognitive changes are taking place in the 
individual’s consciousness as he or she experiments with specific forms of 
work (Bryceson 2010a). Some of the questions to be posed are: how is the indi-
vidual’s sense of identity affected (Bryceson 2010b; Jua 2010)? How is trust con-
figured at the new workplaces? Can trust travel over long distances (Dijkstra 
2010)? How are changing family ties, social networks and gender differentia-
tion negotiated (Lindell 2010; Mbilinyi 2010; Meagher 2010; Simone 2010)? 
Under what circumstances do notions of professionalism arise (Seppälä 2010)?

Interrogating these processes of change and attempting to mould the mean-
ing of their various facets into an identifiable work trajectory, I use the term 
‘occupationality’ to stress how an individual’s livelihood search is a process 
both of finding viable work and of acquiring an identity as an economically 
active member of society (Bryceson 2010b: 5).
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The concept is aimed at probing individual psycho-social adjustments to 
changing work circumstances. ‘Occupationality’ encompasses a process of 
‘skill acquisition, economic exchange, psychological adjustment and social 
positioning through which an individual becomes actively engaged in specific 
work and identifies with it as an extension of his or her social being’ (Bryceson 
2010b: 4). It is remarkable that over recent decades so much attention has been 
paid in social science literature to gender, ethnic and religious identities, while 
occupational identities have been ignored.

Having criticized the oversimplicity of the livelihoods diagram, I hasten to 
explain that Figure  5.2 is not intended to convey the essence of a universal 
approach or research methodology. Rather it is simply a flow diagram of inter-
relationships, contrasting the livelihoods approach on the left-hand (light 
grey) circuit with the specialized work career (dark grey) circuit on the right. 
Both circuits converge in the work sphere – with the livelihoods circuit encom-
passing the additional consideration of occupationality. While the livelihoods 
approach focuses on labour diversification, denoted by the realms of risk-
averse experimentation and livelihood search boxes, I would argue that it is 
important also to consider the psycho-social realm of individuals and collec-
tivities of workers to gain an understanding of the viability (or indeed unviabil-
ity) of the work they are doing.

Risk-averse experimentation
of work-diversifying African

economies

LIVELIHOOD
SEARCH

WORK

productive labour to

human activity for
productive purposes

economic exchange of
human work effort

LABOUR MARKET

Optimizing career choice
of specialized labour

economies

Figure 5.2  African diversified occupationality versus specialized occupational work context.
Source: Bryceson (2010b: 7)
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Individuals engaged in livelihood diversification look for a source of eco-
nomic sustenance and simultaneously quest for a socially acceptable work 
identity. There is continual tension between seeking work with social status 
and finding work that provides adequate sustenance. Many (if not most) are 
forced to give priority to the latter, but even so their efforts may fall far short 
of economic adequacy. These personal calculations and decision-making 
dilemmas represent entangled political, social and cultural dimensions of 
identity and affiliation that are not adequately considered in the livelihoods 
approach.

In the following case study of Tanzanian artisanal gold miners, the possibil-
ity of a crossover from a livelihood to a specialized work career is suggested in 
the embryonic formation of an informal, but nonetheless increasingly profes-
sional, cadre of Tanzanian artisanal gold miners.

 Artisanal Gold Mining in Tanzania

Gold mining has been one of many labour responses to ongoing de-agrarianization 
in Tanzania. Seen as a relatively lucrative alternative to agriculture and trade 
activities because of its potentially higher earnings, artisanal gold mining 
attracts the more adventurous in spirit, who are willing to leave the security of 
their home areas and make the effort to gain new work skills and spend time 
networking with people from widely different regional backgrounds. This sec-
tion is based on research detailed in Jønsson and Bryceson (2009) and Bryceson 
and Jønsson (2010).

 Sectoral Development
Gold mining’s attractiveness arises from the more lucrative market that it 
enjoys both nationally and internationally, compared with other commodities 
produced in the Tanzanian countryside. Surprisingly, it is a relatively easy field 
to enter, in the sense that it requires little start-up capital. On the other hand, 
artisanal gold mining is demanding: it tests miners’ physical endurance and 
their willingness to be mobile. Miners face daunting risks, including economic 
failure, mining accidents and personal insecurity. Success requires an ability to 
enter into trusting cooperative relationships with other miners and a readiness 
to work long hours; it is also helped along by sobriety, thrift and large measures 
of good luck. The chances of success are boosted by geographical mobility, 
which involves frequent movement from one speculative gold-rush site to 
another (Jønsson and Bryceson 2009). A mobile, multi-ethnic workforce with 
a high turnover of people characterizes such mining locations.
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In Sub-Saharan Africa, Tanzania is one of a cluster of countries that are 
transforming rapidly from being primarily agriculture exporting to being min-
eral exporting. In 2005, mineral exports exceeded agricultural exports for the 
first time. More than ten big gold strikes and scores of other more minor strikes 
have occurred since 2000, particularly in the country’s ‘ring of gold’, which 
extends in a large circle south of Lake Victoria, along the contours of the bifur-
cated East African Rift Valley (Bryceson et al. 2012).

It is estimated that there are 685,000 artisanal miners in Tanzania (out of a 
population of 40 million); of these, roughly two-thirds (approximately 450,000) 
are gold miners (Bryceson et al. 2012). This is regarded as a conservative esti-
mate by many observers (Bryceson and Jønsson 2010). Ongoing processes of  
de-agrarianization and legalization of artisanal small-scale mining in the late 
1990s has opened the floodgates to artisanal mining (Bryceson 1999; Jønsson and 
Bryceson 2009). The search by artisanal miners for mineral riches propels many 
to move on when they get to an extraction depth of about 50 metres – generally 
the depth at which artisanal miners’ basic technology is insurmountably chal-
lenged by the constraints of water drainage and potential cave-ins, especially dur-
ing the rainy season (personal communication with Jesper Bosse Jønsson 2013).

The proliferation of artisanal mining sites has been very rapid over the last 
thirty years. Artisanal mining sites arise spontaneously and vary organization-
ally from place to place in terms of their labour composition, productivity and 
payment systems. However, it is clear to even a casual observer that artisanal 
mining work lives and lifestyles represent a very different occupational trajec-
tory from what exists in Tanzania’s agricultural settlements.

 Occupational Division of Labour
Tanzania’s artisanal gold mining has evolved into a hierarchical division of 
labour. At the top of the pyramid is a primary mining licence (pml) owner who 
has the ‘claim’, i.e. the purchased legal right to exploit an area for five years 
(Bryceson and Jønsson 2010). pml claim owners are frequently educated peo-
ple working in white-collar occupations, or even in the government bureau-
cracy, who are strategically placed to hear of claim availability from Tanzanian 
state sources. As claim owners, they are legally responsible for mining activi-
ties carried out on their stake. This includes all aspects of mining site opera-
tions, labour management and ensuring that safety and environmental 
regulations are followed (Fisher 2007; 2008; Mwaipopo et al. 2004). However, 
many pml owners are infrequent visitors to the mine site and leave site man-
agement to a ‘pit holder’.

The ‘pit holders’ informally lease the mine site from the pml claim owner. In 
so doing, they take charge of mobilizing the workforce, sourcing and procuring 
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all the necessary capital inputs and managing the day-to-day digging activities 
in the pit. They are the ones who shoulder most of the burden of working capi-
tal investments, as well as the risks and costs related to periods when digging 
yields no gold output. The informality of their agreement with the claim owner 
does not protect them from the possibility of a claim owner selling the claim to 
a third party, thereby jeopardizing the pit holder’s labour and investments 
(Fisher 2007; Jønsson and Fold 2011). They tend to be highly experienced min-
ers with extensive work contacts, who started their working lives as diggers 
but, thanks to skill and shrewdness, have gradually become people of sub-
stance and influence, who can readily source labour and the necessary capital 
inputs through patron–client networking. Their continuation as pit holders 
rests on continually finding more gold. If they do not strike gold, or otherwise 
encounter serious production impediments, they may drop down the mining 
hierarchy to become diggers once again. To avoid this, they often seek to carry 
out their pit management activities in partnership with other pit holders, in 
order to spread the risk.

The ‘diggers’ are the most numerous members of the mining fraternity. They 
also face material risks, and in periods of no mineral output their daily labour 
goes unrewarded (except for the provision of food and medicine). While their 
labour spans a number of activities, the division of labour among them is pri-
marily between waponjaji, the drillers who chip away at the rock (mainly with 
hammers and chisels, but sometimes with power drills), and vutafelo, who 
have the task of removing the waste material and gold-bearing rocks from the 
pit. It should be added that the unpredictability of gold-digging outcomes 
means there is scope for movement both up and down between these two 
lower rungs of the hierarchy.

Remuneration in the mining hierarchy centres on the division of gold-bearing 
rocks. The split between the different categories of people varies, but generally 
it roughly involves 30 per cent for the claim owner, 40 per cent for the pit holder 
(who shoulders most risk and actual responsibility) and 30 per cent to be 
divided among the pit diggers, who usually number about five to six per dig-
ging site (Jønsson and Fold 2011).

 Dynamics of Artisanal Mining Sites
It should be borne in mind that mine sites vary in composition and organi-
zational structure, and so it is necessary to specify the time and place of 
artisanal mining work. In order to illustrate career progression, I rely on 
the survey results of fieldwork at two sites surveyed in central and south-
ern Tanzania, as documented in Jønsson and Bryceson (2009) and Bryceson 
and Jønsson (2010). The two sites were Matundasi (a mature gold settlement, 



Bryceson 102

where gold was first discovered in the 1930s) and Londoni (a recent gold-
rush site dating from 2004, where the population has surged from a base-
line of 1,600 to approximately 10,000). An age-stratified random sample 
survey of 108 gold miners was conducted between August 2006 and 
February 2008. The sampled miners were mostly migrants, representing 15 
of Tanzania’s 21 regions and 27 of the country’s 125 ethnic groups. The most 
numerous were the Sukuma (constituting 22 per cent of the total sample), 
who are known for their mining skills thanks to the richness of the gold 
deposits in their home area. The average age at which these miners had 
started to mine was 24 years. The average age of the surveyed miners was 
36. The objective of the survey was to trace the miners’ mobility and career 
movement.

The Matundasi site represented an income-diversified settlement, with a 
stable population that displayed a relatively balanced gender and age profile. 
There were 1,500 active miners hemmed in by large-scale mining interests, and 
only nine small-scale claim owners. By contrast, the Londoni site had 215 claim 
owners skewed towards economically active men aged 20–40.

Over a third of those sampled had worked only one site. Almost half  
(47 per cent) had worked from two to four sites. Another 13 per cent had 
experience of five or six sites, and a tiny minority (4 per cent) were veter-
ans of various regions. On average, they had stayed at 2.72 sites – 2.4 in 
Matundasi and 3.1 in Londoni – and on average had spent 3.4 years at each 
site. Altogether, the 108 miners surveyed had accumulated 293 work 
sojourns at 70 different mine sites. The majority (77 per cent) were origi-
nally from rural areas.

Their original motivation to mine focused on livelihood improvement 
beyond what agriculture or trade could offer. Most of the respondents had 
started mining near to their place of birth, or else had moved to a mine in 
another region where they had relations who were already familiar with the 
mining site. There is a distinct difference between miners’ behaviour at their 
first mining site and at subsequent sites. At their first site, they generally 
stayed longer, acquiring mining skills and useful work contacts. In effect, this 
period served as their apprenticeship. From their second mining site 
onwards, the miners were driven by opportunities that they became aware of 
through their collegial networks. These networks facilitated new site infor-
mation, pit access and loan support and were vital for building a mining 
career compared to family connections. As they move from site to site, min-
ers tend to end up increasingly far from their natal homes. They are willing 
to move great distances in their quest for minerals, and are heavily attracted 
to gold strikes.
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 Unfolding Career Patterns
To discern career patterns, we categorized the sample survey into four ‘site 
groups’: (i) the stationary ‘1-site group’ composed of those who did not move 
around; (ii) the less mobile ‘2–3 site group’; (iii) the reasonably mobile ‘4–5 site 
group’; and (iv) the highly mobile ‘6 or more site group’.

Examining the career progression and success of these four groups, the 
most mobile tended to be farther from their home areas than did the station-
ary and less mobile miners, as determined by comparing the birthplaces of 
miners at their first site, relative to those who had visited successive sites. At 
the first site, people gained practical experience of mining and socially inter-
acted within the mining settlement, gradually coming to identify themselves 
as miners and becoming part of a miners’ network through a process of occu-
pationality (Jønsson and Bryceson 2009; Bryceson 2010b). Significantly, the 
miners spent more time at their first mining site (on average 59 months for all 
miners, which included those in the more stationary 1-site mining group) than 
at subsequent sites (only 32 months on average). The reason for stays at suc-
ceeding sites being shorter appeared to be related to a strong focus on the 
material rewards from mining, which impelled miners to seek another site as 
the gold became depleted, in the hope of better prospects.

The entwining of career progression with mobility is evidenced by the fact 
that those in the 1-site group were younger on average (29 years) – many were 
still doing their informal ‘apprenticeship’ with the likelihood of a mobile min-
ing career ahead of them. The average age of those in all the multiple-site 
groups was roughly similar, at 39–41. However, each of the multiple-site groups 
was distinct in terms of representing a progressively greater number of years in 
mining: those who had been to the most sites had started mining, on average, 
at a younger age and had spent less time at each mine site where they worked.

In terms of material success, the average monthly income figures for each 
site group indicated that mobility and persistence pay off, with progressively 
higher earnings for those in multiple-site groups. Furthermore, as miners move 
to additional sites, they are more likely to own a house, which is an economic 
achievement, as well as an indicator of social status.

It is pertinent to consider whether Tanzanian small-scale artisanal miners 
exemplify people who are successfully ‘moving out of poverty’, as termed in the 
wdr (World Bank 2009). This Tanzanian case study suggests that artisanal 
miners who are at the peak of their economically active years, and are willing 
to take the risk of moving from site to site, are most likely to gain higher earn-
ings. Furthermore, the experienced miners who had retired were generally not 
inclined to farm because they did not see it as sufficiently remunerative – 
indeed, they often saw a return to agriculture as a sign of economic failure: in 
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other words, a last option. Only 5 per cent expressed a desire to invest in farm-
ing. Their efforts to save were primarily aimed at business initiatives, being 
involved in the financial side of commercial mining, and settling in a regional 
town with business prospects and improved housing (Jønsson and Bryceson 
2009; Bryceson and Jønsson 2010). Most had moved from agrarian backgrounds 
to a mining career that they hoped would culminate in business success, rather 
than in a quiet retirement and a return to their rural roots.

 From Livelihood Diversification to Occupational Specialization

The emergence of specialized career miners centres on sharing mobility strat-
egies, social aspirations and a collective occupational identity associated with 
specializing in mine work. This contrasts markedly with the income-diversifying 
livelihood experimentation that dominated the preceding decade of the 1990s, 
when individuals and households juggled different livelihood activities, uncer-
tain which might yield adequate returns. Miners’ career formation is con-
gealing in the artisanal mining of gold, with the emergence of innovative 
on-the-ground organizational responses to functional problems of trust and 
the work effectiveness of mining teams in a period of rapid economic change. 
I define the term ‘career’ as an occupational activity that demands the commit-
ment of time for a significant period of one’s life in order to acquire skills and 
to accumulate work experience. In this sense, the pursuit of a mining career at 
the Matundasi and Londoni sites afforded an opportunity for many miners to 
improve their economic and social status, as suggested by our study findings. 
Long-term career commitment is linked to the expectation of eventual reward 
for sacrificing behaviour in an apprenticeship period, followed by upward pro-
gression in a hierarchically ranked pyramid.

Significantly, sustained sectoral growth allows for the expansion of the pyra-
mid. In the case of gold, the exceptionally high (and rising) price that it has 
commanded on the world market over the past decade has contributed to 
expansion of the sector. This is the material context in which career formation 
and progression is possible. In terms of the career pyramid of Tanzanian arti-
sanal mining, it is the (relatively few) pit holders who are the competitive 
achievers that maintain structural coherence of the work effort and uphold the 
legitimacy of the production pyramid, both internally and externally. The 
claim owners are the financiers, who often have political connections – so they 
represent an elusive rung of the hierarchy. Furthermore, it should be noted 
that career progression is rarely a straight line upwards from digger to pit 
holder. The unpredictability and the hazards of finding gold lead many pit 
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holders to have to rejoin the ranks of diggers (though their skills and social 
networks may, in due course, help to propel them upwards again).

Returning to the issue of poverty alleviation, do mining careers offer a way 
for large numbers of the rural poor to escape poverty? This is a question that 
needs to be answered on a case-by-case basis. In Tanzanian artisanal mining, 
those who succeed and become successful high-earning miners are in a 
minority.

These Tanzanian findings are based on a survey sample that was biased 
towards success. Interviews took place among miners who were persisting 
with a mining career; but large numbers of miners leave for various reasons: 
uncertain pay, dangerous working conditions, disease, lack of security, home-
sickness, lack of money, etc. The available data does not provide any means of 
knowing what percentage of miners leave. But the majority of the sample – 
which covered all ages, from teens through to people in their fifties, on an age-
stratified basis – consisted of 1-site miners with under six years’ experience; 
this suggests that probably most small-scale miners do not persist with mining 
into old age.

Furthermore, miners’ working lives are short. They peak in their thirties and 
have to start winding down in their forties; so those who do succeed tend to 
have been early starters (in their teens). In any case, Tanzanian artisanal min-
ers’ days on any particular site are numbered, given the technical limitations of 
their gold-extraction activities: the tools and limits on capital investment that 
restrict them to a depth of about 30–60 metres. Almost inevitably, then, in 
Tanzania the long-term future lies in large-scale mining, rather than small-
scale. This trajectory is reinforced by the World Bank’s pressure for African 
national governments to seek the direct foreign investment of large-scale min-
ing companies (Bourgouin 2014).

 Conclusion

In summary, the livelihoods concept revolves around economic diversifi-
cation at the local level, and reveals little about broader cultural and sec-
toral changes. Livelihood analysis provides a descriptive synchronic 
snapshot of what is happening to specific households. The addition of the 
concept of occupationality, as argued in this chapter, allows examination 
of the nature of the change in people’s identity as they experiment with 
new forms of livelihood. It entails a consideration of the dynamism of col-
lective groups of people engaged in livelihood searches, and enables 
deeper consideration of their new identity formation. So, too, during 
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individuals’ livelihood diversification searches, occupationality serves as a 
vital provisional step towards the formation of occupational careers. 
Occupational careers coalesce around an enhanced specialization in work 
activities that afford incentivized income earning and social status 
enhancement. As a growing number of people are attracted to occupa-
tional specialization, sectoral development takes place. In Tanzania, the 
outstanding economic opportunity offered by the rise in the international 
gold price, combined with the occupationality of increasing numbers of 
miners, has generated a collective identity that has paved the way for occu-
pational specialization and career formation.

Nonetheless, the price of gold can fluctuate wildly over time, and the 
mode of operation and underlying principles of economic gain in the 
global economy, combined with the dominant power of international 
banking and the money markets, are not likely to afford African workers 
the scope for enduring occupational career formation in artisanal min-
ing. Large corporate mining interests are lurking in the wings, waiting for 
willing African governments to let them do deals by which the labour-
absorbing work of artisanal mining will almost inevitably be marginal-
ized or outlawed. So artisanal mining is not a panacea for poverty 
reduction. Rather it demonstrates that there are little niches of possibil-
ity in certain places and for specific durations of time. No amount of 
rose-tinted discussion about livelihood diversification and sustainability 
can hide the fact that the chances of the poor earning a viable income for 
themselves and their children are contracting, not expanding. We are not 
witnessing a sustainable career trajectory. Some miners do succeed in 
tunnelling out of poverty, but not very many. And the question is how 
long these tunnels will remain passable before they finally cave in on arti-
sanal small-scale mining.
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chapter 6

The Concept and Paradoxes of Displacement1

Amanda Hammar

 Introduction

In an eloquent TEDtalks presentation in late 2009, the Nigerian fiction writer 
Chimamanda Adichie spoke of the ‘dangers of the single story’.2 By that she 
meant the dangers of narrow, singular interpretations or representations of a 
place or a so-called ‘people’ or category of people – interpretations that col-
lapse worlds of diversity, complexity and contradictions into stereotypes or 
oversimplifications. These simplifications, in turn, can reinforce fear, igno-
rance and arrogance, fuel violence and exclusion, as well as undermine dig-
nity, equality and agency. Adichie’s words reinforced my own deep unease 
with the distorting limitations of mono-dimensional perspectives, fixed 
standpoints and stale paradigms, and with overly familiar ways of thinking 
and knowing that make us at best complacent, and at worst blind. Radical or 
‘hyperbolic’ doubt is a necessary condition for intellectual pursuit, Pierre 
Bourdieu (1999) once suggested, with particular reference to studying the 
state. In other words, we have to be attuned to the cracks and disjunctures we 
sense but may not yet be able to articulate in relation to the things we think 
we know well.

Adopting such productive doubt has become intrinsic to my own intellec-
tual practices. One direct prompt in this direction came from working for 
many years (during the 1980s and part of the 1990s) in the field of development 
policy and practice in Southern Africa. Here I experienced at first hand the 
stultifying effects on one’s critical thinking of the hegemonic paradigm of a 
largely unreflective developmentalism that took far too much of its own fram-
ing of the world for granted. This kind of critical doubt deepened during the 
2000s as I witnessed the severe and sustained political and economic crises in 
Zimbabwe. This experience necessitated a dramatic re-evaluation of the work-
ings of the Zimbabwean state and of the once-lauded, if always problematic, 
project of national development and nation-building. But another key factor 

1 My appreciation to the Nordic Africa Institute (nai) and especially Kjell Havnevik for the 
invitation to present some of these ideas at nai in November 2011. In addition, my thanks to 
Tea Virtanen for her helpful editorial comments on an earlier draft of this chapter.

2 See at: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=D9Ihs241zeg.
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that provoked a re-thinking of the familiar has come from an increasing prox-
imity to, and unavoidable engagement with, the notion and multiple manifes-
tations of displacement.

Both prior to the start of the now-chronic Zimbabwe crisis and since it 
began, my research has been closely related to situations and effects of violent, 
state-generated or state-sponsored physical and symbolic dislocation of tar-
geted groups of people.3 Although much of this work was concerned with 
empirical cases of forced removal – the common assumption of what ‘dis-
placement’ means – little of the formal ‘displacement’ literature that I explored 
reflected or helped to analyse the kinds of complexities and contradictions 
that I was observing empirically.4

Significantly, I was not dealing with the category of formally documented 
refugees or internally displaced persons (idps), for which a large literature  
and terminological discourse certainly exists. In addition, my framework was 
self-consciously inclusive of broader questions of belonging, authority and 
state-making, and was situated in relation to historically and spatially contex-
tual political economies. Clearly, there was something going on related to ‘dis-
placement’5 that was not yet (or not sufficiently) being captured analytically. 
Specifically, in contexts of displacement, something was being produced sym-
bolically and materially and not just lost, and there were both people and prac-
tices remaining out of view, intentionally or otherwise.

Displacement, then, is one of the arenas of the social world that calls for a 
degree of radical rethinking and reconceptualization. The sheer scale and per-
sistence of empirical displacement deserves more extensive and analytically 
varied scrutiny in itself.6 In particular, its often invisible or unremarked effects 
on so many people and processes require more ‘nuanced’ – i.e. more layered 
and interconnected – analytical attention than they have to date received.  

3 So, for example, my doctoral research focused on the eviction of small-scale migrant farmers 
by the local state in northwest Zimbabwe in 1997/98 (Hammar 2001). Subsequent work 
addressed the broader links between state-making and displacement (Hammar 2006; 2008), 
and a research project during the mid to late 2000s examined the movement of displaced 
white commercial farmers from Zimbabwe to Mozambique (Hammar 2010).

4 Here meaning either in the realm of Refugee Studies or Migration Studies in general.
5 At times I put displacement in quotation marks; at other times not. Here it is to emphasize 

the notion of displacement as simultaneously a familiar and yet undefined arena; a notion 
that evokes naturalized assumptions and images, but in fact begs analytical unpacking.

6 In 2009, the World Bank estimated that up to 42 million people worldwide were affected by 
forced displacement, involving idps or refugees. Within this global context, on its website, 
unhcr notes that Africa is the continent most affected by forced displacement. Find unhcr 
at: http://www.flickr.com/photos/unhcr/sets/72157622492127591/.
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This is especially true of the African continent. Here, the extent, conditions 
and consequences of diverse forms of displacement, and the ways in which 
key dimensions of displacement are seen or unseen and understood or misun-
derstood, have profound implications for the politics and possibilities of social, 
spatial, political and economic life. Hopefully such implications will become 
more visible as this chapter unfolds.

Before proceeding, a brief note on the scale and diversity of displacement in 
Africa is required. Official counts in recent years indicate that in 2009/10, there 
were in the region of 2.3 million refugees and between 11.1 and 11.6 million idps 
on the continent (idmc and Norwegian Refugee Council, 2010: 2–3). The coun-
tries most affected in the past decades in terms of actual numbers have 
undoubtedly been Sudan (especially Darfur, and more recently South Sudan), 
the Democratic Republic of Congo and Somalia. Also important are countries 
like Angola, Rwanda, Liberia and Burundi, where significant numbers of refu-
gees have returned, even though internal displacement remains substantial. 
Other countries of note in more recent times include the Central African 
Republic (car), Côte d’Ivoire, Ethiopia, Kenya, Nigeria, Senegal and Zimbabwe 
(ibid).

Yet in quantifying physical displacement there is a clear acknowledgement 
of the problem of accurate information. Many of the figures are estimates – 
even in relation to those who are officially ‘countable’ through their relation-
ship to formal systems of emergency aid or other forms of humanitarian 
assistance, such as those registered in idp or refugee camps. At the same time, 
there are literally countless ‘undocumented’ people who – either deliberately 
or due to the nature of the crises that have affected them – will not or cannot be 
counted. The causes of displacement – political, economic or environmental – 
and geographical location not only influence how displacement is experienced 
(and by how many) and the nature of its effects, but also whether (and if so 
how) particular populations may be accounted for, accommodated or sup-
ported. For example, far less visible to the technocratic eye are idps or refu-
gees who settle in urban areas, frequently through self-settling, and who often 
attempt to make themselves invisible as displaced, or misplaced, persons. The 
latter present administrative, political, economic and social challenges that 
are different from those presented by rural displacees.

At the same time, while refugee and internal displacement numbers are 
cumulatively overwhelming, the available figures and any related interventions 
seldom take account of the complex ways in which host communities are 
affected. Nor do they capture adequately the significance of those who are forced 
to remain behind or who are ‘displaced-in-place’. Added to this already over-
crowded empirical and administrative scenario is a parallel set of hard-to-verify 
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numbers and social conditions related both to those who have been resettled, 
and to those who have returned or will return to their former places of origin or 
to alternative locations.7

All this raises important questions about the nature of knowledge and 
knowledge production about African conditions in general, and about African 
displacement conditions in particular. In addition to the need to understand 
and address both the immediate and long-term practical needs of forcibly dis-
placed or confined populations, there are also other dimensions of change that 
displacement produces, and which require in-depth analysis. These include, 
among others, key shifts in spatial, social, economic and political relations, 
with consequences at the local, national and often regional levels. Conceptually, 
displacement provides a critical lens through which to reflect theoretically on 
some of the unexpected and seemingly contradictory patterns that a disrupted 
and uncertain world throws up. By investigating displacement empirically in 
its diverse manifestations, one is compelled to recognize (and then to make 
theoretical sense of) the paradoxes that conditions of enforced dislocation, 
relocation and/or confinement inevitably reveal. This in turn requires analyti-
cal openness through a more nuanced and expanded – non-technocratic – 
definition of displacement.

In this chapter I provide some reflections on the meanings of displacement 
and on why it is important to study it. I also present some elements of an 
approach to displacement that I have begun to develop and which I find useful 
in this reflective endeavour. I believe that such an approach might contribute 
to our understanding of the broader conditions of physical, social, political 
and economic exclusion and of their diverse effects and responses in African 
contexts and elsewhere. I would like to start the discussion by acknowledging 
how common displacement is in human experience. Though always contextu-
ally unique, in any analysis of the phenomenon of displacement the very com-
monality or universality of the experience of it across time and place raises the 
challenge of familiarity. I move on to a brief discussion of various definitions of 
displacement, before discussing three key analytical entry points that I find 
useful in investigating the multi-dimensional phenomenon of displacement: 
place, positionality and production. These three dimensions help reveal the 
paradoxes of displacement, which reinforce the need to adopt a more layered, 

7 These broad observations refer, in a very general sense, to the technocratic and legal dis-
courses and interventionist practices of the international and national regimes that tackle 
the problem of displaced persons. There are, of course, many exceptions within particular 
settings. In addition, scholarship in a range of disciplinary fields provides rich analyses of all 
these dimensions; however, they are too extensive to refer to here.
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multi-sited perspective in its understanding than the more technocratic 
approaches generally permit.

 The Challenges of Familiarity

One way of reinforcing the earlier points of Adichie and Bourdieu with regard 
to critical blindness is to consider the threat to a more open and nuanced way 
of seeing that (over)familiarity can pose. As already noted, familiarity can and 
does collapse worlds of diversity, complexity and contradictions into stereo-
types or oversimplifications. There are, however, at least two sides to familiar-
ity: there is the side of it that can blind; but there is also the other (perhaps 
rarer) side that can sensitize one through resonance and recognition.

In its more commonsense meaning – primarily that of physical dislocation – 
displacement is familiar to most of us on some level. It has been internalized 
in various ways: perhaps most recognizably through culturally or politically 
embedded narratives of the formation or destruction of societies, both ancient 
and still extant. We are surrounded by countless stories of displacement: from 
the biblical, to the legendary, to the literary, and to the factual. The sources 
range from oral histories to historical archives, and from scientific journals to 
policy documents, media reports, fiction and poetry.

For some, displacement has been experienced more immediately, through 
family histories of dispossession, dislocation and loss, whether some time ago 
or more recently. For others, it is connected to even more direct personal 
experience – of being a refugee or of being in exile or confinement. Though a 
widespread historical and contemporary phenomenon on the continent, this 
is not specific to Africa: Asia and Latin America are regions that are equally 
marked. And Europe’s own history – from the persecution of the Huguenots in 
France in the late seventeenth century8 to the upheavals of the Second World 
War and beyond – has been profoundly informed by large-scale displacements.

In particular places and times, narratives of displacement are often woven 
together in complex patterns, so that past displacements may be used – 
through simplified causal explanations and/or partisan forms of blame – either 
to produce or to legitimize fresh displacements. This is especially salient in 
relation to grand historical events of sweeping significance. Through vari-
ous forms of discursive and cultural reinforcement, they become part of 
what anthropologist Michael Jackson (2004) would call the historical past, as  

8 See Barnett (2002) for a discussion of the links between this and the evolution of the broad 
refugee regime alongside the development of the modern, Westphalian state system.
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distinct from a more individualized biographical past. Such historical pasts, 
Jackson suggests, then become available for invocation in the present by vari-
ous sovereign authorities, as ‘legitimating precedents or explanations for 
actions’ (ibid.: 81). We might take, for example, the epic Old Testament story of 
the exodus of the Jews from Egypt – a symbolic tale of forced flight from intol-
erable conditions of enslavement – and God’s ‘promise’ of Israel as a Jewish 
homeland. This particular ‘historical past’ has been invoked in contemporary 
political discourse (and reinforced by more recent global tropes of security) to 
legitimize the continued dispossession of the Palestinians. In turn, this reality 
has generated political discourse and direct actions by Palestinians and their 
allies to counter such effects.

In the context of Africa, colonialism’s large-scale dispossession of African 
peasants mobilized large numbers to fight anti-colonial wars of national lib-
eration, particularly in Southern Africa during the 1960s and 1970s. Ironically, 
such wars themselves generated the displacement of millions. The same anti-
colonial, nationalist discourse was used in the 2000s by Zimbabwe’s Mugabe 
regime to justify contemporary forms of violence and the displacement of 
thousands of white farmers. But this also included the mass displacement of 
hundreds of thousands of black farmworkers, as well as of opposition support-
ers more generally in both rural and urban areas.

Yet beyond grand displacement events and their legitimizing narratives in 
an increasing number of settings in Africa, displacement and its uncertainties 
manifest something of an everyday, chronic presence. This echoes Henrik 
Vigh’s reference to ‘crisis as context’, where crisis ‘acquire[s] an air of social and 
existential constancy’ (Vigh 2008: 12). In this sense, displacement paradoxi-
cally becomes both a taut thread of normality for large sections of the popula-
tion (where what is ‘normal’ and known is also somehow safer) and an 
ever-present threat that constantly generates uncertainty. But on whichever 
scale one thinks about displacement, each case and context is empirically spe-
cific. This requires us to investigate each on its own terms, while also paying 
attention to concepts and historical patterns that can help cast light on con-
nections with other times and places. I return to some examples later.

Beyond discursive narratives, specifically in relation to Africa we are possi-
bly even more familiar with the many powerful visual images of displacement. 
One might search for examples on the internet using keywords like ‘refugees’ 
or ‘idps’. Similarly, one can find countless photographs produced by the news 
media or used by various charities to raise funds for those who endure violence 
and dislocation either through war or through ‘natural’ disasters and other 
kinds of emergency situations. The argument here is not that these images are 
‘untrue’ in themselves or inaccurate per se, but rather that they reflect a selective 
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and partial perspective that, in the absence of critical commentary, is implic-
itly represented as the whole. One of the most striking effects of such images is 
to reinforce a certain type of ‘displaced’ person, or rather a stereotype that 
tends to (re)produce ahistorical images of victimhood, passivity and absolute 
loss, often alongside actual or merely implied images of gratitude for being 
helped or saved.

Such familiar narratives and images naturalize and oversimplify ways of 
thinking about ‘the displaced’ and ‘displacement’. This creates ideas or logics of 
difference that generate particular discursive and practical regimes of recogni-
tion of personhood. These in turn (re)produce logics of entitlement and exclu-
sion within and across space and reinforce related regimes of management 
and control of bodies and borders. There is a need to deepen our ways of see-
ing and analysing the displaced and the dynamics of displacement that chal-
lenge overly narrow representations and interpretations, and that guard 
against their potential dangers.

 Definition(s) of Displacement

I shall now discuss what I mean by displacement and provide a corresponding 
working definition. I want to emphasize that my understanding of the concept 
has emerged through empirical research over many years, as well as through 
personal experience and observation. When I first started working explicitly 
on questions of displacement in the late 1990s, it was not really intentional, 
and I had no clear idea at the time of what ‘displacement’ encapsulated. My 
initial engagement began when I undertook the first exploratory fieldwork for 
my doctoral research in late 1997. My original plan was to examine local com-
munity land conflicts in northwest Zimbabwe. However, chance exposed me 
to an evocative hand-drawn image in someone’s office that portrayed a group 
of men in a truck on their way to carry out the eviction of a remotely situated 
community I had yet to encounter. Following the story behind this compelling 
image radically altered the focus of my doctoral research, and also my more 
general intellectual orientation. I ended up investigating close-up the brutal 
eviction of small-scale migrant farmers by the local district authority in a mar-
ginalized rural corner of the country.9 One of the key insights from this work – 
and one that informed subsequent research – was the significance of the 
close relationship between territory, authority and violence, and between 

9 This culminated in my PhD thesis entitled ‘“The day of burning”: Land, authority and belong-
ing in Zimbabwe’s agrarian margins in the 1990s’, 2007, Roskilde University, Denmark.
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belonging, displacement and state-making. At the same time, I paid attention 
to the other side of the coin: namely, questions of displaced citizens’ resis-
tance, reinvention and replacement.10

All this exposed a range of complexities and paradoxes related to displace-
ment. Through attention to these, there emerged a somewhat organic concep-
tualization of displacement that retained – but also moved beyond – the 
element of force or compulsion at its heart. Consequently, I have come to 
define displacement as:

enforced changes in interweaving spatial, social and symbolic conditions 
and relations.

Each of the main words in this definition is, in fact, a key or ‘provocation’: 
enforced, spatial, social and symbolic. The notion of en/forced necessarily 
leads one to ask open-ended yet relational questions about who or what has 
compelled changes affecting whom, and in what ways. It necessarily requires 
an analytic lens that reflects on relations and practices of power, sovereignty 
and authority, in terms of the capacities and legitimations underpinning 
modes of force. In addition, it makes visible the conditions and counter-
agency of those being compelled. The spatial is a necessary, but not isolated or 
predictable, element of this process. Space in itself always matters (Massey 
2005), in this regard both in terms of actual and symbolic location or place, 
what it contains, how it is occupied, used, controlled and/or desired, and so 
on. At the same time, not all displacement involves physical removal or com-
pelled movement away from a particular place. For some, it may mean ‘invol-
untary immobility’ (Lubkemann 2008) or forced confinement, such as in the 
idp camps of northern Uganda (Finnström 2008), or simply abandonment 
and/or having no means of moving (Solidarity Peace Trust 2009; Lubkemann 
2010; Magaramombe 2010).

The relationship of a given group of people to a familiar place is always 
internally differentiated and always complex. Both differentiation and com-
plexity in place necessarily alter under conditions of crisis. This is even more 
the case when people are compelled to move to a new place, especially under 
enforced conditions that often combine violence and other kinds of disrup-
tion. This profoundly affects both their social relationships to place in the very 
broadest sense – meaning historical, physical, economic, cultural, political 
relationships – and their symbolic relationships at multiple levels.

10 Some of the publications that have resulted from this research include Hammar (2001; 
2006; 2008; 2010).
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My definition of displacement relates to, but also contrasts with, more stan-
dard technocratic and humanitarian definitions. These are the more familiar 
ways in which displacement and the displaced have been conceptualized and 
have come to be ‘known’. The World Bank, for example, provides this succinct 
definition:

forced displacement refers to the situation of persons who are forced to leave 
or flee their homes due to conflict, violence, and human rights violations.

christensen and harild 2009: 4

The International Organization for Migration uses the term ‘forced migra-
tion’ rather than ‘forced displacement’. Similarly acknowledging the dimen-
sion of force through threatening political conditions, it expands somewhat 
on the range of recognized causalities, including, for example, dimensions 
of environmental and developmental displacement. It defines forced migra-
tion as:

A migratory movement in which an element of coercion exists, including 
threats to life and livelihood, whether arising from natural or man-made 
causes (e.g. movements of refugees and internally displaced persons as 
well as people displaced by natural or environmental disasters, chemical 
or nuclear disasters, famine, or development projects).11

Both definitions largely echo aspects of the original 1951 United Nations 
Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees, amended by the 1967 Protocol,12 
and the un’s much later 1998 Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement.13

11 ‘Key migration terms’, International Organization for Migration website, available at: 
https://www.iom.int/key-migration-terms.

12 The Convention defines a refugee as: ‘A person who owing to a well-founded fear of being 
persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social 
group or political opinion, is outside the country of his nationality and is unable or, owing 
to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that country; or who, not 
having a nationality and being outside the country of his former habitual residence as a 
result of such events, is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to return to it.’ Available 
at: http://www.unhcr.org/pages/49da0e466.html.

13 The Guiding Principles (which do not have the same weight as a Convention) define 
internally displaced persons as ‘persons or groups of persons who have been forced or 
obliged to flee or to leave their homes or places of habitual residence, in particular as a 
result of or in order to avoid the effects of armed conflict, situations of generalized vio-
lence, violations of human rights or natural or human-made disasters, and who have not 
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Interestingly, in 1969 the Organization of African Unity (oau) added an 
external dimension to the primarily internal threats identified in the un 
Convention, reflecting the continental realities and politics of the times. The 
oau resolved that the term ‘refugee’, besides encompassing the Convention 
definition, should:

also apply to every person who, owing to external aggression, occupation, 
foreign domination or events seriously disturbing public order in either 
part or the whole of his country of origin or nationality, is compelled to 
leave his place of habitual residence in order to seek refuge in another 
place outside his country of origin or nationality.14 (my emphasis)

All of these technocratic-humanitarian definitions arose out of dramatic con-
ditions of mass displacement and suffering and were prompted by an interna-
tional ethic of ‘the responsibility to protect’.15 However, at the same time they 
invoked a whole series of global discourses that, over more than half a century, 
have created and then calcified formal categories of places and people, at the 
same time as generating institutions to deal with them. Together, this has con-
stituted a global refugee protection and humanitarian aid regime. While hav-
ing normatively good intentions, it has produced conceptual, physical and 
symbolic closures and analytical blind-spots, with negative consequences. 
Labels such as ‘refugees’ and ‘idps’, for example, are what David Turton (2003) 
refers to as ‘artefacts of policy concerns rather than of empirical observation 
and scientific enquiry’.16 Useful in their own right, such labels nonetheless help 

crossed an internationally recognized State border.’ Available at: http://www.brookings 
.edu/~/media/Projects/idp/GPEnglish.pdf.

14 The oau’s 1969 Convention Governing the Specific Aspects of Refugee Problems in Africa 
is available at: http://www.unhcr-centraleurope.org/pdf/resources/legal-documents/
international-refugee-law/1969-organization-of-african-unity-convention-governing-
the-specific-aspects-of-refugee-problems-in-africa.html.

15 The ‘responsibility to protect’ (R2P) was a concept introduced by the International 
Commission on Intervention and State Sovereignty in 2001, which later became part of a 
resolution passed by the United Nations General Assembly in October 2005. It established 
international principles on the responsibility to protect populations from genocide, war 
crimes, cleansing and crimes against humanity. This includes recognizing the right of the 
international community to intervene, if considered necessary and approved by the un 
Security Council, to protect or halt such acts of mass atrocity within a given state, irre-
spective of that state’s national sovereignty. For a critical discussion of R2P, see Stahn 
(2007).

16 See also Zetter (2007) on labelling of refugees.
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to create further invisibilities and exclusions through what they are unable to 
address, and who and what they are unable to see, as well as through certain 
distorted forms of gate-keeping that they generate.

 The Implications of a more Open Approach to Displacement

In my definition of displacement, I deliberately refrain from focusing purely on 
enforced movement; rather, in an inclusive move of my own, I emphasize 
enforced changes in interweaving spatial, social and symbolic conditions and 
relations. One key aspect of this, as already indicated, is to incorporate both 
enforced movement and enforced confinement, the latter also being called ‘in 
situ displacement’ or ‘displacement-in-place’ (Magaramombe 2010), or ‘invol-
untary immobility’ (Lubkemann 2008). Often displacement includes elements 
of both at the same time. So, for example, in the mid-2000s in Zimbabwe, up to 
three-quarters of a million urban inhabitants had their homes and businesses 
destroyed by the Zanu (pf) party-state under a campaign dubbed Operation 
Murambatsvina17 and were forced to relocate, unassisted, to untenable places. 
But during this campaign, even when homes were not destroyed and people 
could stay where they were, livelihoods were lost entirely and a sense of the 
future itself was displaced (Jones 2010). Alternatively, one could think of north-
ern Uganda, which experienced war from the mid-1980s to the mid-1990s, and 
where, in the following decade, up to 90 per cent of the 1.3 million inhabitants 
in Acholiland were forced by the Ugandan government to remain in so-called 
protected camps. These were often just a few kilometres from their original 
homes and fields, which they were no longer allowed or able to access (Bøås 
and Bjorkhaug 2014). These examples – and countless others – point to the fact 
that displacement can be a dramatic, one-off event and be (or become) chronic 
in nature, routinized through state practices of deliberate political or ethnic 
forms of selective exclusion, or through sustained structural neglect.

Migration, and mobility more generally, are two powerful tropes used widely 
and legitimately in the study of African realities and African agency (De Bruijn  
et al. 2001). Displacement and migration certainly are processes that historically 
and spatially overlay and shape one another in particular contexts. Southern Africa 
provides rich examples of this in two respects. On the one hand, the region has a 
long history of labour migration, voluntary and forced. This was largely linked to  
the mines and commercial farms in South Africa and Zimbabwe that established 
both routes of survival and rites of passage for millions, precipitated not least by 

17 This translates from ChiShona as ‘clear out the trash’.
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far-reaching colonial dispossessions. On the other hand, the wider region – 
including neighbouring states in central Africa – is marked by experiences of 
mass dislocation and relocation. Since the 1960s, national liberation and civil 
wars have been primary causes, especially in Mozambique, Angola, Zimbabwe 
and, more recently, the Democratic Republic of the Congo; but also key in pre-
cipitating large-scale displacement are post-colonial state projects of political 
and economic violence, as in Zimbabwe since 2000. In many cases, the older 
routes of migration have been utilized in newer contexts of displacement.18

Yet even though the field of Migration Studies, and the more recently emer-
gent and related Diaspora Studies, demonstrate important links between the 
core phenomena they investigate and displacement processes, it is crucial to 
maintain a clear focus on the enforced dimension of displacement. This is not 
central to definitions and studies of migration. The enforced nature of spatial, 
social and symbolic dynamics and effects that characteristically define dis-
placement necessarily calls for approaches that take into account the multi-
dimensional complexities of the phenomenon. First, such inquiries should 
take account of the politics and political economies that generate particular 
exclusions, dispossessions, dislocations, relocations or confinements. Second, 
they should look at the cultural politics that often serve to legitimize and rein-
force these practices. Third, they should explore the ways in which different 
social groups resist, counter or confront such practices and their effects.

With regard to enforcement, inevitably the state is central in most cases, 
although this is often in alliance with a range of other players who may have their 
own interests, too, and on occasion may conduct (semi)autonomous acts of dis-
placement. These other actors may include, for example, political parties, tradi-
tional leaders, war veterans or local militia. This has certainly been the case in 
Zimbabwe. They may include domestic and international corporate businesses, 
as in the case of oil in the Niger Delta and elsewhere (Watts 2004), or in mining 
(Downing 2002). One also needs to consider the role of international donors in 
both the physical and the broader social and economic displacement effects of 
various forms of development.19 Even local and international non-governmental 
organizations are significant actors in certain displacement settings, as in the 
case of various conservation projects (Brockington and Igoe 2006; Hammar 2001).

18 See, for example, Hammar, McGregor and Landau (2010) and the various articles in the 
special issue of the Journal of Southern African Studies, 36:2 (2010), which focused on dis-
placement in Zimbabwe and its relationship to the Southern Africa region.

19 With respect to dam displacements, see, for example, Scudder (1973) and Roy (1999). For 
a discussion of the destructive effects of World Bank ‘advice’ and conditionality on 
Mozambique’s cashew nut industry, see Hanlon and Smart (2008).
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But whether it entails different forms of forced movement away from a 
place or forced enclosure or immobility in place in various ways, displacement 
includes not only elements of material dispossession and loss, but also – or 
rather always – a range of symbolic and social dislocations. Among other 
things, this incorporates the experiential loss or dislodging of the familiar con-
ditions of home and social relations – a phenomenon that Finn Stepputat has 
termed ‘domicide’. With this, there is often a radical loss of security – existential 
and political, as well as physical – producing what Achille Mbembe has called 
‘a condition of rightlessness’.20

A study of displacement in this way thus brings us close to the relationship 
between power and precariousness. Yet this is never a monolithic or simple 
story, as Adichie reminds us. It is never just a story of one-sided violence and 
exclusion on the one hand, and passive victimhood on the other. There are 
always complex histories and effects associated with different forms of empiri-
cal displacement. In addition to institutional and individual cruelties and 
destruction and loss, there are always stories of courage and generosity, of 
opportunity and inventiveness, as well as gain.

Perhaps unsurprisingly under such conditions of stress and uncertainty, 
there are also stories of exclusions within exclusions among the displaced 
themselves (Hammar 2006), and stories of new gate-keepers and opportun-
ists emerging. Finally, as people struggle to survive in new and precarious 
conditions, there are stories of evasion and disconnection from kin, just as 
much as there are tales of efforts to keep families together at all costs. So, 
for example, Eric Worby (2010) writes of Zimbabweans who have found 
their way to Johannesburg in search of security and survival. These people, 
forced by the conditions of their displacement – and consequent illegality 
in many cases – to live very precarious lives there, deliberately disconnect 
from families back home, or from relatives who arrive later, by disappear-
ing or not answering calls. This is done either out of shame at the condi-
tions of their lives or because they simply lack the means to take on one 
more burden. Or we hear from Blair Rutherford (2008), Max Bolt (2010) and 
others of how Zimbabweans living and working on commercial farms in 
northern South Africa, close to the Zimbabwe border, work backbreaking 
hours and save all they can of their meagre wages to send back to their 
desperate families at home.

20 Both terms – Stepputat’s ‘domicide’ and Mbembe’s ‘condition of rightlessness’ – were 
expressions used in those speakers’ keynote presentations made at an international con-
ference in Johannesburg in July 2008 on ‘Political Economies of Displacement in 
Zimbabwe’, co-convened by the Nordic Africa Institute and Wits University.
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 Three Dimensions of Displacement: Place, Positionality  
and Productivity in Zimbabwe

I would like to turn now to three dimensions that I see as key entry points for think-
ing more intimately, one might say, about displacement and its paradoxes: place, 
positionality and production. Illustrations are drawn specifically from Zimbabwe.

 Place
Experience has led me to conclude that each reshaped place bears its own par-
ticular scars, and each in turn bears witness to its befores and afters. Part of the 
work of research into displacement, I argue, is to engage as closely as possible 
with the actual sites of displacement. This prompts one to gain a sense of 
immediacy about their spatial, social, economic and political histories and 
ongoing dynamics. Doing so allows one to trace what has been lost or changed 
through displacement, and how this has been experienced by differently posi-
tioned actors. I would emphasize, however, that there are seldom (perhaps 
never) single sites relevant to displacement processes, but rather many inter-
connected places, as well as in-between transitional spaces.

For my doctoral research in northwest rural Zimbabwe in the late 1990s,  
I spent time with an evicted community whose houses and granaries had been 
burnt down by the local district council in the process of their eviction. Close to 
120 households had been chased away but had managed to return to their home-
steads and fields after living for five months ‘out in the open’, some twenty kilo-
metres away. Their return, however, was for an uncertain length of time, and they 
lived constantly under the threat of another eviction. Yet at the same time they 
continued to find ways to farm again, and to organize themselves to try and 
strengthen their political and legal position in the area. The following short 
excerpt from my thesis describes a moment when a particular evictee family at 
its reclaimed homestead insisted on showing me the evidence of destruction 
and suffering they had experienced at the hands of the council the previous year:

Together, we would walk around the dusty yard, scrawny chickens and 
lean dogs underfoot, and someone would point to the site where a par-
ticular sleeping hut or grain store had once stood, the foundations peer-
ing out of the dry earth like an accusation. The charcoaled edges of burnt 
construction poles, shattered clay storage pots and broken farm imple-
ments still littered corners of the yard… Once, several plastic sacks were 
dragged into the open from a nearby hut and their contents emptied onto 
mats, where the charred relics of a past life were displayed with archival 
precision: fragments of clothing, kitchen utensils, even full maize cobs, 
all blackened by fire and underscored by the pungent smell of smoke.
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These ‘walking narratives’ and the embodied memories shared with me were 
not only an invitation to witness – and record – what had taken place there, 
but were equally a form of critique by those displaced of the post-colonial 
state’s violence towards its own citizens. At the same time, I was shown fields 
that were being harvested, and granaries that had been rebuilt and were slowly 
being refilled just a few years after the eviction and return. This, too, was part 
of an assertion of defiance, as well as pride regained after the indignities of the 
eviction. Later there would also be tales of the evictee leadership accessing 
resources that they distributed only to those loyal to them, and excluding oth-
ers deemed disloyal or undeserving.

Importantly, then – and it was necessary to keep this constantly in mind – 
this was only one part of a more complex local politics that was linked simul-
taneously to a much larger national story concerning struggles over resources, 
territory, sovereignty and citizenship. At the same time, it was a story that 
resonated both with older histories of colonial land dispossession and with 
post-independence practices of eviction. It was also interwoven with the 
effects of structural adjustment policies introduced in the 1990s. Finally, it also 
played into ongoing and intensifying partisan politics both at the political-
geographical centre and on the margins. Eventually it would connect with the 
dynamics of the so-called land revolution and a new form of narrow national-
ism that would unfold in the 2000s. This would generate mass urban and rural 
displacements, but would especially see the radical reshaping of the agrarian 
landscape. Yet while being interconnected in complex ways, all of these 
dynamics had – and would continue to have – their own specific, place-based 
stories to reveal.

 Positionality
Both former and changing social positions have an impact on the ways in 
which people experience and manage their displacement. Similarly, in a more 
specifically spatial sense, people who are physically displaced are affected by 
questions of proximity and returnability in relation to places of dislocation. 
Critical, too, are the conditions of welcome and security (or not) in sites of 
relocation, as well as the time scale and changing conditions of possibility 
that allow one to build, or dream. In other words, both who one is and where 
one is situated socially, spatially and temporally are highly significant for 
understanding the causes, experiences, opportunities and outcomes of par-
ticular displacements. That is to say, displacement is shaped – and differen-
tially experienced – by class, gender, race, ethnicity and age, and by the 
geographies of difference these imply. Displacement can and does also pro-
foundly alter familiar patterns of power and possibility associated with these 
positionalities.



Hammar 126

I provide a few examples here from post-2000 Zimbabwe of shifts in posi-
tionality resulting from displacement and at the same time further deepening 
its effects. First, the focus is on an urban setting, where the meanings of age, 
gender and class have been, and are still being, redefined in new ways. In a 
context in which labour and the economy itself has been dramatically dis-
placed over the past decade – with formal unemployment in Zimbabwe offi-
cially having reached over 80 per cent by the late 2000s, and even much of the 
previously extensive informal-sector structure having been violently disman-
tled by the state in 2005 – old forms of status and social mobility associated 
with ‘professional’ life have radically altered. Jeremy Jones’ (2010) innovative 
research describes how a new economic logic emerged during the 2000s, 
especially in the high-density townships of Zimbabwe. This is the logic of 
kukiyakiya, of ‘getting by’ in ChiShona, through ‘cleverness, dodging, and the 
exploitation of whatever resources are at hand with an eye to self-sustenance’. 
Jones terms this (somewhat ironically) ‘kiyanomics’.

In this context, doing things ‘straight’ or ‘properly’ – in ‘the old way’, as many 
of the older generation have been well schooled to do – no longer worked. It no 
longer provided even the basics of survival. Even those with education and 
professional qualifications, usually the older members of families, could no 
longer hold families together. This particularly affected male breadwinners 
who had formal jobs and either lost them as the economic crisis worsened and 
companies closed, or were still employed but whose salaries barely covered 
transport to and from work. In fact, many even with jobs – teachers and civil 
servants, as much as factory workers – abandoned them to take up more lucra-
tive, but less stable, forms of livelihood, often illicit. In the worst period of 
political violence and hyperinflation in the late 2000s, many even ended up as 
farmworkers across the border in South Africa (Bolt 2010). In Zimbabwe’s 
townships, much younger men (particularly adept at navigating the plethora 
of uncertainties and cutting ‘zigzag deals’), or women selling sex or engaged in 
cross-border trading largely became the primary providers. This profoundly 
changed family dynamics.

Second, in rural contexts over the same period, other kinds of radical reposi-
tioning have occurred following the widespread land invasions and evictions 
that displaced not only thousands of white commercial farmers, but also hun-
dreds of thousands of black farmworkers and ordinary opposition party sup-
porters. In some cases, where white farmers lost their lands but managed to 
remain in the general vicinity, unexpected relationships of cooperation 
emerged between them and some of the new black settlers. Conrade Zawe 
(2006) describes how, in several cases where irrigation cooperatives were estab-
lished on occupied farms by the new ‘settlers’, the latter paid former white 
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farmers to advise them on how to operate the mechanical infrastructure and to 
supply inputs and services that ranged from tillage and planting to transporting 
produce to market. This is especially significant if one considers that the state’s 
promises to support new settlers, many of whom were on the front line of the 
land invasions supported (or even precipitated) by the state, largely remained 
unfulfilled. As Zawe comments: ‘It is striking and ironic to note that the very 
“enemies of the state”, i.e. the white commercial farmers, proved to be the most 
reliable partners available to the invader settlers in their endeavours to make 
the fast track resettlement programme a farming success’ (Zawe 2006: 291).

In an entirely different context researched from the mid to late 2000s, 
evicted white commercial farmers from Zimbabwe who sought ways to survive 
and generate a living by migrating to Mozambique were confronted with new 
kinds of vulnerabilities (Hammar 2010). On the one hand, they faced the dis-
orientation and the social, linguistic and bureaucratic barriers common to 
cross-border displacees everywhere. On the other hand, they were also con-
fronted by another round of displacements when their deals with a multina-
tional tobacco company (which had naively hoped to replicate Zimbabwe’s 
high-end tobacco production through them) turned sour.

In other cases involving former commercial farms in Zimbabwe, paradoxi-
cal conditions emerged for those farmworkers who lost their jobs following the 
land invasions, but managed to remain ‘displaced-in-place’ on the farms 
(Magaramombe 2010). On the one hand, the so-called ‘fast-track land reforms’ 
created immense hardships for former farmworkers, removing regular incomes 
and producing widespread destitution. But as Magaramombe argues, the new 
insecurities and loosening of formal obligations to employers created new, if 
uneven, opportunities to engage in other livelihood strategies, ranging from 
piecework for the new farmers, to various forms of independent entrepreneur-
ship, including beer brewing, firewood vending and gold panning. Some work-
ers, especially women, claimed to feel ‘empowered’ by a new independence 
not only from white farmers, but also from their husbands. This new ‘residen-
tial autonomy’, as Magaramombe calls it, was precipitated by the de-linking of 
accommodation from work. This has meant that old forms of ‘domestic gover-
nance’ – a term coined by Blair Rutherford (2001) to describe the sovereign 
authority wielded by white farmers over black workers – no longer exist on 
commercial farms. On the other hand, recent research (as well as anecdotal 
evidence) points to other forms of exploitation of some farmworkers by new 
black farm owners.

Yet in Zimbabwe – as in other contexts of chronic crisis, displacement and 
uncertainty – repositioning is not a linear or even process, and new positions 
are unlikely to be fixed for long. This could not really be otherwise under 
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conditions where, as now, security of access to, or control over, property is 
always in doubt, and where the value of such assets is unstable. Similarly, these 
are conditions in which certain avenues for wealth creation and accumulation 
have been permanently destroyed, and where displacement has generated per-
manent relocation, yet uncertain grounding in the new spaces of re/settlement 
and replacement.

 Productivity
The last set of examples link to a third paradoxical dimension of displacement, 
namely the issue of productivity. Here I take this word to refer both to the more 
material notion of production itself, and to the idea of something having gen-
erative capacity.

The point I wish to reiterate here is that there is a need not only to consider 
what conditions and dynamics generate displacement, but also to investigate 
what displacement itself generates. Somehow, we more readily recognize the 
negative aspects of this: in particular, the various degrees and forms of vio-
lence, dislocation, confinement and loss, and their multiply destructive effects. 
In relation to Zimbabwe, much of the scholarly and the activist literature over 
the past decade has been understandably devoted to recording and analysing 
this. Many analysts, academic and otherwise, have discussed the dramatic fall 
in production levels and foreign currency earnings, for example, in the agricul-
tural, mining, tourist and manufacturing sectors. There has also been a dra-
matic rise in food insecurity, and a severe decline in many public sector services 
and infrastructure, such as health, education, water and electricity. While it is 
clearly important to record all this, far less attention has been paid to the emer-
gence of new and complex social relations and identities, new economic logics 
and practices, new forms of nationalism and citizenship, or new institutional 
mechanisms both inside and outside the state. This is critical in order to 
broaden the scope of evidence that will deepen our understanding of the crisis 
and its consequences. Positively, though, an increasingly diverse and robust 
scholarship is filling the gaps to some extent.

Part of the difficulty has been the challenge for scholars of trying to do 
research under an authoritarian regime, even after the establishment of a 
Government of National Unity in early 2009. In particular, there are ongoing 
sensitivities around questions of property ownership. Yet even less focus has 
been given to the concrete changes and continuities in production, trade and 
accumulation that the past decade of crisis and cumulative mass displacement 
has generated. Among the early exceptions to this were the results of a long-
term study into the livestock sector or ‘beef value chain’ in Masvingo Province, 
southwest Zimbabwe, undertaken by Ian Scoones, together with a number of 
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Zimbabwean colleagues (Mavedzenge et al. 2008; Scoones et al. 2010). Despite – 
or partly because of – the collapse of the long-standing export beef sector,  
precipitated by the wide-scale evictions under the fast-track land reform pro-
gramme, and the disappearance of large-scale commercial ranching accompa-
nied by a decline in the quality of beef, there has been what Mavedzenge et al. 
(2008: 620) describe as:

a major transition from a highly concentrated and regulated commodity 
chain dominated by a few players to a huge diversity of actors at all levels 
of the commodity chain. This has been accompanied by a decline in state 
control and management of the market system to a growth in indepen-
dent, increasingly informal economic activity and entrepreneurialism.

For some traditional players in the sector, this more complex and diversified 
production and marketing system was considered ‘haphazard’, ‘disorganized’ 
and ‘chaotic’, a real retreat from ‘order’ and from a neat and narrow route to 
‘progress’. For others, even if the market has become less predictable and less 
efficient – and, with reduced government capacity to monitor veterinary regu-
lations, somewhat less sanitary in some contexts – it has allowed space for a 
much wider range of actors at various levels, including intermediaries active in 
buying and transporting beef. Ever since the liberalization of meat markets 
back in the 1990s, associated with a structural adjustment programme, there 
has been a further mushrooming of private abattoirs, but this has further 
extended to the slaughter of animals directly at local butcheries.

Yet while this local ‘boom’ in one sector, and one part of the country, hardly 
represents a global upturn in productivity in Zimbabwe’s agricultural sphere, it 
is not an isolated exception either. At a more general level, Scoones (2008) has 
argued that, even if the statistical production indicators in agriculture were 
down for the majority of agricultural commodities, what this reflected was 
‘the collapse of the old, formal, commercial agricultural economy but not the 
whole agricultural economy’. The picture on the ground, he claims, is far more 
mixed than global figures or generalizations would suggest, especially in rela-
tion to the smallholder sector – and even more specifically in relation to the 
livestock sector in the southwest. Scoones and his Zimbabwean colleagues, 
however, problematically used their findings from Masvingo to make more 
generalized claims for Zimbabwe as a whole in a somewhat controversial book 
(Scoones et al. 2010). This has been highly criticized in some quarters – not so 
much for what it includes, as for what it excludes. Among other things, it fails 
to engage in any meaningful discussion of the partisan political dimensions 
and intentions of the land reform programme or of its wide-scale violence and 
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devastating displacement effects. In addition, it generalizes its claims for 
Zimbabwe as a whole, and ingeniously represents the reform process as largely 
a success. No matter what overall conclusions are drawn about the Zimbabwe 
crisis, the realities attest to the complex layers of actors and interests and para-
doxical effects associated with what has unquestionably been an intense and 
uneven process of displacement, replacement and resettlement lasting more 
than a decade. Clearly, this could not possibly be analysed sufficiently using 
merely technocratic-humanitarian analytical tools.21

 Conclusion

I would like to return now to the question we might ask more generally: why 
does studying displacement – and displacement in this way – matter?

In a very pragmatic, even demographic sense, one could say that displace-
ment affects millions of people on the African continent and beyond in mul-
tiple ways, so that merely in terms of scale it is in itself a valid arena of study. 
Yet, as argued in this chapter, too much of the understanding and representa-
tion of those forcibly removed or immobilized is defined by the abstract, tech-
nocratic terms of humanitarian agencies that, ironically, often diminish those 
they aim to assist. Such restrictive terminologies, and the institutional and 
financial frameworks associated with them, simultaneously reinforce stereo-
types of Africans as passive, suffering victims and reproduce older global 
dynamics of ‘othering’ and inequality. This needs to be countered with empiri-
cally grounded knowledge and to include alternative (especially African) 
voices and perspectives that reflect the complex conditions and diverse expe-
riences of displacement, and the independent ways in which people confront 
and navigate its worst effects and unexpected opportunities.

Moving beyond the over-bureaucratization – and at times implicit criminal-
ization – of the displaced is essential if one is to counter critical invisibilities 
and reverse the conceptual (and sometimes legal) reduction of dislocated 
people to non-beings, and instead to recognize their resourcefulness and rights. 
With implications for the ways in which national and international policies 

21 An intellectual project that is exploring productive ways of analysing similar complexities 
in settings across the African continent is a volume edited by this author entitled 
Displacement Economies in Africa: Paradoxes of crisis and creativity (Hammar, 2014). 
Collectively, the authors aim to refine the conceptual and methodological tools for ana-
lysing the paradoxical landscapes of displacement, with a particular emphasis on the 
reshaping of economic logics, spaces, relations and practices.
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towards the displaced are formulated and applied, this is not an entirely auto-
matic prospect. Yet it is the job of scholars to keep making visible what is 
repeatedly ignored or erased. Invisibility produces its own violence, and stud-
ies of African realities, over the centuries and including the present, are replete 
with what Jemima Pierre (2006) calls ‘the violence of languages of silencing 
and exclusion’.

There is much work to be done to counter such silence and invisibility. In the 
words of us-based Malawian scholar and fiction writer Paul Zeleza (2006: 29), 
a past chair of the African Studies Association in the us:

The challenge for committed African and Africanist scholars is to ensure 
that we continue to struggle for the production, organization, dissemina-
tion, and consumption of knowledges that enhance, rather than under-
mine, Africa’s possibilities.

Thinking about displacement in relation to this challenge, I would suggest that 
it implies looking at the concept from different spatial and social locations, as 
well as from different disciplinary vantage points. What is further needed is to 
try to understand the diverse yet interconnected perspectives of those who 
have been displaced, those that displace and replace them, and those, too, that 
host, manage, or further displace them in various ways. It also means taking a 
longer historical view of particular displacements, tracing earlier and later 
continuities, as well as ruptures, and making links with other occasions or pat-
terns of violence, movement and enclosure. Finally, as noted earlier but reiter-
ated here as perhaps the most critical conceptual provocation – and one taken 
up more fully elsewhere (Hammar 2014) – it means not only considering what 
range of complex conditions and relations produce displacement, but also 
investigating what displacement itself produces.
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chapter 7

Primitive Accumulation: Concept, Similarities  
and Varieties

Rune Skarstein1

 Introduction

…instead of the economic system being embedded in social relation-
ships, these relationships were now embedded in the economic system.

polanyi 1947

Since the fall of communism in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe, eco-
nomic development is generally – and most often implicitly – understood as 
capitalist development. Mainstream development economics emphasizes pri-
marily structural change, the growth of national and export markets, the way 
in which market-driven competition stimulates technological progress and a 
rise in labour productivity. It also discusses the importance of entrepreneur-
ship and the role of the state in establishing infrastructure to foster structural 
change and economic growth. Pre-capitalist peasant agriculture is “modern-
ized”, and peasants are drawn into market relationships and wage labour in a 
harmonious process virtually without any resistance or conflicts. According to 
mainstream development economics, the triumph of capitalism implies only 
winners and no losers.

 Marx’s Concept of Primitive Accumulation

This view is rejected by classical social scientists as diverse as Karl Marx and Karl 
Polanyi. They both emphasize that a basic characteristic of capitalism is that land 
(as a collective term for all natural resources) and labour are commodified in pro-
cesses involving grave conflicts, resulting in several winners but also many los-
ers.2 Referring to the rise of capitalism in England, Marx – in chapters 26–28 of 

1 I am indebted to Amit Bhaduri, Kjell J. Havnevik and Roberto Iacono, as well as two anony-
mous referees, for comments and suggestions on earlier drafts of this article.

2 Of course, I could add several other theorists sharing the view of Marx and Polanyi on this 
particular issue, e.g. Max Weber (1923/1991).
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the first volume of Capital – analyses the process of the commodification of land 
and labour, which he (in an ironic allusion to Adam Smith) terms “so-called prim-
itive accumulation” (Marx 1867/1976: 873–904).3 He notes that, historically, the 
accumulation of capital “seems to turn around in a never-ending circle, which we 
can only get out of by assuming a primitive accumulation … which precedes capi-
talist accumulation; an accumulation which is not the result of the capitalist 
mode of production but its point of departure” (ibid.: 873). The “point of depar-
ture” of capitalism is robbery of the immediate pre-capitalist producers of their 
means of production and livelihoods, of land, forests, water and other resources, 
forcing them to become vagabonds and beggars or, at best, people dependent on 
selling their labour power: “In actual history, it is a notorious fact that conquest, 
enslavement, robbery, murder, in short, force, play the greatest part… As a matter 
of fact, the methods of primitive accumulation are anything but idyllic” (ibid.: 
874). Marx goes on to specify the essential aspects of primitive accumulation:

The process, therefore, which creates the capital-relation can be nothing 
other than the process which divorces the worker from the ownership of 
the conditions of his own labour; it is a process which operates two trans-
formations, whereby the social means of subsistence and production are 
turned into capital, and the immediate producers are turned into wage-
labourers. So-called primitive accumulation, therefore, is nothing else 
than the historical process of divorcing the producer from the means of 
production. It appears as “primitive” because it forms the pre-history of 
capital, and of the mode of production corresponding to capital. … The 
expropriation of the agricultural producer, of the peasant, from the soil is 
the basis of the whole process.

marx 1867/1976: 875–876

In short, the basic features of primitive accumulation are twofold. One aspect is 
the expropriation of the pre-capitalist immediate producers from their means 
of production and livelihoods, transforming land and other natural resources, 
as well as labour, into commodities. The other aspect is that the expropriated 
populations will have “nothing to sell but their labour power”, and they are thus 
ready to be exploited by capital, as wage labourers. In other words, Marx’s mes-
sage is that the accumulation of capital depends on land and other natural 

3 In a footnote Marx quotes Smith’s Wealth of Nations, Introduction to Book ii: “The accumula-
tion of stock must, in the nature of things, be previous to the division of labour.” In the origi-
nal German edition Marx uses the expression “ursprüngliche Akkumulation” – “original 
accumulation” – which I think is a more appropriate term.
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resources as its material basis, as well as on labour power to add value to mate-
rial “inputs”. For the capitalist mode of production to expand, the immediate 
producers therefore have to be expropriated from their land and other natural 
resources, being turned into a “reserve army of unemployed”, i.e. both land and 
labour power are made ready to be integrated into the circuit of capital.4

Primitive accumulation will be repeated whenever capitalism increases its 
territory, i.e. conquers and destroys pre-capitalist modes of production, in a 
process always called “development” in the mainstream literature. Precisely 
because this process takes place outside the circuit of capital and is a process 
of conquering land and labour for the accumulation of capital, “conquest, 
enslavement, robbery, murder, in short, force, play the greatest part”. Therefore, 
primitive accumulation is a deeply political process. As long as the “never-
ending circle of capital” does not encompass all natural resources and all 
labour power, there is scope for further expansion of the capitalist mode of 
production. In other words, primitive accumulation is not history, but an ongo-
ing process where the capitalist mode of production is expanding by destroy-
ing pre-capitalist modes of production, under the name of “development”.

 Karl Polanyi: Society becoming an “Adjunct to the Market”

In this respect, Marx’s view is shared by Karl Polanyi, although Polanyi uses 
different terms. He notes that:

The outstanding discovery of recent historical and anthropological 
research is that man’s economy, as a rule, is submerged in his social rela-
tionships. He does not act so as to safeguard his individual interest in the 
possession of material goods; he acts so as to safeguard his social stand-
ing, his social claims, his social assets.

polanyi 1957: 46

Polanyi argues that, before the advent of capitalism, economic life was gov-
erned by three principles: householding (i.e. production for own use), reciproc-
ity and redistribution (ibid.: 47–55). Of course, some kinds of market transactions 
existed also under these principles, long before the era of capitalism:

4 “The circuit of capital is a unified process of circulation and production, it includes both… 
[T]his whole process presupposes the capitalist character of the production process and 
hence this production process itself as a basis, as well as the specific social relations deter-
mined by it” (Marx 1884/1978: 139, 142).
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No society could, naturally, live for any length of time unless it possessed 
an economy of some sort; but previously to our time no economy has ever 
existed that, even in principle, was controlled by markets. In spite of the 
chorus of academic incantations so persistent in the nineteenth century, 
gain and profit made on exchange never before played an important part in 
human economy. Though the institution of the market was fairly common 
since the later Stone Age, its role was no more than incidental to economic 
life… [U]p to the end of the Middle Ages, markets played no important part 
in the economic system; other institutional patterns prevailed.

ibid.: 43, 55

Like Marx, Polanyi holds that the commodification of land (including all types of 
natural resources) and labour represents the decisive step in the establishment 
of what he calls “the market system” or “the market economy” – what Marx calls 
“the capitalist mode of production”. He agrees with Marx that this transforma-
tion has always taken place by means of force, repression and fraud. But, unlike 
Marx, he claims that land and labour are not, and cannot be, real commodities:

The crucial point is this: land, labour and money are essential elements in 
industry; they also must be organized in markets; in fact these markets 
form an absolutely vital part of the economic system. But labour, land and 
money are obviously not commodities; the postulate that anything that is 
bought and sold must have been produced for sale is emphatically untrue 
in regard to them… The commodity description of land, labour and 
money is entirely fictitious. Nevertheless, it is with the help of this fiction 
that the actual markets for land, labour and money are organized; their 
demand and supply are real magnitudes; and any measures or policies 
that would inhibit the formation of such markets would ipso facto endan-
ger the self-regulation of the system… Undoubtedly, labour, land and 
money markets are essential to the market economy. But no society could 
stand the effects of such a system of crude fictions even for the shortest 
stretch of time unless its human and natural substance as well as its busi-
ness organization was protected against the ravages of this satanic mill.

ibid.: 72–73

Polanyi emphasizes that the commodification of land, labour and money 
implies a profound change in society:

[T]he control of the economic system by the market is of overwhelming 
consequence to the whole organization of society: it means no less than 
the running of society as an adjunct to the market. Instead of economy 
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being embedded in social relations, social relations are embedded in the 
economic system… A self-regulating market demands nothing less than 
the institutional separation of society into an economic and political 
sphere.5

ibid.: 57, 71

 David Harvey: “Accumulation by Dispossession”

David Harvey raises two points of criticism against Marx’s notion of primitive accu-
mulation. First, he claims that Marx “does not consider this possibility except in the 
case of the creation of an industrial reserve army through technologically induced 
unemployment” (Harvey 2005: 143). However, as we have seen, Marx actually 
argues that the most fundamental aspect of primitive accumulation is capital’s 
expropriation of the immediate producers from their livelihoods and means of 
production. In Marx’s words: “The expropriation of the agricultural producer, of 
the peasant, from the soil is the basis of the whole process.” Second, David Harvey 
holds that Marx considers “so-called primitive accumulation” as a finished histori-
cal process that is “no longer relevant”, in other words, that it does not take place 
any more (ibid.: 144). Implying that Marx had another view, he (rightly) argues that 
“All the features of primitive accumulation that Marx mentions have remained 
powerfully present within capitalism’s historical geography up until now” (ibid.: 
145). To emphasize that his view diverges from that of Marx, he writes: “Since it 
seems peculiar to call an ongoing process ‘primitive’ or ‘original’ I shall…substitute 
these terms by the concept of ‘accumulation by dispossession’” (ibid.: 144).

This is a misrepresentation of Marx. Certainly, in Capital he analyses the his-
tory of primitive accumulation in England, noting that “only in England, which 
we therefore take as our example, has it [primitive accumulation] the classical 
form”. But he also stresses that primitive accumulation is an ongoing process:

In Western Europe, the homeland of political economy, the process of prim-
itive accumulation has more or less been accomplished… It is otherwise in 
the colonies. There the capitalist regime constantly comes up against the 
obstacle presented by the producer, who, as owner of his own conditions of 
labour, employs that labour to enrich himself instead of the capitalist… 
Where the capitalist has behind him the power of the mother country, he 
tries to use force to clear out of the way the modes of production and appro-
priation which rest on the personal labour of the independent producer.

marx 1867/1976: 931

5 See also Polanyi (1947: 112, 114).



Skarstein 140

While Marx’s concept of primitive accumulation deals with capital’s conquest 
and destruction of pre-capitalist modes of production, Harvey’s “accumula-
tion by dispossession” seems to be a rather broad concept, encompassing a 
long range of phenomena that are more or less internal to the circuit of capital. 
In his narrative, fundamentally different institutions or social groups are “dis-
possessed”. For example, he includes the loss of pension funds due to the col-
lapse of Enron; the “speculative raiding carried out by hedge funds and other 
major institutions of finance capital”; privatization of different types of public 
utilities or assets; selling off of publicly owned companies, etc. (Harvey 2005: 
145–161). Certainly, Marx did not consider privatization of public property or 
public utilities as primitive accumulation, for two reasons. First, he rightly con-
sidered the state at his time as “the executive of the ruling class”. Second, to the 
extent that public property existed, he considered that property as already 
conquered by capital and controlled by the ruling class.

Harvey’s view implies that numerous internal aspects of the capitalist pro-
cess itself can be labelled “accumulation by dispossession”. Also, in my assess-
ment, Harvey diverges from Marx by arguing, with reference to Rosa 
Luxemburg, that an important purpose and function of accumulation by dis-
possession is to help to “stave off the overaccumulation problem, at least for a 
while” (ibid.: 158). This means that Harvey’s very broad concept of accumula-
tion by dispossession differs considerably from Marx’s precise concept of 
primitive accumulation.6 My criticism does not imply that “accumulation by 
dispossession” cannot be useful in analysing some aspects of capitalism. 
However, I am left with an uneasy impression that David Harvey is trying to 
demonstrate originality at the cost of Karl Marx.

 England: The Classic Case of Primitive Accumulation

The classic and much-analysed example of primitive accumulation is England, 
where this process was characterized by two waves of enclosures – the first in 
c.1400 to c.1520, and the second in the period from c.1660 to c.1800. The Black 
Death around 1350 was an important turning point which triggered a process 
that finally led to primitive accumulation. The plague led to a dramatic decline in 
population and, as a consequence, to a shortage of serfs in English feudal agricul-
ture. The class power of serfs vis-à-vis the landed nobility was thus strengthened, 
and the peasantry started a long-lasting struggle for freedom, which culminated 
in the great peasant uprising of 1381. The peasants won their freedom, but the 
landlords succeeded in keeping the land (see Brenner 1976; Hilton 1977). By 1500, 

6 For a more comprehensive criticism of Harvey, see e.g. Levien (2011: 454–458).
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serfdom had disappeared in England, but the resumption of population growth 
from the early 1400s onwards strengthened the power of the landed nobility 
against the peasant tenants, who became increasingly more exploited.

The first wave of enclosures had a defensive character, as a direct aftermath 
of the Black Death and the subsequent outbreaks of the plague. At times in 
conflict with the Crown, big landlords, including the Church and monasteries, 
enclosed vast areas of abandoned as well as still cultivated holdings, and also 
some common land. The enclosed land was turned into less work-demanding 
sheep pastures, and wage labourers were hired as fence-builders, herdsmen, 
slaughterers and shearers. In this way the landlords mitigated the lack of peas-
ant serfs, and they succeeded in maintaining control over their land and rein-
forcing their property rights. Through the wool exports to the Flemish market, 
the landlords, as capitalists-to-be, established close networks with the urban 
bourgeoisie, which represented an important step towards a capitalist agricul-
ture (Tawney 1967/1912: 187–188). Gradually, the process which started with the 
enclosure of abandoned holdings, led to displacements of numerous small 
peasants from their plots of cultivated land, and even from their pastures and 
from firewood resources in the commons. This process was so comprehensive 
that, between c. 1450 and 1525, about 10 per cent of the villages in the southern 
part of the Midlands were destroyed (Allen 1992: 66, 163–167).

The second wave of enclosures (from c. 1660 to the late 1700s) had an offen-
sive character. It is often called “parliamentary enclosure”, because it was 
backed by law enacted by a parliament where only the landed nobility was 
represented. The main aspect of that wave was enclosure of the remaining 
open fields and amalgamation of the small peasant holdings into large farms, 
to be rented out to tenants for cultivation using wage labour. Under pressure 
from competition and the landlords’ rent hunger, the tenant farmers sought to 
reduce costs through the typical capitalist form of technical change, viz. 
labour-saving innovations.7 In the process, large numbers of peasants were 
evicted from their holdings, and the number of employed per acre fell to about 
half of what it was in 1600. As a result, average labour productivity in English 
agriculture more than doubled between 1600 and 1800, while land productivity 
increased far more modestly (Wrigley 2004: 43). Through this process, a large 
industrial reserve army was created:

7 An important aspect of labour saving was the increased use of horses in agriculture, as well 
as outside agriculture. E.A. Wrigley shows that in agriculture horses replaced human labour, 
e.g. in freight work (pulling of carts) and soil tillage. Increased use of horses combined with 
improved implements for horse-draught (carts, ploughs, harrows) appears to have been the 
most important labour-saving innovations. In the year 1800, English agriculture (including 
Wales) had three times more horse power than in 1300 on virtually the same area of culti-
vated land of c.4.5 million hectares (Wrigley 2006: 456).
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By enclosure it was argued in 1663, people were added to the manufactur-
ing population who previously did not increase the store of the nation 
but wasted it… A wage-earner who had lost his common rights would be 
much more dependent on his employer than one who had not. Enclosure, 
Adam Moore argued in its favour, “will give the poor an interest in toiling, 
whom terror never yet could enure to travail”.

hill 1991: 51–52

Robert Allen provides several examples of how the amalgamation of holdings 
into large farms implied a “social revolution”, which actually represented the 
rise of agrarian capitalism. He concludes that:

Not only were most rural people becoming exclusively dependent on wage 
income, but the demand for that labour was falling. Enclosures and large 
farms were the cause of the rise in productivity, but they also caused low 
wages and unemployment for the majority of the population, and high rents 
for the rich minority. Inequality and productivity growth were inextricably 
linked… The conclusion is unavoidable – most English men and women 
would have been better off had the landlords’ revolution never occurred.

allen 1992: 8, 21; my italics

Allen points out that industry, including proto-industries, absorbed very little 
of the labour force evicted from agriculture (ibid.: 239–262). Actually, the 
migration of people from England to the “New World”, including North 
America, contributed much more to alleviating the problem of unemployment 
and poverty caused by the emergence of agrarian capitalism in England. 
According to the first us Census of 1790, 1.87 million persons were of English 
ancestry. This figure corresponds to 32 per cent of the estimated population of 
England in 1751, and 47.5 per cent of the total population of the usa in 1790.8

Karl Polanyi notes that the intellectual support for enclosures “appears to take 
for granted the essence of purely economic progress which is to achieve improve-
ment at the price of social dislocation”, and that it hints at how the poor man is 
“doomed by the rich man’s desire for a public improvement which profits him pri-
vately”. He adds that enclosures turned the majority of the displaced peasants “from 
decent husbandmen into a mob of beggars and thieves” (Polanyi 1957: 34–35).9

The first wave of enclosures in England fuelled the rise of an enormously 
land-demanding capitalism based on organic energy. The central aspect of the 
second wave was amalgamation of peasant holdings into large capitalist farms, 

8 Cf. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1790_United_States_Census.
9 See also Hill (1991: 39–56).
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which forced large numbers of peasants out of agriculture to constitute the 
industrial labour class. This represented the prelude to industrial capitalism 
based on fossil fuels (cf. Wrigley 1988). At the time of the second wave of enclo-
sures, English settlers and trading companies had already started external colo-
nization, acquiring land in India, North America and Oceania, and making 
land in these regions a tradable commodity.

 Primitive Accumulation and Colonization

To a large extent, primitive accumulation and colonization appear to be 
different terms for the same phenomenon. Of course, the trajectories of 
primitive accumulation have been quite different in different cases and 
under different historical conditions. At a general level, we may distinguish 
between the internal primitive accumulation (e.g. in England, the first capi-
talist nation) and the intruding primitive accumulation that has taken place 
through colonization, for example in Africa and India. The former may 
well be called internal colonization, characterized by the landlords’ expro-
priation of the peasants and the attainment of “absolute property rights”, 
leading to capitalism in England. The latter may be called external coloni-
zation, characterized by European colonizers’ and settlers’ land grabbing, 
their expropriation from the indigenous peasantries and the forced con-
version of the latter into wage labour. However, in Africa and India today 
there is a combination of the two forms of colonization, represented by the 
corporate-led and state-supported acquisition of land and the displace-
ment of people (cf. Bhaduri 2010). Bearing in mind that the basic features 
of primitive accumulation are overall the same, I will consider these differ-
ences in a bit more detail, using North America, India and Africa as 
examples.

 usa: Primitive Accumulation through Conquest  
of Indigenous Lands

The European colonization of the Americas represents basic patterns of 
primitive accumulation of a very special kind: violent land grabbing com-
bined with virtual extinction of the indigenous populations.10 Here we will 

10 However, with respect to objectives and organization, the Spanish conquest of South 
America also exhibits essentially feudal aspects (cf. de las Casas 1552; Stannard 1992: esp. 
57–103).
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take a closer look at the territories which today constitute the usa, where 
the process of primitive accumulation can be roughly divided into three 
stages.

The first stage was classical external colonization, where the state supported 
and organized the land grabbing of intruding settlers of European origin, while 
displacing violently the Indian population from their lands. Many of the origi-
nal settlers became tillers of small and medium-sized family farms, which 
characterized us agriculture until the early 1900s. In the second stage, there 
was a dramatic amalgamation and increase of the average size of farms, and a 
corresponding decline in their number. The number of individual farms 
dropped by 73 per cent, from 6.7 million in 1930, to 1.8 million in the mid-1990s. 
Today, only 6 per cent of all us farms account for 75 per cent of total us farm 
output (cf. Lewontin 1998: 72; Sumner 2014: 147). The average size of commer-
cial farms more than doubled in the period 1987–2007. In that period, acres of 
maize per corn farm rose from 200 to 600 acres (Sumner 2014: 148).

In the third stage, which after 1950 is closely related to the second one, a 
rapidly increasing number of us farmers have become “contract farmers”, 
being directed and controlled by agro-corporations on the supply side (credit, 
investments, seeds, fertilizers, insecticides, veterinary services/control), as well 
as on the demand side (quality/quantity of output, price, terms of delivery and 
payment,). As R.C. Lewontin notes, “The farmer does own some of the means 
of production, land and buildings, but has no control over the labor process or 
over the alienated product. The farmer has become the typical ‘putting out’ 
worker…” There has been a “change in the farmer’s position from an indepen-
dent producer, selling in a market with many buyers, into a proletarian without 
options…” (Lewontin 1998: 82–83). Large agro-corporations reap the huge prof-
its, while agriculture accounts for only 10 per cent of the value added in the 
agrifood system (ibid.: 74). Today agro-corporations direct and control us agri-
culture both “upstream” and “downstream”. Agriculture has become a subordi-
nate link in the valorization and accumulation of capital. Primitive 
accumulation has been completed. In the following we will consider only the 
first stage of this painful process.

At the time of the European conquest, a large number of Indian people were 
spread over the vast North American continent. There are great discrepancies 
in estimates of the size of the Indian population when the first European 
settlers arrived in what is today the United States. The most recent studies esti-
mate that between 8 million and 12 million people were living north of Mexico, 
“while some of the more outstanding scholars in the field have begun to sus-
pect that the true figure was even higher than the highest end of this range” 
(Stannard 1992: 268; cf. also Anderson 2014: 27). The large majority of this 
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population lived in the territories of today’s usa (Thornton 1987: 26). By 1800, 
it had declined to about 600,000, and in the 1890s it was down to 250,000 indi-
viduals, most of them living west of the Mississippi (Thornton 1987: 42–43, 47; 
Thornton 1998: 18–19). This dramatic decline in population – by 95 per cent 
from 1500 to 1890 – was the result of loss of land and livelihood, war, genocide, 
malnutrition and the spread of European diseases (such as smallpox, measles, 
typhoid, syphilis, tuberculosis and influenza epidemics). Thornton notes that 
we do not know how many Indians were killed in wars with Europeans and 
Americans up to 1890.11 But he adds: “the mortality figures are substantial: 
150,000?, 250,000?, 500,000? Suffice it to say, American Indians suffered sub-
stantial population loss due to warfare stemming from the European arrival 
and colonization” (Thornton 1987: 49).

The Declaration of Independence, penned by Thomas Jefferson, stated 
that “all men are created equal”, but did not include the Indians who had 
lived in America for at least 6,000 years, or the black people who were forced 
to work as slaves on the plantations in the South.12 Around 1815, the total 
Indian population east of the Mississippi River was still nearly 100,000, with 
200,000 more west of the river. In the period 1801–25, “So much land [in west-
ern territories] had been acquired that government surveyors could not keep 
up with the work required to measure it” (Anderson 2014: 149). In 1817, 
General Andrew Jackson (later president) stated that, “white settlers in [east-
ern] territories were ‘citizens’ and Indians were ‘subjects’. As such, Indians  
had ‘no right’ to the soil but merely a ‘possessory right yielded by the liberal-
ity of the United States through humanity’” (Anderson 2014: 144, 148). In 
other words, the Indian tribes were treated as foreign nations in their own 
country. Jackson’s view became official policy after he was elected president 
in 1828.

Acquisition of Indian lands was – to begin with – negotiated and had to be 
ratified by the Senate, as any other international agreement. After negotia-
tions, the settlers received the conquered land virtually free of charge. However, 
as Ronald Gerste points out, the reality was far uglier: “In most cases, these 
people were already exhausted by war and were forced to sign the treaties” 
(Gerste 1990: 34). Whenever settlers or speculators wanted “permanent Indian 
land”, there was a new spiral of violence and displacement of Indian people, 
supported by the federal state.

11 In 1894, the us Bureau of Census reported that, since 1775, there had been more than 40 
Indian wars under the us government (Thornton 1987: 48).

12 However: “Very recent and compelling archeological evidence puts the date for earliest… 
North American habitation at around 40,000 years b.c. …” (Stannard 1992: 10).
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In 1830, Congress accommodated the whites’ westward expansion by pass-
ing the Indian Removal Act, which authorized the government to displace 
Indians from their homelands within established states to lands west of the 
Mississippi River. The Act authorized the president to exchange “unorganized 
land” in the West for Indian lands in the East. By 1842, only a few thousand 
Indians were left in the eastern states:

Of the roughly 100,000 Indians…identified in 1830, over 80,000 had been 
forcefully removed. The land taken from these Indians was worth billions 
of dollars, and its sale financed the federal government for years to come.

anderson 2014: 171

In 1834, Congress adopted more legislation – the Act to Regulate Trade and 
Intercourse with Indian Tribes and to Preserve Peace on the Frontiers. All that part 
of the United States west of the Mississippi River and not within the states of 
Missouri or Louisiana or the territory of Arkansas, should be Indian country, where 
no white persons would be permitted to settle or to pass through without the con-
sent of the Indians. The borders to Indian land should be protected by the military 
force of the United States. However, before the law could come into force, a new 
wave of white settlers swept westwards. The first Indians to face forced expulsion 
from their lands west of the Mississippi River were in Texas, which entered the 
American Union in 1845 (Anderson 2014: 175). As a consequence of the westward 
wave, the Congress shifted the “permanent Indian frontier” from the Mississippi 
River to the ninety-fifth meridian (Brown 1972: 5–6; Anderson 2014: 173–191).

However, in 1848, gold was discovered in California. Within a few months, 
thousands of fortune-seeking white easterners were crossing Indian territory. 
In 1849 alone, some 50,000 “Americans” mounted the trail (Anderson 2014: 
192–193). As a consequence of the social and economic aspects of the gold 
rush, the Indian population in California was reduced from an estimated 
150,000 in 1845 to about 35,000 by 1860, and less than 18,000 in 1890 (ibid.; 
Stannard 1992: 145). In 1850, California became the thirty-first state of the 
Union. But none of the hundred or more Indian tribes along the Pacific coast 
had been consulted on the matter beforehand. In 1858, Minnesota became a 
state, its boundaries being extended a hundred miles beyond the “permanent 
Indian frontier” (Brown 1972: 7–8).

To justify the brutal westward expansion and the systematic breaches of the 
“permanent Indian frontier”, the newspaper editor John L. O’Sullivan in 1845 
coined the phrase “Manifest Destiny”, as the “design of Providence” – a perfect 
parallel to Kipling’s “white man’s burden”. “Manifest Destiny” was eagerly taken 
up by the policy makers in Washington, who now insisted that the Europeans 
and their descendants were ordained by destiny (i.e. the Christian God) to rule 
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all of America. They were the dominant race and therefore responsible for the 
Indians – along with their lands, their forests and their mineral wealth. Only 
the New Englanders (who had already destroyed or driven out all the Indian 
population) spoke against “Manifest Destiny” (Brown 1972: 7–8).

Ironically, the most cooperative Indian tribes were among the first victims 
of colonization. Benjamin Hawkins, assigned as us agent to the south-eastern 
tribes, advised them in establishing private property, in European-style farm-
ing, and even in taking up slaveholding for work on plantations. These tribes 
also established their own school system. However, in 1838 President Jackson 
used military force to gather and transport the Cherokees to infertile lands 
west of the Mississippi River. About 17,000 Indians, along with approximately 
2,000 black slaves held by the Cherokees, were brutally expelled from Georgia. 
This forced displacement led to the death of an estimated 3,000 to 4,000 
Cherokees on the “Trail of Tears” (Carter 1976: 232–238, 253–266; Gerste 1990: 
34; Anderson 2014: 117–127, 157, 170). Russell Thornton summarizes the us gov-
ernment’s destruction of the livelihoods of the Indian population as follows:

Among the concerted efforts to destroy Indian ways of life were the Spanish 
missions in California, Florida and Texas; the us government’s attempts to 
make Plain Indians into cattle rangers and Southern Indians into American 
farmers; and efforts by churches and governments to undermine Indian 
religious, governmental, and kinship systems. Most dramatic and perhaps 
most important, however, were the often deliberate destructions of flora 
and fauna that American Indians used for food and other purposes. Such 
destructions were “the strategy universally adopted by European troop 
commanders, who warred against Indians…destroying their crops, know-
ing that they thus destroyed the tribes’ basic food supply” (Jennings 1975). 
The most glaring example of animal reduction – probably the most destruc-
tive to American Indians – was the near extinction of the buffalo, which 
culminated during the last half of the nineteenth century.

thornton 1987: 51

In many Indian tribes, women carried out sophisticated cultivation of several 
varieties of crops, such as maize, beans and squash. However, in virtually all 
tribes, hunting and fishing represented essential components of their nutri-
tion. Hunting demanded large areas of land per person. For example, the Sioux 
(or Dakota) – the last of the great Indian nations to be defeated by the whites – 
were basically nomads who followed the annual movements of the buffalo. For 
them, the buffalo represented the most important means of subsistence, and it 
also had religious significance. From the buffalo they got meat for food, skins 
for clothes, and cover for their tipis. But, as Thornton notes in the quotation 
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above, within a few years the whites managed virtually to eradicate the buffalo, 
which was also a decisive step in destroying the Sioux population.

Along with exterminating the bison, the whites also captured the land of 
the Sioux. During the ten years preceding the Civil War, more than 150,000 
white settlers pushed into Santee country, thus rupturing the left flank of 
the once “permanent Indian frontier”. As a result of two deceptive trea-
ties, the woodland Sioux surrendered nine-tenths of their land and were 
crowded into a narrow strip of territory along the Minnesota River. From 
the beginning, agents and traders hovered around them like buzzards 
around the carcasses of slaughtered buffalo, systematically cheating 
them out of the greater part of the promised annuities for which they had 
been persuaded to give up their lands.

brown 1972: 32

The Civil Rights Bill adopted in 1866 gave “equal rights to all persons born in 
the United States”, except Indians. While the Civil War raged and Afro-Americans 
were proclaimed free, the us government continued its policies of submission, 
forced displacement and extermination of the Indian population. But appar-
ently, the war gave the Sioux a little breathing space and improved their capacity 
to organize resistance against the whites’ ruthless invasion. Under the leader-
ship of the Oglala Chief Red Cloud, they forced the whites to sign a treaty 
(1868), renouncing patrolling by the military of the Bozeman Trail, which led 
straight through the land of the Sioux to the gold mines in Montana. The 
whites had to give up three established military forts. This was the first time 
that they had to back down in a confrontation with the Indians.

In the early 1870s, General George Armstrong Custer reported to the govern-
ment in Washington that the Black Hills “were filled with gold ‘from the grass 
roots down’… By 1874 there was such a bad clamour from gold-hungry 
Americans that the Army was ordered to make a reconnaissance into the Black 
Hills” (Brown 1972: 220). In plain words: a military invasion into the heartland 
of the Sioux people. However, the Indians remained calm and did not provoke 
the army in any way: “So the whites had to take the initiative without the slight-
est legitimacy for their aggression” (Gerste 1990: 34). The leader of the us 
Seventh Cavalry’s attack at Little Bighorn River was General George A. Custer, 
“that egocentric man whose leitmotif was eternal fame and the road to the 
White House” (ibid.). The us soldiers met surprisingly strong resistance: “For 
the first time, the old impediments to Indian warfare – division and lack of 
discipline – had been overcome, but far too late” (ibid.). All the western Sioux, 
the Cheyenne and other tribes had united for that battle. In the attack on the 
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morning of 25 June 1876, General Custer and all his 250 or so soldiers were 
killed (ibid.; Brown 1972: 230–236). The unbelievable and complete victory of 
the Sioux shattered the United States at the zenith of the celebration of the 
Union’s 100 years.

But the victory of the Sioux at Little Bighorn was a pyrrhic one: they had 
already lost almost all their land, and were crowded together in reservation 
confinements, tortured by hunger and disease. The whites’ cruel revenge for 
the defeat at Little Bighorn came in December 1890. Frightened by the murder 
of the legendary Chief Sitting Bull on 15 December, a group of Indians under 
the leadership of the seriously ill Chief Big Foot set off for Pine Ridge, where 
they hoped Chief Red Cloud and his people would accord them protection 
from the us soldiers: “Their only aim was security for themselves and their 
families” (Gerste 1990: 34). Near the cavalry camp at Wounded Knee Creek, 
they were halted and carefully counted: 120 men and 230 women and children 
(Brown 1972: 349). Surrounded by military watchmen, the hungry, frozen and 
exhausted refugees were assigned a campsite for the night near the military 
camp. In the morning of 29 December, the military commander Colonel 
George A. Forsyth informed the Indians that they should surrender all their 
weapons. They were disarmed without resistance, and a few (mostly anti-
quated) rifles were handed over to the soldiers (Gerste 1990: 34).13

Soon afterwards, about 500 soldiers, most of them from the reconstituted 
Seventh Cavalry under the leadership of General Forsyth, started massacring the 
virtually defenceless Indians.14 One estimate placed the final death toll at nearly 
300 of the 350 men, women and children. The us soldiers lost 25 dead and 39 
wounded, most of them struck by their own bullets or shrapnel (Brown 1972: 351).

At Wounded Knee, the white American soldiers lived up to their slogan that 
“The only good Indian is a dead Indian.” Many voices in the American public 
praised this “revenge for Custer”. Colonel Forsyth was first removed from his posi-
tion, but shortly thereafter reinstated by the war ministry in Washington. Even 
worse, the government awarded the gunnery officer Paul Weinert the highest us 
military decoration, the Medal of Honor, for his mass murder at Wounded Knee. 
The massacre was the last of the major violent confrontations between the whites 
and the Indians, and spelled an end to the Indians’ hopes for a life with dignity.

To this day, the Indian population is compressed into reservation confine-
ments, casinos represent the leading industry, and gambling revenue offers the 
main income. In the late nineteenth century, the United States established 

13 Brown (1972: 350) writes that reportedly “The troopers found only two rifles, one of them 
a new Winchester.”

14 This massacre is a central theme of the Hollywood film Little Big Man (1970).
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boarding schools for the children of Indians. These were often run by Christian 
missionaries. The children were taken away from their homes, forbidden to 
speak their own language, indoctrinated with Christianity, and denied the 
right to practise their native religions. Investigations have documented the 
sexual, physical and mental abuse of the children that took place in these 
schools (Smith 2007). In these and other ways, the white Americans’ humilia-
tion of the Indian population continued long into the twentieth century: some 
of these boarding schools closed only in the 1960s.

In 2004, Republican Senator Sam Brownback (from Kansas) introduced a joint 
resolution to “offer an apology to all Native Peoples on behalf of the United 
States”, for past “ill-conceived policies” by us governments. In 2009, President 
Barack Obama signed the historic apology into law. But even today, the majority 
of Native Americans wait in vain for a life of dignity in American society.

 Contemporary India: Primitive Accumulation by Means of 
 Internal Colonization

… If you have to suffer, you should do so in the interest of the country… 
J. Nehru, while laying the foundation stone for the Hirakud Dam in Orissa 
in 1948.

In an analysis focusing on India, Amit Bhaduri argues that the political inde-
pendence of the former colonies only meant a change of direction in the hunt 
for natural resources in these areas, meaning also a change of direction in 
primitive accumulation:

In post-colonial societies, decolonisation merely changed the direction 
but not the goal of this violent hunt for natural resources. As countries that 
were once formal or informal colonies gain political independence, the 
more successful among them join the march of civilisation in the name of 
“development” only to become colonisers themselves… If a lack of strength 
does not allow them to conquer other lands and people, regions inside the 
country are identified for the hunt of natural resources. Imperialism turns 
inwards, and the latecomers in the race wage war against their own citi-
zens, but this time in the name of developing them. Nevertheless, with the 
hunt for resources turning inwards history begins to repeat itself, but this 
time perhaps as a farce. Development again becomes a class project 
despite the attempts at giving it the face of a nationalist project.

bhaduri 2010: 12
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The process of land acquisition and displacement of the local people for 
“development” purposes has accelerated since the mid-1990s, under the neo-
liberal “reform” regime. Large areas of land and water resources have been 
expropriated from farmers and tribal people for the construction of hydro-
power plants, for mines, manufacturing industries, and for highways. A mas-
sive land grabbing by large corporations is going on in various guises, 
systematically supported by the land-acquisition policies of both the federal 
and the state governments. While favouring the corporations, the central gov-
ernment has neglected agriculture and rural areas by reducing public invest-
ments, privatizing health services, etc.15

Special Economic Zones (sezs) have become a main vehicle for the acquisi-
tion of land. By 2010, the central government had approved 513 sezs in 19 states 
across India. The land area acquired for these zones, deemed “foreign territo-
ries”, amounted to close to 200,000 hectares (ha), which is greater than the area 
of Delhi in the National Capital Region (Asher and Atmavilas 2011: 319–320). 
Similarly, mining rights and land for hydropower plants are being granted to 
national and foreign corporations, mostly on tribal lands (Bhaduri 2009: 51–52).

These zones are justified by the Indian authorities as necessary to achieve 
development, by attracting direct foreign investment, and to escape the immi-
nent balance-of-payments crisis. Foreign direct investors are enticed by 
exemption from taxes and duties, and from labour and environment legisla-
tion, and are offered low-cost energy, water supply and other infrastructure 
(Asher and Atmavilas 2011: 333–334).16 In other words, industrial sites with 
developed economic infrastructure offering generous tax holidays are impor-
tant incentives in attracting national and foreign corporations to the sezs.17 
Another important attraction is ample availability of low-cost, sufficiently 
educated and disciplined labour (e.g. Levien 2011: 461).

According to the sez Act of 2005, the Development Commissioner repre-
sents the authority and executive power of the central government over the 
sezs. In practice, he can dismiss local resistance to the establishment and 
running of sezs. The Scheduled Areas Act of 1996 requires the panchayat 

15 Public investment in agriculture declined from 3.51 per cent of agricultural gdp in 1981–85, 
to 1.41 per cent in 2001–03 (Chand 2010: 49). The ratio of income per worker in non-agri-
culture to agriculture rose from 2.85 in 1978/79–1983/84 to 5.22 in 1998/99–2003/04, while 
the number of undernourished people in rural India rose from an estimated 190 million 
in 1993/94 to 357 million in 2004/05 (Reddy and Mishra 2010: 28–29).

16 The sez Act, listing the incentives to investors is available at: http://www.csez.com/documents/
sezact.pdf.

17 “As a Mahinda manager told me, about 80% of the companies are interested in the sez 
solely for income tax benefit” (Levien 2011: 461).
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(local government) to consult the gram sabha (local people’s assembly) on 
land acquisitions. However, there are several examples, e.g. in Jharkhand and 
Odisha, of this stipulation being systematically ignored, and of the police sur-
rounding ordinary members in the gram sabha meetings in a threatening man-
ner (Bhaduri 2009: 52).

An amendment to the sez Act requires at least 50 per cent of the land 
acquired to be used for “processing”, i.e. producing goods and services that tar-
get the domestic elite and foreign markets. On the rest of the land, the sez can 
develop luxury housing or “lifestyle activities” or whatever other projects it 
wants. This possibility represents an economic incentive not only for the 
establishment of sezs, but also for rampant land speculation both inside and 
around the sez (Asher and Atmavilas 2011: 327–330; Levien 2011: 458).18

The sez developer is an economic and legal entity in its own right – most 
often a private real estate company.19 The local state disposes of common-
property land and can, in addition, acquire land through expropriation from 
the local population for sale to the sez for the development of infrastructure, 
such as water, sewerage and energy supply. These expropriations have, in most 
cases, taken place under the colonial Land Acquisition Act of 1894 (Asher and 
Atmavilas 2011: 324).

While the central government provides the overall policy framework 
for sezs, states compete to offer further incentives to attract particular 
companies to set up sezs in their state. Like other big projects, such as 
mines, steel plants and car factories, deals for large sezs are regulated by 
a Memorandum of Understanding between the state and the sez, which 
is often kept secret (Levien 2011: 462). The sez will then lease out at least 
50 per cent of the land to local or foreign enterprises to produce goods or 
services, mostly on long-term tenure contracts, and will keep the rest of 
the land for its own profit. In his study of the sez called Mahindra World 
City (mwc) in Rajasthan, Michael Levien gives a concise account of the 
expropriation process:

18 For example, at the Mihan sez in Nagpur, “about a million small and big investors have 
invested in plots or farmland beyond the city limits with the hope that prices will appreci-
ate. Relators estimate at least 200,000 individuals to be engaged in land brokering in and 
around Nagpur” (Asher and Atmavilas 2011: 328). Asher and Atmavilas quote Kanchiram 
Rana, member of the Parliamentary Standing Committee reviewing sezs, as saying that 
“There is heavy land speculation around all the proposed sezs  in India. Land prices in 
these areas are hitting sky-high levels” (ibid.: 328–329).

19 In September 2006, the Reserve Bank of India issued a notification asking commercial 
banks to treat sez s the same as any other real estate project when it comes to lending 
(Asher and Atmavilas 2011: 327).



153Primitive Accumulation

To enable this land development function [of the sez], the government 
forcibly acquired private farmland and public grazing land from farmers and 
sold it to Mahindra at a low price that only reflects its government-listed agri-
cultural value plus administrative fees… Under its enacting legislation, the 
Jaipur Development Authority [jda, the state’s executive body] could…trans-
fer the 1,000 acres of grazing land in the area to mwc without the approval of 
the local government (panchayat). For the privately owned farmland, the jda 
started formal eminent domain proceedings, using the central Land 
Acquisition Act. There was no consultation with affected farmers, most of 
whom first learned of the project when notice of the land acquisition was 
posted in local newspapers… The sez developer is thus a capitalist rentier 
who, with state assistance, commodifies rural land for urban uses and cap-
tures the windfall between the artificially low price of dispossessed agricul-
tural land and its industrial, commercial and residential value minus 
development costs.

levien 2011: 459, 462

The establishment of corporate-led hydropower plants and mining, as well as 
industry projects within sezs is based on forced displacement of very large 
numbers of people. The internally displaced persons (idps) and project-
affected persons (paps), dispossessed of livelihood and habitat, are the true 
victims of land acquisition and of the neglect of agriculture. According to one 
estimate, the acquisition of 25 million ha of land for industrial sites, hydro-
power plants, mines and highways had resulted in around 60 million idps/ 
paps up until 2004, i.e. before the sez Act came into effect. This total land area 
included 7 million ha of forests and 6 million ha of other common property 
resources (Fernandes 2011: 303).

The main victims of these acquisitions are the two groups of people at the 
bottom of the social ladder: the adivasis (about 8 per cent of the total Indian 
population) who have their homeland in some of the most resource-rich 
regions of India, and the dalits (16 per cent), who are treated as rejects of Hindu 
society – untouchables. Together, these two groups are among the poorest in 
rural India (Bhaduri 2010: 13). The “tribal” proportion among the idps/paps 
has been put at 40 per cent. Studies also show that more than 20 per cent of 
idps/paps are dalits (Fernandes 2011: 305). The so-called rehabilitation of the 
idps/paps has been negligible (Asher and Atmavilas 2011: 322, 331). The affected 
families are often not even paid the “compensation” they were promised for the 
loss of land (Dhagamwar 2011: 223). One report points out that almost 30 years 
after the massive Bhakra-Nangal hydropower project was completed, only 730 
of the 2,108 displaced families had been resettled (Dharmadhikary 2005).
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As well as destroying the livelihood of large tribal and lower-caste sections 
of the population, the acquisition of land causes distress to small farmers, who 
are very often displaced to less fertile land. The ratio of the number of landless 
agricultural workers to the total agricultural working population has risen con-
siderably. In 1951, about 72 per cent were cultivators and 28 per cent landless 
agricultural workers. In 2011, 45 per cent were cultivators and 55 per cent land-
less workers (Bhaduri 2015: 18, note 8). As Fernandes points out: “An obvious 
result of landlessness is joblessness, because the land the idps/paps lose to 
the project is their sustenance, both in the form of food and work. So its loss 
deprives them of both” (Fernandes 2011: 309). Hence landlessness equates to 
impoverishment, and impoverishment forces many idps/paps into debt or 
labour bondage, or into child labour, prostitution and crime. Displacement also 
leads to increased pressure on the remaining non-privatized land (ibid.: 310–311).

As a result of increased misery and poverty, there is a rising rate of suicide 
among farmers. In India as a whole, the suicide rate among male farmers 
almost doubled from 10.5 per 1,000 in 1995 to 18.2 in 2006; in Andhra Pradesh 
it rose from 13.6 to 41.6; and in Maharashtra from 14.7 to 62.6 (Reddy and 
Mishra 2010: 31). Since the late 1990s, more than 15,000 impoverished peas-
ants have committed suicide every year (cf. Sanhati Collective 2012: 2).

The corporate industries have not provided the expropriated and poor farm-
ers with decent new employment opportunities. The growth of employment in 
the organized industrial sector has been minimal (or non-existent) since the 
market reforms started (Singh 2006; Bhaduri 2010: 59–60). Instead, the displaced 
people migrating to urban areas in search of a livelihood are brutally exploited:

Subcontracting to the unorganized sector along with casualization of 
labour on a large scale become convenient devices to ensure longer work-
ing hours without higher pay. Self-employed workers, totalling 260 mil-
lion, expanded fastest during the high-growth regime, providing an 
invisible source of labour productivity growth.

bhaduri 2009: 69

What is going on in India is merciless acquisition of land and other natural 
resources and forced displacement of large numbers of poor people, implying 
destruction of the livelihood of the poor in the name of industrialization, min-
ing and big dams for power generation and irrigation. At best, the displaced 
people are forced into casual labour, receiving almost starvation wages. This 
may aptly be characterized as “development turning perverse” and “develop-
ment terrorism against the poor” (Bhaduri 2009: 51, 56). As long as this injus-
tice persists, there will be resistance – both armed and unarmed – of the sort 
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we have seen especially in the most resource-rich eastern and central states of 
West Bengal, Jharkhand, Odisha and Chhattisgarh.20

 Contemporary Africa: Primitive Accumulation by Means  
of Land Grabbing

Africa has a bloody history of external colonization: land robbery by European 
settlers, for plantations and mines. Still today this continent of rich natural 
resources is being exploited by transnational corporations hunting for oil, 
copper, diamonds, uranium and gold. And even today local people are losing 
land or are being displaced, for example for the extraction of oil in the Niger 
Delta, or for gold mining in North Mara (Tanzania).21 Mostly these activities 
take place in close collaboration with the national and local elites. Here I will 
discuss the more recent phenomenon, already noted, whereby transnational 
and local corporations, with the support of state and even local authorities, are 
grabbing the land of smallholders, to establish large farms for the production 
of food or biofuel feedstock.

According to the Land Matrix, across the world, formal contracts with pri-
vate corporations for the acquisition of 39.6 million ha (396,000 km2) had been 
completed by the end of 2014. That is an area considerably larger than Germany 
(349,000 km2). In addition, contracts for about 16 million ha were under nego-
tiation (cf. also Table  7.1).22 Africa, and in particular Sub-Saharan Africa, 
appears to be in the forefront of the new wave of land acquisitions, accounting 
for 45.6 per cent of all land acquisitions in the world at the end of 2014 
(Table  7.1). But the exact magnitude of land grabbing in Africa is difficult  

20 The resistance, which the mainstream media and many researchers refer to as “India’s 
Maoist menace”, has lasted since the early 1990s. In recent years, Indian government poli-
ticians have proclaimed that the resistance had been practically extinguished. However, 
on 26 May 2013 rebels in Chhattisgarh killed 24 politicians of the Congress Party, people 
“who comprise the ‘top brass’ of the Party’s Chhattisgarh leadership…, the rebels’ most 
politically significant attack in over 20 years” (“India’s Maoists far from a spent force”, Asia 
Times, 3 June 2013, available at: http://atimes.com/South_Asia/SOU-01-030613.html).

21 On gold mining in North Mara, see Lugoe (2011). Sometimes the resistance to destructive 
projects succeeds. One example in this regard is the impeded Stigler’s Gorge hydropower 
project in Tanzania, which would have destroyed the livelihood of numerous rice-cultivating 
smallholders and fishermen in the Lower Rufiji Basin. Cf. Havnevik (1993: 76–81, 
263–283).

22 Cf. Land Matrix – February 2015: www.landmatrix.org. The Land Matrix represents a coop-
erative effort between several research institutions and non-governmental organizations.
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to estimate. The main reason for this is the lack of transparency surrounding 
these transfers and the reluctance of “host governments”, as well as foreign 
investors, to publish the content of contracts on land deals (Cotula 2011: 1–3, 18; 
Mousseau et al. 2011: 16). The World Bank notes that “instead of relying on pub-
licity of relevant documents, and independent third-party verification, agree-
ments are surrounded by an air of secrecy that makes public reporting and 
monitoring near impossible” (World Bank 2011: 71). Therefore, among research-
ers there seems to be broad agreement that land grabbing is largely underre-
ported. The Land Matrix points out that in particular domestic land acquisition 
contracts are strongly underreported.

According to information collected by the World Bank in the period from  
1 October 2008 to 31 August 2009, 48 per cent of the registered projects and  
70 per cent (39.7 million ha) of the area acquired worldwide was in Sub-Saharan 
Africa (World Bank 2011: 51). A report from 2010 reviewing the literature, esti-
mated that land in Africa transferred to foreign investors amounted to between 
51 million and 63 million ha (Friis and Reenberg 2010: 11–12). Especially for 
some countries, the World Bank reports substantially lower figures than Friis 
and Reenberg, while other studies report higher figures.23

23 The World Bank estimates that in the period 2004–09, total land acquisitions in Ethiopia 
amounted to 1,190 thousand ha, and in Mozambique 2,670 thousand ha (World Bank 2011: 
62). On the other hand, Katundu et al. (2013: 21, 28) report that in Tanzania 117 companies 
had acquired more than 2 million hectares of land, corresponding to 5.9 per cent of the 
country’s agricultural area. By contrast, Mousseau et al. (2011: 16) report that, with regard 

Transnational contracts Domestic contracts Total

Region ’000 ha Per cent ’000 ha Per cent ’000 ha Per cent

Africa 16078 52.8 1982 21.6 18060 45.6
Europe 2903 9.6 1791 19.6 4694 11.9
America 2707 8.9 1012 11.0 3719 9.4
Oceania 2257 7.4 163 1.8 2420 6.1
Asia 6490 21.3 4214 46.0 10704 27.0
World 30435 100.0 9162 100.0 39597 100.0

source: http://landmatrix.org/en/get-the-idea/agricultural-drivers/ retrieved 25.02.2015

Table 7.1 Known formally concluded contracts on land acquisitions by end of 2014.  
Land area in’000 ha
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Country Estimated agricultural 
area, million ha

Number of 
contracts

Total contracted  
land area,’000 ha

Contracted land as % of 
total agricultural area

Ethiopia 36.5 58 990.9 2.7
Kenya 27.4 5 188.4 0.7
Madagascar 41.4 9 592.6 1.4
Malawi 5.7 3 57.5 10.1
Mozambique 49.9 68 2208.5 4.4
Rwanda 1.9 3 21.1 1.1
Tanzania 40.6 27 276.4 0.7
Uganda 14.2 11 47.0 0.3
Zambia 23.8 21 360.6 1.5
Zimbabwe 16.2 3 391.7 2.4
Total 257.6 208 5134.7 2.0

Agricultural area is defined as potentially cultivable land, not land which is actually cultivated. 
For seven contracts, corporations are not reported or the contract company is domestic. The 
remaining 201 contracts (97 per cent) were signed by foreign corporations. Nine contracts 
where the land area is not reported are not included in the table.
source: http://www.landmatrix.org/en/get-the-detail/by-target-region/eastern-
africa/data on agricultural area: faostat land resource database, http://
faostat3.fao.org/download/r/rl/e

Table 7.2 Land resources and known formally concluded land acquisition contracts in East  
Africa by end of 2014

Data from the Land Matrix Database indicate considerably lower figures than 
most other reports. That database provides information on formally con-
cluded contracts for a total of 18 million ha of land in the whole of Africa, and 
formally concluded contracts of 5 million ha of land in East Africa (Tables 7.1 
and 7.2). However, Africa is still in the global forefront of land grabbing, 
accounting for nearly 46 per cent of all concluded contracts and as much as  
53 per cent of all transnational contracts, measured in land area (Table 7.1).

In East Africa, almost all land acquisitions are based on contracts between 
the “host country” and foreign corporations. As a share of potentially cultivable 
agricultural area, the contracted land varies from almost nil (Uganda) to more 
than 10 per cent (Malawi), with an average of 2 per cent (Table 7.2). However, 
the potentially cultivable area is generally many times larger than the actually 
cultivated area. For example, in Tanzania an estimated area of 14.7 million ha 

to foreign investors, “data obtained from national government officials suggests that less 
than 70,000 ha had actually been formally leased as of December 2010”.
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of land is cultivated (urt 2013: 46–48). Thus the contracted land area reported 
in Table 7.2 represents 1.9 per cent of the cultivated area.

There are five important drivers of the new “scramble for land” in Africa. 
First, the global economic crisis since 2008 has made international capital 
investments outside the usa and Europe more attractive. Second, the price 
hike of food (maize, wheat, rice) in 2008–09, which was to a large extent caused 
by speculation, motivated investment in land for food production (World Bank 
2011: 51).24 Third, rising oil prices in the period 2000–13 and fear of a future 
scarcity of fossil fuels, combined with policies to avert climate change, have 
stimulated international investment in land for biofuel feedstock production, 
especially sugarcane, maize, jatropha and oil palms (Matondi et al. 2011).

Fourth, many governments in Africa consider smallholder agriculture to be 
an impediment to economic development, claiming implicitly that a transi-
tion to large-scale commercial agriculture is necessary in order to achieve 
higher agricultural productivity and exports, especially of food crops. This 
view prevails in the political class even in Tanzania, where the smallholders 
enjoy better legal protection than in probably any other African country. In its 
draft biofuel guidelines of 2008, the government states:

Smallholder farmers responsible for 90% of all farm produce underuti-
lize arable land, as production systems remain archaic in tillage, storage 
and processing.25

This is consistent with the government’s Agricultural Sector Development 
Strategy of 2001, which emphasizes that: “Government will work towards creat-
ing an enabling environment for medium and large-scale investors to make use of 
the abundant land resource in the country” (urt 2001: not paginated; italics in 
original). This was followed up in the strategy launched in 2009, called 
“Agriculture First” (“Kilimo Kwanza”), to modernize agriculture. One “pillar” of 
that strategy is to make land more available to investors, in order to increase 
capital flows to the sector.

24 The World Bank reports a strong increase in foreign land acquisitions concomitant with 
the sudden rise in food prices. From 1 October 2008 to 31 August 2009, 464 projects involv-
ing a total of 56.6 million ha were registered. As much as 70 per cent of this area  
(39.7 million ha) was acquired in Sub-Saharan Africa (World Bank 2011: 51). These figures 
are much higher than those reported by the Land Matrix. The reason for that may be that 
the Land Matrix coverage is low, or that many of the projects the World Bank reported in 
2011 have failed.

25 urt, Guidelines for Sustainable Liquid Biofuels Investments and Development in Tanzania 
(draft), Ministry of Energy and Minerals, Dar es Salaam, 2008. Here quoted from Sulle and 
Nelson (2009: 36).
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It should be noted that the governments of other Sub-Saharan countries, 
too, are sceptical about the possibilities of improving smallholder agriculture. 
On Mozambique, Timothy A. Wise (of Tufts University) reports the following 
from a conversation with the economic adviser to the minister of agriculture, 
Luis Sitoe, related to the huge and largely failed land acquisition project 
ProSavana, “the largest land grab in Africa”:

I asked Mr. Sitoe…if the lesson of ProSavana was that agricultural devel-
opment needed to be based on Mozambique’s three million small-scale 
food producers. He smirked again. No, he assured me, the government is 
committed to foreign investment, with its capital and technology, as the 
path to agricultural development.

wise 2015: 4

The fifth driver is the wrongly perceived abundance of land which has moti-
vated international investors to target Sub-Saharan Africa.26 For example, in 
Tanzania, which is considered to be one of the most land-abundant countries 
in Africa, the government has stated that,

Unlike its neighbours, Tanzania has comparatively abundant land 
resources. Even though there are substantial areas under various forms of 
protection, and other areas infested with tsetse fly, there is still land avail-
able for expansion of cultivation.27

urt 2000: 3

It is not just many African governments that apparently believe there is an 
abundance of land in Sub-Saharan Africa: the World Bank claims that the 
potentially cultivable land area is 201 million ha, corresponding to more than 
45 per cent of total potentially cultivable land in the world (World Bank 2011: 
xxxiv).28 This optimism ignores the fact that Africa’s numerous smallholder 
families survive on very small holdings. For example, for Tanzania Mainland, 
the National Land Policy of 1995 estimated arable land at 48.7 million ha (nlp 
1997: 4). However, the great majority of the more than 30 million people (almost 
80 per cent of the population) involved in crop agriculture are members  
of 5.7 million smallholder families, cultivating about 14.7 million ha of land. 

26 For an example of the belief in land abundance, see Purdon (2013). For criticisms of this 
belief, see Lugoe (2010); and Matondi et al. 2011: 7–10.

27 According to official estimates, about 12.9 million ha, i.e. 26 per cent of the pastoral areas, 
are affected by tsetse fly and cannot therefore be used for grazing (urt 2000: 28).

28 It appears from Table 7.2, that the Food and Agriculture Organization is even more optimistic, 
estimating that potentially cultivable land in East Africa alone amounts to 257.6 million ha.
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The average land per household is 2.5 ha. Mainly owing to cultivation with fal-
lowing, an average of only 1.6 ha is planted with annual crops (urt 2013: 46, 48). 
Most of these households also need additional land for collecting fuelwood.

Moreover, there is a considerable population of pastoralists who need large 
areas of grazing land for their animals. Official figures indicate that Tanzania is 
made up of about 61 million ha of pasture or grazing land, of which only  
37 million ha are permanent pasture. However, the aggregate figure of pasture 
actually used is about 44 million ha (nlp 1997: 4). This means that a “sizable 
portion of grazing” is undertaken on about 7 million ha of non-permanent pas-
ture, which “as experience has shown, is vulnerable to harsh weather and cli-
matic conditions” (Lugoe 2010: 6).

In other words, under present conditions in Tanzania there is a large deficit 
of land for permanent pasture in livestock agriculture, while cultivating small-
holders are in great need of more acreage. Land abundance turns out to be an 
illusion.29 It should be added that more than 30 per cent of the land surface in 
Tanzania is made up of protected areas, where cultivation is prohibited and 
grazing severely restricted (usaid 2012: 25–28). A considerable increase in the 
area of large-scale commercial agriculture may lead to serious conflicts with 
cultivators and pastoralists, as well as hostilities between these groups, and 
could have grave ecological consequences (ibid.: 56).30

In most of Sub-Saharan Africa, land tenure has, for generations, been based on 
customary law, where the chief or the elders of the community allocate land to 
its members. However, most states have adopted national land laws superim-
posed on customary law. Even in countries where customary land rights enjoy 
legal protection, such as in Mali or Tanzania, national law considers most rural 
people to have qualified use rights on land “vested” by the (head of the) state 
(Shivji 1998). Lorenzo Cotula summarizes the situation as follows:

The problem is that the customary rights of local people may have no or 
little recognition under national law. This circumstance is historically 
rooted in the colonial experience, when colonisers treated conquered 
lands without visible developments as being empty (terres vacantes et 
sans maître, in French) and brought them under the state ownership, and 
in decades of post-independence law-making shaped by single-party 
regimes or military dictatorships… Virtually all countries have legislation 

29 Thus, Lugoe’s comment appears to be highly relevant: “Statements floating around with 
regard to land abundance in Tanzania should be based on reality and not wishes as is 
currently the case” (Lugoe 2010: 7).

30 In the National Land Policy of 1995, this problem seems to be acknowledged: “There are 
growing social conflicts, environmental concerns and land use conflicts due to haphazard 
alienation of rangeland for large scale agriculture” (nlp 1997: 35).
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that enables government compulsorily to take [land] rights if it is in the 
public interest to do so.

cotula 2011: 17, 33

We have noted that the smallholders in Tanzania probably enjoy more 
secure land rights than smallholders in most other African countries. 
However, even in Tanzania customary law represents no guarantee of secure 
land rights. When a colonial act was abolished in 1963, the executive power 
of chiefs, headmen and elders in land administration based on customary 
law was replaced by elected village councils and assemblies. Customary law 
survived somehow in reality, if not formally. This fact was recognized by the 
Shivji Commission of 1992, which recommended two forms of land tenure 
with equal legal status, viz. “granted right of occupancy” and “customary 
right of occupancy” (Shivji et al. 1994: 160–162). These two forms of land ten-
ure were upheld in the National Land Policy (nlp 1997) of 1995, as well as in 
the Village Land Act (vla) of 1999. According to official estimates, 69.5 per 
cent of the land area in Tanzania Mainland is under customary law, whereas 
15.8 per cent is land “owned by buying”, and 5.5 per cent is land “under offi-
cial land titles” (urt 2013: 46). However, customary tenure does not apply to 
village land only. It also applies to “general land” and some “reserved land”, 
as well as to urban land and peri-urban areas (cf. Lugoe 2010).

According to the nlp and vla, all land in Tanzania is public land and “vested 
in the President as trustee on behalf of all citizens”. The legislation defines 
three categories of land: (i) village land within the demarcated boundaries of 
villages, which comprises customary, communal and vacant land; (ii) reserved 
land (about 30 per cent of Tanzania’s total land area), which is set aside as 
protected areas for wildlife, forests, and marine and coastal protection; (iii) 
general land, which is neither village land nor reserved land and may also 
include unused or unoccupied village land.

Investors can acquire land in Tanzania only by obtaining a “granted right of 
occupancy”. The transfer of customary land rights by citizens to non-citizens is 
prohibited (nlp 1997: 11). However, the president has the authority to “transfer any 
area of village land to general or reserved land for public interest”, which includes 
“investments of national interest” (vla, Part iii: 26; nlp 1997: 15). If a company or 
a person wishes to invest in village land, the president must first convert that land 
to general land. Village land converted to general land comes under the adminis-
tration of the Tanzania Investment Centre (tic) which, functioning as a “land 
bank”, will lease it out to domestic or foreign investors by granting them so-called 
“derivative rights of occupancy”.31 The nlp (1997: 9) states that “Consultation and 

31 The leases are long term: 50 or even 99 years.
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consent of a Village council will be required whenever alienation of Village lands 
is necessary.” However, several reports argue that this requirement is not always 
followed up. One study states that “The whole process happens at government 
level, from introduction of business idea to the tic, finding of appropriate general 
land, approving of land by the Ministry of Agriculture and finally application for 
derivative right of occupancy from the tic” (Theting and Brekke 2010: 5).

An additional aspect is that the great majority of villages cannot defend their 
interests by referring to official documents demarcating the village borders. 
The World Bank notes that, “more than a decade after passage of Tanzania’s 
Land Acts, only 753, or 7%, of the country’s 10,397 registered villages have 
received a certificate of village land. Even where such certificates were issued, 
pastoralist rights continue to be neglected” (World Bank 2011: 102). The World 
Bank points out that in this regard Tanzania is not an exception. In Mozambique, 
only some 12 per cent of the 70 million ha estimated to be controlled by com-
munities has been mapped (ibid.).

Another general aspect is that after leasing the land, the investor quite often 
does not implement the proposed project. The World Bank study found that 
“investors acquired land in quantities much larger than they could use, at least 
initially” (World Bank 2011: 63). The general picture is that “actual farming has so 
far started on only 20% of the announced deals, indicating that there is a large 
gap between plans and implementation” (ibid.: xxxii). For example, in 
Mozambique an enormous area of 2.7 million ha was transferred to investors in 
the period 2004–09.32 However, a land audit in 2009 found that more than 50 per 
cent of the projects had either not started any activity or lagged significantly 
behind their development plans. In the Amhara region of Ethiopia, only 16 out 
of 46 large-scale agriculture projects were used as intended. In other projects, 
the land was either used for other purposes or simply rented out to smallholders, 
“in explicit contravention of contract” (World Bank 2011: 62, 118). A similar pat-
tern is found in other countries, including Tanzania (Katundu et al. 2013: 21–27).

The reason for the acquisition of more land than “needed” may be to take 
advantage of (too) favourable lease terms, to eliminate future competition 
from other investors, to profit on expected future land price rise, or betting on 
higher prices of food and biofuels in the future.33 In any event, the World Bank 
concludes that “many investments, not always by foreigners, failed to live up to 
expectations and, instead of generating sustainable benefits, contributed to 
[smallholders’] asset loss and left local people worse off than they would have 
been without the investment” (World Bank 2011: 71).

32 Note that this figure is considerably higher than the 2.2 million ha of concluded contracts 
reported by the Land Matrix (Table 7.2).

33 One study suggests that the cost of land acquisition in Africa is only about usd 50 per 
hectare (Mitchell 2011: 64–65).
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Especially biofuel projects demand not only land, but enormous quantities 
of water. Water is therefore one potential issue of conflict between the biofuel 
investors and the smallholders in Sub-Saharan Africa. Even more than in other 
sectors of agribusiness, corporate profit in the production of biofuel feedstock 
is best assured when these plantations are on the most fertile lands, with ample 
water supplies, especially in sugarcane production, and close to major trans-
portation routes. However, millions of smallholders in Africa occupy these 
lands, and they have become the main obstacle in the path of the biofuel rush. 
It is becoming clear that when biofuel crops are on the agenda, the pressure on 
the smallholders to leave their land intensifies (cf. Matondi et al. 2011).

Although Africa’s wetlands cover only 4 per cent of its total landmass, they 
account for more than half of the world’s liquid freshwater storage (Sielhorst  
et al. 2008: 3). The most popular biofuel crops require large amounts of water. 
The production of sugarcane yielding one litre of ethanol requires 4,000 litres 
of water, while maize needs 2,500 litres. On the other hand, the normal ethanol 
yield per hectare of land is 8,900 litres for sugarcane and 3,200 litres for maize, 
which makes sugarcane the preferred crop of international investors (ibid.: 
31–32). Therefore, for local smallholders in wetlands, biofuel feedstock produc-
tion may have a negative impact on the availability of both water and land. For 
this production to expand, smallholders will be forced to move to poorer lands, 
and the local food production can be affected by decreased availability of 
water, which is already a limiting factor for agriculture in large parts of Sub-
Saharan Africa (ibid.: 35–36; Matondi et al. 2011).

We have seen that in India the forced displacement of tribal people and 
smallholders is taking place on a large scale. In Africa, too, such processes are 
becoming a reality. For example, an environmental and social impact assess-
ment on a sugar plantation project in Mali concluded that land acquisitions will 
have a negative impact on local food security and pastoralists’ access to grazing. 
The Resettlement Action Plan for the project estimated that 1,718 people would 
be directly affected, and that, of these, 1,644 people from 128 households would 
be physically displaced (Cotula 2011: 32). A study of five regions in Tanzania 
shows the same pattern. In Mvomero District, Morogoro Region, 247 small-
holder farmers were displaced and dispossessed of their land to give way to land 
acquisition by foreign investors. The same happened to 14 smallholder farmers 
in Kisarawe, Coast Region, and eight smallholders in Kilolo, Iringa Region 
(Katundu et al. 2013: 21).34 These forced displacements not only mean economic 
ruin for many smallholders, but also the destruction of their culture.

34 Tanzania Mainland has 21 regions. The five regions of the study are: Arusha, Iringa, Dar es 
Salaam, Morogoro and Pwani.
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 Some Final Comments

We have noted that the general character of primitive accumulation is expro-
priation of the pre-capitalist immediate producers from their means of produc-
tion and livelihoods, turning them into wage labourers or members of the 
“reserve army of unemployed”. But as the examples of England, the usa, India 
and Africa show, this process can take very different forms. It is virtually always 
characterized by atrocities and injustice, although to differing degrees. Primitive 
accumulation in England may be considered to have been quite lenient, com-
pared to what happened in the colonies, including America. In South Africa, 
the black population was robbed of its land and confined in Bantustans, similar 
to the reservations in the United States. The colonization of Belgian Congo 
under King Leopold was possibly even more brutal than the extermination of 
the Indian population in the United States. The external (British) colonization 
of India was seemingly less brutal than that of Africa. On the other hand, the 
contemporary government-promoted land acquisitions in India appear to be 
more violent than what happens in most African countries.

These experiences suggest that primitive accumulation (internal or external 
colonization) is more brutal in ethnically heterogeneous societies than in eth-
nically quite homogeneous societies, and this tendency may be reinforced if 
the different ethnic groups are also different in terms of culture and religion. 
Ethnic and cultural differences may be used by the hegemonic group to ratio-
nalize their superiority and their atrocities against, and exploitation of the 
ethnic groups under their control. This is most striking in the usa, where the 
Indian population was almost eradicated, and in contemporary India, where 
the adivasis and the dalits are the main victims of primitive accumulation.

The historical and contemporary experiences of primitive accumulation 
make it essential to elaborate an alternative policy for a fundamentally different 
model of development – one that gives voice and power to the population at the 
lowest local level to control their land, their resources and their livelihoods; and 
one that implies a far more equal distribution of the fruits of our earth.
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chapter 8

From Food Security to Food Sovereignty?

Kjell Havnevik

 Introduction

This chapter will investigate how the concept of food security has evolved in 
line with changing global power relations and developmental contexts. In par-
ticular, it will inquire about the direction of the changes of the concept over 
time. One deficiency related to the concept of food security is its apparent 
inability to explain the causes of hunger. This may be an important reason why 
development interventions have not been able to reduce global hunger.

In 1990, the number of hungry people in the world was estimated to be 
800 million. By 2013 the figure had increased to 870 million, according to the 
Food and Agriculture Organization (fao, 13 March 2013). In 2009, it even 
topped 1 billion. The Millennium Development Goals (mdg) objective of 
reducing the number of people who suffer hunger to 400 million by 2015 
(down 50 per cent from the 1990 level) will not be reached. There is accord-
ingly a ‘food security policy gap’ of around half a billion people, most of 
them in Africa and South Asia.

This chapter will also discuss possible ways in which the concept of food 
security could develop, in order to incorporate within it an understanding of 
the causes of hunger and to address sustainability issues. Such an approach 
goes beyond techniques and measurements: it requires more profound changes 
in the mindsets of those states/regions and institutions with the power to set 
the global development and food security agenda.

Such a shift will require an analysis of the power relations that exist between 
dominant and marginalized countries/regions of the world, as well as of the 
relationships within countries. A first important step is to gain insights that 
will make it possible to acknowledge the way in which historical developments 
have created deep-seated problems and divisions between and within conti-
nents and countries and their populations (Said 1978). Such problems and divi-
sions have been (and remain) visible in exploitation, colonization, racism and 
gender inequality. The reproduction of these mechanisms and processes takes 
place through the use of stereotypes and symbolism that support their legiti-
mation. Hence it is not the identification of images as positive or negative that 
should be central, but an understanding of the processes of subjectification 
that are made possible through stereotypical discourse (Bhabha 1983).
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In order to be relevant in this broader perspective, analysis of the concept of 
food security over time should also address the cultural, socio-economic and 
political frameworks that determine and sustain the domination of some 
regions/countries and social classes over others and that reproduce hunger on 
a global scale. The conceptual analysis in this chapter rests on the author’s 
understanding of the broader frames and of how their corresponding stereo-
types generate and maintain global inequalities and power relations. The aim 
is to discuss whether an alternative concept – food sovereignty – might better 
capture the causes, power relations and patterns of food insecurity, both locally 
and globally.

Such an approach is required because international institutions are down-
playing the failure of policy regarding hunger. This is partly done by emphasiz-
ing that global poverty reduction (another major mdg goal: i.e. to reduce world 
poverty by 50 per cent in relation to the 1990 level) is likely to be attained by 
2015. The main reason for this success, however, lies not in the policies of the 
fao, the un or international financial institutions, but in the fact that by virtue 
of their own strategies, some of the transition economies (in particular China) 
have lifted millions of people out of poverty.

In addition, the fao, the un specialized agency for food and agriculture, 
and the dominant international financial institutions and agencies have 
changed the way they report on global hunger. Instead of speaking about an 
increase in absolute global hunger levels, they now report the prevalence of 
global hunger in percentage terms. In this way, they can show that between 
1990 and 2013 the level of global hunger remained static, at 16 per cent of the 
world’s population – though in actual numbers it has increased substantially. 
This is because, as the world’s population grows, so there is a corresponding 
relative rise in the number of hungry people (hlpe 2012: 21).

 Change in the Concept of Food Security over Time

The first Global Food Summit, which took place in Rome in 1974 in the context 
of rapidly increasing global food prices, proposed the establishment of strate-
gic grain reserves to stabilize world food prices. The 1974 summit also estab-
lished an intergovernmental Committee on World Food Security (cfs). After 
the summit, the then us secretary of state, Henry Kissinger, felt confident 
enough to proclaim that ‘no child will go to bed hungry within ten years’ (The 
Economist, 19 November 2009). The thinking was that natural disasters, adverse 
weather and climatic conditions and low agricultural production should not 
be allowed to affect global food provision negatively in the longer term, which 
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would help stabilize global food prices. Increasing global food prices would 
most importantly hit large non-food-producing populations in developing 
countries, but it would also have a negative impact on welfare levels in indus-
trialized countries. The build-up of grain reserves was subsequently promoted 
by international institutions and donors on a global scale.

These ideas were also advanced in the negotiations about the New 
International Economic Order (nieo) that emerged on the un agenda in 1974, 
triggered by rising oil prices. At that time, transnational companies controlled 
(directly or indirectly) 75–90 per cent of global mineral ore and metal resources, 
30–40 per cent of agricultural raw materials and close to 40 per cent of food 
exports originating in developing countries. An international agreement on an 
Integrated Programme for Commodities was reached at the fourth session of 
unctad (Resolution 93(iv)) in 1976. It also included a Common Fund to 
finance buffer stocks and to promote international commodity arrangements.

The nieo negotiations aimed at a more economically and socially just 
global order and came about through a global shift in political power from the 
industrialized to the developing countries, including Arab oil-producing coun-
tries. The power shift (which proved temporary) was based on the industrial-
ized countries’ fear that production cartels for other strategic commodities 
(along the lines of opec) might be created, which would have further negative 
consequences for the economies of the North. Acknowledging their new-found 
power, developing countries pressed – though not always in unison – for per-
manent sovereignty over their natural resources. Their aim was also to reduce 
the influence and control that transnational companies had over their econo-
mies through the establishment of universally agreed codes of conduct. 
Developing countries likewise demanded better conditions for trade, includ-
ing buffer stocks, and support for agriculture and food production. The South 
also demanded that technology transfers from the North to the South should 
lead to real development and that the share of global manufacturing produc-
tion in the South should increase (cf. the Lima Declaration of 1979).

The Food Summit and the nieo showed limited (or no) concern for envi-
ronmental sustainability in food and agricultural production. Such concerns 
had been raised in the Declaration of the United Nations Conference on the 
Human Environment, held in 1972 in Stockholm. But it took until the end of 
the 1980s for environmental issues to be taken more seriously. When it came 
about, it was partly as a consequence of the publication of a major study by a 
un-appointed committee – Our Common Future (un 1987).

Against this background, I will argue that the discussion of food security in 
this early phase focused mainly on the production and provision of food. We 
could call this the abundance aspect of the concept of food security. It implies 
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that the production and provision of food should be a necessary but not suffi-
cient condition for global food security to be met. However, in the abundance 
aspect there was no consideration of any sustainability issues related to the 
nature of the production of the food.

In the early 1980s, new knowledge about the causes of large-scale hunger 
emerged in connection with a major famine in Ethiopia. It was shown that, 
notwithstanding the famine, sufficient food was being produced to feed the 
entire population of the country. The problem was that food produced within 
the country was spread geographically unevenly, and transport between deficit 
and surplus food-producing areas was difficult to organize. However, most 
importantly, in areas of sufficient food production and ‘abundance’, many 
people still remained hungry because they had no income or other means of 
buying or accessing the food available.

This triggered a shift in analysis of the food security concept, led by Amartya 
Sen, towards food entitlement. This implied a concept of food security that went 
beyond production and abundance and argued that food security mechanisms 
by which people access food should be included in the analysis (Sen 1981; Maxwell 
and Smith 1992). Such entitlement or access mechanisms could, for example, be 
waged labour that generated income to purchase food; ownership or user rights 
to land, so that people could produce food for their own consumption; and 
acquisition of food through family or community relationships. The new insight 
connected with entitlement to food showed that socio-economic and cultural 
aspects were also of critical importance for food security.

Studies within other academic areas, such as nutrition and anthropology, 
added further elements to the understanding of food security. Such disciplinary 
research that related to the dynamics within households led to the insight that 
food distribution was also uneven within households. This meant that the 
understanding of food security had to be taken down to the individual level 
(Ruel et al. 1998). Although African women are responsible for providing the 
bulk of food for the household through their own production or purchases, 
studies show that men and children are given priority in family food consump-
tion in times of food shortage. Nutritionists were also able to show that care and 
external conditions prevailing during food consumption have an impact on the 
digestive system’s ability to absorb the nutritious elements of the food: in situa-
tions where there was social instability or tension – either within the family or 
on account of conflict and war – the intake of food would thus ‘overstate’ the 
calorific value of the food consumed (Maxwell and Smith 1992; Ruel et al. 1998).

Another aspect of food security that was gradually acknowledged and given 
more prominence was food safety – i.e. issues connected with the quality of 
food, relating to proper food storage, processing and preparation. Food safety 
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focused on the need for clean water, sanitation and hygiene in the production, 
storage and processing of food and in the consumption chain. Food safety also 
aimed at preventing pathogens from infecting food, so that illness among con-
sumers could be avoided (Antle 1999; Bourn and Prescott 2002). This is of par-
ticular importance in the urban areas of many developing countries, where 
food cultivation and animal rearing go on side by side (Egal et al. 2001). 
Research shows that as much as 20 per cent of the food consumed in develop-
ing countries’ urban areas is produced in those urban areas themselves.

Other aspects of food security have surfaced in connection with forced 
migration and are linked to the cultural acceptance of food. Some religions, for 
example, do not allow the consumption of pork (Rozin 1996). Another issue is 
that the acceptance of food by individuals, although voluntary, may be related 
to the consumer’s perception of the source or impact of the food being pro-
duced. Some consumers will not eat food from living animals, while others 
decline to consume food whose production has a negative impact on the envi-
ronment and/or on the health of animals and human beings.

In my first approximation of the definition of a food security concept, I will 
accordingly include: (i) abundance, i.e. sufficient production of food for all, (ii) 
adequacy, i.e. the food produced is of adequate nutritional value and the 
human body’s digestive system can absorb that value, (iii) that the quality of 
the food is secured through safe storage, proper distribution and processing, 
i.e. food safety, (iv) that the food is culturally accepted, and (v) that people com-
mand entitlements that enable their access to food.

This definition of food security in concrete terms corresponds well to the 
more general and official definition taken by the fao Food Summit 1996, which 
states that food security is attained ‘when all people at all times have access to 
sufficient, safe, nutritious food to maintain a healthy and active life’.

 Change in the Global Context and New Initiatives to Address 
Global Food Security

The above definitions of food security are, however, rather descriptive and do 
not capture well the causes of hunger and the power relations that generate 
and sustain food insecurity and environmental degradation over time. This has 
become particularly evident since the economic and financial crisis of 2008, 
which saw both food and energy security come to the fore as primary global 
political concerns. The driving forces behind this new global emphasis were 
also the attainment of ‘peak oil’, the growing fear of climate change and the 
rapid rise and instability of food prices (Matondi et al. 2011).
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The current problems related to food insecurity (and their causes) are thus 
connected to profound global changes. The financial and economic crisis led 
to a rapid rise in the number of food-insecure people: this peaked at 1.023 billion 
in 2009. During this period as well, the mal-governance of international insti-
tutions promoting global food security was exposed. An urgent need arose for 
a deeper understanding of the causes of food insecurity.

 The Invigoration of the Committee on World Food Security – Concern 
over the Governance Gap

A step in the right direction came with the restructuring of the intergovern-
mental Committee on World Food Security (cfs) under the auspices of the 
fao. The committee had been dormant since 1974.

According to McKeon, there is a particular problem of global food security 
governance that operates on different levels (McKeon 2011; 2012). The system 
that exists for its monitoring and governance is fragmented and unaccount-
able. On the one side are actors such as the International Monetary Fund, the 
World Bank and the World Trade Organization – all market oriented and domi-
nated by the North. On the other side are un institutions: the fao, the 
International Fund for Agricultural Development (ifad) and some advocacy 
organizations and groups that seek to temper (at least to some degree) the 
relationship between economic liberalization and food security.

However, even this second set of actors/institutions is strongly influenced 
by expert policy networks and advice, and by private commercial sector lobby-
ing for self-regulating mechanisms along the food chain. Private-sector actors 
have been able to carve out large and unregulated spaces for themselves, and 
have also managed to secure a key role in establishing the rules that aim to 
regulate their activities, e.g. the Codex Alimentarius. The private sector and the 
market-oriented institutions are unable to address the causes and complexity 
of food security, and they cannot promote constructive strategies and policy 
advice to reduce global hunger in line with the mdg objectives.

Concerned at the growing governance gap and the policy failure as regards 
food security, the un Secretary General established a ‘High Level Task Force’ on 
the Global Food Security Crisis. The G8, for their part, signalled their concern 
by promoting rhetoric around a ‘Global Partnership on Agriculture, Food 
Security and Nutrition’. Attached to such statements were promises of billions 
of dollars in new agricultural investment, mostly relating to green technology 
fixes. Support also came from philanthropic actors, such as the Bill and Melinda 
Gates Foundation. On the one hand, the rise of philanthropy on the develop-
ment arena reflected the inability of public development assistance to bring 
about constructive change in Africa; on the other it reflected growing global 
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economic inequalities. African governments for their part agreed to steer 10 
per cent of government budgets towards agriculture. To this day, these prom-
ises have only been partially fulfilled.

In response to this high-tech and gap-oriented approach to hunger reduc-
tion, a number of actors, including some mentioned above, joined forces to 
promote a more comprehensive and inclusive way of addressing global food 
security. The new idea was to make the process more participatory, by working 
with social movements, civil society actors and a few dominant fao member 
countries of the South. The idea was anchored in the fao, and was thus still 
inside the legitimate international framework. The plan was to use and invigo-
rate the cfs as a vehicle for genuine food security reform.

In October 2009, the proposal to reform the cfs was adopted. However, its 
new organization and activities emerged as a compromise between social 
movement/civil society organizations and some un member governments 
that were reluctant to see the creation within the cfs of a new and genuine 
space for thinking, reflection and policy development connected to food secu-
rity and nutrition.

 Contestations over Guidelines
For its part, the G8 had stated in 2008 that large-scale foreign agro-investments 
in developing countries should be seen as a welcome move to increase food 
production and reduce global food insecurity. Only limited discussion took 
place as to whether large-scale agro-investments had the potential to create 
win–win situations for all stakeholders – international investors, states and 
rural smallholders alike. This was in spite of the fact that research, both his-
toric and current, had shown that large-scale agro-investments lead to mono-
cultures that undermine biological diversity; conflicts related to water access 
and problems with groundwater levels; and an increase in fertilizer and pesti-
cide use, which reduces soil fertility by poisoning the soil and its products over 
time. Most large-scale agro-investments in Africa target well-watered lands 
that are already inhabited and used by rural smallholders. Such features of 
large-scale agro-investments have been documented by, among others, the un 
Rapporteur on Food Security and Human Rights, advocacy groups worldwide, 
Washington’s International Food Policy Research Institute (ifpri) and 
London’s International Institute for Environmental Development (iied) 
(Havnevik 2011; Matondi et al. 2011; Fernandes et al. 2012).

With this knowledge in mind, a number of guidelines for responsible agri-
cultural investment emerged in 2009. Although the various guidelines issued 
differently weighted and prioritized recommendations, there was consensus 
on the following, relating to large-scale land acquisitions and to the lease 
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process connected with agro-investments: (i) there should be transparency in 
the negotiations, (ii) the rights of local communities, including customary land 
rights, should be protected, (iii) the benefits should be shared between local 
communities and investors, (iv) environmental sustainability should be 
ensured, and (v) food security should not be compromised. I will term these 
consensus areas the ‘first generation’ of guidelines for agro-investments. 
Scrutiny of the analysis and reflections on which the guidelines were based 
shows some consideration of power relations (Havnevik 2011).

The World Bank did not participate in the process that led to this ‘first genera-
tion’ of guidelines for responsible agro-investment. In fact, its 2007 report on agri-
culture devoted scant attention to the rapid increase in agro-investments worldwide. 
However, although it acknowledged the important role of smallholders, it was sym-
pathetic to a shift from smallholders to large-scale agricultural cultivation:

An emerging vision of agriculture for development redefines the role of 
producers, the private sector and the state. Production is mainly by small-
holders, who often remain the most efficient producers, in particular 
when supported by their organizations. But when these organizations can-
not capture economies of scale in production and marketing, labor-inten-
sive commercial farming can be a better form of production, and efficient 
and fair labor markets are the key instrument to reducing rural poverty.

World Bank 2007, my italics

The World Bank’s 2007 report on agriculture overlooked many of the problems 
relating to large-scale agro-investment (Havnevik et al. 2007). The italicized 
statement above also implies that the World Bank acknowledged that econo-
mies of scale exist in agriculture that could lead to economic growth and social 
improvement. Historical analyses, on the contrary, show that economies of 
scale occur predominantly in manufacturing and not in agriculture. Hence 
countries that historically prioritized large-scale agriculture over manufactur-
ing were outmanoeuvred by industrial economies. This was foreseen by the 
Argentinian economist Raúl Prebisch, based at the un Economic Commission 
for Latin America, who recommended industrialization of the continent as the 
only way of bringing about its broad-based development.

The World Bank, international institutions and donors are, however, 
strongly influenced by the standard theory of international trade, which 
maintains that – under certain assumptions – all partners will benefit from 
free trade based on comparative advantages. Investments and trade in agricul-
tural products are, therefore, considered a pathway to global economic growth 
and poverty reduction. In this spirit, in 2009 the World Bank initiated a global 
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study on large-scale agro-investments. The final version was published in 2011 
(Deininger et al. 2011).

Here the World Bank attempts, in cooperation with some partners, to 
identify the framework for the global discussion and analysis of large-scale 
agro-investments and recommends a new set of guidelines for such invest-
ments. These first of all came to be known as Responsible Agricultural 
Investments (rai).

The World Bank’s rai were later renamed Principles for Responsible 
Agricultural Investments (prai). They incorporated many of the elements of 
the first generation of guidelines, but the prai had nevertheless been formu-
lated in ‘closed door discussions by the World Bank and other multilateral 
institutions’ (McKeon 2012). The cfs was subsequently asked by the World 
Bank to give its seal of approval to the prai. The cfs, however, disapproved.

The cfs had by now developed into a forum for knowledge generation 
about a broad range of food security issues, in consultation with researchers 
and civil society worldwide. The cfs also organized a High Level Panel of 
Experts on Food Security and Nutrition (hlpe) from which studies could be 
requested on various aspects of food security (e.g. hlpe 2012; 2013a; 2013b).

 New Committee on World Food Security Initiatives
cfs-led intergovernmental negotiations assisted in the finalization of an fao 
initiative that began in 2009 to develop Voluntary Guidelines on Responsible 
Governance for Tenure of Land, Forests and Fisheries (the so-called ‘voluntary 
guidelines’ or vggt). The final text was negotiated in early 2012, and in May of 
that year the cfs endorsed the vggt, which aimed at ‘helping governments 
safeguard the right of people to own or access land, forests and fisheries’ (fao 
Media Centre, 11 May 2012).

The process leading up to the vggt had been strongly supported by the civil 
society forum that grew up alongside the official fao Food Summits of 1996 
and 2002. This forum provided an alternative base for global networking on 
food security, where rural social movements could also participate. People’s 
organizations in particular had a decisive role within this forum, alongside 
non-governmental organizations (ngos). The forum had entrusted a creation 
of its own, the International Planning Committee on Food Sovereignty (ipc), 
with taking its action agenda forward. The ipc is currently an autonomous, 
self-managed committee, supported by a global network of 45 people’s move-
ments and ngos and comprising more than 800 organizations worldwide.

The ipc network and associated organizations denounced the World Bank’s 
prai guidelines as an attempt to legitimize the corporate takeover of the ter-
ritories of rural people. The argument was that the right to decide about land 
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resources is not a technical, but essentially a political matter that involves con-
flicting interests and power relationships (Global Campaign for Agrarian 
Reform/Land Research Action Network 2010). According to McKeon, civil soci-
ety interventions in the intense final negotiations within cfs regarding the 
vggt were decisive in bringing about the finalization of the guidelines 
(McKeon 2012: 15).

The vggt, however, primarily operate at the national level, as a tool for 
developing countries’ governments to protect people’s assets and their access 
to land, forest and fisheries. Aware of the national limitation of the vggt, in 
late 2011 the cfs decided to develop a new set of ‘Principles for responsible 
agricultural investments (rai) in the context of food security and nutrition’ 
(cfs 2013). These were to be termed ‘rai’ (with small letters, to distinguish them 
from the World Bank’s prai). According to the cfs, the rai are to be developed 
in a broad consultative process, where member governments, civil society, pri-
vate business and relevant international organizations shall participate 
(Swedish Ministry of Rural Affairs, Memorandum, 26 February 2013). The terms 
of reference (ToR) for the rai were adopted by the cfs in October 2012, and the 
new rai was endorsed on October 15 2014 (cfs 2014).

According to the ToR, the rai principles shall (i) seek to promote invest-
ments that enhance food security and nutrition, (ii) contribute to realizing the 
right to food, (iii) be voluntary and not binding, and (iv) be interpreted in cor-
respondence with national and international law and with reference to the 
voluntary initiatives by states under international instruments (Swedish 
Ministry of Rural Affairs, Memorandum, 26 February 2013, my translation). The 
rai principles are to address investments along the entire food chain and to 
embrace all categories of investor worldwide. According to the ToR, the rai are 
also to build on and complement the vggt (in particular chapter 12) and the 
prai principles developed with the World Bank as the lead.

In August 2013, the cfs released a Zero Draft of rai to provide information 
about the outcomes so far and to request inputs to the process (cfs, August 
2013). Discussion of the rai in the Zero Draft is organized into four parts:  
(i) food security, nutrition and sustainable development (economic, social, 
environmental and cultural issues), (ii) policy coherence and sector develop-
ment, (iii) governance and grievance mechanisms, and (iv) review and 
accountability. In each part, the draft principles are spelled out and a sum-
mary of their rationale, objectives and application is presented. After each 
part, the roles and responsibilities of stakeholders and actors are outlined, 
but without being targeted at the different categories of investors. In total, 
eight draft principles are presented: four for Part i, one for Part ii, two for Part 
iii and one for Part iv.
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The Zero Draft of rai takes a broad approach to responsible investments for 
food security and nutrition. It includes agricultural research, education, infra-
structure and other relevant services. There are many actors included: ‘private 
and public, domestic and foreign at small, medium or large scale. The incen-
tives and capacities to invest of all these actors are significantly affected by 
the presence of an enabling environment, including a conducive policy 
framework’ (cfs, August 2013: 1).

The Zero Draft of rai specifically recognizes the important role of small-
scale food producers and processors – women and men – in investing on-farm, 
and it also takes account of the fact that this group is disproportionately repre-
sented among the food insecure and poor. In addition, all other actors are 
acknowledged, including large-scale investors in agriculture and food systems 
(ibid.: 2).

The vggt guidelines emphasize the protection of smallholders’ rights (to 
land and food) and the promotion of production conditions to encourage sus-
tainable agricultural outputs. The rai principles, by contrast, emphasize more 
strongly the need to enhance people’s food security and nutrition within the 
context of progressive realization of the right to food. The four rai principles of 
Part i of the Zero Draft include: to enhance people’s food security and nutri-
tion and to contribute to the realization of the right to food in the national 
context (Principle 1); to generate positive socio-economic impacts for all 
(women and men alike), to respect core labour standards, and to apply the 
vggt (Principle 2); to use, develop and regenerate natural resources sustain-
ably and to contribute to climate change mitigation and adaptation (Principle 3); 
and to respect the cultural heritage, landscapes and traditional knowledge in a 
way that is consistent with international agreements and is considered legiti-
mate by local and other relevant stakeholders (Principle 4) (ibid.: 3–5).

As to the roles and responsibilities in relation to Principles 1–4, the Zero 
Draft states that all of them have implications for all categories of investors 
involved in investments in agriculture and food systems, ‘but some of these 
implications are more relevant to medium and large-scale investors’ (ibid.: 6). 
There is, however, no discussion of what applies to large-, medium- or small-
scale investors. The rai, in other words, do not link various types of responsibili-
ties to different categories of investors. The principles do not reflect the fact 
that the current expansion of large-scale agro-investments means that often 
they are in competition with smallholder agriculture for land and water and 
that this leads to conflict with, and to the alienation and displacement of, rural 
populations. Large-scale agro-investments are highly mechanized and require 
little labour. In addition, they promote monocultures and undermine biologi-
cal diversity. A fundamental problem with large-scale agro-investments, as  
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evidenced by research from Latin America, is that their technical, agro-ecological, 
economic and social features make them incapable of promoting sustainable 
development (Fernandes et al. 2012; Coulson 2013).

In essence, the rai principles, as presented in the Zero Draft, take the moral 
high ground in arguing both for the concern for smallholders, the environment 
and the climate and for the enhancement of food security, nutrition and sus-
tainable development; but they make no attempt to operationalize the princi-
ples by placing responsibilities on different types of investors. Hence some 
agro-investors, e.g. those that are large in scale, may not fully understand how 
the principles relate to their activities; others who do understand may not feel 
sufficiently challenged to act in the spirit of the principles; while a third group 
of investors – those who understand the implications and their responsibilities 
– is given free rein to act as it chooses. Anyway, the principles are of a voluntary 
nature. Some parts of the un system and the business world that focus on 
human rights and business enterprises (under the un ‘Protect, Respect and 
Remedy’ framework) seem to understand the weaknesses of the rai type of 
principles. In this human rights framework, the process aims at identifying and 
placing the human rights issues and responsibilities with specific corporations 
or businesses (United Nations Human Rights Council 2011).

In the area of agricultural investment, one need go no further than the cfs 
itself to be reminded that dominant fao member states favour large-scale agri-
cultural investment by transnational companies. For instance, at its meeting in 
October 2012, the us acted to block endorsement by the cfs of the first draft of 
a global framework for food security (the Global Strategic Framework or gsf). 
This happened in spite of the fact that negotiations on the text in principle had 
been finalized in July 2012. Later, however, ‘the us had informed that it would 
tear up the last part of the framework, relating to questions around which there 
is no consensus and that may be in need of further work, e.g. questions relating 
to patents and [genetically modified organisms]’ (report by an ngo representa-
tive of the Swedish Church, Axelsson Nycander, 26 October 2012). And further, 
in the vggt, which the Zero Draft of rai encourages investors to follow, the 
protection of people’s ownership and access to land, forest and fisheries is at 
the discretion of nation states. Historical and more recent research shows, 
however, that African states, instead of protecting and supporting their own 
smallholders, have been more inclined to align themselves with large-scale 
investors and agri-business, both foreign and domestic (Gibbon et al. 1992; 
Depelchin 2004; Matondi et al. 2011; urt 2009; Coulson 2013).

The longest documented history of alliances between the state, large land-
owners and agri-business is to be found in Latin America and Brazil; it shows 
clearly that those who suffer are indigenous peoples, rural smallholders and the 
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environment (Wolf and Hansen 1972; Branford and Glock 1985; Fernandes et al. 
2012). Currently in Brazil, large-scale agriculture and agri-business control 75 per 
cent of the productive land, but produce only 60 per cent of the gross agricul-
tural value. Smallholders, on the other hand, farm only 25 per cent of the land, 
but produce 40 per cent of the gross value of agriculture. In addition, they employ 
15 people per 100 hectares of cultivation, whereas for the same area large-scale 
agriculture employs only two people. Hence, smallholders perform better in 
terms of securing employment, enhancing food security and addressing envi-
ronmental concerns (Fernandes et al. 2012). The creation in 1983 of the Movement 
of Workers Without Land (mst) and the establishment of the Workers’ Party 
(pt), which gained political power in 2003, have not been able to stop the expan-
sion of large-scale agricultural investment, both domestic and foreign, in the 
mono-cropping of sugarcane and soy beans. Land conflicts have thus been 
spreading across Brazil, and both the environment generally and the forests have 
been degraded (ibid.; Hermele 2012; Mendonça et al. 2013 and Carter 2015).

Research from the African continent has recently emerged to reveal similar 
conflicts between large-scale agro-investments and smallholder agriculture 
that have had a negative impact on food security and nutrition (Matondi et al. 
2011; Neville and Dauvergne 2012; fao 2013). The lessons of history in Brazil, at 
least in part, may indicate what is taking place and what will happen in Africa. 
Brazilian companies, too, are engaging in large-scale agro-investment in Africa 
(Cheru and Modi 2013: chapters 7–9).

In my assessment, the draft rai principles, which are voluntary, are inade-
quate to address the real problems and challenges unfolding in relation to dif-
ferent types of agricultural investment. This is mainly due to lack of 
operationalization in terms of targeting or assigning responsibility for the vari-
ous implications of agro-investments to different categories of investors. 
Therefore rai will have difficulty in relating to real issues on the ground, and in 
particular to conflicts between different scales of agricultural investment. This, 
in my view, will happen in spite of the fact that Part iii of the Zero Draft 
addresses governance and grievance mechanisms, and Part iv review and 
accountability. These features of rai are likely to render the principles ineffec-
tive in promoting responsible agro-investment. The draft rai are conceptualized 
within the framework of the dominant states and regions, and it will be unable 
to challenge their drive and support for large-scale agro-investment. Hence 
attention is diverted from the important potential that smallholder agriculture 
regimes have to enhance food security, nutrition and sustainable development. 
In my assessment, the rai principles have to be made more concrete through a 
more active and conscious use of experiences and knowledge relating to agri-
cultural production, food security, nutrition and sustainability. The rai principles 
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also need to be complemented with associated guidelines that can provide con-
crete advice and recommendations for investors, smallholders, host govern-
ments, ngos, social movements and international institutions (see Havnevik 
2014). This was not done in the final version of rai of October 15 2014 (cfs 2014).

To move outside the societal frame of the dominant states and global inter-
ests implies a need for rai to address in an integrated way the impacts of, and 
the conflicts between, different scales of agro-investment in relation to envi-
ronmental sustainability, food security and global social justice. This would 
require of rai that it links responsibilities to different categories of agricultural 
investment/investor. In my assessment, only in this manner can a pathway 
open up that goes beyond the dominant framework and towards a concept – 
food sovereignty – that takes power relations and conflicts into account in the 
understanding and promotion of enhanced food security and nutrition, sus-
tainable production and social justice (Havnevik 2014).

 A Paradigm Shift in Understanding Food Security

 Environmental Sustainability
Environmental sustainability is connected to the way in which food is pro-
duced. It is associated with the scale and the character of production in 
terms of the use of land, soil, water, forests, energy and other natural 
resources, and also in terms of its effects on biological diversity, environmen-
tal services and ecological systems. The production regimes of food affect 
the climate as well, through direct and indirect land-use changes, including 
deforestation. The indirect land-use changes, which often have a negative 
impact on climate, are difficult to ascertain; the overall effect of land-use 
changes on climate may be far larger than one would guess just by looking at 
direct land-use changes.

Environmental sustainability in the wider sense is also connected to the dis-
tribution of resources and benefits between generations and between human 
beings and other species inhabiting the world (Dobson 1998). Environmental 
sustainability is thus closely linked to the reproduction of ecological systems 
for generating life-supporting services. The greatest challenge to humanity is 
to address the limits of the ever-expanding dominant global production and 
consumption system. This capitalist system can only reproduce itself through 
expansion, i.e. through increased levels of consumption and resource exploita-
tion. The rise of emerging economies and other developing countries is bound 
to intensify consumerism, which will undermine ecological systems and envi-
ronmental services on a global scale (Bauman 2007).
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Economic system expansion and reproduction are thus dependent upon 
the ‘creation’ of ‘needs’ that generate demand and economic growth. The ‘cost’ 
of economic growth (e.g. in terms of environmental system damage and cli-
mate change) is taken into account in superficial ways, through compensatory 
payment schemes that help to legitimate the high levels of consumption 
(Buscher 2011).

Those developing countries that have contributed least to environmental 
degradation and climate change will be hardest hit by their effects. Hence the 
developed North is imposing on the transition economies and poor developing 
countries a regime that it did not accept for itself. Large-scale agro-investment 
in Africa in order to enhance food and energy security at home is but one 
manifestation of this unwillingness to address environmental sustainability, 
high and increasing inequalities and consumerism (Bauman 2007; Matondi  
et al. 2011; fao 2013).

 Global Social Justice
Rising global income inequalities are a major challenge to food security – one 
that leads in the direction of the broader issue of social justice. Current global 
food production can provide every human being with sufficient food for a 
healthy life. Yet about 16 per cent of the world’s population find themselves 
malnourished or hungry.

The emphasis on food security on the global political agenda of the last few 
years is associated not only with increased food insecurity, but also with the 
character of food as a commodity. Food is necessary to sustain life, and for this 
reason the scarcity of food can easily be transformed into political tension and 
conflict. This was evidenced when food riots broke out in a number of poor 
countries after the economic and financial crisis of 2008. Experience shows 
that the global challenge is not only to produce enough food to feed everyone 
in the future, but also to distribute equitably the food currently being 
produced.

Global economic inequalities and social injustices are important contribu-
tory factors in food insecurity. This relates to the distribution of power and 
assets, as that is what regulates access to food. In terms of global incomes and 
poverty, two continents or regions are lagging behind: South Asia and Africa. In 
rural Africa, food insecurity and poverty are closely related to lack of assets, 
insecure land tenure systems, low agricultural productivity and low incomes. 
Recent trends towards large-scale external agro-investment in Africa for the 
production of food and energy for export have led to a further alienation of 
rural smallholders from their land and water resources (Oestigaard 2012; 
Olanya 2012). The rise of large-scale agro-investment indicates that alliances 
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are also being forged between African states and domestic elites and interna-
tional commercial interests, both state and private, so that smallholders and 
rural dwellers are excluded and displaced.

In response to economic hardship, African smallholders have diversified 
their economic activities (Havnevik 1993; Havnevik and Hårsmar 1999; 
Djurfeldt et al. 2005). This takes place in a context where their mechanisms for 
accessing land and natural resources are weak and fragile. There are various 
indications (associated with smallholders’ assets, market access and the insti-
tutional context) to suggest that smallholders face different problems and 
opportunities and that support initiatives and mechanisms need to be contex-
tualized (hlpe 2013b; Havnevik 2014). Poor rural dwellers also respond to con-
tinuing hardship by migrating to urban areas and overseas. A mechanism for 
accessing food that could be seen as a last resort is through familial and social 
relationships and community networks. Such access relates to reciprocity and 
redistribution mechanisms that still operate in the African countryside, 
although they are weakening.

 Human Right to Food
The deterioration in global food security has taken place in spite of the fact 
that human rights (including the right to food) have become increasingly 
prominent on international agendas. The fundamental right to be free of 
hunger was recognized separately in the United Nations International 
Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (escr) of 1966. This 
covenant came into force in 1976, and by 2012 160 states had ratified it; in 
106 countries, the right to food is applicable via constitutional arrange-
ments and under various international treaties. The definition of adequate 
food used is: ‘The right to adequate food is realized when every man, 
woman and child, alone or in community with others, has physical and 
economic access at all times to adequate food or means for its procure-
ment’ (United Nations Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 
1999). The principal obligation of a state under the escr is to take steps to 
achieve progressively the full realization of the right to adequate food for 
everyone under its jurisdiction. There are three levels of obligations:  
(i) respect, i.e. the state is not to take any measures that prevent access to 
adequate food, (ii) protect, i.e. the state is to ensure that enterprises or 
industries do not deprive individuals of their access to food, and (iii) fulfil, 
i.e. the state is (a) to facilitate and proactively engage in strengthening 
people’s access to food, and (b) to provide the right to adequate food 
directly when individuals or groups, for reasons beyond their control, are 
unable to access food.
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The un special representative on the issue of human rights and transna-
tional business enterprises is working in close cooperation with all stakehold-
ers to promote the framework relating to escr. This process has, in more 
concrete ways than the draft rai, been able to link responsibilities to different 
types of actors (un Human Rights Council 2011).

For its part, the fao has concretized recommendations on how govern-
ments can work to achieve the right to food by adopting the following seven 
initiatives: (i) identify the hungry and poor, (ii) conduct an assessment of exist-
ing policies, institutions, laws and programmes, (iii) develop right-based food 
security strategies, (iv) assign roles and responsibilities to institutions and 
ensure their coordination, (v) strengthen the legal framework, (vi) monitor the 
progressive realization of the right to food, and (vii) ensure effective recourse 
in the event of any violation of the right to food.

The un special rapporteur on the right to food claims that states violate this 
right by selling or leasing land to investors, and as a consequence local people 
are alienated from productive resources that are required for their livelihoods. 
It would also be a violation of the right to food if deals were concluded without 
some mechanism to ensure that they do not undermine food security. On the 
basis of existing international legal frameworks, the un special rapporteur on 
the right to food has put forward 11 minimum principles that address activities 
and responsibilities relating to all stakeholders, not just states (de Schutter 
2009; 2010). Some of these aspects are contained in what I call the ‘first genera-
tion’ of guidelines for agro-investments.

An International Code of Conduct on the human right to adequate food was 
launched in 1997 and has widespread support among non-governmental orga-
nizations that advocate on behalf of the hungry.

 Food Supply and International Trade
Although abundance is a necessary condition for food security, it is by no 
means a sufficient one. As well as production, the concept of food supply 
encompasses trade, to enable the distribution of (and access to) food, as well 
as technical and knowledge-related innovations that increase food and agri-
cultural productivity. In the wake of environmental disaster, conflict and war, 
the last decades have seen emergency food aid play an increasing role. Food 
supply is also dependent upon the existence of a reasonable infrastructure for 
distributing available food, and on proper conditions for promoting food 
safety.

Food supply can also be enhanced through international trade. However, 
standard international trade theory employs certain assumptions, many of 
which do not hold true in real life. For instance, the assumptions of no 
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externalities, stable prices, equal dynamic comparative advantages and no 
cross-border mobility of factors of production are not true reflections of the 
world today. It could be argued that absolute advantages are gradually 
becoming more important than comparative advantages in trade. This 
would recast the whole trade arena, where gains would flow to countries 
that hold, or that can create, such absolute advantages (Skarstein 2007). The 
history of trade between the rich and developed and the developing coun-
tries shows – at both the theoretical and the practical level – that trade 
should rather be understood in conjunction with concepts such as power 
and hegemony. One may ask what real choice Africa has had to acquire posi-
tive externalities (e.g. in the areas of technology and industrialization), 
given that its productive systems were basically imposed from outside.

As regards trade in food, recent developments show that important stake-
holders and states no longer have confidence in the ‘free trade doctrine’ to 
safeguard their own food supplies. This has led to a rising global interest in 
farmland, for example in Africa, to produce food for export to the investing 
countries themselves (Deininger et al. 2011). In addition, bilateral invest-
ment and trade agreements are being signed to protect the external invest-
ments and to ensure a stable flow of food for export. With food and energy 
security at the top of global political priorities, the search for land on which 
to produce food and energy for export has expanded worldwide, but it has 
Africa in focus.

It is claimed that around 50 per cent (around 200 million hectares) of the 
‘available’ global land reserves are in Africa (Deininger et al. 2011). What will 
happen when such external investments for food or energy, mainly with sugar-
cane as a feedstock, seek the well-watered areas that these crops require? If all 
40 million hectares of the land acquired by external interests in Africa in 2009 
come under cultivation, a staggering volume of water will be required for irri-
gation. The Oakland Institute has estimated that if the annual rate of land 
acquisitions in Africa continues at 2009 levels, the demand for fresh water 
from new land investments alone will overtake the existing supply of renew-
able fresh water on the continent by 2019 (Oestigaard 2012; Olanya 2012). There 
are indications, however, based on research, that large-scale investments in 
Africa, particularly those focusing on sugarcane/ethanol, are facing problems 
in accessing land in Africa (Matondi et al. 2011; Neville and Dauvergne 2012; 
fao 2013; Abdallah et al. 2014). Many such investments are delayed; others 
have gone bankrupt. This development is also linked to the prospect of a weak-
ening global market for ethanol, as the eu and other stakeholders become 
more sceptical about the use of land-based energy to fuel their transport fleets 
(Patnaude and Werber 2013).
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 Biotechnology and Alienation of Smallholders
As to the potential for increasing food production and supply, the spread of 
new biotechnology innovations has been advanced as an option. Biotechnology 
is, however, not likely to bring about greater sustainability in world agriculture. 
It may well increase agricultural productivity, but this is likely to be at the 
expense of sustainability and food security. True, certain biotechnologies could 
increase agricultural sustainability and some could increase food security. They 
might even generate economic development. But it is unlikely that they will do 
so, because they were created – and will exist – in a world in which these issues 
are (at best) of secondary importance to those who control the development of 
the technology. New technologies often lead to new ways of appropriating, sub-
stituting and standardizing living nature, so as to make it more amenable to the 
goals of agri-business. As such they ‘change the rules of the game’, where intel-
lectual property rights have been extended to living organisms and global bio-
diversity has become a resource for incorporation into new processes and 
products (Busch 1997). Hence smallholders are losing their power and influ-
ence over seed production, which is being monopolized globally (Lipton 1989). 
In 2015 Monsanto presented a us$ 45 billion takeover bid of rival  Syngenta AG 
which, if approved, would lead to near monopoly of the new company in the 
global supply of seeds and pesticides” (The Wall Street Journal, July 15 2015).

 From Food Security to Food Sovereignty?

I have discussed how the concept of food security has changed over time, and 
gradually issues relating to power, rights and sovereignty have been introduced in 
this chapter so that we can get a better grasp of the principles, guidelines, agree-
ments and processes that converge on global food security. The existing domi-
nant technical and descriptive definitions and analyses of the concept have thus 
far been unable to generate successful interventions to reduce world hunger. The 
current strategy of international institutions and donor agencies is to promote 
large-scale agro-investment in order to address global hunger. Research has 
shown that the large-scale production of food and energy for export is leading to 
the further alienation of rural smallholders from land and water, thus undermin-
ing the core food producers in Latin America and increasingly in Africa.

The growing support for large-scale agro-investment has diverted the inter-
national focus away from the potential role of smallholders in addressing food 
security and national development, in terms of both employment and income 
generation. Research shows that smallholder agriculture has higher yields, 
employs more labour, is less damaging to biological diversity and the climate, 
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and has more favourable agro-ecological features. All this makes it better able 
than large-scale agriculture to address food security over the coming years 
(Lipton 1989; 2010; Pingali et al. 1987; Binswanger-Mkhize and Gautam 2010; 
Fernandes et al. 2012; Coulson 2013). Economic, social, environmental, agro-
ecological and cultural aspects of smallholder agriculture show that this pro-
duction regime has a greater potential to address global hunger than other 
agricultural production systems.

The marginalization and displacement of smallholder agriculture in devel-
oping countries over the past decades have been stronger in Brazil and Latin 
America than in Africa and Asia. But the rise in large-scale agro-investment – 
in particular in food production for export – is currently affecting smallholders 
and pastoralists in Africa. Why does this neglect of smallholder agriculture in 
developing countries prevail among international financial institutions, inter-
national donors, global commercial companies and nation states?

I believe that the answer to the question of why these institutions and agen-
cies are prioritizing large-scale, high-technology agriculture by international 
agri-business and domestic actors can be found in the broad framework within 
which the dominant states and global actors and interests operate. The attain-
ment of food and energy security in the rich and transition economies now 
requires more agricultural land. In order to achieve this objective, the North, 
its institutions and companies align themselves with many developing states, 
global agri-business, domestic capitalists and large landowners. The Chinese 
state, for its part, promotes alliances between itself and its state companies 
and recipient states on other continents. China is going much further than the 
North in involving itself concretely in building infrastructure and industrial 
capacity often connected with the transfer of Chinese workers, but invest-
ments and interventions by the North still remain strong (Dietz et al. 2011).

Large-scale agriculture is closely connected with improved seeds, fertilizers 
and pesticides, and with advanced agricultural technologies that are monopo-
lized by major global companies, e.g. Monsanto and Syngenta (Busch 1997; 
Fernandes et al. 2012). Smallholder knowledge and organization do not fit the 
large-scale investment models for agricultural modernization, which seek to 
maximize production and income over the shortest possible time.

The current smallholder development trajectory will therefore have to be 
changed primarily by the smallholders themselves. In part, this needs to come 
about by their organization at all levels to push for infrastructure, technical 
and market developments that address their hopes of influencing their own 
conditions of production. This would include pressing for enhanced security 
over the land they cultivate (Amanor 2012; Fernandes et al. 2012; fao 2013; 
Havnevik 2014), for models of trade with the external world that are mutually 



189From Food Security To Food Sovereignty?

beneficial, and for the state to fulfil its duties of protection, as stipulated by the 
Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights and the ‘Protect, Respect 
and Remedy’ framework of the un.

The current concept of food security does not address the needs and aspira-
tions of rural smallholders in their quest for increased productivity and improved 
livelihoods. The concept should therefore be rethought in line with the paradigm 
shift discussed above. The concept must have a strong focus on power relations 
and conflicts that affect all aspects of food security and on critical issues of how 
smallholder livelihoods and production can be supported and promoted. Due to 
the lack of concretization of the rai principles for responsible investments in 
agriculture, they are likely to be inadequate to break the dominant/dominated 
stereotypes and power relations that reproduce global inequality and hunger.

The reconceptualization of food security thus has to be located outside the 
‘dominant framework’. This process was initiated by the global smallholder 
organization La Via Campesina in 1996, when it introduced the concept of food 
sovereignty. The attainment of food sovereignty requires global and local struc-
tural and mindset changes that will weaken or break the stereotypes that 
reproduce inequality, hunger and resource degradation, and ensure that food 
is sustainably produced and equitably distributed. Since 2002, the International 
Planning Committee on Food Sovereignty has taken it upon itself to promote 
the food sovereignty concept.

The concept of food sovereignty reveals that large-scale agriculture and 
investments, advanced technology, improved inputs and various principles 
and guidelines are unable to challenge the historic and current stereotyping 
and symbolism of dominant global interests. The knowledge, technology and 
organization of such interests will prevail over those of ‘the other’. This leads to 
the undermining of indigenous knowledge, cultural heritage, locally adapted 
technologies and local seed development – all of which are crucial for rural 
smallholders in terms of influencing their production conditions and 
livelihoods.

There is a critical need for those institutions, societies and groups that 
dominate and set the global development agenda to gain a deeper under-
standing of their historical and cultural foundations and frames (Said 1978). 
But this cannot come about while there is a binary perspective of the self and 
‘the other’ – of ‘us’ and ‘them’. In this relationship, ambivalence is an impor-
tant dimension. The content and form of the interrelationship between  
‘I’ and ‘you’, ‘we’ and ‘they’ have to converge in creating a ‘third space’ that can 
promote joint creativity and innovation. Only then will the reproduction of 
the stereotypes and symbols that legitimate exploitation and alienation 
between the dominant and the dominated, the North and the South, men and 
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women be considered (Bhabha 1983: 372–373). The major obstacle to moving 
from food security to food sovereignty is related to the lack of such deeper 
understanding.

Such a transition can only happen slowly, since it does require a more pro-
found understanding and an acknowledgement of the self that can help gener-
ate new mindsets, reflections and perspectives. Such a transition can be helped 
by better knowledge of agro-ecology, by better organizational, social, human 
and technical choices, and by better relationships that can improve global 
social justice and environmental sustainability.
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