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RE-CONCEPTUALISING FOOD SECURITY
Interlocking Strategies, Unfolding
Choices and Rural Livelihoods
in Kisii District, Kenya

Mary Omosa

STELLINGEN

1.

One person's coping strategy is another's livelihood (Susanna Davies 1993, p.67).

2.

The search for food security cannot be observed outside the social processes
within which it takes form.

3.

Food security ranges from holding physical stocks to the mere fact that some
household members are assumed to have the capacity to render assistance when
such need arises.

4.

Some of the dilemmas facing the food policies of national governments have to
do with how much government can delegate without abdicating primary
responsibilities.

5.

Food: a tool to entice some and a weapon to repulse others.

6.

Many of the common beliefs about African women's role in food production (e.g.
that African agriculture can be neatly divided into a female/subsistence sector
and a male/commercial sector) are myths (Ann Whitehead 1990, p.14).

7.

Planning takes a bit of imagination and plenty of dreaming. Yet, only a few of
these plans see the light of day.

8.

Part of the delay in finding answers to the food security problem has been
brought about by a limited understanding and considerable misunderstanding
of what constitutes adequate food. Micro-based studies provide great insights.

9.

News from around the World: same issues, a variety of labels and
interpretations?

10.

No matter the time-span, staying in a place is different from living there.

11.

'By necessities I understand not only the commodities which are indispensably
necessary for the support of life, but what ever the custom of the country renders
it indecent to be without' (Adam Smith, 1776).

12.

When I do not feel like working, I take a walk. When I feel like working, I lie
down until the feeling goes away (anonymous scholar).
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CHAPTER 1

THE SEARCH FOR F O O D SECURITY

This study stems from a practical observation that a high potential rural setting, and
one that was once food abundant, is now characterised by regular hunger. In Kisii
District, a relatively well-endowed agricultural region, it is not uncommon to find
households going hungry not long after the harvest period. The Kenyan
government's assumption, that once policies to deal with this are adopted they will
necessarily translate into food security at the rural household level, has become
elusive. The Gusii, a group of people who were once relatively adept to
accommodating to new situations and challenges, seem no longer able to meet this
basic need of food security. Currently, households resort to buying food on the
market soon after harvest but they are not always able to buy enough. And when
they fall back on social networks these can provide them no more than a few tins of
grain. The question therefore is, how has such a situation developed?
As explored in Chapter 2, three lines of interpretation dominate the debate on
how hunger comes about. Modernisation theories argue that food insecurity results
from a lack of sufficient supplies among the food needy, a condition that they
attribute to the existence of structures that do not facilitate the necessary balance
between supply and demand. Proponents of this school recommend, among other
things, the commercialisation of the factors of production and, in particular, putting
the 'right' policies in place. Another argument is the view that food insecurity
derives from the inability to utilise an existing potential to produce adequate food,
and that this can be attributed to a lack of bargaining power deriving from the
establishment of commodity relations themselves. A third position is the argument
that food insecurity results from a failure in entitlements, that is, the right to obtain
sufficient amounts of the food that is available. Largely emanating from the work of
Amartya Sen, this approach argues that people go hungry because of a breakdown
in the relations governing their access to food, following a shift in exchange
mappings or a loss of possessions.
1

But these perspectives do not unravel the discrepancies that continue to
characterise food patterns at the rural household level and, in particular, that for
some, attaining food security remains a distant hope. In other words, the existing
literature does not fully account for what governs the search for adequate food, and
especially the fact that only some succeed while others fail to obtain required
supplies. In an attempt to address these concerns, the empirical chapters in this
thesis argue that, in everyday life, the search for food security is far more complex
than the question of an imbalance in supply versus demand, or a collapse in
entitlement relations. Instead, at the rural household level, the search for adequate
food is a function of how the individuals concerned conceptualise and actualise their
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livelihoods. Therefore, food security comprises m o r e t h a n availability, access a n d
stability of supplies.
In this thesis, the search for adequate food is perceived as a social process. The
above d i l e m m a is therefore positioned in relation to the changes that h a v e taken
place a m o n g the Gusii. Thus, I focus o n the interplay b e t w e e n historical processes,
state intervention a n d household practices. I argue that household food security is
a n o u t c o m e of a n e t w o r k of relations, a n d these are a function of the historical,
social, economic, political, technical a n d cultural transformations that h a v e
characterised rural livelihoods over time, processes that are nevertheless m e d i a t e d
b y people's conceptualisations of their life chances. I therefore look at h o w p e o p l e
visualize their food n e e d s a n d , in particular, h o w they interact w i t h the processes
taking place w i t h i n a n d b e y o n d their households, a n d the diverse w a y s in w h i c h
they interpret these experiences. The aim, then, is to u n d e r s t a n d h o w food security is
gained b y s o m e a n d lost b y others.

The social dimensions of food security: theoretical and conceptual issues
This s t u d y goes b e y o n d a categorisation that reduces the search for a d e q u a t e food to
a question of success or failure, a n d instead, brings out the complexities that
s u r r o u n d this search. Using a n actor-oriented analysis, I s h o w h o w h o u s e h o l d s
experience the search for adequate food, h o w they actually organise resources at
h a n d w i t h the aim of meeting food needs, h o w they m a n i p u l a t e a n d thereby create
space for themselves (in an attempt to resolve problems), h o w they define their
w o r l d (what matters, w h e n a n d h o w ) , a n d h o w this in t u r n comes to form p a r t of
their opportunities a n d challenges.
2

The actor-oriented a p p r o a c h as advanced b y N o r m a n Long argues that, even
w h e n conditions m a y a p p e a r relatively h o m o g e n o u s , there are differential responses
to similar structural circumstances. These differential patterns arise, in part, as a
creation of the actors themselves. As such, Long argues, people are not simply
disembodied social categories or passive recipients of intervention. They are,
instead, active participants w h o process information a n d strategise in their dealings
w i t h v a r i o u s local actors as well as w i t h outside institutions a n d personnel. Hence,
the different patterns of social organisation that emerge result from the interactions,
negotiations a n d social struggles that take place between several kinds of actors
(Long 1992, p.21). Consequently, Long underscores the central role of h u m a n
agency. H e a r g u e s that the notion of agency is significant because it attributes to the
individual actor, the capacity to process social experience a n d to devise w a y s of
coping w i t h life, even u n d e r the most extreme forms of coercion.
3

In this thesis, I a r g u e that households experience the search for food in different
w a y s a n d , while s o m e m a y succeed a n d others fail, each has the capability to devise
w a y s of coping w i t h their food needs (however hopeless), a n d h o w they choose to
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go a b o u t this results from a social process. Hence, whereas Sen (1981, p.2) has
a r g u e d that food security results from entitlements and a subsequent ability to
c o m m a n d existing sources of food, w e still need to u n d e r s t a n d h o w these
entitlements come about, h o w c o m m a n d is mobilised successfully b u t only for some,
a n d w h e t h e r in fact w e can talk about success a n d failure in absolute terms. Thus, b y
giving the analysis a non-linear a n d a non-deterministic interpretation, this s t u d y
elucidates the complex m e a n d e r i n g s so real to everyday life, a n d thereby explains
h o w people diversely w o r k t o w a r d s a 'common' goal a n d vice versa, a n d h o w it is
possible that those similarly e n d o w e d reap variedly (Long 1997a, p.2). T h u s the food
security position of households is analysed in terms of processes rather t h a n o n the
basis of structural determinants, d o m i n a n t p o w e r formations a n d ideological
(ir)rationalities. This s t u d y then looks into the practices that households engage in
a n d m o r e importantly, the precise w a y s in which these h o u s e h o l d s conduct their
search for food, relative to their larger livelihoods. The aim is to bring o u t the
h e t e r o g e n o u s interplay of factors and, in particular, h o w people conceptualise a n d
thereafter actualise their search for adequate food. A n actor-oriented a p p r o a c h
therefore
4

'provides a t h o r o u g h m e a n s of getting to grips w i t h the complexities involved
in t h e battleground of everyday life, both in the field a n d in the corridors of
p o w e r a n d decision-making. That is, it affords an u n d e r s t a n d i n g of the
interlocking n a t u r e of social actions propelled b y divergent social interests,
representations a n d consciousness. It also makes it possible to identify the space
for change or room for manoeuvre' (Long 1992, p.272).
W i t h i n the actor-oriented approach also lies the potential to account for the
'contradictions' that characterise the practices of rural households. This is gained b y
contextualising social behaviour. I therefore look at h o w people process information,
h o w they strategise their involvement, a n d the interplay in these practices. A l t h o u g h
heterogeneity is centrally placed, there is h o w e v e r also a recognition that practices
interlock. That is, in as m u c h as households p u r s u e a diversity of (food security)
strategies, these can still b e located within a shared frame of reference. This
h o w e v e r points t o w a r d s m o r e t h a n one direction. First, it is possible that h o u s e h o l d s
that seek to obtain their food t h r o u g h cultivation d o so for very different reasons (a
caution to policies that recommend uniform solutions). But this could also point to
the possibility that even w h e n the agenda is similar (in this case obtaining food),
p e o p l e interpret a n d thereafter actualise this goal diversely. W e therefore need to
bring o u t the subtle (and often multiple) realities as understood b y those w h o live
a n d experience them, a n d also reveal the 'backstage actors' (often invisible to the
structural-oriented observer but) w h o h a v e a decisive influence o n people's day-tod a y practices.
5

6

7
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This s t u d y therefore postulates that the search for food is couched in a n e t w o r k of
c o m m o d i t y a n d non-commodity relations, b u t choices therein v a r y w i t h h o w food
needs are conceptualised, a n d the possibilities that are available to individual
h o u s e h o l d s . Hence, the notion of social dimensions of food security is here used to
refer to the larger framework within which households position their food needs.
The central

