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This thesis is dedicated to the women of Maragoli, whose power, generosity and humanity have moved
and inspired me countless times... touching my life, and changing it in many profound ways.
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You may write me down in history
With your bitter, twisted lies,
You may trod me in the very dirt
But still, like dust, I'll rise.

Does my sassiness upset you?
Why are you beset with gloom?
‘Cause I walk like I've got oil wells
Pumping in my living room.

Just like moons and like suns,
With the certainty of tides,
Just like hopes springing high,
Suill I'll rise.

Did you want to see me broken?
Bowed head and lowered eyes?
Shoulders falling down like teardrops,
Weakened by my soulful cries.

Does my haughtiness offend you?
Don’t you take it awful hard
‘Cause I laugh like I've got gold mines
Diggin’ in my own back yard.

You may shoot me with your words,
You may cut me with your eyes,
You may kill me with your hatefulness,
But still, like air, I'll rise.

Does my sexiness upset you?
Does it come as a surprise
Thazt I dance like I’ve got diamonds
Al the meeting of my thighs?

Out of the huts of history's shame
I rise
Up from the past that’s rooted in pain
I rise
I’m a black ocean, leaping and wide,
Welling and swelling 1 bear in the tide.

Leaving behind nights of terror and fear
I rise
Into the daybreak that's wondrously clear
I rise
Bringing the gifts that my ancestors gave,
1 am the dream and the hope of the slave.
I rise
I rise
I rise
(Maya Angelou, 1994)
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Abstract

In a precarious economic environment heightened by the need for cash, farmers’ ability to
sustain the soils and meet their broader livelihood requirements have increasingly come
under threat. Research in Maragoli, Western Kenya, shows that women are predominantly
the farmers and sustainers of the soil and have extensive knowledge and expertise regarding
their environments. However, many carry out this role within inequitable gendered power
relations. Economically poor women and those in the early stages of marital life are
particularly over-burdened by labour demands and increased responsibilities for providing
cash to meet day-to-day needs such as paying for school fees, health services and food.
Because women are increasingly juggling numerous priorities and occupations, their ability
to sustain the soils through labour-intensive practices is undermined. Nevertheless, in an
intensively farmed area where there are no options for withdrawing their labour into
commercial farms or available individual land, women do not completely withdraw their
labour from farming, but invest in soil management practices by strategically placing their
labour, efforts and time in micro-niches and enterprises where they control land, labour and
its product. Further, they engage in many off-farm enterprises, activities and social relations
in order to negotiate space to manouevre and diversify their channels for accessing resources
to meet both on-farm and off-farm requirements. This case study demonstrates that rather
than being a simple function of population pressure and ‘ignorance’, soil degradation is
embedded in social and gender relations at the local level, which themselves are inseparable
from broader processes such as Structural Adjustment Policies, and mediated by inequitable
North-South relations and ‘development’ discourse. These broader processes have in fact,
escalated gender politics and contestation of local gender relations and have intensified
women’s struggles over access to and control of resources, and in turn, have shaped
strategies of agricultural production and soil management.
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Map 2 : Maragoli, Western Kenya

Source : Abwunza, 1997




PART 1: INTRODUCTION

Writing often becomes the context through which new political identities are forged. It becomes
a space for struggle and contestation about reality itself. If the everyday world is not transparent
and its relations of rule, it organizations and institutional frameworks, work 1o obscure and make
invisible inherent hierarchies of power... it becomes imperative that we rethink, remember, and
utilize our lived relations as a basis of knowledge. Writing (discursive production) is one site for
the production of this knowledge and consciousness (Mohanty, 1991a:34-35).

1.0 Introduction

Policy makers formulate soil management initiatives and policy based on the
assumption that soil degradation in Sub-Saharan Africa is caused by population pressure,
ignorance, and ‘backward’ and ‘traditional’' farming practices. They further assume that soil
management is a top priority for farmers and that farmers have an endless supply of land,
labour and time to carry out labour-intensive soil management practices. But when we look
more closely at the local level and at farmers’ everyday realities, it becomes evident that
farmers, and women in particular, are juggling numerous priorities in increasingly precarious
economic circumstances exacerbated by IMF-World Bank ‘austerity’ measures, which
inevitably undermine their capacity to sustain the soils.

‘Austerity’ measures, known as Structural Adjustment Programmes (SAPs),
negotiated between the World Bank-IMF and the Kenyan state, have brought about drastic
changes which can only be described as externally constructed economic shocks designed
to ‘adjust’ the Kenyan economy in order to suit the needs of international debtors (Gitobu
and Kamau, 1994:58). After a decade of good economic performance following
independence, SAPs were formulated to improve balance of payments in order to allow
Kenya to service international debt accrued during an economic crisis brought on by an
increase in oil prices, droughts, declining exports, falling terms of trade, and inflation

(Bigsten and Ngung’u, 1992; Ngugi, 1994). Instituted loosely in the 1970s, and more firmly



2
in the early to mid-1980s, the primary objectives of the structural adjustment program were

to rekindle economic growth and production, control inflation, increase international
competitiveness, and increase foreign exchange eamings to repay debt (Ongile, 1994; Kinoti,
1994). These objectives were put into practice through a broad range of monetary, fiscal,
trade and institutional policies and reforms including: cuts in government expenditure, public
sector employment and real wages; decontrol of price structures, including food and
agricultural input subsidies; export promotion and an increase in agriculture prices;
introduction of user fees for public services such as education and health; currency
devaluation; credit reform through an increase of interest rates; and privatization of
parastatals (Kinoti, 1994; Mackenzie, 1993).

While at the level of the macro-economic analysis, economic indicators may suggest
positive improvement in the performance of the Kenyan economy by the standards set by the
World Bank and IMF, the implementation of SAPs has had major impacts on both rural and
urban households. It has exacerbated environmental degradation and stress in people’s
everyday lives (Kenyinga and Ibutu, 1994). In particular, the costs of SAPs are
disproportionately borne by women, who find themselves facing intense labour burdens and
increasingly relying on cash to make ends meet. The need for cash has been heightened
because of increased costs for food and consumables; the spiraling costs associated with
education and health services; the elimination of subsidies for agricultural inputs; and an
erosion of real earnings and real wages.

This thesis centres on an important reality: the complexity of women’s lives in
Maragoli, Western Kenya, as they struggle to sustain the soils as well as negotiate a plethora

of competing demands and constraints to survive in an increasingly precarious economic
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environment. Predominantly the farmers and managers of the soil, and increasingly the

providers of income for their families, women are not a unified, homogenous and powerless
‘third world’ category. Rather, they are diverse and dynamic actors with extensive
knowledge regarding their environments and the management of their natural resources.
Women actively shape the material and symbolic worlds around them, but their power,
expertise and knowledge are hidden from view by conventional approaches to soils issues
in Africa. These gender-neutral® approaches suspend gender from the analysis, and assume
that men are by default the ‘farmers’ and ‘providers’ - the universal yardstick of
measurement, analysis and research - while women are the ‘other’, ‘the farmers’ wife’ and
‘helper’.

In order to move beyond colonizing assumptions about soil degradation as a simple
function of population pressure and local ‘ignorance’, this study contends that soil
management is embedded in complex social relations at the local level and in broader
political-economic and historical processes. Focussing on these social relations and the
micro-politics of farmers’ struggles over productive resources such as land, labour and
capital, and “the symbolic contestations that constitute those struggles” (Moore, 1993:381),
allows for an understanding of the constraints and incentives encountered by people in their
everyday lives in sustaining the soils and in meeting broader livelihood needs. Further, in
order to challenge gender-neutral generalizations within conventional soils research, this
study argues that specific ‘third world’ locations are constructed within unequal North-South
relations of power; that knowledge is never neutral and factual, but is always ‘about
somewhere’ and ‘from somewhere’, and that the knowers’ location and conceptual

framework is central in determining the type of knowledge produced (Gupta and Ferguson,



1997a:35).

Throughout this case study, personal narratives provide a critical medium for
exploring people’s stories and experiences. Logoli women and men demonstrate that
relations of production are central to soil management, and are deeply gendered and
continuously being negotiated. Gender not only mediates women and men’s differential
access and control of important productive resources for sustaining the soils, but also the
cultural construction of relations of and in production which are inseparable from those
struggles (Moore, 1993, 1996).

Bearing in mind the dangers inherent in ethnographic particularism, I argue that
examining the micro-politics of women’s and men’s struggles over resources elucidates the
manner in which broader historical, political-economic and ‘development’ policies are
experienced in the context of everyday life*. Rather than monolithic entities which act down
en bloc on people, they are filtered, negotiated, transformed and differentially experienced
by women and men.

In an area of intensely farmed small-holdings, the increased dependence on cash for
meeting day-to-day household livelihood needs, sustaining agricultural production and
managing the soils has intensified already complex struggles over resources within a highly
charged context of local gender relations in Maragoli. This, in turn, has led to an escalation
of gender-based conflicts at the level of the household centred around the renegotiation of
what Whitehead has termed the ‘conjugal contract’ (1981), the terms by which spouses
exchange resources. Gender roles, responsibilities, obligations and access to resources, as
well as cultural norms, idioms and taboos, are fiercely contested and struggled over. Men

have the upper hand in these struggles because cultural meanings are constituted within



patriarchal ideology and gendered power relations.

Men’s roles as farmers have been transformed by high levels of out-migration as a
result of the colonial policies. They also face major dislocation in terms of their ability to
meet their financial roles and responsibilities in the current economic situation exacerbated
by SAPs and high unemployment (Abwunza, 1997). Increasingly, women have taken on
roles, responsibilities and labour burdens in farming and soil management that were once the
domain of men. How successfully women are able to fulfill their roles as farmers affects the
long-term sustainability of the soils. Women’s investment in soil management is contingent
on their ability to maintain long-term security in land tenure, which in tumn is dependent on
their positioning in terms of age, life-cycle, class and marital status. Women’s differential
labour burdens on and off the farm and their ability to control their labour and its products,
are also key determining factors in their investment in soils practices.

The competing needs which women must meet, such as school fees, health services
and food purchases, increasingly compromise their capacity to be effective farmers and
sustainers of the soil (Mackenzie, 1995a). In order to meet these intense pressures, women
engage in off-farm income generating activities and multiple coping strategies, often
negotiating both socially sanctioned and non-sanctioned social relations to gain access to
resources.

Pointing to men’s failure to meet their requirements as providers for household
income and other livelihood requirements, women argue that they need greater mobility to
be providers and control the proceeds of their labour. Faced with a situation where they
cannot withdraw their labour into a large estate commercial sector to earn off-farm income

such as in other parts of Kenya (Mackenzie, 1993, 1995, for Central Province), or onto
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individually acquired land as in other African contexts (Schroeder, 1996; Carney and Watts,

1991, for the Gambia) because of land scarcity, women strategically focus on micro-niches
on the farm where they have long-term control and security in tenure, and on farming
enterprises such as tea where they are better able to control the proceeds of their labour.
While they still continue to farm and implement soil management measures on land they do
not own and where their security in tenure may be threatened, and in terms of labour they do
not control as a symbolic gesture to convey to their husbands and the community that they
continue to be “good” Logoli wives and farmers in order to avoid strong social sanctioning
and stigmatization, they do this to a lesser extent than on land and in terms of labour they do
control. In addition, women maintain a posture a deference to patriarchy in public which
reproduces patriarchal discourse of men as “commanders”, a strategic gesture which is
designed to buy freedom of movement and room to manouevre.

Whether as farmers or providers, women carry out these roles within inequitable
gender relations which are shaped by patriarchal ideology. And in diversifying and
expanding their roles into men’s domain, by “walking where men walk”, women have taken
on increased labour burdens and responsibilities, in the process, gaining some autonomy and
freedom, while not gaining the rights, privilege and status that go along with it.

1.1 Outline of Thesis

By intertwining aspects of culture, political-economy, history and gender in a
theoretical framework of analysis, and opertionalizing these concepts in an appropriate
methodology which allows for these aspects to be brought to the fore, Part II of this thesis
argues that it is possible to understand the inter-connectedness of ‘micro’ and ‘macro

changes over time as they impact farming and soil management, as well as the way they are
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grounded in women and men’s everyday experiences. This study calls into question the

taken-for-granted assumptions about the ‘farmer’ as an undifferentiated and gender-neutral
category in conventional soils approaches. Rather than focus on a binary critique of soils
research as either ‘bad’ or ‘good’, in Chapter 2, I begin by calling into question some aspects
of conventional approaches to soil management in Africa, highlighting the effects of
discourse and policies. I argue for a re-conceptualization of conventional theoretical
frameworks and for placing the gendered life-worlds of farmers at the centre of analysis
through the use of a feminist poststructuralist political ecology perspective. In the third
chapter, I outline the methodology that I developed in order to put into practice the
conceptual framework. Following this, I review the research as it unfolded in the field before
reflecting on the research process and dilemmas encountered in the field.

In Part I, I present the research findings and gender analysis of the case study I
undertook in Maragoli, Western Kenya, using women and men’s words to explore the key
gender relations in and of production, i.e. the control of land and labour, which affect the
management of soils and farming. In Chapter 4, I review historical struggles over land in
Maragoli from pre-colonial Maragoli to the early post-independence. I demonstrate that land
tenure, both inheritance and usufruct rights, are contingent on gender. Women's security in
tenure is critical to soil management. When women as farmers have long-term security in
tenure, they are more likely to invest in sustaining the soils. However, women’s security in
tenure is increasingly threatened. Marital status, gender and class place certain women and
men in particularly vulnerable positions in defending their rights to land. These struggles
take place in a context of legal plurality, where women and men have differential access to

legal spheres. Women’s ownership of land constitutes a major threat to men’s position as
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‘heads’ of household and men’s authority in a situation where their roles have become

untenable in light of historical and economic circumstances. The control over land as a
resource is the basis for a bitter war of words between women and men at the level of the
household.

Chapter 5 explores the politics of labour. Women and men’s roles and
responsibilities for soil management and in agriculture are continually contested, transformed
and negotiated through a heated discursive politics at the level of the household and in
response to broader historical and political-economic changes. Patriarchal ideology is
pervasive in men’s argumentation. Women often maintain a posture of deference to this
ideology in order to create room to manouevre. However, women’s ability to cope is
dependent on their marital status, class, age and life-cycle positioning. In addition to
exploring how women and men’s different life circumstances affect their on-farm labour
burdens, I bring this relationship to bear on different farming enterprises, such as planting
and cultivating trees and hedges, digging trenches, caring for livestock, clearing land and
cultivating crops. I show that men have disengaged from many farming activities, except for
a select few which reinforce men’s symbolic and material control over and owners of
property, as well as their roles as ‘commanders’.

In order to expand the terrain of conventional approaches to soils issues, Chapter 6
focusses on the multiple and diverse off-farm activities and coping strategies in which
women engage, that are critical to understanding the priority given to soil management and
farming. Under SAPs, women’s and men’s earning power has generally decreased, while
their cost of living has increased. In order to sustain their own livelihoods, women have

taken on increased labour burdens, roles and responsibilities, including those that were
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‘traditionally’ considered men’s. To do this, women diversify their options by engaging in
income generating activities, and revert to old modes of exchange such as barter. They also
engage in a multitude of coping strategies, such as socially sanctioned social institutions such
as kin based relationships, women’s groups, informal social networks, and non-sanctioned
relationships including extra-marital relationships and sex work.

I will conclude in Chapter 7 that local level analysis which focusses on everyday
struggles allows for an understanding of how broader ‘development’ processes and policies
- which are a result of inequitable North-South relations - are lived and experienced in
everyday life. I suggest policy and research recommendations for the future. Women and
men’s experiences, stories and accounts can be used as points of departure for other context-
specific soil management case studies and ‘development’ initiatives, adding another
dimension to our mders@ding of the types of priorities, constraints and opportunities that
women and men face in their everyday lives in the face of ever-changing, yet unequal global

power relations as well as local power relations embedded in patriarchal ideology.
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PART Il : THEORY AND PRACTICE

2.0 In Theory : Conceptualizing ‘Development’, Soils And Gender Issues In Africa

In Zimbabwe, in 1981, I was struck to find local agricultural ‘development’ officials eagerly
awaiting the arrival and advice of a highly paid consultant who was to explain how agriculture in
Zimbabwe was to be transformed. What, I asked, did this consultant know about Zimbabwe's
agriculture that they, the local agricultural officers, did not ? To my surprise, I was told that the
individual in question knew virtually nothing about Zimbabwe, and worked mosdy in India. “Bus,”
I was assured, “he knows development” (Ferguson, 1994:258).

If “thinking is as ‘real’ an activity as any other”, then ideas and discourses have
important and very real social consequences (Ferguson, 1994:xv). Ideas are connected with
and implicated in broader political processes (ibid.). They are constitutive forces that do
something. Conceptualizations of ‘development’ and soil management construct social
reality and shape natural resource management in local environments. They are continually
reproduced and contested within hegemonic constructions of Africa which are grounded in
discourses of knowledge and power (Mudimbe, 1988; Mackenzie, 1995b). Instead of taking
the theoretical realm for granted, it is critical to pry open and scrutinize the epistemological
foundations inherent in the construction of the ‘problem’ and ‘solutions’ put forward by
hegemonic discourses of ‘development’ and soils issues, as well as critical perspectives
which challenge them.

This chapter represents an investigation into the theoretical and political
underpinnings of conventional and altemative approaches to soils issues in Sub-Saharan
Africa. It problematizes the taken-for-granted assumptions inherent in meta-narratives and
discourses of ‘development’, and suggests an alternative analytical framework. The first part
of the chapter scrutinizes mainstream approaches to soils issues which are embedded in
broader ‘development’ processes and discourses. I argue that in order to comprehend the

successes and failures of conventional soils approaches, it is necessary to explore the
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discourses of ‘development’ which construct certain types of social and environmental

realities as well as perpetuate inequitable North-South relations. Soils issues are embedded
in colonial discourses which construct a ‘crisis’, and in response, deploy fsolutions’ which
are often technical in nature, and ultimately miss out on critical factors, especially class and
gender, that affect natural resource management. After demonstrating the problems inherent
in conventional approaches, I argue in thé second part of the chapter that a critical political
ecology perspective and a feminist post-structuralist analysis of gender allow for a better
understanding of complex and gendered local realities of women and men, while situating
them within broader historical and political-economic contexts. Natural resource
management, and more specifically soil management, is better conceptualized and better
reflects the problems of local ‘farmers’ when it places the gendered micro-politics of women
and men’s struggles over material and their symbolic meanings at the centre of analysis
(Moore, 1993). Also critical to the analysis are issues of race (whereby Africans are
constructed as the ‘other’ in the face of exogenous and modern ‘expertise’) and the deeply
contested terrain of the household as its members, differentiated by gender, class, age, life-
cycle and marital status renegotiate relations of and in production within an ever-changing
political economy (Mackenzie, 1995b:100-101).
21 Problematizing Conventional Approaches To Soil Management

Conventional approaches to soil management within the African context are
constituted and reproduced within broader concepts of ‘development’. Therefore, they must
foreground ‘development’, not simply as an unproblematized, static and monolithic force
‘out there’, but as a valid site for critical enquiry in itself (Ferguson and Gupta, 1997;

Gardner and Lewis, 1996). Such an enquiry might begin by recognizing that ‘development’
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is a firmly entrenched and taken-for-granted organizing concept, as Ferguson points out:

What is ‘development’ ? It is perhaps worth remembering just how recent a question this is. This
question, which today is apt to strike us as so natural, so self-evidently necessary, would have made
no sense even a century ago. It is a peculiarity of our historical era that the idea of ‘development’ is
central to so much of our thinking about so much of the world. It seems to us today almost non-
sensical to deny that there is such a thing as ‘development’, or to dismiss it as a meaningless concept,
just as it must have been virtually impossible to reject the concept ‘civilization' in the nineteenth
century, or the concept ‘God’ in the twelfth. Such central organizing concepts are not readily
discarded or rejected, for they form the very framework within which such argumentation takes place.
... Each of these central organizing concepts presupposes a central, unquestioned value, with respect
to which different world views can be articulated. ‘Development’ in our time is such a central value.

Wars are fought and coups are launched in its name. Entire systems of government and philosophy
are evaluated according to their ability to promote it. Indeed, it scems increasingly difficuit to find
any way to talk about large parts of the world except in these terms (1994:xiii).

Rather than discussing at length about how ‘development’ is defined within various
theoretical frameworks, the primary focus here is what it “has meant for those spaces and
people who it defines as its objects” (Crush, 1995:21). Resisting the basic impulse to fix,
define, categorize and bring order to a heterogeneous and constantly multiplying field of

meaning (ibid.:2), it is perhaps more useful to view ‘development’ as Ferguson suggests:

A dominant problematic or interpretive grid through which the impoverished regions of the world are
known to us. Within this grid, a host of everyday observations are rendered intelligible and
meaningful. Poor countries are by definition ‘less developed’, and the poverty and powerlessness of
the people who live in such countries are only the external signs of this underlying condition. ... Within
this problematic, it appears self-evident that debtor Third World nation-states and starving peasants
share a common ‘problem’, that both lack a singie ‘thing’: ‘development’ (1994:xiii).

The power that the ‘development’ problematic wields over the social imaginary of ‘Third
World’ countries - the way that social and environmental realities are created and controlled
- indicates the dominance of one portrayal of reality over other alternative ways of
representing reality (Opp, 1998:13-14). Illustrating how and why this dominance is
established and maintained, as well as how it may be critiqued and resisted, requires an
examination of the formation of the hegemonic discourse of ‘development’ (ibid.), and a
discussion of how it is embedded in soils issues.

By conceptualizing ‘development’ as an apparatus that institutes its own language
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and does something in response to a problem which it has a hand in constructing, it is

possible to investigate both the problematic discourse and effects of ‘development’ in Africa.
In the discussion that follows, I briefly explore the notion of ‘development’ as discourse
from a broad perspective, before bringing it to bear more specifically on soils issues in
Africa. [ then focus on the striking similarity and connections between contemporary and
colonial approaches to soils issues, and then turn attention to the production of hegemonic
‘development’ discourse pertaining to soil management in Africa perpetuated by major
‘development’ institutions, demonstrating the way ‘doomsday’ scenarios are constructed,
using World Bank documents to elucidate my argument. Finally, I draw out the problems
within ‘new’ approaches to soils issues, highlighting what ‘devel-opment’ discourse and
projects actually do in practice from a critical perspective.
2.1.1 ‘Development’ As Discourse

‘Development’ produces its own type of language and form of discourse. By
investigating the discourse of ‘development’, it is possible to explore the forms in which it
makes its arguments and establishes authority, the manner in which it constructs the world,
the ways in which its ideas are translated into real effects and can bring about intended and
unintended changes (Ferguson, 1994; Crush, 1995). In this sense, discourse is much more
than language. It also embodies social roles, cultural practices and political positions within
multiple relations - from the micro-politics of the household to broader North-South politics
- which deploy and channel power (Opp, 1997:14). Influenced by the work of Foucault,
Parpart and Marchand define discourse as “a historically, socially and institutionally specific
structure of statements, terms, categories and beliefs... the site where meanings are contested

and power relations determined” (1995:2-3). Power is inseparable from this






