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ABSTRACT 

This is a study of the micropolitics of land and labour in a wetland in western 
Kenya that has been subject to a long history of a development-endorsed ag-
ricultural scheme that was initiated by British colonial rulers, later by 
Kenya’s powerful state actors, and finally as part of the more recent food, fuel 
and finance-influenced global interest on land. In 2003, the Kenyan Govern-
ment leased 6,900 hectares of land to an American-based investor for large-
scale rice production. Drawing on eight months of ethnographic research, 
this study illustrates the significant transformation that accompanies large 
scale agricultural enterprises facilitated by land grabs. It resonates with the 
narrative that is often told about the differentiation of the peasantry, and the 
sharp inequalities that emerge from this process.  

While the forceful expulsion of peasant populations has received sig-
nificant attention in the land grab literature, the labour dimension remains 
largely underexplored, with empirical studies on the subject scant. This study 
examines the experiences of local people who have been incorporated into 
the foreign-owned agricultural scheme in various capacities. Engaging la-
bour as a central empirical category, it examines the labour regime and prac-
tices instituted in the enterprise, therefore bringing the into focus a critical 
space for analysing labourers’ everyday work lives.  Borrowing from Michael 
Burawoy’s work on industrial labour regimes and processes, the thesis argues 
that struggles and conflicts between enterprise managers and workers are 
not just structural but are a result of a particular way in which labour pro-
cesses at the site of production are organised. Hence, what requires analyses 
are the dynamics of the ‘relations in production’ which is distinct from the 
‘relations of production’ and be defined as the social relations between and 
amongst workers. This study therefore elucidates some of the everyday la-
bour struggles, conflicts, hierarchies and solidarities that emerge from the 
nature of the production of labour regimes instituted.  

This thesis also examines how seasonal/casual workers individually 
and collectively consolidate and negotiate their positions in the sphere of 
work. Using James Scott’s notion of ‘infrapolitics’ as real politics, the study 
analyses the covert and insidious avenues through which workers assert their 
claims and express their resistance. On this particular scheme, permanent 
recruits have established themselves as key figures with wide-ranging roles 
and responsibilities. They seemed to have monopolised significant portions 



– 6 – 

of the ‘pie’ and have diminished the boundaries within which the casual 
workforce can survive and make a decent living as agricultural labourers. 
Routine covert resistance by casual recruits indicates a concerted effort to 
renegotiate the margins of existing labour relationships, to test what can be 
gotten away with, and to include these margins as a part of a tolerable claim. 
Resistance on this agricultural project resembles nothing that one would im-
agine in the typical history of rural politics. There are no riots, strikes or open 
violent conflict. The kind of resistance that occurs here is cautious. It ad-
dresses workers’ immediate concerns without necessarily challenging and 
compromising the existence of the agricultural scheme in question. The in-
frapolitics that occurs on this scheme is part of a more general desire and 
hope by local residents who have been abandoned by the State to be free of 
poverty, despite the inadequate opportunities that the agricultural project 
provides them.  

This thesis has relevance for scholars and policy makers that are keen 
on the transformations that occur in the wake of the more recent global re-
valuation of land, and more specifically, in the labour politics that play out 
within emergent agribusiness enterprises.  
 
KEY WORDS: Land grab, labour, land, ethnography, hierarchies, rivalries, 
differentiation, micropolitics, wetlands, resistance, infrapolitics, conflict.  
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CHAPTER ONE 
INTRODUCTION 
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1.1 BACKGROUND 

A confluence of the triple ‘food-fuel-financial’ crisis has contributed to a ma-
jor revaluation of land over the past decade, resulting to what many observers 
refer to as the ‘global land grab’. This phenomenon is characterised by the 
acquisition of significant tracts of land largely in the global South, by foreign 
governments looking to secure their food and energy supply, and by transna-
tional and domestic companies and individuals enticed by the prospect of 
cheap land and high profit. In light of the vast experiences of dispossession, 
social exclusion and violence, this rush for land has catapulted into a politi-
cally significant global issue around which transnational social movements 
have intensified.  

Land grabbing is not new. It echoes centuries of numerous examples of 
events that can be traced back through human history. In England for in-
stance, the enclosure of communal fields into private land began as early as 
the twelfth century and reached its peak between the mid-eighteenth and 
mid-nineteenth centuries,1 a period that tallies with the emergence and rise 
of the industrial revolution. By the end of the nineteenth century, the great 
bulk of England’s rural land had been enclosed, sparing but a few village 
greens and pasture commons, with a mass of dispossessed and displaced 
peasants who had migrated to industrial cities in search for work.2 Elsewhere 
in North America and Australasia, the sixteenth century through the twenti-
eth century saw the brutal seizure of native peoples’ land by European em-
pires.3  In many parts of the global South, significant parcels of land were 
captured by pre-colonial rulers in territorial conflicts with one another, and 
later during the era of colonialism.4 In Africa for instance, colonial settlers 
and companies expropriated millions of hectares of land through successive 
land rushes from the late 1800s to independence.5 Such lands were trans-
formed into large-scale plantations dedicated to the production of cash crops. 
Many of these foreign-owned estates continued to operate long after inde-
pendence, often under the purported logic of agricultural commercialisation. 
Besides colonial and foreign-driven acquisitions, local and national elites 

                                                            
1 Mingay (2014). 
2 Kain, Chapman, and Oliver (2004). 
3 See Moses (2008); Muckle (2012).  
4 White et al. (2012: 623). 
5 See Alden Wily (2012); Cotula (2013: 15–34). 
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have for a long time been key expropriators of land, facilitated by their polit-
ical networks and ethnic affiliations.6    

But tracking the history of land grabbing unveils much more than just 
its antiquity.7 Land enclosures of the past are significant for the political pat-
terns and processes that were instituted, which continue to shape “how” and 
“where” land grabs occur today.8 It is in this long history of land grabbing 
that one can find the establishment of “the legal manipulations [and manoeu-
vres] which continue to make [land] rushes possible.”9 Many of the funda-
mental tenets that rationalise and facilitate the capturing of land today were 
established in past episodes of land enclosures. Such tenets include, for in-
stance (i) the discursive notion of lands that are ‘vacant’ and ‘unused, which 
effectively renders such land by definition, ‘available’, and open for “trans-
formation into global granaries,”10 (ii) the argument that common property 
systems are susceptible to neglect, ecological exhaustion and ruin, hence the 
capturing of land and securing it as exclusive property through legal means, 
ensures the efficiency of its use, and (iii) the legitimacy of appropriating one’s 
land for reasons of public purpose and public interest.   

In comparison to earlier resource grabs and enclosure of the commons, 
today’s land grabs exhibit features that are distinctive to the current neolib-
eral capitalist world system.11 They involve new mechanisms of land control 
and alliances, “new crops with new labor processes and objectives for the 
growers, new actors and subjects, and new legal and practical instruments 
for possessing [and] expropriating or challenging previous land controls.”12 
Contemporary land grabs are also much more polycentric than previous “pat-
terns of core-periphery and North-South relations” that were salient in the 
colonial era.13  

                                                            
6 Rose (2002); Attah (2013a, 2013b); Claessens, Mudinga, and Ansoms (2014). 
7 Alden Wily (2012). 
8 Franco et al. (2012, 10). 
9 Alden Wily (2012, 752). 
10 Borras and Franco (2010, 9). 
11 Harvey (2003); Heynen et al. (2007); van der Ploeg (2010); Borras et al. (2011); Peluso 

and Lund (2011). 
12 Peluso and Lund (2011, 668). 
13 Margulis, Mckeon, and Borras (2013); Land acquisitions are however not well character-

ised by the 'core-periphery' tag in South America. Countries such as Argentina and Brazil 
for instance, are both the targets and the major players in land grab cases in the region. 
See for example Murmis and Murmis (2012); Perrone (2013). This is also evident in Chi-
nese land grabs in Australia-- See Margulis and Porter (2013). 
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Sociologist Saskia Sassen explains that the global land grab is occurring 
in a context within which sovereign states are exerting their territorial con-
trol.14 Trans-border capital flows and property rights pass through, as op-
posed to circumventing various formal governance mechanisms including 
trade and investment agreements and financial markets.15 The new rush for 
land is a significant arena of emergent transnational political struggles for 
resource control and authority. These struggles not only involve who should 
control the land, but for what purposes the land should be used and for what 
markets.16 Today’s land grabs demonstrate “an active making of an increas-
ingly large number of partial, often highly specialized cross-border spaces 
and arrangements”17, taking place at a time when land is rapidly becoming a 
global market commodity--- a shift from national sovereign territory.18 The 
high demand for land by global capital has led to the rapid commodification 
and financialisation19 of the resource, and has “repurposed” national terri-
tory in line with the demands of foreign states and corporations.20 This shift 
does not indicate the finality of the State, but rather its transformation, as it 
increasingly engages in processes that function in accordance with transna-
tional logic.21 Hence, the character of contemporary land grabs adds a new 
layer and places new tensions on the historical developments that have in-
creased pressures on land.22   

Despite the significant contributions from the fast-growing body of 
scholarly work that have contributed to a better understanding of the land 
grab phenomenon, there are still unresolved issues around how to define the 
term; a subject that is muddied by the still-unravelling, fluid character of 
contemporary land deals. Further restricting a consensus on how to catego-
rise and define contemporary land grabs, are the polarised perspectives on 
such transactions that advocate for simplistic ‘win-win’ scenarios, where lo-
cal people and investors benefit through employment and new contracting 

                                                            
14 Sassen (2013). 
15 Ibid. 
16 Ibid., (29). 
17 Ibid., (8). 
18 Ibid., (26). 
19 Arrighi (2010). 
20 Ibid., (29). 
21 Ibid., (28). 
22 Huggins (2011); Alden Wily (2012); Amanor (2012); McMichael (2012); White et al. 

(2012). 
 



– 16 – 

arrangements that are viewed as opportunities rather than threats23, and 
those who foresee potential doom and catastrophe across social, economic 
and ecological dimensions.24  Ruth Hall argues that while the term land grab-
bing is effective in the activist milieu, it “obscures vast differences in the le-
gality, structure and outcomes of commercial land deals, and deflects atten-
tion from the roles of domestic elites and governments as partners, interme-
diaries and beneficiaries.”25  Saturnino Borras, Jennifer Franco, Sergio 
Gómez, Kay Cristóbal and Max Spoor’s take on a more political approach. 
They define land grabbing as: 

“The capturing and control of relatively vast tracts of land and 
other natural resources through a variety of mechanisms and 
forms involving large-scale capital that often shifts resource use 
to that of extraction, whether for international or domestic pur-
poses, as capital’s response to the convergence of food, energy 
and financial crises, climate change mitigation imperatives, and 
demands for resources from newer hubs of global capital.”26   

This definition is useful in analytical terms, first and foremost, because it 
does not overamplify the quantitative aspect of land grabs, although size re-
mains important. For instance, 100 hectares of prime floricultural land, 
10000 hectares of rice paddy and 100,000 hectares of land enclosed for live-
stock grazing may be comparable in terms of the capital and scale of labour 
involved, despite the significant difference in their biophysical requirements. 
Secondly, it provides a useful political economy perspective that views land 
grabbing as a manifestation of “control grabbing”-- which can be viewed as 
the capturing and the control of land (and its associated resources) so as to 
“control the benefits of its use”.27 Control grabbing therefore captures the 
range of localised forms of land grabs, such as water grabs28, green grabs29, 
and other forms of the “foreignisation of space”.30 Viewed from this angle, 
                                                            
23 Meinzen-Dick and Braun (2009, 3–4); Deininger et al. (2010). 
24 La Via Campesina (2011). 
25 Hall (2011, 193). For a discussion on the merits and vulnerabilities of the term "land grab", 

see Borras and Franco (2010); Borras et al. (2012); Edelman, Oya, and Borras (2013); 
Margulis, Mckeon, and Borras (2013). 

26 Borras et al. (2012, 851). 
27 Ibid. (850–867). 
28 See Allan et al. (2012); Mehta, Veldwisch and Franco (2012); Woodhouse (2012). 
29 Fairhead, Leach, and Scoones (2012). 
30 Zoomers (2010); Urioste (2012). 
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land grabs need not always result in dispossession to be regarded as such.31 
Resource extraction and alienation for international or domestic purposes is 
the fundamental character of a land grab.32  What is at stake is the power to 
make decisions about how the captured lands (and by extension, resources 
such as water and labour) are to be used and for what purposes,  both  at 
present and in future.33 Land grabbing should be viewed within the context 
of the logic of capital ---the desire for profit.  

Borras et al’s formulation of control grabbing builds on the work of 
Sara Berry, one of the foundational scholars of the concept of ‘access’, who 
emphasised that the ability to generate a livelihood is dependent on the “abil-
ity to control and use resources effectively.”34 Jesse Ribot and Nancy Peluso 
built on Berry’s notion, arguing that access is not only gained, but that it is 
also controlled and maintained. Their theorisation of access defines it as not 
just the “right to benefit from things”, but also the “ability to derive benefits 
from things.”35  More recently is Derek Hall, Philip Hirsh and Tania Li’s fram-
ing of access in terms of “exclusion”, which extends beyond the normative 
and limiting rights-based perspective to access. 36 Their approach politicises 
and operationalises the concept of exclusion by focusing on the ‘prevention’ 
of the ability to benefit. It underscores the power and contention amongst 
actors. Exclusion is therefore elevated from being just a rights issue, as is of-
ten the case in much of the literature on land grabs, which view and propose 
forms of inclusion such as land titling as a remedy for exclusion-- hence 
granting the legal right to access.  

Hall et al. identify various inadequacies and conundrums of this per-
spective. One is that land titling is both exclusionary and inclusionary, as 
their benefits are often not distributed equally. While most rural landholders 
are happy with the prospect of obtaining formal land titles for individually-
held plots of land in poorly defined and state recognised arrangements, the 
land titling process can diminish security and exacerbate existing inequali-
ties with regard to land access.37 In some cases, the prospect of titling or the 
opportunity to take advantage of corrupt practices of local land registries 
                                                            
31 Borras et al. (2012, 850). 
32 Wolford (2010). 
33 Franco et al. (2014, 3). 
34 Berry (1989, 41). 
35 Ribot and Peluso (2003); See also Sikor and Lund (2009). 
36 Hall, Hirsch, and Li (2011). 
37 Ibid. 
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have given foreign or powerful domestic interests opportunities to grab 
land.38 

More recently, discussions about access have tended to shift towards 
‘possession’ -- a concept that is closely related to control and appears directly 
applicable to Hall et al’s ‘powers of exclusion’. In his research on Vietnam’s 
tree growing plantations, Thomas Sikor applies the term “politics of posses-
sion” to argue that access and exclusion do not only how involve how land 
(and its related resources) is acquired, but how it is controlled and main-
tained. Possession, he argues, fundamentally entails a component of control, 
as the entitlements and rights of a social actor situates him/her “in relation 
to the authorizing powers of politico-legal institutions”.39  

While processes and procedures of land grabs have received significant 
attention in recent years, the labour dimension has garnered scant attention 
and scrutiny. While there has been scholarship calling for a centering40 and 
re-engagement of labour in the land grab debate, empirical studies on the 
subject are few and far between. However, recent research has emerged that 
explores how capital, land and labour combine in different configurations 
within dynamics of corporate capital and agricultural production.   In her 
study on sugar producing estates in the Zambezi River Valley in Mozam-
bique, Bridget O’Laughlin examines the effects of the organisation of planta-
tion work on the health of workers, their households and surrounding com-
munities. Her work shows that the success of large-scale agricultural 
schemes in the range of modernised technological operations including irri-
gation and milling, is reliant on methods of labour recruitment and payment, 
as well as the organisation of work that devastate individual and public 
health. 41 In her study of the situation of workers in oil palm plantations in 
Indonesia, Hariati Sinaga observes that despite the rapid growth of the oil 
palm sector, workers’ plight, particularly in relation to income, remains “de-
plorable”.42  

Drawing on her research in West Kalimantan, Indonesia, Tania Li ex-
plores the gendered dynamics of palm among smallholders and plantation 
workers, observing that the benefits of oil palm are tangible but are limited 

                                                            
38 Borras (2010). 
39 Sikor (2012, 1089). 
40 Li (2011); See also Oya (2013b). 
41 O’Laughlin (2016). 
42 Sinaga (2013). 
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to particular social groups.43 In her research on Mozambique’s largest sugar 
estate in Xinavane, Alicia Lazzarini interrogates the recent transformation of 
sugarcane production by South African investors. She identifies gender and 
migration-based labour management practices that are not only consistent 
with the trend toward labour “flexibilisation” within South African agribusi-
ness practice, but also practices that are reminiscent of Portuguese colonial 
practice.44  

To highlight the central role that labour ought to play in the land grab 
debate, Li makes an important argument: 

“The truncated trajectory of agrarian transition in much of the 
global South, one in which there is no pathway from country to 
city, agriculture to industry, or even a clear pathway into stable 
plantation work that pays a living wage, is the crucial scale at 
which to review the global land grab debate.”45 

Whether we use Henry Bernstein’s concept--‘classes of labour’46, or engage a 
more classic term, i.e. proletarians/semi-proletarians, at the forefront of 
analyses of land and resource grabbing should be a discussion of the experi-
ences and outcomes for local people who are incorporated into agro-produc-
tion schemes as wage workers, or who combine different forms of social re-
production.  It is often argued that the extent to which local communities can 
benefit from large-scale agricultural investments depends to a great degree 
on enterprises’ employment intensity, particularly in cases where communi-
ties may have been forced into de facto proletarian statuses by being evicted 
or pushed off their land with the backing of the state.47 When peoples’ land 
and labour are needed in foreign-owned agribusiness schemes, they are be-
ing incorporated into the emergent new enterprises.48  Rather than a bother-

                                                            
43 Li (2015a). 
44 Lazzarini (2016). 
45 Li (2011, 296). 
46  In his fairly recent work, Bernstein offers the concept, ‘classes of labour’, comprising clas-

sic wage labourers as well as people who sell their labour indirectly, that is, all “those who 
have to pursue their reproduction through insecure and oppressive –and typically in-
creasingly scarce – wage employment and/or a range of likewise precarious small-scale 
and insecure, informal sector (‘survival’) activity, including farming; in effect, various and 
complex combinations of employment and self-employment.” Bernstein (2008, 18).  

47 Li (2011). 
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some inconvenience or an afterthought to a control grab, the presence of la-
bourers that are land-poor or landless is often a critical necessity to ensuring 
that a land deal becomes economically viable for an investor. Irrespective of 
whether prospective investments pledge to provide employment, the pro-
ceeding agricultural schemes may not necessarily create adequate job oppor-
tunities to safeguard future rural livelihoods that are stable.49 Often, land and 
labour are required to fix capital in a particular location, for a given dura-
tion.50 Li’s effort to draw attention to the labour questions brought about by 
land and resource grabs hence makes an important stride. Her analysis high-
lights the connection between present-day land grabs and the ongoing dis-
possession of rural peoples.51 

Questioning a teleological understanding of the concept of primitive 
accumulation,52 scholars engaging the notion of continuous dispossession ar-
gue that circuits of capital are kept in a constant state of movement by way of  
people’s expulsion from their land, the subsequent incorporation into the  
enterprises that follow, and their eviction from these enterprises when com-
modity booms flop or when investors change their modes of production.53 
The notion of dispossession as continuous, as opposed to a one-time histori-
cal event, alludes that contemporary land grabs are a fundamental constitu-
tion of an ongoing process through which circuits of capital are reproduced.54 
Understanding present-day land grabs as part of an ongoing process of dis-
possession highlights not just the initial separation of surplus people from 
their land, it as well calls attention to the ways in which they might be incor-
porated into the emergent enterprises and then purged from them.55 

While a lot of the literature on large grabs and large-scale farming so 
far have tended to focus on what is being taken away [land rights, water 
rights, diverse agricultural systems etc.], few studies focus on what large 
scale agricultural enterprises install--- that is, not just the crop, but the social 
and political relations that accompany large scale agricultural schemes.  In 
this effort, this thesis is particularly interested in engaging labour as an em-
pirical category. My exploration of the subject stems from a general curiosity 

                                                            
49 Araghi (2009); Li (2010). 
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51 See also Li (2010). 
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about what happens to rural communities who have been incorporated into 
agricultural enterprises once investors have secured land and began to pro-
duce. In line with this interest, this study examines the experiences of local 
people who have been incorporated as wage workers into a foreign-owned 
large-scale agricultural scheme in western Kenya. It examines how the enter-
prise operates --that is, the character of the labour regime in place.  

My analysis is based on eight months of ethnographic field work in 
western Kenya, conducted between 2013 and 2014. The following research 
questions guide this study: 1) In what ways would local communities be in-
corporated into large-scale agricultural schemes facilitated by land grabs, 
and what differentiated classes might be been created in the process? ii) 
What would be the character of the labour regimes employed on the subse-
quently established agricultural enterprises [including the patterns of re-
cruitment, the labour processes and the organisation of work as the labour 
relations]?  iii) How might workers who have been incorporated into emerg-
ing enterprises negotiate their claims in the sphere of work?  

In the sections that follow, a contextual account of the land grab and 
subsequent agricultural enterprise in question is discussed, keeping in mind 
that land grabs occur under different socioeconomic and political realities 
that have varied histories. The discussion situates the land grab under study 
as part of a long history of a development-endorsed agricultural scheme that 
was initiated by British colonial rulers, later by Kenya’s powerful state actors, 
and finally by a foreign investor. Following the ethnographic tradition, the 
analysis portrays a landscape that not only conveys the experiences of my 
participants but engages my own presence in the field. Moreover, my writing 
style utilises a relatively personal and active voice, but changes in contextual 
outlines that serve as information of a more general kind.  

1.2 A DECADES-LONG PROJECT TRAJECTORY 

Saddled along the north-eastern shores of Lake Victoria lies the Yala Swamp, 
a 17,500-hectare wetland located between Siaya, Bondo and Busia counties 
in the Nyanza Province of Western Kenya.56 The swamp is bordered by River 
Yala to the north and River Nzoia to the south. It is a rich and vibrant ecosys-
tem characterised by a dense population of papyrus, and contains three 
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freshwater lakes: Lake Kanyaboli, Lake Sare and Lake Namboyo57 which pro-
vide a sanctuary for fish species that have long vanished from Lake Victoria.58 
The wetland harbours a wide array of wildlife including leopards, crocodiles, 
hippopotamuses and hyenas. On a rare occasion, one may spot the critically 
endangered Sitatunga antelope. 

The inhabitants of Siaya and Bondo counties predominantly belong to 
the Luo ethnic group, a Nilotic people with relations to the Dinka of South 
Sudan and the Lango and Padhola of Uganda.59 After migrating from South 
Sudan, and a brief sojourn in Uganda, the Kenya Luo settled in the area that 
is today Siaya County sometime between 1490 and 1517, and later dispersed 
to other regions in the greater Nyanza Province.60 The Luo are Kenya’s third 
largest ethnic group, after the Kikuyu of Central Kenya and the Luhya of 
Western Kenya. The Luo are traditional fishermen and agriculturalists.61 As 
a response to seasonality and environmental unpredictability, the livelihood 
system amongst the “people of the lake” is considerably diverse,62 but mainly 
constitutes farming, fishing and livestock herding.63 In any given year, a ‘back 
and forth’ rhythm occurs between the elements of this “tri-economy”.64 Dur-
ing the pre-colonial period, the significance of any of these livelihood ele-
ments, in relation to others, was a dependent on seasonality. Hence during 
the major cultivation seasons or when grazing pasture was being sought, fish-
ing would decline.65 In times of drought, people’s livelihoods would rest on 
fishing. For this reason, Kim Geheb and Tony Binns assert that the line of 
demarcation between fishers and farmers in Nyanza Province is as challeng-
ing to identify “as that between certain cultivating and pastoral groups in 
other parts of Africa”.66 Although the features of the Luo livelihood system 
are inherently dynamic, there has been a gradual shift in this dynamism over 
the past few decades.  

                                                            
57 Thenya et al. (2006). 
58 See Witte et al. (1991); Aloo (2003). 
59  In Kenya, as in most of sub-Saharan Africa, ethnic groups tend to dominate specific re-

gions of the country, which means that an ‘outsider’ is spotted quickly, and often, with 
considerable curiosity and suspicion.  

60 Ogot (1967); Herbich (2002). 
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In the early 1950s, the British colonial government introduced the Nile 
Perch into Lake Victoria. Its introduction was part of an initiative by colonial 
officials to expand the variety of palatable fish, and to boost Lake Victoria's 
economic productivity which had largely depended on two indigenous tilapia 
species.67  In what had been viewed as a bothersome irony by British officials, 
Africa’s most expansive lake harboured some of continent’s smallest fish –a 
majority of them from the small cichlid variety.68 Officials struggled to find 
economic use for what they now referred to as 'trash fish'. As a solution to the 
problem, fisheries managers hoped that the Nile Perch-- which they consid-
ered to be much more marketable---would feed on the cichlids and populate 
the lake.69 

For about twenty years following its introduction, the initiative seemed 
futile. The Nile Perch occupied the Lake Victoria in meagre numbers. 70 Then 
in the mid-1970s, for explanations that scientists do not entirely compre-
hend, the Nile Perch population suddenly shot up. The annual fish harvest 
averaged 500,000 tonnes by the late 1980s from about 100,000 tonnes in 
the 1970s -- translating to a rise in value from roughly $16 million to more 
than $80 million in 1989.71 This population spike, known as the 'Nile Perch 
boom', transformed the economies on the Lake Victoria shore. As a note, the 
fishing industry along the Lake Victoria shores had been fairly vibrant even 
before ‘boom years’ although it had been supplemented by agricultural and 
pastoral enterprises.72 And, artisanal fishing was a fulcrum of a barter system 
of trade during the pre-colonial period.73 Further, the construction of Kenya’s 
Kisumu-Mombasa railway during the colonial period laid the foundation for 
a cash-based economy. However, it was the Nile Perch that established what 
became a globally significant fishing industry. The indigenous fish had been 
unsuitable for export as they were small and bony. The Nile Perch in contrast 
was big and fleshy. Processing facilities were established along the lake’s 
shores, and Nile Perch fillets were exported to European, American and Aus-
tralian markets.74 The lifestyles of communities around the lake’s periphery 
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were transformed as a result of this “rapid integration with the global econ-
omy.”75 

But the introduction of the Nile Perch also caused significant ecological 
effects in Lake Victoria. Scientists discovered that what colonial officials had 
referred to as 'trash fish', was a biological phenomenon known as 'species 
flock' --- where species rapidly evolve from a single ancestral species.76 As the 
Nile perch population increased, they preyed on the trash fish so ravenously 
and effectively that whole species began to vanish before they could even be 
formally described.77 Ichthyologists  condemned this loss of biodiversity as a 
classic demonstration of the catastrophic results of environmental misman-
agement.78 However, such assessments have been weakened by the more re-
cent acknowledgement of other factors such as the intensification of agricul-
ture on the lake shore, as well as trawl-fishing.79  

The Nile Perch regime introduced a spate of changes in the traditional 
Luo 'tri-economy'. In the 1980s, when the profitable boom years peaked, 
farming was largely side-lined as people engaged in the fishing industry. Peo-
ple over-invested in pricy fishing equipment,80 but when fish productivity 
deteriorated in the 1990s, many began to reaffirm the value of a diversified 
economy.81 However, those in debt found that small-scale farming in the 
characteristically weak western Kenya soils was unable to yield the levels of 
income that they had come to enjoy during the lucrative boom period.82 Nev-
ertheless, farming is now largely viewed as much more dependable and easier 
to monitor, while fishing is seen as an activity that is “hit and miss”.83 The 
lake is seen to offer less security than the land. In addition, given high popu-
lation levels in some areas of Nyanza Province as well as the shortage of graz-
ing land, livestock keeping has become increasingly difficult.84 Furthermore, 
livestock are regarded as a status symbol and are used for wealth accumula-
tion and the payment of bride price --not necessarily as an income source.85 
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However, surplus income from either fishing or farming, or both, may be in-
vested in livestock.  

The Yala Swamp has been an area of keen interest to the Kenyan Gov-
ernment for several decades. Efforts to transform the wetland into large-
scale agricultural land date back as far as the 1950s, when the colonial Gov-
ernment of Kenya commissioned Sir Alexander Gibb & Partners -- a British 
civil engineering firm -- to explore the agricultural potential of the Kenyan 
portion of the Nile Basin.86 The firm recommended the drainage of the entire 
wetland for agricultural use.87  

In 1963, shortly after Kenya’s independence, the new government ap-
pealed to the United Nations (UN) for support to implement the recommen-
dations brought forth by Sir Gibb & Partners. The appeal was granted under 
a joint project funded by the United Nations Development Programme 
(UNDP), with the Food and Agricultural Organisation (FAO) as the executing 
agency.88 The reclamation of the wetland began in 1965 and by 1970, a total 
of 2,300 hectares of the swamp had been drained. The accomplished works 
included: the construction of a 7.5-kilometre diversion canal on River Yala; 
the construction of a 2.5-kilometre dyke that separated Lake Kanyaboli from 
the swamp, and the construction of an 8.8-kilometre feeder canal to Lake 
Kanyaboli. However later in the same year, further plans to reclaim addi-
tional areas of the swamp stalled on the realisation that the planned activities 
had been grossly under-estimated, and sufficient funds could not be secured 
from donors. This reclaimed area -2300 hectares- remained ‘idle’ for several 
years despite the structural work that had been done, and gradually devel-
oped into good cultivable and grazing land for the local communities.89  

Confronted with a rapidly growing population and the need to increase 
food production for national food security, as well as the need to improve 
earnings in foreign exchange, the government revisited the issue of the Yala 
Swamp.90 In 1972, the government of the Netherlands was requested to pro-
vide technical assistance so that reclamation activities on the Yala Swamp 
could proceed. The new project under the banner – ‘Yala Swamp Investiga-
tion Project’, was now championed by ILACO-- a Dutch consulting firm. Be-
tween 1973 and 1974, the firm undertook a feasibility study that included a 
                                                            
86 The Yala swamp is part of the Nile Basin.  
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soil and water analysis, as well as an evaluation of the wetland’s farming po-
tential under both irrigation and rain-fed conditions. The firm also proposed 
the reclamation of a further 9,200 hectares, to bring together 11,500 hectares 
under development.91 However, the additional 9,200 hectares were never re-
claimed due to financial and management constraints. Hence, only the 2,300 
hectares already reclaimed by the UNDP/FAO project was put under agricul-
tural use by the Lake Basin Development Authority – an institution that was 
established by the government in 1979 to manage the resources of the Lake 
Victoria Basin in western Kenya, and to spearhead economic development in 
the region.92 In the same year, the government commissioned a consortium 
of engineers to prepare detailed designs for drainage, irrigation and road in-
frastructure on the wetland. Their designs were approved and tender docu-
ments prepared, but yet again, none of the work was implemented due to 
financial restrictions. Throughout the 1980s, the Lake Basin Development 
Authority oversaw the small-scale cultivation of cereals, pulses and horticul-
tural crops on some of the already reclaimed land. However, but the financial 
benefits were marginal.   

Financial and technical assistance for the wetland’s reclamation had up 
to this point been sought through development aid channels. But as an earlier 
report prepared by HVA International and International Land Development 
Consultants (ILACO) in 1982 suggested, the government’s development ex-
penditure to reclaim the swamp needed to be supplemented by private in-
vestment.93  In other words, without significant private investment, attempts 
to fully reclaim the wetland would likely be futile. But private investors ex-
pressed little interest in taking over the development of the wetland. Mean-
while, the Lake Basin Development Authority continued to oversee the culti-
vation of some of the areas that had been earlier reclaimed, only until the 
early-1990s, when a dyke broke due to mismanagement and neglect. The en-
tire Yala Swamp reclamation project was shelved. By the mid-1990s, it was 
clear that only committed and significant investment could propel the stalled 
project.  
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Then in 1999, a new player emerged into the picture. It seemed that 
after a decades-long attempt to transform the wetland into large-scale agri-
cultural land, the project’s trajectory was about gain a much-awaited stimu-
lus that would finally steer it towards fruition. 

1.3 A ONE-MAN ENTERPRISE 

Charles Downey94 is an American-based Canadian businessman who made 
his fortune from real estate and construction in the United States, as well as 
operating corporate aircraft, textile production in Mexico and pig farming. 
Influenced by his Christian evangelism, he had always felt a deep sense of 
purpose; a desire and calling to do something profound and meaningful—
that God had bestowed upon him the financial capacity to transform the lives 
of the poor. Inspired by the narratives of a member of his local church who 
had visited Kenya, Downey decided that he would venture there too.  

In 1999, just before the turn of the new millennium, Downey visited 
western Kenya, his first time in Africa, eager to implement his cause to one 
of the most impoverished areas of the region. On this visit, following consul-
tation with several local businessmen and a reverend, he made the decision 
to take on the stalled Yala Swamp project. Initially, Downey had been advised 
to invest in a nearby rice production scheme in the Kano Plain in Kisumu 
County in Western Kenya.95 Why this particular scheme was proposed for 
investment by his ‘local advisers’ is unclear, but the underlying basis could 
have been the Gibb & Partners survey from the early 1950s, which had iden-
tified the Plain as far more superior in terms of size and productive potential 
in comparison to the Yala Swamp.96 Nevertheless, Downey abandoned his 
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their privacy.  
95  This data is derived from an interview with Charles Downey on 17th January 2013. The 

interview was impromptu and unplanned, as I had not anticipated meeting him at the 
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ated with an international NGO, who were in Siaya on mission to donate water filters to 
local residents. Together, we were housed in Farringdon Farm’s guest quarters. During 
these conversations Downey would narrate his involvement in the land deal. 
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plans to invest in the Kano Plain on the realisation that it had already been 
set aside by a farmers’ initiative funded by the Government.97    

Roughly around the time that Downey visited western Kenya, the gov-
ernment was in the midst of evaluating the accomplishments and challenges 
that it had experienced in implementing its nation-wide development plan 
for the 1997-2001 period, in order to draft its national development plan for 
the subsequent years. These plans generally support and endorse agricultural 
development, but more explicitly promote foreign and private sector invest-
ment to boost the country’s agriculture. Within the National Development 
Plans are the District Development Plans, which are tailored to the needs of 
specific districts. In the Siaya District Development Plan for the 2002 to 
2008 period, the Ministry of Development planning and Finance captured 
the magnitude of food insecurity in the district, noting that its poverty rate 
had risen from 41% in the mid-1990s to about 60% in 2000, with 55% of the 
Siaya’s population being food-poor.98 The report further emphasised that the 
district’s food supply was enough for only four months per year, and that 
much of this supply was sourced from neighbouring districts and across the 
border in Uganda. Moreover, the region’s cash crops—sugarcane and cotton-
- had faired quite poorly in the previous plan period of 1997-2001.99  

Under such conditions of food insecurity and poverty, it is not surpris-
ing that the Siaya and Bondo county councils eagerly embraced Downey’s in-
vestment plans for large-scale rice production on the Yala Swamp. Shortly 
after his consultations, Downey prepared a project proposal together with 
the Lake Basin Development Authority, in its capacity as the institution with 
authority over the developmental activities on the Yala Swamp. In 2003, 
Downey signed a Memorandum of Understanding and a contract with the 
Siaya and Bondo County councils. The agreement stipulated that Downey 
would lease a total of 6,900 hectares of the wetland from the county councils 
for a period of 25 years with the possibility of a 20- year extension.100    

A requisite specified in the Memorandum of Understanding and the 
lease agreement, was that an Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) 
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needed to be conducted. 101 In adherence with this requirement, Downey 
commissioned an EIA for a large-scale rice irrigation scheme that was later 
ratified by the National Environment Management Authority (NEMA)--a 
government institution that oversees and promotes the integration of envi-
ronmental considerations related to development policies, plans, pro-
grammes and projects in Kenya.102 The EIA was conducted by the Lake Basin 
Development Authority between 2003 and 2004, but apprehensions soon 
arose concerning the Lake Basin Development Authority impartiality, given 
that it was this very institution that had facilitated the land deal and had au-
thored the project proposal together with Downey. Several environmental-
ists, local non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and civil society organi-
sations (CSOs) therefore challenged and disputed the credibility of this EIA, 
arguing that it represented a severe conflict of interest, and was far from an 
independent exercise.103  Another area of concern, besides the issue of im-
partiality, is that the EIA lacked sufficient environmental safeguards and in-
frastructural obligations for Downey’s scheme, and no sections addressing: 
soil and water pollution; water rights; local residents’ fishing rights; local em-
ployment opportunities and corporate social responsibility programmes.104 
Nevertheless, with an EIA license granted by NEMA, the land lease signed 
and several construction permits in place, Downey in 2004, proceeded to es-
tablish his large-scale agricultural scheme that I call Farringdon Farm.105   

Before rice planting could begin, a great deal of rehabilitation and con-
struction work was necessary. This included restoring the dyke that broke in 
the 1990s, completing the unfinished weir, clearing and levelling the land, 
reconstructing the feeder and diversion canals, building farm infrastructure-
- including access roads, milling and storage facilities, an airstrip and staff 
residences.106  In late 2004, rain-fed maize cultivation began (to prepare the 
soil for rice production) in tandem with the construction of irrigation infra-
structure. Rice cultivation finally began in 2006, but it quickly became clear 
that Downey had more plans in mind.107  
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Beyond the planned-for rice production, Downey began to simultane-
ously experiment with different crops including soybeans and sugarcane. He 
also launched an aquaculture scheme to breed tilapia. But the approved EIA 
that was carried out two years earlier had only assessed the impact of large-
scale rice production. The assessment had not factored in any of the other 
projects. Hence, the National Environmental Management Authority 
(NEMA) requested Downey to commission a new EIA – one that would in-
corporate the additional activities. A team of consultants recruited by 
Downey submitted a new EIA on his behalf.108 Once again, the question of 
impartiality and comprehensiveness arose, with various NGOs and CSOs em-
phasising the revised EIA’s inadequacy in coverage and detail, calling for 
NEMA to reject the report.109  These deliberations were the result of a forum 
that was facilitated by ActionAid-Kenya to discuss and assess the revised and 
submitted EIA. A brief note prepared by Community Action Initiative Group 
Kenya (CIAG-Kenya) – a civil society organisation based in neighbouring Ki-
sumu County-- guided the forum discussion. This guiding document indi-
cates that the lead consultant who had been commissioned by Downey to 
conduct the revised EIA was employed full-time at the Lake Basin Develop-
ment Authority (LBDA).110 While this was certainly the case, the consultant 
was also an officially listed independent expert that had been registered by 
NEMA to conduct EIAs and Audits within the country. Still, the recruitment 
of the consultant as the EIA lead expert while employed by the LBDA was a 
severe conflict of interest.   

In 2006, the Ujamaa Center --a progressive and dynamic community 
organisation dedicated to the mobilisation of Kenyans to reclaim the posses-
sion of local natural resources – was funded by an international NGO to un-
dertake an independent environmental assessment of Downey’s scheme.111 A 
major critique offered by Ujamaa was that the revised EIA report submitted 
by Downey had consolidated all the farm’s operations into a single project. 
Each activity had therefore not been sufficiently assessed.112 However, de-
spite emphasising the need for separate EIAs for each farm operation, the 
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EIA report commissioned by Ujamaa lumped all the projects into a single 
document.   

Just as land-related surveys and evaluations regarding the reclamation 
and rehabilitation of the Yala wetland trace back to the 1950s, so are the mis-
givings regarding the reclamation’s impact. However, these concerns largely 
centred on an environmental perspective, but failed to take into account any 
socio-economic outcomes. Social geographer Raphael Kareri notes that con-
tributions from social scientists only began to take ground in the early 1990s.  
Before then, there had been no adequate proposals on how to integrate local 
resource users into the conservation and management of the wetland.113 The 
swamp was regarded a sporadically inhabited, and in some descriptions, 
‘empty’ and ‘useless’.114 Communities on the wetland had therefore been 
largely overlooked as being irrelevant to development initiatives on the wet-
land. In a 1970 FAO report that outlined the social services that would have 
to be established once the swamp was reclaimed, more than an approxi-
mately 40,000 new settlers were expected to inhabit the wetland, along with 
the cursorily acknowledged existence of a local population.115  

In his 1980 ecological study of the Yala Swamp, Kenneth Mavuti ob-
served that “some” households were living on the drier areas in the wetland’s 
northernmost and southernmost sections, and that just a few residences 
could be identified in the central and western regions of the swamp.116 Still, 
communities in and around the wetland certainly depended on its resources. 
They used the wetland’s drier spots to graze their cattle and grow their crops, 
they hunted its wild game, they fished its lakes and rivers, and they harvested 
its papyrus.117 Yet, it seems that much of the wetland only became viable for 
extensive small-scale agriculture when it was drained during those initial ef-
forts to exploit it for agriculture in the early 1970s.118 By the 1990s, a view had 
developed that not only are wetlands critical for restoring biodiversity-- they 
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hold significant socio-economic, cultural and historical value for communi-
ties as well119--- issues that Kareri emphasised should be considered in devel-
opment planning.120   

The reactions to the Memorandum of Understanding and the EIA have 
only been one of the varied responses of Downey’s enterprise, and while the 
controversy around the discourses and “facts” surrounding these documents 
are important, the real contention in the Yala Swamp centers on the local 
communities’ responses and reactions to the land deal itself. 

1.4 COMMUNITY REACTIONS 

From independence until 2010, when Kenya promulgated its new constitu-
tion, land was categorised as government land, trust land and private land. 
Government land, vested in the newly independent country in 1963 was held 
in trust by the government for the people of Kenya, and included townships, 
forests, national parks, water bodies and alienated lands.121 Trust land, on the 
other hand, was land held in trust by the local authorities on behalf of local 
residents in a given area, allowing for collective customary land tenure.122 All 
resources on trust land were therefore managed and controlled by the local 
authorities.  

As the most expansive form of tenure in Kenya, trust land was made up 
of the former native lands that the British settlers had instituted during the 
colonial period. The settlers had called for the grouping of Africans in their 
native lands –known as ‘native reserves’.123 Trust land were sections that na-
tives had occupied during the colonial period which had not undergone con-
solidation, adjudication, had not been registered under individuals’ or 
groups’ names, and had not been taken over by the government.”124 They 
were lands that had not been gazetted or set aside for any particular purpose. 
Hence, such lands were often regarded as belonging to the community,125 alt-
hough local authorities could set aside certain areas for public purposes. In 
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such cases, any rights to and benefits from the land previously bestowed 
upon local residents under African customary law ceased.126  

In 1970, the Yala Swamp was classified as trust land, under the Trust 
Land Act.127 However, given that this wetland is characterised by an assort-
ment of drier and swampy portions of land, with lakes and rivers contained 
within it, some observers view it as a water body, consolidating the argument 
that it ought to belong to the State. Hence, when Downey came into the pic-
ture, the Yala Swamp’s classification was ambiguous. Moreover, the wet-
land’s resources, including its wildlife and fish were regulated under different 
acts, making the management of the wetland even more complex. Kenya’s 
new and current constitution (promulgated in 2010) has reclassified Kenya’s 
land as community land, public land and private land, with the Yala Swamp 
falling under the ‘community land’ category. However, this shift is significant 
only with respect to naming, and has not necessarily changed the conditions 
and provisions of tenure.  

But the Yala Swamp’s classification is just a part of its complexity and 
ambiguity in relation to its ownership and management. As is common in 
many postcolonial countries in Africa, land relations are characterised by 
what Thomas Sikor and Christian Lund refer to as ‘legal pluralism’, involving 
ambiguous, overlapping and contested statutory and customary claims.128 
Land grabs often occur in contexts where property regimes are fluid and ne-
gotiable to a certain extent, given the plurality of institutions and actors com-
peting to validate and sanction claims in attempts to gain and maintain au-
thority and legitimacy for themselves129. Such conditions ultimately create 
ample leeway for accumulation by those in power.130  

In the case of the Yala Swamp, there existed a regime of multiple tenure 
arrangements, with sections of the wetland owned by the Lake Basin Devel-
opment Authority, some portions of land owned by the local county councils 
and some by individual local residents. Trust land (currently referred to as 
community land) and government land can become private land through a 
process of titling introduced by the colonial authorities in 1954, whereby 
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Kenyans were encouraged to register surveyed plots and receive individual 
freehold title.131 In addition to this process of registration for everyday Ken-
yans, parts of trust land and government land could also be acquired through 
the authorities for public purposes. Although there have recently been regu-
lations in the legislation in an effort to protect public interest, Kenya’s post-
colonial land tenure system has failed to safeguard community lands and val-
uable ecosystems, with systematic transfer of public land to wealthy actors, 
parastatals and land-buying companies.132 

Downey’s entry into the Yala Swamp led to the forceful eviction of 
many families, many of whose land was acquired under duress and intense 
pressure. A paltry compensation of Kshs. 45,000 [US $500] per acre was 
paid to displaced families who held land titles, but a few families declined to 
move.133 Many of the evicted families are now hurdled in miserable squatter 
colonies around the edge of the farm. They look onto the scheme with great 
incredulity, and struggle to reconcile with the finality of their situation --that 
the land that they once used and occupied is now beyond their reach.134 Aside 
from the displaced families that were left reeling from the aftermath of the 
loss of their land, there was a general sense of optimism amongst many resi-
dents.135  

In the early days following the land deal negotiations, there seems to 
have been a plethora of promises made by Downey, local county councillors, 
chiefs, religious leaders and politicians—all of who speculated that the 
scheme would alleviate poverty on a grand scale through employment crea-
tion, the establishment of basic social amenities and infrastructure, and the 
production of food. Hence, residents gave the project a chance, hoping and 
anticipating that these pledges would materialise. They looked forward to the 
prospect of regular, well-paying work. Local residents that I spoke to men-
tioned promised free bags of rice for every household, others spoke of refur-
bished housing, and others mentioned the construction of schools and med-
ical clinics-- generally, a better life. But many of them were uncertain about 
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who made these promises. Some claim that it was Downey himself who did 
so, but when keenly coaxed, reveal to have never seen him. Other residents 
named a politician, a county councillor, or a local church leader.136  

If there is one lesson that the variety of the “political reactions from 
below”137 with regard to land grabs have demonstrated, it is the socially dif-
ferentiated nature of local communities. Any impact on local communities 
will hence also be differentiated,138 initiating a cocktail of varied reactions 
and responses. Saturnino Borras and Jennifer Franco assert that there is an 
implicit assumption amongst both proponents and critics of land deals to as-
sume that communities affected by such transactions are homogeneous and 
that their interests, identities, stakes and goals for the future are similar.139 
Borras and Franco further argue that the issue is not just a matter of differ-
ences in the ways that local communities are affected. Rather, what is even 
more muddy and complex is that people will have different views and inter-
pretations of the experience, based on varied economic, social, political and 
cultural factors, and circumstances that are yet to be well understood.140 
Hence, local communities seldom react and mobilise in a consolidated and 
unified manner. When a community is hit by a land transaction, it has differ-
ential impacts on different local people. Any given land grab can entail the 
expulsion of some people, as others are incorporated into emergent enter-
prises perhaps as wage labourers, and still others as outgrowers or contract 
farmers. The range of this experience significantly shapes local people’s po-
litical reactions to land grabs. Moreover, these varied experiences may even 
change in the long term within a single community. 

Upon Downey’s arrival, people did not initially mobilise to resist the 
land deal. Aside from people that had been expelled from their land, there 
were many others on the periphery of the leased areas that had not been 
evicted.  In fact, some families that resided on the leased areas readily handed 
over their land, eager to receive a lump-sum compensation that amounted to 
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the kind of money that they had never handled at one go; a myopia that some 
of regret today.141 Others were opposed to the entire project, while others, 
even after being evicted, gradually welcomed the prospect of employment, 
the construction of infrastructure and the establishment social amenities. 
Downey’s project hence proceeded as planned.  

A lot of the discussion around indigenous people imagines them as very 
committed to conserving customary forms of communal land tenure. But the 
historical record in many parts of the world is that sometimes these custom-
ary institutions are not very strongly established and they really are a feature 
of an open land frontier, in which people do not feel that it is necessary to pin 
down land relations very tightly because of the view that land is abundant.142 
Any individual or collective effort to organise and resist can therefore be 
weakened by ambiguous customary land claims and entitlements in certain 
contexts.  

Farringdon farm was expected to create hundreds of jobs, if not thou-
sands. When the farm’s operations began, more than 1800 casual workers 
were hired to clear and prepare the land for rice cultivation. But soon, 
Downey withdrew from his plan and introduced machinery to do much of the 
job, cutting the workforce drastically to about 180 fulltime workers, and 
about 400 seasonal and part-time workers.143 Local non-governmental or-
ganisations (NGOs) criticise the kinds of employment opportunities at Far-
ringdon Farm, arguing that unskilled jobs, such as scaring way birds and 
weeding rice paddies are degrading to local residents and are not the kind 
work that translate to a decent wage.144 In addition, local residents believe 
that full-time skilled jobs are only offered to particular ethnic groups that 
originate from outside the region, and are offered to relatives and friends of 
Farringdon Farm’s management staff. This wide perception, although not 
clearly evident in practice, was dismissed by Farringdon Farm’s human re-
source manager, who was brush and succinct in his argument, that such po-
sitions are open to all, including local people, but are based on merit and skill. 
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This means that if such skills are not available locally, then they will be sought 
from other regions of the country.145  

With broken promises and unmet expectations, tension has been build-
ing between Downey and the local communities, brewing into occasional 
flares of conflict. Over the years, Downey has been extending his farm by 
gradually reclaiming additional areas of land ---all within the limits of his 
land lease. By early-2011, he had only managed to drain and cultivate 3,700 
hectares out of the leased 6,900 hectares. When he began to reclaim the re-
maining 3200 hectares of land, he found hundreds of local residents farming 
it.  Hence, the County Councils gave the residents a grace period to finish 
harvesting their crops and cease cultivation. But they continued to plant past 
the specified deadline. Several years earlier, Downey had allowed residents 
to cultivate 240 hectares of the leased land, but the agreement was that they 
would have to vacate when he needed it. On the day that tractors began to 
clear the land, an aggravated group of machete-carrying villagers attacked 
Downey’s jeep. Downey and his farm director David Agak managed to escape 
and seek police assistance, and only with great effort did the villagers dis-
perse.146 There have been no more outright flares of conflict since that dra-
matic event ---a state of affairs that Agak contributes to a court ruling that 
reaffirmed Downey’s right to the leased land. Today, Downey provides 360 
hectares of land for use by local residents.147  

In 2007, Downey’s newly-constructed weir flooded a significant por-
tion of the wetland. Several homes were swept away and herds of livestock 
died. Residents claim that the flooding was deliberate, with the objective of 
driving off a number of residents that had refused to vacate the swamp. Agak 
claims that large amounts of rain damaged a dyke and inundated a section of 
the land. The weir sluice gates can accommodate river flows of a maximum 
of 300 cubic metres per second, which was surpassed during that particular 
downpour. The water backed up and flooded the fields, distressing residents 
who eventually experienced massive food shortages. Farringdon Farm dis-
tributed 100 tonnes of rice to help residents cope-- a gesture that Agak men-
tions residents have forgotten.  Cyprian Osare, a local smallholder finds this 
gesture irrelevant: “Before they started constructing the weir, we had a lot 
land to graze our livestock. We used the land for charcoal and we harvested 
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papyrus to make our mats and baskets,” he lamented as we stood outside his 
hut.  

Far from the floods, atop a hilly area, I spoke to Fred Opiyo, a small-
scale cattle farmer in his late 40s whose family had lived on the wetland for 
generations. He was well off in comparison to many of his fellow villagers. 
He had generator, a shed with several beef cattle and a borehole that he solely 
owned. He was just as livid: 

“When Downey came here, many of us did not imagine that 
things would be as bad as they are now. In fact, some people 
thought that things would be good. But in 2011, he started to take 
more and more of cultivating and common grazing land… They 
[Farringdon Farm] told us that we had to change our old-fash-
ioned ways of farming and cattle keeping. Their farm vehicles 
damaged our crops. Villagers took the matter to court. They told 
us that we did not have title deeds”.  

Other points of contention over land access pertain to the fencing around of 
a significant part of the wetland. The fence not only restricts residents from 
using water from the Yala River, but it also forecloses access to a road that 
connects local people from Siaya and Bondo counties. An older local resident 
living in a village close to the farm demonstrated how water access had been 
affected with the establishment of Downey’s project. Most significant is the 
construction of a fence that encloses the leased area. Before Downey’s arrival, 
there was already a fence, constructed in the 1980s by the Lake Basin Devel-
opment Authority in its earlier attempts to cultivate small-scale horticultural 
crops and cereals. But it was constructed on the inner part of the dyke on the 
swamp land, allowing residents to access the canal. However, when Downey 
arrived, he moved the fence to the outer edge of the canal, cutting off access 
to water completely.  

While water seldom featured prominently in the early literature on 
land grabs, the water perspective is now frequently emphasised, based on the 
understanding that land grabs are not just entrenched in acquiring land, but 
that they also entail the long-term goal of acquiring water rights.148 Hence, 
land and water grabbing are deeply intertwined. Powerful actors’ acquisition 
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of land often accompanies the capturing and control of water and the reallo-
cation water resources for their own benefit, often at the expense of previous 
local users.149 This decision-making power around water entails the ability to 
decide for what purposes and how water is to be used presently and in fu-
ture.150 Water grabbing therefore needs to be viewed as a form of control 
grabbing, which allows us to move beyond the restrictive understandings of  
land and water 'grabs' as 'illegal’ seizure, given that the means through which 
new powerful investors gain and maintain access to water resources involve 
dynamics that are legal but illegitimate.  

In some cases, investors may pledge to build water infrastructure in 
exchange for land. Such was the case with the Yala Swamp, where Downey 
pledged to re-build the dyke and canals that the government had constructed 
in the early 1970s; a condition that had been highlighted in the memorandum 
of understanding. Such conditions are also evident in Mali for instance, 
where the government transferred 100,000 hectares of land to the Libyan 
government in exchange for the construction of an irrigation canal151, while 
hydropower schemes in India152 and the Mekong Basin153 entailed the mas-
sive expulsion of people off their land. Water is therefore a critical factor in 
determining the kinds of land that may be attractive for investors. This sug-
gests that lands that do not have water for production are not (or at the very 
least seldom) sought by investors in the first place. It also challenges dis-
courses on investments which claim that lands that are acquired are either 
‘unused’ or ‘underutilised’. Such assumptions, as argued by Timothy Wil-
liam, undermine the quality of the land, while intensifying and reproducing 
competing uses that already exist, resulting in unequal water redistribution 
away from existing users.154  

Another source of conflict involves pollution. Farringdon Farm’s rice 
fields extend right up to edge of peoples’ villages. In my conversations with 
local residents, the farm was accused of polluting their soils, air and clean 
water through aerial pesticide spraying. Not only is it difficult to access clean 
water, they say, but the subsequent pollution has been damaging to the 

                                                            
149 Mehta, Veldwisch, and Franco (2012). 
150 Boelens (2014). 
151 Hertzog et al. (2012). 
152 Wagle, Warghade, and Sathe (2012). 
153 Matthews (2012). 
154 Williams et al. (2012). 



– 40 – 

health of residents. Moreover, the chemicals have killed many of their live-
stock. This however has been a hotly contested topic, and one that is yet to 
be ascertained, given that the farm’s managers argue that the farm only 
sprays herbicides and not pesticides. 

An important player in the struggle over the Yala Swamp is the Kenya 
Wildlife Service (KWS) - a powerful state corporation, which in 2008, pro-
claimed part of the wetland a conservation area. Many had hoped that this 
would curb further expansion of Downey’s scheme. A conservation plan, 
drafted by The Darwin Initiative to support Kenya adhere to its obligations 
for the wetland under international law recommended a complete suspen-
sion of any future drainage of the wetland.155 According to the plan, the 
swamp’s ecological and socio-economic benefits had been eroded by drain-
age and reclamation.156 The plan called for the rehabilitation and restoration 
of the swamp, arguing that traditional land uses, unlike mechanised agricul-
ture, were far less damaging and allowed the wetland an opportunity to 
“thrive.”157 The Kenya Wildlife Service has however not observed this advice, 
and has been formulating a different kind of conservation plan with Farring-
don Farm. Rather than restricting Downey’s further seizure of the wetland, 
the institution has been dispatching law enforcement authorities to arrest lo-
cals. Joseph Owange, a resident who lives in a nearby village narrated to me 
how several locals had been arrested and charged for burning papyrus and 
cultivating their crops on protected areas. “Yes, these people were growing 
their crops in areas that were protected,” he concurred. He then pointed 
down the hill, a few hundred metres from where some of Farringdon Farm’s 
workers were burning swathes of papyrus to clear some land. There was no 
indication of any arrests taking place. “We have been cultivating our crops 
here for many years. Who is burning acres and acres of papyrus? Who is do-
ing the real damage? Farringdon!” Owange shouted. 

Owange had something else to show me before we parted ways. He 
reached into his pocket and pulled out a sheet of paper. It was a copy of a 
permit that his sister, a chairperson of a women’s local community group had 
obtained several weeks before from Farringdon Farm’s security personnel. 
The permit had authorised the chairperson to access the road along with her 
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fellow community members and back. The road certainly appeared to be a 
public road. I had been walking on it freely during my time in the field, but I 
had ‘special’ access as a resident of the farm.158 Villagers however needed 
written permission to pass through it.  

With many families displaced and unable to access the wetland, the 
struggle over the Yala Swamp has become part of Downey’s depiction as a 
land grabber, founded upon narratives of forced displacement with minimal 
compensation and inadequate employment. Downey has found that the sub-
jects of his purported philanthropy are not too keen on his large-scale agri-
cultural enterprise. Many residents that I spoke to do not like Downey’s 
fences that read: ‘No Trespassing’, forcing them to walk for miles to fetch 
water. They do not like the dyke that floods their homes and pastures, and 
they do not like that the adequate jobs and social amenities that they antici-
pated have not materialised.  

What is happening on the Yala Swamp, and indeed on other large-scale 
farms and plantations elsewhere, requires focusing beyond the defilement of 
local people’s land rights, to the ways in which territories are being altered – 
transformations that, regardless of whether or not direct dispossession oc-
curs, reconfigure and restrict prospective agrarian livelihood possibilities. 
Attention must be paid not only to what industrial-scale plantations take 
away (land access), but also what they bring with them159-- rivers are re-
routed and newly built roads do not connect to villages but rather by-pass 
them, given that their sole purpose is to cater to the production process. In 
her work on oil palm expansion in Indonesia, Tania Li uses the term “infra-
structural violence” to refer to the ways in which plantations mimic a city: 
they are “total institutions”—built-in environments that redirect and restrict 
access to roads, alter existing modes of access to resources and strip away 
biodiversity, so that anyone left in its midst is left with nothing but the econ-
omy of the plantation itself.160 Although Farringdon Farm cannot be said to 
be an ideal type total institution, it carries some of its features--- the rede-
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signing and flattening of landscapes, the reconfiguration of space, the estab-
lishment of (new) production regimes and modes of extraction that shift and 
transform agrarian livelihoods. 

1.5 THESIS ORGANISATION  

This thesis is structured as follows: Chapter two, discusses the theoretical 
and conceptual underpinnings that guide and inform this study. Chapter 
three discusses the methodological approach employed, as well as the ethical 
considerations involved.  Chapter four, five and six entails the analysis of my 
findings. Chapter four, proceeds with a discussion of the ‘livelihood land-
scape’, establishing a picture of the patterns of differentiation that have been 
created by the enterprise under study. Chapter five zooms into Farringdon 
Farm, examining the labour regime present on the farm. The chapter begins 
by highlighting the differences between the various hierarchies and catego-
ries of farm workers in agricultural enterprise in question. It then illustrates 
the ways in which labour struggles in agribusiness schemes transcend be-
yond the ‘investor—worker’ nexus; they are also constituted between workers 
themselves. Lastly, the chapter examines a rivalry between the farm’s two 
most senior workers, and how their contrasting visions for large-scale agri-
cultural production influences the overall labour relations on the farm.  
Chapter six, examines how workers consolidate and negotiate their positions 
in the sphere of work. Chapter seven synthesizes the deliberations of the 
analysis and provides suggestions for further inquiry. 
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The Yala Swamp and the greater Nyanza province (Source: Environmental 
Impact Assessment report 2003 prepared by Romulus Abila for Farringdon 
Farm). 
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CHAPTER TWO 
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
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2.1 CONCEPTUAL UNDERPINNINGS  

The following chapter entails a discussion of the theoretical concepts that 
guide and inform this study. The selection of concepts follows a pluralistic 
approach to theory and is guided by the research questions. 

 2.1.1 PRIMITIVE ACCUMULATION, ACCUMULATION BY 
DISPOSSESSION AND THE LAND GRAB DEBATE. 

Attempts to explain and understand contemporary land grabs within an ap-
propriate theoretical framework have drawn upon Karl Marx’s 161concept of 
primitive accumulation in the paradigm of capitalist development, as well as 
the derivative notion of accumulation by dispossession put forward by David 
Harvey in the context of neoliberal globalisation. In my effort to examine the 
incorporation of labour into the Farringdon Farm enterprise, as well the ways 
in which the proceeding labour relations are experienced, I engage Marx’s 
concept of primitive accumulation by discussing it in tandem with Harvey’s 
concept of accumulation by dispossession. 

In Marx’s model of capitalism, the concept of primitive accumula-
tion is concerned with the ways in which capitalist social relations are pro-
duced, how they spread, and how they are reproduced in the face of re-
sistance and obstacles. 162 This approach is often framed as asking how 
people and resources previously ‘outside’ capitalist social relations are 
brought and kept within them. What might be referred to as the ‘classical’ 
approach examines the formation of two main classes--- property-less 
proletarians who must sell their labour to survive, and capitalists who 
control the means of production --including land. Such accounts focus es-
pecially, albeit with varying degrees of emphasis, on the enclosure of com-
mon land, and the consequent separation from the means of production 
of the people who previously held it--- a process that Ian Baird refers to 
as “turning land into capital and people into labour”163 –that is, the crea-
tion of private rights to land and the eventual proletarianisation of the 
dispossessed.164 It also argues that primitive accumulation is not a fin-
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ished historical stage, but is rather ongoing, in that new people and re-
sources are continuously being incorporated into capitalist social rela-
tions, and that those social relations need to be reproduced.   

Derek Hall argues that any examination of the relationship between 
contemporary land grabs and primitive accumulation necessitates a nu-
anced definition of capitalism itself as a point of departure.165 More specif-
ically, making a determination on when primitive accumulation is taking 
place is dependent upon one how one defines capitalism--that is—the “con-
ception of where the “boundaries” of capitalist social relations are: what is 
“inside” capitalism and what is “outside” it166, before making assertions on 
the implications of the specificities of capitalist social relations in any given 
context. The idea that people dispossessed by land grabs were previously 
and straightforwardly ‘outside’ capitalism is problematic, as it assumes that 
they were peasants engaging in subsistence or holding land in common 
“waiting to fall prey to capital”.167 Indeed, the assumptions of primitive ac-
cumulation in the context of the Yala Swamp is difficult to picture. Since 
the colonial period, local communities in Nyanza Province have been en-
gaged a wide range of economic activity. During the colonial period, people 
either cultivated cash crops in small-scale, or laboured on European farms 
in other regions of Kenya. Many households cultivated crops such as maize, 
bananas, sweet potatoes and cassava to generate cash income, working on 
their own plots of land or hire outside labour. Even high-value crops char-
acterised by large-scale production such as cotton, sugarcane and tobacco 
have seen some involvement- albeit on a minimal scale, partly because local 
people have found it easier and more instantly lucrative to produce maize, 
sweet potatoes or bananas.168 And as discussed earlier, many local people 
made great gains during the fishing boom of the 1980s and 1990s. Since the 
early 1940s, local people, particularly men, have migrated to Kenya’s urban 
cities and towns as well as to neighbouring Tanzania and Uganda for em-
ployment, and to try a hand in the informal sector, particularly for those 
that are entrepreneurial.169 
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Hall argues that the narratives built into the concept of primitive ac-
cumulation --and less into those of accumulation by dispossession-- take it 
for granted that those being dispossessed live in communities that are “in-
ternally undifferentiated, and/or that they have been ‘in place’ since time 
immemorial.”170 Philip Woodhouse argues that such a picture misses the 
significant elements of the rural economy that have a bearing on both the 
potential nature and outcome of foreign investment in agriculture “because 
rural people are engaged in labour markets, but in highly differentiated 
ways.”171 Hall points out that the danger of primitive accumulation is 
“somewhat ironic”172 as it allows us to analyse a centuries-long process by 
which capitalism has become truly global, yet the framework can simulta-
neously encourage us to ignore the effects of the history of capitalist expan-
sion in the places where land grabs are currently taking place.  

The institutional arrangements and mechanisms supplying resources 
for the expansion of capitalist production have undergone change, as the 
capitalist system as a whole has evolved in terms of its objectives, scale and 
institutional structures. Such changes have provided theoretical leeway for 
the reformulation of the concept of primitive accumulation in order to ‘up-
date’ the features initially noted by Marx, as well as to incorporate the new 
mechanisms and institutional arrangements that have emerged during the 
subsequent historical trajectory of capitalism. David Harvey has attempted 
to fill up this gap partially by bringing forth the notion of accumulation by 
dispossession, focusing on the impacts of neoliberal globalisation during 
the 1970s. With the concept of accumulation by dispossession, he unites the 
ways in which assets [land] are “released” at minimal cost through “preda-
tion, fraud and violence” so that “over-accumulated capital can seize hold 
of [them] and immediately turn them to profitable use”.173 He highlights the 
financial and credit systems, backed by state power, as mechanisms of ac-
cumulation by dispossession; emphasising the diverse objects to which ac-
cumulation by dispossession is applied under neoliberalism; and conceptu-
alises dispossession not only in terms of the enclosure of the commons, but 
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also of the privatisation of public [state-owned] property. He argues, fi-
nally, that crises do not simply occur, but are created and manipulated by 
dominant states in order to facilitate accumulation by dispossession, which 
thus denotes both a process and a strategy. 174 

While accumulation by dispossession has been viewed as having ‘re-
vived’ and broadened Marx’s construct of primitive accumulation and 
demonstrated its contemporary relevance by explicating the accumulative 
processes characterising ‘neoliberal imperialism’, the concept has not been 
entirely unproblematic. Hall observes there to be significant “ambiguities 
and tensions” in what constitutes primitive accumulation and accumulation 
by dispossession, that subsequently produce several readings in the ways in 
which both concepts are employed.175 Some scholars treat the two concepts 
as interchangeable and consider them to fundamentally mean the same 
thing176 while others differentiate strongly between them177 Although there 
seems to be an overlap between the processes subsumed by primitive accu-
mulation and accumulation by dispossession, they each have some exclusive 
elements. Unlike primitive accumulation, accumulation by dispossession is 
mainly concerned with the development of a capitalist sector that already ex-
ists, although there are some authors178 that have engaged accumulation by 
dispossession in this way.   

Another reason for why the concepts of primitive accumulation and 
accumulation by dispossession may appear ‘muddy’ in their deployment is 
because both concepts are understood in terms of extra-economic means of 
capital accumulation-- especially those that “involve political and legal 
power as well as violent force”.179 Such extra-economic means, which allow 
resources to be forcefully expropriated and redistributed to capital, are usu-
ally directly employed by state actors, although other organisations (such 
as gangs and capitalist firms themselves) may also mobilise them.180 There 
are also differences of opinion on their interrelationships, with some au-
thors, for instance, arguing that transitions to capitalism can take place in 
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the absence of extra-economic coercion181, while for others it is precisely the 
use of such means that makes the process ‘primitive’.182 Moreover, some 
authors do not clearly differentiate between these understandings. How-
ever, Harvey’s use of accumulation by in The New Imperialism engages 
with all three scenarios, a fact that helps to explain the many different in-
terpretations of his concept. 

However, I find Harvey’s concept of accumulation by dispossession, a 
more suitable analytic concept, borrowing from Wendy Wolford et al. that 
land grabs in the present condition of capitalist development as a form of 
accumulation are not original (at least in most cases). Neither are they prim-
itive or precede capitalism. Rather, they are “intimately tied to the classical 
political economy notion of capitalist expansion through commodification, 
juridical individualism and alienation”.183 By engaging this understanding, 
my intention will be to concretise the outcome of ‘proletarianisation’ in an 
effort to argument and understand of the experiences of those that have been 
incorporated into the agribusiness scheme in question.  

2.3 INFRAPOLITICS AS POLITICS 

Karl Polanyi, Antonio Gramsci and James C. Scott--- the “principal” re-
sistance theorist examine resistance from distinct analytical levels.  Each has 
a unique perspective into the inner workings of resistance.184 Polanyi’s notion 
of ‘counter movements’ focuses on resistance against the effects of free mar-
ket ideology. It concludes that strengthening the self-regulating market’s em-
beddedness will inevitably cause the society to generate institutions that con-
trol the market.185 Gramsci’s notion of ‘counter-hegemony’ dwells on na-
tional-level resistance, arguing that the paradoxes of capitalism would initi-
ate grassroots movements championed by “organic intellectuals” that would 
seize state control for the welfare of the subaltern.186 
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Scott’s notion of ‘infrapolitics’ deals with the individual, undeclared 
forms of resistance. It argues that such forms of resistance are critical be-
cause they generate a culture of resistance that enables subordinates to be 
dynamic revolutionaries by manoeuvring their material realities in the ab-
sence of mass action.187 While counter movements and counter-hegemony 
focus on collective politics, infrapolitics is preoccupied with the individual 
domain. However, all theories reflect on the ways in which globalisation has 
changed the circumstances of resistance: “as societies became more complex, 
so too [do] the targets and modes of resistance”, and the forms, agents, sites 
and strategies become more diverse and complex.”188 I find Scott’s conceptu-
alisation of resistance particularly interesting, given that it is the only one of 
the ‘classics’ that augments an understanding of resistance that captures the 
texture of the everyday, where open rebellion may perhaps be too risky, and 
where collective action may be hindered by a lack of resources and mecha-
nisms through which to organise.          

Infrapolitics are dispersed, ambiguous or otherwise imperceptible—a 
concept that Scott interchangeably refers to as “everyday forms of re-
sistance”.189 They are carried out individually or in small groups, and often 
require little or no co-ordination or planning. Such forms of insubordination 
“make no headlines.”190 They are struggles that the disenfranchised and ex-
ploited employ as survival tactics against oppressive domination, often in cir-
cumstances where overt revolt may be precarious.191 They represent forms of 
self-help or self- protection that typically avoid any direct affront to author-
ity.192 Such acts are therefore conscious, and “are intended either to mitigate 
or deny claims”193 asserted by “superordinate classes”194. This approach ex-
pands the domain of politics to practices of everyday life beyond formal or-
ganisations and collective mobilisations.  

                                                            
187 Scott (1985); Scott (1992); Scott (2005); Johansson and Vinthagen (2016). 
188 Chin and Mittelman (1997, 34–36). 
189 Scott (1985); Scott (1992); Scott (2005b). 
190 Scott and Kerkvliet (1986, 8). 
191 Adnan (2007, 210–211). 
192 Hollander and Einwohner (2004). 
193 Scott (2005a, 406). 
194 Scott (1985, 290) Emphasis in Original..  
 



– 53 – 

While covert resistance is typically non-violent, it can exceptionally 
take violent forms195, such as scenarios entailing anonymous acts of assassi-
nation, injury, arson, or burning down of forests196.  Scott demonstrates how 
certain types behaviour often associated with subaltern groups such as: dis-
loyalty, slander, avoidance, noncompliance, theft, gossip --- are not arbitrary 
acts---that they are, in fact, acts of resistance.197 Although these forms of re-
sistance cannot change the overall situation of domination as my observa-
tions of Farringdon Farm will show, they are not without effect. In some 
cases, covert resistance can transform into overt forms with changing cir-
cumstances198. Scott argues that small acts added to others have the potential 
to initiate an avalanche. 199  

Although much of Scott’s work was largely on rural populations in 
Southeast Asia, scholars from varied specialities have found his attention to 
everyday tactics insightful. For instance, ethnic studies scholars and histori-
ans of minority populations200 have engaged Scott’s spectrum of resistance 
and have substantiated the practice of broad-based, spontaneous and often 
anonymous resistance of ethnic and racial minorities against groups and in-
dividuals with power over them. In his study of Mexican citrus workers in the 
United States, Matt Garcia argued for making cultural acts of resistance a 
central part of any story about working-class racial minorities, so that what 
happened outside the union hall and workplace was integral rather than mar-
ginal to “collective expressions of resistance”.201 Others like Aili Tripp use 
Scott’s notion of economic “non-compliance” in her study of how Tanzania’s 
informal workers ‘cut-corners’ to consolidate their positions within the 
broader sphere of state-society relations.202 Other scholars focus on specific 
social spaces, like the industrial work place.203 

Despite concurring that resistance is an act of opposition, literature 
varies quite significantly on what counts as resistance.  A number of scholars 
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have criticised what they see as an overreliance204  and a romanticism 205 of 
these everyday tactics as displacing the influence of organised and pre-
planned action. However, Scott himself is careful to state that his aim is not 
to demonstrate that these “weapons of the weak” are a corollary, and not a 
replacement of other more highly organised forms of resistance.206 Others 
like Rosalind O’Hanlon argue that Scott applies an overly sharp boundary  
between subalterns and superordinates while concurrently overstating the 
function of resistance.207 Asef Bayat takes one step further by interrogating 
Scott’s over-association between subalterns and the hidden, individualised 
forms of resistance.208 He argues that subalterns in actuality employ open 
and collective resistance regularly. Their “quiet encroachment” – the concept 
Bayat favours—"is marked by quiet, largely atomized and prolonged mobili-
zation with episodic collective action.” 209  

Ronald Bleiker criticizes Scott for failing to understand that the op-
pressed and exploited who purposely maintain an outward demeanour of 
consent for strategic purposes or for the good of self-preservation are una-
ble to do so from any place of authenticity.210 Others  have questioned 
whether the concept of resistance remains useful when it includes such a 
wide range of seemingly arbitrary actions.211  Christine Chin and James Mit-
telman maintain that a shortcoming with Scott’s conceptualisation of re-
sistance is that it overamplifies class; overlooking the fact that peasants are 
also entrenched in full forms of life, and that class is just but a single  
(though critical) mode of identity in “landlord–peasant or various other 
forms of dominant–subordinate relations”.212 They also argue that Scott ap-
plies a one-dimensional angle of resistance, and offer the work of Gramsci, 
who alerted us that subaltern identities are rooted in intricate social net-
works that overlap, in which subjects concurrently take on positions of sub-
servience and dominance.”213 They describe this as the “internal politics of 
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subaltern groups”.214 While Scott recognises that there are conflicting col-
laborations created between those that are subordinate and those that are 
dominant,  Chin and Mittelman argue that he fails to pay adequate consid-
eration to the forces and linkages that transcend beyond class. Many social 
contexts are highly complex, and subalterns do not possess straightforward 
and “unitary” identities.215 

Despite these critiques, Tripp pinpoints that just as there is a risk in 
romanticizing everyday forms of resistance, there lies an equal danger in 
disregarding them entirely.216 Infrapolitics receives limited attention de-
spite the fact that the limited scholarship there is alludes that covert forms 
of action are a significant form opposition—albeit not revolutionary in most 
contexts, but an important potential force for change. The limited data is 
not the only reason why covert forms of resistance have been largely ig-
nored. Tripp believes that the fundamental problem lies in the manner in 
which “politics and power relations are perceived as non-reciprocal and 
asymmetrical”, and argues that the “interactions between the dominant and 
non-dominant forces” therefore need to be analysed in ways that maximise 
agency to those who operate within broader restrictions.217 Anna Johansson 
and Stellan Vinthagen argue that everyday forms of resistance, by virtue of 
their hidden nature, not only avoid being detected, but that society also 
makes them invisible by disregarding them as resistance. Forms of action 
that diverge from the “hegemonic understandings of resistance” usually go 
unrecognised because they do not conform to conventional understandings 
of politics.218  

Scott’s everyday resistance certainly presents both analytical and em-
pirical challenges—challenges that I will address in detail in the section that 
follows. Overt forms of resistance, for instance, such as demonstrations, riots 
and strikes are likely to be filmed, covered in print media, or historically 
chronicled. They are easier to acknowledge given that the actors that were 
involved, what took place, as well as how and where they occurred can be 
easily determined.   
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2.4 RESISTANCE OR ARBITRARY FORMS OF  
ACTION? 

Resistance is impossible to analyse as an independent category as articulated 
in Foucault’s well-known argument: "where there is power, there is re-
sistance, and yet, or rather consequently, this resistance is never in a position 
of exteriority in relation to power."219 His argument also implies, that “where 
there is resistance, there is power”.220 Drawing  from Jocelyn Hollander and 
Rachel Einwohner’s on how one might construct resistance, I see resistance 
as the social interaction between three important agents: the actor (the one 
carrying out the act); the target (that to whom the act is directed) and the 
observer (the one observing the act). Comprehending “the interaction be-
tween these agents is at the heart of understanding resistance”.221 Such per-
spective renders resistance a social construct and signifies how varied actors 
participate in the act. “Resistance is defined not only by a resister’s percep-
tion of their own behavior, but also by the targets and/or others’ recognition 
of and reaction to this behaviour”.222 Therefore, particular patterns of actions 
are awarded value in an ongoing negotiation process. In that way, everyday 
forms of resistance arise out of a sequence of relations and a dynamic process 
of “interaction between agents of resistance (the resisters), between the 
agents of resistance and the agents of power (the targets), or between the two 
former types of agents and different observers.”223 Contingent on the discur-
sive ideas present, one might reconsider what is considered resistance, and 
who the targets and resisters are.  Consequently, it is by identifying the ele-
ments of “recognition” and “intent” that the lines of disagreement on what 
constitutes as resistance may become clear.224  

The conundrum of whether or not resistance needs recognition to be 
regarded as such harbours considerable contention. Ponderings on the sub-
ject are based on the idea that there are two different parties who may recog-
nise an act as resistance: -- the ‘targets’ and the ‘observers’ (who may be ob-
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servers at the time that the act was carried out, the public at large, research-
ers or the media). While some scholars argue that resistance does not need 
to be recognised,225 others argue that a behaviour ought to be recognised by 
others to qualify as such. Recognition is one logic for Jeffrey Rubin’s critique 
in what he refers to as the "minimalist" understanding of resistance. He con-
tends that resistance ought to be reserved for open and collective acts that 
initiate some kind of social change, and not ambiguous forms of action that 
slowly and imperceptibly eat way at power. He adds that any definition of 
resistance should be one that is restricted to situations where those who the 
resistance act is targeted at, and other observers are conscious of the act.226 
Some of the everyday forms of resistance that I shall illustrate in my analysis 
were often not recognised by their targets, but they were visible to me.  
Hence, I argue that ‘targets’ of everyday resistance need not always be re-
quired to recognize resistance directed at them, as ‘actors’ in subordinate/su-
perordinate relationships almost always hide their actions from their targets. 
The ‘hidden’ and ‘ambiguous’ in everyday resistance is explicit in such rela-
tionships.  

Less intense in debate, but no less critical are discussions regarding the 
intent behind resistance. The subject of consciousness in particular has been 
a matter of contention--: Must actors be aware that they are resisting for their 
actions to be regarded as resistance? Issues related to ‘intent’ frequently pay 
attention to individual, covert forms of resistance because scholars generally 
agree that collective movements clearly represent resistance--the intent be-
hind overt and collective forms of action is a non-issue. Nonetheless, with the 
more contentious uses of the concept, concerns regarding intent often arise.  
Resistance thinkers have tackled the question of intent in a number of ways. 
Some theorists argue that an actor's consciousness is central to determining 
whether a particular act is resistance-- that is, if an act of resistance was in-
tended, then that action qualifies as resistance, irrespective of its outcome. 
Scott as a matter of fact argues that one’s intention is a much more valuable 
determination of resistance than the effect, given that acts of resistance do 
not necessarily accomplish the desired outcome.227 For example, an orga-
nized, overt strike of farm workers explicitly intended to raise wages may in-
stead prompt a wholesale mechanisation of production, thereby eliminating 
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jobs. Lauraine Leblanc maintains that any account of resistance must feature 
not just the act, but the individual intention provoking it---that is, the person 
carrying out the act must consciously do so and be able to connect the intent 
as well as the consciousness.228  

Other scholars argue that determining one’s intention is challenging, if 
not unattainable. For example, for one to achieve Leblanc's requirements, 
access to the person’s inner psyche must be within reach. This may not be as 
accessible or even as stable as Leblanc suggests. During my field research, 
methods that might have enabled me gain access to actors’ intentions, such 
as interviews or in-depth conversations were not always reliable, as I got the 
impression that my participants were sometimes unable to completely ex-
press their motivations on the basis of what ‘I’ recognised as resistance. In 
other instances, it appeared that workers attempted to conceal their inten-
tions for fear that I might compromise them or reveal them to their targets.  
Scott's notion of "hidden transcripts" relates to this problem.229 People in op-
pressive contexts may be conscious of the fact that they are oppressed and 
may harbour the intention of resisting against it in some manner, but pub-
licly claiming their behaviour as resistance is dangerous. Rose Weitz con-
cludes that these problems "leave us no choice but to try to assess the char-
acter and nature of the resistance act itself.”230 The intent behind covert 
forms of action that seem to be solely arbitrary, rather than oppositional, can 
be reasonably determined just by looking at the context in which the acts oc-
cur. 231 

Leblanc argues that a person’s intentions are not necessarily critical to 
understanding resistance. Rather, she contends that people may not even be 
conscious of their actions.232 Making a determination on intent can also be a 
particularly challenging issue when ‘actors’ and ‘observers’ are not positioned 
within the similar cultures, given that the action can inhibit varied cultural 
connotations and meanings. Those that do not belong to a given culture may 
confuse the intention behind a particular act. For instance, one may fail to 
identify an act if one does not have the cultural awareness to recognise an 
actor’s intent behind a given act. However, some scholars in the field of an-
thropology have suggested that the notion that a person’s outward behaviour 
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mirrors his or inner workings of self is a Western concept. It may be inappro-
priate to presume that one’s actions always indicates one's fundamental ideo-
political inclinations. Tanya Korovkin’s argues that without focusing on the 
cultural milieu within which resistance occurs, the term is merely an “um-
brella for phenomena that are superficially similar yet substantially differ-
ent."233 Although I agree with Korovkin’s argument, I propose that aside from 
the cultural context, it is even more critical to consider the ‘situational’ and 
‘material’ context in which the acts occur, in order to uncomplicate scholarly 
assessments of the concept.   
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CHAPTER THREE 
NAVIGATING THE SWAMP 
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3.1 GETTING IN 

The tarmacked motorway disappears altogether, giving way to a dusty, mur-
ram road. A conglomerate of plain concrete buildings, accompanied by spo-
radic hubs of business activity characterise the environs. At strategic zones, 
bodaboda234 drivers patiently await clientele, beckoning eagerly at passing 
pedestrians. I had arrived in Kenya a month earlier, on December 1st, 2012. 
As a Kenyan, I cannot quite identity one categorical moment to which I recall 
my first contact with the ‘field’. My immersion into Kenyan political debates 
as I made logistical research arrangements in the country’s capital, Nairobi, 
was in a sense, contact with the field. The country’s much anticipated presi-
dential election was right around the corner. Discussions and debates had 
been taking centre stage in all kinds of media fora and public spaces; on the 
sidewalk, in restaurants, bars, churches, schools and so forth. But, I suppose 
that my first formal engagement with the field was on this particular after-
noon, as the driver that I had hired for this journey meandered hazardously 
through the pot-holed roads of Siaya town, cruising past women balancing 
water-filled pails and children staring curiously at the now dust-coated vehi-
cle.  

Phillip Onyango, Farringdon Farm’s personnel officer was waiting for 
me outside the farm’s security gate. We had arranged that he be there to en-
dorse my entry into the compound. I recognised his voice from our previous 
telephone conversations that had entailed my inquiry and interest to reside 
at the farm’s guest quarters. He was cheerful in demeanour, quite different 
from the seemingly aloof voice that I had become accustomed to over the 
previous weeks. A sign on the gate that reads: ‘NO VISITOR IS ALLOWED 
HERE WITHOUT APPOINTMENT’ is distracting. Once inside the com-
pound, Phillip introduces me to David Agak, Farringdon Farm’s director and 
most senior employee at the farm.  He had been expecting me. Sitting across 
from me on a luxurious brown leather chair, Agak maintains a mildly hostile 
manner as I reiterate my objective for being there. An office clerk walks into 
the room to serve some tea, creating an opportune moment for Agak to in-
terrupt me. I have not quite finished describing my work, but it appears that 
he has heard enough. He speaks slowly, but definitively: “There is a certain 
way that things work here. I’m sure you will hear some negative things out 
there…. we don’t take kindly to anyone starting trouble”. I reassure him that 
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my work is solely for academic purposes. He nods in approval and grants me 
permission to proceed with my research while living on the farm compound.  

I had been made aware about Farringdon farm’s misgivings about vis-
itors, researchers and journalists, and was cognisant that the permission to 
live and conduct research on the farm was a stroke of luck. Just a few weeks 
earlier, I had met a Kenyan ecologist affiliated with a local university who had 
informed me that his request to conduct research on the farm some years 
earlier had been flatly rejected.  This refusal certainly follows the myriad of 
media reports that had portrayed Farringdon Farm in a negative light. And 
an exposé piece written by a senior journalist affiliated with the Business 
Week magazine published a scathing story much to Charles Downey’s disap-
pointment.  According to Downey, the article should have been “an oppor-
tunity to cover a revolutionary way of doing business in Africa that combines 
Western agribusiness practices, employs hundreds of locals and feeds thou-
sands throughout the country.”235  Even after having been granted permis-
sion to live and conduct my research on the farm, I was aware of the close 
monitoring of my movements, demonstrated by the askance and inquiries 
about which local residents I was planning to talk to and where I intended to 
visit. 

Later that evening, on a short exploratory stroll, I bear witness to a re-
markable agricultural feat. Levelled rice paddies that extend for miles, disap-
pear into the horizon. Further down, an impenetrable papyrus-filled mass 
gives way to sporadic small-scale gardens. This would be my residence for 
the next several months. 

3.2 DOING ETHNOGRAPHY 

Making the choice to be a participant observer certainly involves a commit-
ment to be keen to the phenomena and subjects being observed. Gary Fine 
notes that participant observation is most fruitful when one observes the 
group(s) under study in settings that allows one to examine their social rela-
tionships and routines.236 I visited Siaya twice, for four months at a time, 
from January 2013 to April 2013 and from January 2014 to April 2014 --a 
total of eight months. Returning to the field as a method had two merits. It 
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enabled me revise and refine my research objectives as new questions and 
issues arose and enabled me reflect on what I had observed. It also demon-
strated interest and concern. I became more than just an unfamiliar figure 
that turns up and then disappears. I was able to strengthen the relationships 
and connections that I had made on my first field visit and was able garner a 
general opinion amongst my participants as someone who knows and cares 
about them. Such familiarity facilitated interactions that were much more 
organic and much less guarded. 

As I established myself on the Farringdon Farm and the environs of the 
Yala swamp, I made particular effort to explain that my purpose for being 
there was to understand their life and work experiences. Shortly after I ar-
rived, several people that had observed the time I spent writing field notes or 
using my voice recorder believed that I was a journalist. But some workers, 
having been formally educated, understood my purpose and explained it to 
others. During the day, I rotated my time between various sections of the 
farm. For instance, I would spend my mornings in the fields helping the 
women weed, and then proceed to the mill to observe the happenings there. 
The time spent engaging in light banter with small groups of workers during 
lunch breaks was crucial. It was in such spaces that I was able to observe the 
farm’s social climate, beyond the organised and regimented worktime inter-
action. People caught up on the local current affairs, exchanged gossip and 
got into arguments. I also participated in diverse aspects of social life beyond 
the confines of the farm. I visited the local market, attended the nearby ap-
ostolic church, visited the nearby local schools and the homes of workers who 
had invited me to their villages. 

On my second field visit, I established contact with a gazetted local 
game warden, commissioned by the government to manage the conservation 
activities in the Yala Swamp. His support paved the way for identifying key 
informants in the area. Not only was he conversant with the ecology of the 
wetland, but he was also well versed on its sociological landscape, being that 
he was a local resident himself. I spent several days accompanying him dur-
ing his drive-through inspections, periodically stopping to converse with var-
ious local people that resided in areas that were quite remote; areas that I 
would otherwise not have managed to access, let alone venture. The facili-
tated entry into the Yala wetland area enabled me acquire a deeper under-
standing of the local context beyond the boundaries of the farm. I also liaised 
with members of local civil society organisations and community groups and 



– 66 – 

interviewed two local village chiefs to understand the issues that are of inter-
est to local residents, with particular reference to the large-scale agricultural 
scheme in question. I also recognised the significant ways in which such local 
leaders with intimate relationships with communities have a well-versed un-
derstanding of local practices, histories and traditions.  

I also attended political rallies. My first field visit in 2013 coincided 
with the Kenya General Elections.  It was a volatile time, fraught with anxiety 
based on the violence that had occurred after the previous 2007 elections. 
People were fearful that violence would once again occur. Kenya’s political 
climate has been split along ethnic lines since independence, and at the 2007 
elections, the incumbent president Mwai Kibaki (largely supported by the Ki-
kuyu ethnic group) purportedly rigged his vote count, much to the fury of the 
opposition’s fore-runner, Raila Odinga (largely supported by the Luo ethnic 
group). Violence rapidly advanced into an ethnic dimension, with retaliation 
attacks between the Luo and Kikuyu and other supporting ethnic groups in 
the Rift Valley, Nairobi and Nyanza Provinces. Criminal gangs exploited the 
unrest, looting and destroying both state-owned and private commercial en-
terprises.  In 2013, Siaya County in Nyanza Province was a hot-spot for po-
litical rallies as various parties struggled to influence the ‘Luo’ vote. I at-
tended three rallies, taking notes while interacting with fellow attendees. 
These rallies helped shed light on the political conversations that are of in-
terest to the local communities, and their everyday concerns that are mani-
fested and articulated in politics. 

3.3 INTERVIEWS AND RECORDING  

There is limited consensus amongst ethnographers on how to go about re-
cording what occurs in the field.237 In the earlier weeks of field work, I took 
brief notes during my observations. Each evening, I produced a fuller version 
of what I had noted during the day. The fuller account was intended to add 
detail not always captured at the time of observation, and to become the basis 
for the construction of the ethnography, but this also involved further pro-
cesses of selection, filtering and refinement. The processing of the field notes 
was time consuming although it had its benefits in terms of the ongoing anal-
ysis that was part of the ongoing ethnography. It meant that there was regular 
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and progressive engagement with, and reflection of the data.238 Later, I de-
cided that if I was interested in capturing the meanings and the essence of 
what was said to me and what I heard, I had to strive to get the actual words 
right.   

With this in mind, I carried my digital voice recorder with me every-
where. Doing this certainly required a great deal of trust from my partici-
pants. In the beginning, people were wary of my use of a voice recorder, but 
by the fourth week into fieldwork, many trusted my role as a researcher and 
allowed me to run the device. Given that I kept the recorder running all the 
time, often tied to my arm or clipped at the waist, it did not take great effort 
to recall what people had said, and I did not need to write down notes imme-
diately. This afforded me the luxury of being constantly present in my en-
gagement with my participants.  The field notes that I jotted down entailed 
what the recorded data prompted me to remember, and not entirely on 
memory. I wanted my participants to develop an awareness of the machine. 
Often, when I placed the voice recorder on a surface in front of me, a worker 
for instance would pick it up and begin an animated performance for the mi-
crophone that would last a few minutes. The machine was often discussed at 
one time or another amongst the workers with great bemusement, but after 
a couple of weeks, such awareness of the device ceased. Of course, I needed 
to exercise discernment about when the recorder was ethical and feasible to 
use. For instance, certain sections of the farm, such as the rice mill were much 
too noisy with running machinery for the voice recorder to capture any audi-
ble talk. In other instances, people were simply not comfortable with my use 
of the device. Informed consent was employed.   

While the voice recorder may not have been feasible or appropriate to 
use at all times, it’s absence did not prevent me from capturing the issues that 
I was interested in. Most social processes, as Howard Becker argues, are so 
organised that the presence or the absence of a recording device (or an out-
sider) is not as influential as all other pressures and possible sanctions in a 
setting.239 In fact, it was during an instance when the voice recorder was 
turned off that I discovered the clandestine, clientelistic relationships that 
were present amongst the workers at Farringdon Farm. On one occasion, 
with the voice recorder turned on, I asked Onyango, a farm supervisor, about 
why there were security checks as trucks drove in and out of the mill. I had 
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already been made privy to the fact that some months earlier, several tonnes 
of rice had been stolen from a truck on its way to a warehouse in a nearby 
town. While denying his knowledge of the matter, acutely aware that our con-
versation was being recorded, he did not want to talk about the issue of theft 
on the farm. Later in the day when the voice recorder had been turned off, 
Onyango hollered at one of his subordinate workers, reminding him about 
the final instalment of a debt payment that this subordinate owed him.  
Onyango did not want to discuss the matter of theft on the farm while the 
recorder was running, but he had no reservations about allowing the device 
to capture the banter between himself and his co-worker, which he appeared 
to engage in with little recognition that it could be of interest to me. Here, 
there is a trade on the distinction between what a subject may deem is of 
significance to the researcher, and what turns out, from the heavy torrent of 
activity and utterances, to be of analytic use.  

I conducted a total of 84 interviews. These included 57 interviews with 
various Farringdon Farm’s waged workers; 4 interviews with the farm’s ad-
ministrative staff; one interview with Charles Downey; 5 interviews with rep-
resentatives of local civil society organisations (CSOs) and community 
groups; and 17 interviews with local residents with long personal histories in 
the Yala Swamp. All of these people’s insights directly and indirectly inform 
my analysis and writing. The majority of the interviews carried out were 
open-ended ethnographic interviews which resembled conversations rather 
than formal interrogations. As the interviews progressed, I would gradually 
introduce the elements of my inquiry, and then intersperse a few minutes of 
easy-going talk. This paid dividend in creating the kind of rapport and en-
thusiasm that I would not have otherwise achieved if the conversations were 
stiff and formal. However, interviews that were carried out later on in my 
fieldwork tended to be more structured in an effort to clarify certain issues 
or develop an in-depth understanding of issues previously discussed. I tai-
lored this common thread of inquiry to accord with the position of each in-
terviewee. Most interviews were recorded, while some were simply noted. In-
terviews were carried out in Dholuo (the local language] and Kiswahili (the 
national language) as well as English. I also kept a field diary, which enabled 
me reflect and examine what had worked and what had not, with regard to 
the interview techniques, the setting, as well as the lines of questioning.  The 
diary was also an avenue for self-reflection.  
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3.4 DOCUMENTS 

Annelise Riles argues that “documents are artefacts of modern knowledge 
practices that define ethnography itself.”240 Field researchers document em-
pirical global phenomena—and they do so concretely by producing field 
notes, field reports, ethnographic archives241 or by consulting others’ docu-
ments in archives242. In other words, documents have  a special status in the 
social sciences as an artefact of what Carlo Ginzburg describes as “an episte-
mological model,” a paradigm of interpretation, prevalent in fields as diverse 
as art criticism, detective novels, psychoanalysis as well as ethnography: “a 
method of interpretation based on discarded information on marginal data, 
considered in some way significant”.243 Documents are special ethnographic 
subjects in one sense. They are also “paradigmatic artefacts of ethnographic 
research”.244  

I examined an environmental audit report that was compiled by Far-
ringdon Farm. The report is a review of Farringdon Farm’s project activities 
based on an impact assessment that was carried out in 2003. I also examined 
an environmental assessment report based on Farringdon’s activities in 2010 
and two memorandums of understanding between the Farringdon enterprise 
and the county councils of Siaya and Bondo county. The process of locating 
and accessing these documents was challenging, and I got the impression 
that the farm’s management was opposed to my access to them.  However, I 
managed to acquire paper copies of each of the aforementioned documents 
from a government institution to which the documents had been submitted. 
I had hoped to examine the entire collection of reports that had been carried 
out since the project’s inception in 2003, but these could not be traced or 
were lost in the archives. 

3.5 ON POSITIONALITY AND REFLEXIVITY 

Field research by its very nature, is an intricate and muddy undertaking. The 
relationships forged between researcher and participant(s) must be estab-
lished and preserved across often complex social boundaries. Coming to 
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terms with one’s own identity (ies), be it class, gender, race, nationality or 
educational background certainly warrants a degree of introspection. In the 
course of this self-reflection and scrutiny, the production of scholarly texts is 
not simply the product of sitting afront willing informants, pen in hand, note-
book upon one’s knee. The production of texts is a complex process- a result 
of cultural selection, and a constant awareness and assessment of power re-
lationships and individual preoccupations, assumptions and biases. 245 

While this self-examination is valuable, it has also led to the view that 
excessive navel-gazing can develop into a form of self-indulgence that serves 
to divert researchers from the real business at hand. In her article on how 
researchers should reflexively examine the ways in which research is trans-
formed by intersubjective elements, Linda Finlay calls attention to the ways 
in which a researcher’s position can be excessively favoured, hindering the 
participant’s voice. She calls for striking a balance-- aiming for improved self-
awareness while circumventing navel-gazing. The self, she argues, should be 
employed only while it is useful to do so.246 Reflexive analysis should neither 
be a platform to dwell in subjectivity nor should it be an opportunity to en-
gage in “legitimized emoting”.247 For researchers engaging retrospection, the 
challenge lies not in using personal revelation as an end in itself, but as a 
platform for general insight and interpretation. In this light, one moves be-
yond what sociologist Steve Woolgar refers to as “benign introspection”, to 
be more explicit about the connection between personal experiences, 
knowledge claims, the participant (s), as well as the social context.248 

Positionality has faced critique for engaging general categories such as 
ethnicity, race, class and gender, which may not necessarily reveal a great 
deal about an individual’s perspective.249 Jennifer Robertson finds position-
ality useful but criticises the use of “fixed ‘ready to wear’ products of identity 
politics.”250 She argues that: 

“Family history, ethnicity, sexuality, disability, and religion, 
among other distinctions, can be usefully woven into an ethno-
graphic narrative, but only if they are not left self-evident as es-
sentialized qualities that are magically synonymous with self-
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consciousness, or, for that matter, with intellectual engagement 
and theoretical rigor. Their usefulness must be articulated and 
demonstrated because such distinctions are not fixed points but 
emerge and shift in the contiguous processes of doing and writing 
about fieldwork. 251 

Positionality is therefore valuable, if a researcher reflects upon and articu-
lates the kinds of influences that it might make for one’s research.252 Field 
research comprises a set of embodied practices and relationships  that re-
quire paying attention to the ways in which researchers and human subjects 
are socially situated.253 In anthropological and sociological field research, re-
flexivity can be viewed as the idea that a researchers’ orientations will be in-
fluenced and shaped by their values, interests and their socio-historical en-
vironments.”254 Moreover, Pierre Bourdieu calls for participant objectivity255 
or “epistemic reflexivity”256 which entails examining the researcher’s posi-
tion(s) not only at the field site, but also within the particular epistemological 
field.257 

Practicing reflexivity, according to Bourdieu, means turning the ana-
lytical gaze towards the researcher by positioning him/her at a determinate 
location in social time-space, hence achieving an awareness and knowledge 
of the constraints that can be imposed upon the scientific subject through the 
ties that bind him to the empirical subject, assumptions and interests.258 As 
Kenneth Gergen and Mary Gergen have posed: “Are we to conclude that be-
cause we are each locked into our subjectivities we cannot even be certain 
that there is a ‘world out there’, or that we are truly communicating with 
other persons?” 259 Although there lies a danger in losing oneself in endless 
self-scrutiny, I contend that good research practice should be located be-
tween the extremes of self-centred reflexivity and neutrality. 
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Following Bourdieu, I recognise the importance of situating oneself in 
both the research and academic fields. Yet, academic fields and their prod-
ucts -- academics, theories, research—are not fixed. They are in constant mo-
tion and evolving. Like researchers, discourses and theories also travel across 
academic spaces,260 and paradigms become fashionable, thus more attractive 
and fundable. The notion that knowledge is value-free, and the perceived uni-
versality and detachment that has governed western scientific practice has 
long been challenged by feminist epistemology.261 For instance, feminist re-
search practice argues that acknowledging one’s race, culture, gender, as-
sumptions and beliefs, and considering these as part of knowledge produc-
tion, maximises “objectivity” and hinders “objectivism”262. Hence, what is 
known, and how it is known is contingent upon one’s position in the struc-
tural axes of power regarding ethnicity, social class, gender and so on. This 
suggests abandoning the positivist ideal of the objective, neutral ‘knower’, 
and accepting the idea that our knowing is dependent on the intersections of 
social structures and identities that construct our multiple locations.  

Conducting fieldwork in Kenya presented me with several dilemmas. 
What constituted ‘home’ versus the ‘field’ was problematic, as going to Siaya 
to carry out field research was not quite visiting ‘home’. The site was rural, 
rather distinct from Nairobi, the country’s capital city, where I was born and 
had spent a considerable part of my life. Yet, familial ties to the rural setting 
(where my grandparents once lived) conjured a sense of familiarity. While 
similar political and historical conditions may have located me with my par-
ticipants, “natives” can also be “othered.”263  I was cognisant of my privilege 
through symbolic and material distinctions. I was an outsider, an insider, 
neither and both.264 The boundaries (both literally and figuratively) that I 
have traversed are constantly present, negotiating the numerous subjectivi-
ties and locations that I concurrently feel apart from, and a part of. The un-
certainties and the tensions of subjective positions rendered it crucial to be 
reflexive about the paradoxes in my positionality. My in-between position 
had to be continuously re-engaged as I conducted field research. 

Doing research at ‘home’ also brings about concerns about the politics 
of representation. My research participants placed me in certain categories, 
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while others exercised their authority or subservience. I was ‘othered’, and I 
often needed to negotiate my relationships. Nevertheless, several common-
alities –my ethnicity, my nationality, and my conversance in the local ver-
nacular enabled me bridge gaps and become accepted. Many residents re-
ferred to as Nyar thur wa (daughter of our land) and being from the “city” 
was generally not perceived as problematic. I blended in for the most part, 
cognisant of the power relations that may have been present in certain sym-
bolic and material differences. It would be presumptuous of me to argue that 
I became an ‘insider’ because I am Luo and Kenyan.  The interactions and 
relationships between my participants and I were not quite equal. However, 
I believe that my interactions formed the foundations of trust that are crucial 
in any field research. I was committed to the connections in that time and 
space, to the narratives and experiences that were shared, and to the 
knowledge that was produced. While many of my participants and I may not 
have shared similar identities, we were able to share several commonalities 
that enabled us speak on mutual ground.265 

However, certain differences immediately placed me in a relatively so-
cial position; a position in which urban people in many parts of Africa are 
distinctive to rural folk. I wore sneakers and cap, and I carried a voice re-
corder and camera. Although fluent, I spoke Dholuo in a strained ‘urban’ ac-
cent. I was conspicuous and people would stare, albeit with well-meaning cu-
riosity and interest. I negotiated my positionality by extending greetings or 
sparking conversations. Such gestures were not mundane or insignificant. 
The acceptance of my presence, despite the initial suspicions about why I was 
there, resulted in a collective acknowledgement as someone doing worth-
while research. 

However, this raised questions about what strategies to use in order to 
foster genuine rapport between my participants and I, while paying attention 
to the politics and ethics involved in this effort.  Concerns of this nature are 
not captured in the guidelines for ethical research practice, but they are crit-
ical issues that need to be dealt with while conducting fieldwork. I realised 
that while I was conscious about ‘our’ relative differences, I was also being 
othered by those who were observing me. This was particularly the case with 
some men that I interviewed, especially those from elite or political circles 

                                                            
265  Nagar and Raju (2003). 



– 74 – 

and relatively educated backgrounds. The reverse power relations were ap-
parent in the condescending attitude towards my work, in their guarded re-
sponses and in their sexual advances. I found that people also placed me 
within ideas of legitimacy --- “It is good that you came here. Your research 
will be beneficial to us”, as well as scrutiny ---“What exactly is your research 
for?” Positioning of this nature meant that research ethics needed to be con-
tinually negotiated. The similarities and distinctions through the research 
process demonstrated how collaborations can be forged in fieldwork. How-
ever, such openness is not always easy to maintain. In a few of my interviews, 
male workers were seemingly preoccupied with my marital status or were 
generally uncooperative or disinterested in my work. Being located within 
certain cultural ideas of what roles women ought to play in society meant that 
there was often a bargain between getting my research done and challenging 
my participants. Power relations can therefore work both ways, particularly 
for female researchers in patriarchal field settings. Field work was hence an 
extremely personal experience. It also raised issues about the politics and 
ethics of fieldwork that not only involve negotiating relations that are re-
spectful, but ones that enable research to thrive.  

In contrast to the relative ease with which I came to be accepted into 
the culture of the farm’s workforce, my attempts to interact with male work-
ers often proved a challenge. For instance, it was difficult to establish rela-
tionships with men my own age without igniting rumours of sexual interest. 
Similarly, I was unable to extend close engagement with the higher-ranking 
workforce. What prevented this was the sharp division along hierarchical 
lines (as will be discussed in a later chapter) that characterised the farm.266 
Aligning more closely with one group, often implied distancing myself from 
the other. At the same time that residence in the farm’s compound ensured 
my immersion in its life, there was palpable distance between myself and the 
senior workforce, yet I lived with them in the same compound. They were not 
particularly keen on my work. The casual workforce on the other hand, often 
invited me into their homes outside the farm’s borders or to accompany them 
to church or the market and so forth. Despite my best efforts, my data on the 
senior/permanent workforce in general is slightly thinner than that of the 
general/casual workforce.  
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Another issue for concern regarding ethical research is how to produce 
mutually defined research. Scholars seldom discuss the collaborations and 
partnerships that did not materialise from the research process. The poten-
tial relationships that could be nurtured from the research process are just as 
important as the ways in which these alliances play out.267 For instance, many 
of the local residents that participated in this study did not believe that we 
could become friends. Many of them found it amusing that I would ever con-
sider fostering long-term relationships or maintaining contact, perhaps 
given their experience with researchers or visitors who would briefly show up 
in their spaces and then leave.   

During the first several weeks of fieldwork, I encountered people who 
thought that I was part of an international NGO that was handing out water 
filters, as local residents had come to anticipate tangible gains from ‘outsid-
ers’. Field research in certain areas is therefore often hindered or influenced 
by a more general politics of development—which ought to be acknowledged 
and respected. The knowledge that was produced in this study is embedded 
within a context that placed my participants and I in distinct locations. 
Hence, my findings are interpretive, yet convey the narratives and experi-
ences that may otherwise be untold, while illuminating wider patterns that 
may or may not remain constant over space and time. Remaining ethical and 
truthful to the experiences that took place in the field were crucial to me, and 
the responsibility to my ‘subjects’ is imbricated in the day to day experience 
of my time in the field. In practice, this also means that the assurance of the 
anonymity of my participants has been respected by the use of pseudonyms 
and that the use of interviews and materials were preceded with informed 
consent.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 
THE EARLY YEARS 
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4.1 REMINISCING THE EARLY YEARS 

The inception of Farringdon Farm’s operations in 2004 marks the object 
of justified nostalgia for the local residents of the Yala Swamp. More than 
1,500 full-time workers were hired to clear the land in readiness for rice 
cultivation. The labour demand ensured regular opportunities for work. 
Local residents who had lost their land to Downey and those who had 
never owned much land to begin with, found that farm work was of great 
benefit to them. Others who had harboured long-term plans ---long before 
Downey came into the picture-- to leave the village in search for work in 
Kenya’s urban towns, decided to stay home and seek employment at the 
farm.  Even people who had been struggling to be productive on their sub-
sistence plots found that employment afforded them some much needed 
supplementation to their limping incomes.  It seemed as though this large-
scale agricultural enterprise had begun to place many residents on a mod-
erately decent economic foothold, providing much-needed reprieve from 
the burden of chronic poverty. People reacted with great optimism, and 
their lifestyles reflected that. They thatched new mud huts; they pur-
chased a few extra goats and chicken for their homesteads; they enrolled 
their children in school, and they travelled to nearby cities and towns for 
leisurely visits, while stocking up on foodstuff and commodities that were 
difficult to find in the village markets and kiosks. The modest comforts 
that many had hoped for as a result of Downey’s scheme were finally 
within reach.   

By late 2007, only three years later, much of that optimism had be-
gun dwindle. Roughly around this time, Farringdon Farm began to mech-
anise a significant part of its operations, cutting jobs quite drastically to 
about 400 workers and denying many the incomes that they had become 
dependent upon. But if optimism was a rather general reaction, then dis-
contentment was much more discriminatory, devastating in particular 
residents whose land had been enclosed. If Downey’s changes in his mode 
of production was a disappointment to those that had small parcels of land 
to farm beyond the confines of the leased areas, then this shift was a mas-
sive blow to those whose land had been taken from them. Residents 
watched in desperation as the shortage of work began to drive them to-
wards a predicament that they had feared would occur—that they would 
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be left without sufficient alternatives to make a decent living. The “com-
forts” that they had indulged had vanished, and by mid-2008, many resi-
dents were once again leaving for Kenya’s cities and towns in the pursuit 
of work. It must be noted that when Downey set up his enterprise, many 
men who had been working in Kenya’s urban areas and had been sending 
remittances to their wives and children, returned home for the prospec-
tive employment opportunities that Farringdon Farm had promised to 
provide.  

In spite of the disappointing changes, local residents that manage to 
find regular work at the farm agree that the large-scale agricultural scheme 
has provided worthwhile benefits. They recognise the fact that they can now 
provide their households with the necessities of food, clothing and school ex-
penses. Food is a significant point of reference. Akoth, a landless resident 
employed at Farringdon Farm, acknowledges that her two children have 
enough to eat throughout the year: "Before I started working for the com-
pany, I often struggled to put food on the table when the rains would fail”, 
she said. Even residents who had not experience land loss frequently allude 
to this irony, for they can attest to consistent drought and crop failures that 
had in the past upset their household food supply. Work at Farringdon ena-
bles them offset their poor harvests.  

However, beyond this area of agreement, the expectations and disap-
pointments regarding the developments that Farringdon Farm has failed to 
deliver varies greatly. Residents like Judas complain about the difficulty in 
finding regular employment. Given the farm’s low employment intensity, 
their complaints are to be expected. Others like Peter grumble about having 
to live from hand-to-mouth, with not a single penny in savings. In more re-
flective points of view, some residents who have managed to stay employed 
on the farm year after year, reminisce about the leisurely activities that they 
once engaged in. With intense working days that begin at 6am and end at 
6pm, there is limited free time. However, such complaints are rarely ex-
pressed, for no one would be prepared to sacrifice their much-needed income 
for such respite. Others, if keenly coaxed, admit to some reprieve: "Work at 
Farringdon is better than nothing at all", or, "at least we can now eat two full 
meals a day”. 

Matters are less clear for other residents. Upon saying that they are 
now able to fill their bellies and cloth their backs, they proceed to share a 
detailed forecast about how bleak their futures appear: 
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"I work nonstop, like a donkey…. With what I earn, I do not see 
myself ever getting comfortable. They (Farringdon Farm) are 
making so much money from our sweat. We will continue to be 
poor, while Downey keeps building his wealth… He claims that 
he is a Christian, but he is not different from others that take ad-
vantage of their employees. He took our land and now he is pay-
ing us almost nothing...There is no hope,” lamented Ajak, a local 
resident that works on the farm. 

He and other residents in the same predicament compare the benefits of 
workers who have some land to farm, to their own struggle with making ends 
meet. And while some residents complain that they no longer have time for 
leisure, others have the opposite grievance: that the employment opportuni-
ties at the farm are inadequate, and they wish that more work was available. 
They reminisce about how favourable things were before Downey decided to 
change course and significantly mechanise, comparing those early times with 
their current situation. The point from which they assess their current hard-
ships is not just from the nostalgia of once having a nest egg in the form of 
land, but also from the first few years of Farringdon Farm’s establishment, 
when work was plenty and the farm sought out workers aggressively.  Some 
of the locals admit that they are not necessarily in a less pleasant position 
than they were before the establishment of the Downey’s project, but what 
bothersome is that they are still poor. Sarah, a local resident who is a casual 
worker at Farringdon captures the perspective of many of her fellow resi-
dents. “Before”, she explains, we could hardly feed our families. Many of us 
were poor, but now we still struggle. Farringdon told us that there would be 
many jobs, but only those that are lucky find work. What is the point of such 
a project if it does not change anything? We have gained nothing. Only the 
farm profits.”  

Mayin’ga, another disillusioned local resident holds much of the same 
opinion as he criticizes the fact that workers at Farringdon have become so 
dispensable: "We were replaced by those huge tractors and machines. 
Downey is really sitting on us.” complained Mayin’ga. This disappointment 
also extends beyond the Farringdon’s Farm’s labour domain. Local farmers 
are resentful about the losses that the scheme has placed upon them. Opela, 
a local cattle farmer, had begun to reconcile with the reality that a significant 
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part of the grazing land that he shared with fellow residents had been en-
closed. But later, Downey constructed a fence around much more land with-
out the communities’ consent, blocking access to most of the grazing land 
and water. Opela vehemently laments: 

“What angers us is that the farm now uses the [encroached] lands 
to graze its own local cattle. We are losing double because Far-
ringdon sells its beef on the local market and undercuts us. The 
agreement that Farringdon signed with local authorities was for 
rice farming, but the company began fish farming and now they 
starting to rare cattle. First, Farringdon took our land and water 
away from us, and now, it is taking our markets”.  

Opela’s son works as casual worker at Farringdon Farm. He had envisioned 
that his son would join him in cattle herding, and perhaps with time, increase 
their family’s cattle flock. But with the bleak reality of the loss of grazing land 
and the loss of a market to sell their beef, Opela encouraged his son to seek 
employment at the farm in order to supplement their dwindling household 
income. In his current situation, he admits that he too might have to find 
work at the very agricultural enterprise that he abhors. 

As local residents attempt to make sense of the cocktail of disillusion-
ments and gratifications that they have experienced over the past decade, 
their situation can be viewed as a struggle over how the current state of 
affairs is to be defined and understood. Having experienced a devastating 
land loss, and a subsequent agricultural scheme that has not quite lived to 
their expectations, each and every resident is permitted and indeed quali-
fied to be a narrator and assessor of the past and present. Nowhere is this 
struggle more evident than in the arguments given by some of the most eco-
nomically deprived villagers, who over the past decade seem to have bene-
fited the very little from Downey’s scheme, and whose future prospects are 
no more than grim. They have no land because Downey took it from them 
and have always been rather abjectly poor. They have generated a long-
foregone point of comparison against which to chide their present situation. 
They recall a time when employment at Farringdon Farm was plentiful, and 
they look back fondly at time the more favourable labour arrangements be-
fore the farm heavily mechanised--when recruitment was carried out ag-
gressively. 
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Given the current state of affairs, the question arises as to how local 
residents make sense of the impact of Downey’s agribusiness venture. The 
general texture and tone of the answer is in their discourse, as reflected in 
their day to day language. Within the sphere of their experience over the 
last several years, residents know exactly how much they could have oth-
erwise benefited from the scheme if it had not mechanised the majority of 
its operations. They also recognise how much the enterprise has gained 
from their toil in areas of production that require man power.  They have 
an acute awareness about how capitalism operates. Many of them under-
stand that they are being gradually proletarianised, as exemplified by the 
poignant lamentations of Opela the cattle farmer. The language in their 
arguments underscore abstract understandings of what is happening and 
what has happened to them, expressed in concrete descriptions: “I work 
nonstop, like a donkey”; “Downey is sitting on us”; “Only the farm profits”.  

Their focus on the more “localised” origins of their circumstances indi-
cates an effort to channel their discontent towards the conditions and agents 
that are conceivably within their realm of political action. While residents 
lament that Downey has cut back on his workforce, they do not observe the 
much larger cutthroat logic of agrarian capitalism that hinges upon effi-
ciency. While they observe Farringdon Farm encroaching upon more com-
munity land, they seldom acknowledge the government policies and endorse-
ments that facilitated their plight. Hence, local residents can attempt to in-
fluence the farm’s managers to hire a few more hands or persuade Downey 
to reconsider his decision to mechanise, but they do not have much hope in 
persuading the government to establish or amend its policies regarding the 
requirements on employment intensity for prospective large-scale agricul-
tural investments. 

4.2 CLASS-IFYING 

Within the growing collection of research regarding the implications of the 
global rush for land, local people who experience land grabs are frequently 
portrayed as peasant landholders and farmers and with a solid “political”, 
“legal” and “moral” claim to land and its associated resources.268 However, 

                                                            
268 Wilson (2015, 749). 
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landholder-centric analyses of this nature have the tendency to offer mis-
leading representations of the impact that land grabbing may have on rural 
communities, reproducing the view that land grabs by both foreign and do-
mestics states and corporations are hastening the loss of peasant subsist-
ence livelihoods, to the exclusion of anything else. 269 Yet this is only a frac-
tion of the picture. Bernstein argues that any attempt to gain an under-
standing of the impact of land-use change on any given local community 
should engage a class analysis. 270 Providing varied scenarios of the differ-
entiated rural classes that may be affected by a land grab, Borras and 
Franco state:  

“….Well-off peasants renting out some parts of their land un-
der arrangements with estates while farming the remainder 
themselves are in a more advantageous position than cash-
poor farmers leasing out their entire plots and then seeking 
part-time [precarious] employment as labourers on estates. 
Similarly, cash-strapped farmers with plots seeking for work 
as labourers are in a much better position than landless peas-
ants seeking for work as the same. All these groups are inte-
grated into emerging agribusiness enterprises, but on very dif-
ferent terms.”271  

It should therefore not be surprising that local residents’ construction of 
what has occurred in the past several years should differ considerably 
amongst them. Indeed, borrowing from the illustrations of Borras and 
Franco, one cannot expect a landless labourer to look at commercial agri-
cultural work with quite the same composure as a labourer that has some 
of his own land to cultivate. And yet their varied and distinct circum-
stances, interests and goals for the present and future form a part of local 
communities’ experience with a foreign-owned large-scale agricultural 
enterprise. It must be noted, of course, that class is not the only social 
category that represents rural life.272 Substantial variations beyond class, 
just to mention age, gender, kinship ties, political affiliations, individual 
disposition and so forth may merge into complex intersections that do not 

                                                            
269 Borras and Franco (2012). 
270 See Bernstein (2010). 
271 Borras and Franco (2012, 46). 
272 See Pini and Leach (2011); Phillips (2014). 
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effortlessly correspond with class. And people may even collaborate for 
particular objectives with their local adversaries as members of the same 
village, clan, religion or economic sector. What follows is thus an attempt 
to examine local residents’ experiences with, and interpretations of the 
Farringdon Farm scheme through the “representative” lens of four resi-
dents whom I encountered in the field, and with whom my dialogues and 
conversations painted a picture of seemingly antagonist views and opin-
ions between two groups of people that been incorporated into the enter-
prise under different terms. 

4.2.1 NATHAN AND FIONA 

Nathan is a widower in his mid-thirties who lost his wife to a sudden bout 
of illness within his first few years of marriage to her. When his impover-
ished father died, he inherited nothing. Prior to Downey’s arrival, Nathan 
and several members of his village used a piece of land together. That piece 
of land is part of the 6,900 hectares that was leased to Downey. Nathan has 
always struggled to make a decent living. Not only is his predicament re-
flected in the condition of his thatched hut whose muddy exterior barely 
hangs on, but also in the name that the villagers call him---- Oyecha, which 
translated from Dholuo, means ---‘that which is worn out or torn’. This al-
lusion is to the pair of old shoes that villagers claim Nathan has worn since 
his early teenagehood, although I suspect that it might have been an exag-
geration.   

On several occasions, I had heard Nathan lament about his futile efforts 
at finding steady work at Farringdon Farm. But on this particular afternoon, 
sitting on a bench outside a popular local kiosk, he appears vexed about 
something more specific. It does not take very long to find out that he has 
been underpaid for the work that he had carried out on the farm a couple of 
weeks before. Spurred on by his co-worker Fiona, who is also afflicted by the 
injustice, Nathan begins a perceptive analysis of the situation.  
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"These people [the Farringdon Farm management] are really 
milking us dry. They steal our granaries273, then they steal from 
our sweat… They steal from us double! 

Just as he utters his last phrase, Fiona nodes her head in vigorous agree-
ment, repeating what Nathan has just expressed, as if it were a new dis-
covery: "Yes, they steal from us double!”. Nathan then proceeds to take 
stock of the relative benefits that a group of outgrowers were enjoying, 
and which he considers an unfair advantage.  To illustrate what he means, 
Farringdon Farm had been planning to invest millions of dollars to estab-
lish an outgrower tilapia raring project with local residents. However, 
given the logistics and capital required to jump-start such a project, the 
farm tentatively received a grant from the Africa Enterprise Challenge 
Fund (AECF) ---a private sector initiative that provides financial support 
to innovative commercial enterprises in sub-Saharan Africa with over-
arching goal of reducing poverty. Through this funded project, local resi-
dents interested in venturing into small-scale fish farming were given ex-
tension support in rearing, feeding and harvesting. This outgrower project 
would then supplement the already existing large-scale tilapia rearing op-
eration at the farm. 

Nathan continues: “The county council told us that Downey’s project 
would benefit everyone. Now it just seems to be a project for those that have 
the resources”. On observing the ways in which the tilapia outgrowers expe-
rienced more lucrative terms of incorporation by virtue of the fact that they 
have their own plots of land, Nathan feels short-changed. Fiona eagerly 
chimes in: 

"Farringdon Farm says that it is no longer going to employ as 
many workers as it did before. They say that they do not have 
money to employ more workers, but they have money to support 
a fish project that will fill the pockets of those that do not struggle 
as much as we do. Those who have nothing need to be given op-
portunities first!”  

                                                            
273  Nathan used the Dholuo term ‘Dero’ which literally means ‘granary’. Amongst the Luo 

community, the term granary is often used to refer to anything that enables one to make 
a living or sustain life. Even a person who helps another could be referred to as a granary. 
Nathan’s use of the term was therefore in reference to the plot of land from which he was 
expelled.  
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Nathan and Fiona conduct what appears to be a shared assessment, followed 
by a prescription that appears to be representative of the opinions of their 
fellow residents in a similar predicament.   

4.2.2 ANITA AND MOSES 

If one pays attention to the utterances of local residents from the other 
end of the spectrum, one encounters a different point of view. Amongst 
the numerous conversations that I had with residents during my time in 
the field, one particular episode on a Friday evening in April 2014 was 
rather extraordinary. It was unlike most of my encounters with villagers.  
It felt like an ambush. When Anita and Moses (both local residents bene-
fiting from the outgrowers tilapia breeding scheme) approached me that 
evening as sat by myself in the local canteen, it was clear that they had a 
pressing issue to discuss. The circumstances under which Anita and Mo-
ses came to me is noteworthy. Over the previous weeks, I had been spend-
ing a lot of time with the workers at Farringdon Farm. The workers’ con-
cerns about the loss of an opportunity to engage in the tilapia rearing pro-
ject had begun to feature in my interviews and conversations. It appeared 
that word had spread about my inquiry into the matter, and Anita and 
Moses were concerned that I may have acquired a significantly skewed 
detail of accounts, aggravating an already contentious situation between 
local residents employed at the farm and the outgrowers. Anita who is 
quite well-off by local standards, pulls out a plastic chair and begins with 
a statement that lays bare her knowledge of the content of my prior en-
gagement with workers. “When you see some people here doing well,” she 
begins, “it is not that Farringdon Farm has chosen to invest in some peo-
ple and abandon others.” She then proceeds to provide an example that 
fits her argument: 

“Like Moses here, the land that he uses to rear fish is not his prop-
erty, but he has managed to benefit from this tilapia project be-
cause he did not just sit around and expect help from Farring-
don.” 

Her illustration is certainly apt but is a challenge to reconcile with, given 
that her opinion on the matter is ultimately one that originates from a 
position of relative strength and privilege —a view that material resources 
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are out there, just waiting to be used and exploited by anyone with a strong 
enough desire for them, despite any structural obstacles that may be pre-
sent. Apparently, Moses rented a piece of land on his neighbour’s home-
stead where he has constructed two fish ponds. The proceeds from the 
tilapia he harvests enable him provide adequately for his large family. 
Aside from residents such as Moses who is landless but rents part of his 
neighbour’s land, most other out-growers are able to capture the benefits 
of the tilapia scheme by virtue of the fact they hail from the ranks of those 
that were not affected by land loss--- their land was located outside the 
leased areas.   

Having illustrated a case of a man that is land-poor, who manages 
to capitalise on an opportunity afforded by Farringdon via his ingenuity, 
Anita offers a contrasting dimension. This time, she uses the example of 
her older brother. "My father left him a very big plot of land" Anita states 
proudly. With Moses her companion nodding in agreement, Anita adds 
that if her brother (who runs a small vehicle spare part business in Ki-
sumu) had been smart, he could have rented out his land or put it land 
into good agricultural use. The fact that he does not exploit his land for 
lucrative purposes, according to Anita, has less to do with his general dis-
interest in working his land, and more to do with his lack of creativity and 
hard work.  

Anita and Moses’s arguments speak to their belief that the plight of 
their fellow residents is within their scope of remedy and action. Curious 
about their thoughts on the lamentations of Nathan and Fiona, Moses pro-
ceeds to emphasise on Nathan in particular, locating herself as an ‘ideal’ that 
according to him, Nathan is not. “People like Nathan just wait for handouts,” 
he says. Then he adds: 

 “Farringdon is a business, it is not charity work. If Downey de-
cided to leave today and they got back their land, they would still 
be complaining that they are poor.”  

What is compelling about my dialogue with Nathan-Fiona and Anita-Mo-
ses is an effort in their sentiments to situate local residents’ experience 
with Downey’s large scale agricultural project not only in terms of what 
the scheme has taken away and installed, but to demonstrate the nature 
of differentiation amongst local residents who have either gotten the short 
end of the stick or benefited from the enterprise, and the resentment and 
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conflict that emerges from such differentiation. Nathan and Fiona resent 
those that are better placed to benefit from the opportunities that the Far-
ringdon enterprise provides. Anita and Moses on the other hand devote a 
concerted amount of effort in demonstrating that their fellow residents 
are accountable for their struggle, arguing that ingenuity and hard work 
is all that one requires to explore the lucrative end of a land deal.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 
OF HIERARCHIES, INTERMEDIARIES 

AND RIVALRIES 
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5.1 THE POLITICS OF PRODUCTION 

In much of the literature on land deals and the subsequent enterprises that 
are established, efforts to analyse the labour relations of agrarian change 
have tended to privilege ‘relations of production’. Borrowing from Michael 
Burawoy, relations of production can be understood as relations of exploita-
tion between labour and capital.274 Such approaches have for the most part 
neglected the possibility that labour relations, and more specifically the ex-
periences of local people incorporated into agricultural enterprises, are as 
much determined by the specific “politics of production”,275 that is, the par-
ticular way in which production processes are organised, be it on large-scale 
farms or agroindustrial plantations.  In his extensive research on the indus-
trial labour regimes and processes in Zambia, Hungary and the United 
States, Burawoy urges us not only to think about the struggles and conflicts 
between managers and workers as structural, but to also consider that such 
outcomes are as a result of the particular way in which labour processes  at 
the site of production are organised.276 Hence, what requires analyses are the 
dynamics of the ‘relations in production’ which Burawoy distinguishes from 
the ‘relations of production’, and be defined as the social relations between 
and amongst workers. 

What then justifies an analysis of the labour relations in production? 
First the social relations in production in agricultural work regimes instituted 
by land grabs can reveal how everyday conflicts and struggles can arise from 
forms of production regimes and labour organisation. Secondly, a study of 
the relations in production is critical, as an insight into the structural rela-
tions of production does not necessarily reveal much about how ‘actors’ en-
gage with each other in the sphere of work, and how these workplace inter-
actions themselves produce particular kinds of labour experiences. Further-
more, an analysis of relations in production can show how specific labour 
arrangements in the production process can produce and shape labour hier-
archies that may be sites of exploitation and struggle. It is in this context that 
the everyday relations in production should be situated.  In the following is 
an analysis of the micropolitics of the relations in production on Farringdon 
Farm.  

                                                            
274  Burawoy (1985). 
275  de Neve (2005). 
276  Burawoy (1982, 1–12); Burawoy (1988). 
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5.2 HIERARCHIES 

Farringdon Farm has a workforce of about 400 workers who are broadly cat-
egorised as casual workers, contract workers and permanent workers. Casual 
workers make up the majority of the farm’s workforce and hail from Siaya 
County and Bondo County. They are hired seasonally or as-needed.  They 
consist of weeders and bird scarers (those that work in the fields); packers 
and cleaners (those that work in the mill] and fishers [those that work in the 
aquaculture section). Contract workers are employed on a contractual basis. 
Their nature of work requires that they possess the technical skills required 
to supervise operations in the sections of the farm that they have been allo-
cated. Permanent workers are skilled and their remuneration is salaried. 
Their work is mainly managerial and administrative. They include the farm 
Director (Farringdon’s most senior employee), the farm Manager, the Hu-
man Resource Officer, the IT manager and several office clerks and secretar-
ies. Permanent workers have employment benefits including paid annual or 
personal leave and healthcare. Unlike the casual workers who are almost en-
tirely Luo and originate from the surrounding villages, many contract and 
permanent workers hail from further afield-- from Kenya’s urban areas. 
However, there are some contract workers that are local residents. Perma-
nent and contract workers receive housing within the farm at a subsidized 
rate, but there are contract and permanent workers who opt to live outside 
the farm, making alternative arrangements for housing. 

Work at Farringdon Farm plays different roles in casual workers’ lives. 
Luck, timing and inclination are often what distinguishes permanently reside 
in the area those that are just passing by. Some workers are strangers to the 
farm, but many of them have been recruited on and off since the farm’s in-
ception. Others intend to work the season and leave, drawn by fabled oppor-
tunities for work in Kenya’s urban cities and towns, while others prefer to be 
‘home’, looking for employment on the farm year after year. Employment for 
some workers represents a shift from destitution to “being able to purchase 
things” and learn new skills. For many, farm work is something of a disap-
pointment as it is hard work and low-paying. 

Take for instance Janet Olembo, a widow in her thirties. She lost her 
plot of land to Farringdon and has worked as a weeder on the farm since 
2008.  In one of my conversations with her, she lamented about how she was 
“employed, but still poor”, and that her wages barely covered her children’s 
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basic necessities. She was frustrated about her reliance on sporadic remit-
tances from relatives in Nairobi. Or consider Lucas Opiyo, a miller in his early 
twenties who works in the mill as a packer. His mother had hoped that he 
would one day join a college and become an account, but he failed his Kenya 
Secondary School Certificate examinations. He had worked briefly as a store 
keeper in Kisumu, but after his employer shut down the store, he returned 
home and sought employment at the farm. Opiyo expresses disappointment 
in what he thinks is a lack of achievement and does not want to disappoint 
his mother. His mother had been saving up some money from her small tai-
loring business to enable him attend a local polytechnic for training on car-
pentry. For Opiyo, farm work is only a temporary affair. 

Upon entering Farringdon Farm, one is confronted with a discernible 
hierarchy amongst the workers. Given the farm’s rather flat wage structure, 
the wage rates between those of casual workers and contract workers do not 
differ. The permanent workforce is salaried so their remuneration is contin-
gent upon their individual positions and qualifications. Waged workers earn 
a daily rate of 200 shillings, plus overtime. However, given the contractual 
nature of their employment, contract workers are much more secure in terms 
of job security unlike their casual counterparts whose work is irregular 
and/or seasonal. Given the relatively large supply of labour from local sur-
rounding villages, casual workers are easily dispensable and replaceable. 

Casual labour on Farringdon Farm is intensive and comes as a bit of a 
shock to a novice worker. The pace of work is driven by the farm’s supervi-
sors, drawn from the ranks of the contract workers, who do so by patrolling 
around frequently. On any given work day, contract workers may step back 
from their work, engage in light conversation amongst themselves or with 
particular casual workers, and perhaps browse the daily newspaper for inter-
esting news. Being the watchers rather than the watched, they are at liberty 
to determine the extent to which they can engage in the labour process at any 
given moment, emphasising their difference from casual recruits. But such 
distinctions are not just limited to the hierarchical positions of contract and 
casual workers. Casual workers also produce hierarchies amongst them-
selves. For instance, a driver is considered to be of higher rank than a field 
labourer, and the worker who packs rice is seen as superior to the worker who 
sweeps and cleans the mill. Such distinctions are of course not reflected in 
pay. At the southernmost edge of the paddy fields is the milling factory, a 
large facility covered by corrugated metal roofing. Herein rests a complete 
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rice processing machine, which cleans, de-husks, separates and grades rice 
according to quality before the grain finally reaches the workers for checking 
and packing. Work in the mill is monotonous in comparison to work in the 
fields. Its pace is set by the processing machine, which is so loud that engag-
ing in conversation is a challenge at best. Workers complain that the noise is 
a challenge to endurance, and that the flour dust that clouds the room con-
stantly inflicts respiratory problems, as protective masks are not provided by 
the farm. But while milling work is carried out in the relative comforts of the 
indoors, field-based workers toil for hours under the scorching sun. Weeders, 
for instance, grumble that their backs ache from hours of weeding and that 
their hands itch from what they suspect is a result of pesticide use. In de-
scribing her weeding work, Florence Akinyi demonstrates: 

“You pick with one hand like this [her back and head fully bent 
forward]. Your back hurts; you get pains here [touching her lower 
back]. You have to work every day like this...It’s not easy. We suf-
fer a lot here.” 

On inquiry about the provision of protective gear, Crispin Opiyo, Farringdon 
Farm’s Human Resource Manager stated that during the earlier years follow-
ing the farm’s establishment, protective gear was given to workers, but such 
provisions, particularly for seasonal workers, proved not cost-effective. He 
argued that working conditions must be examined in relation to what is eco-
nomically feasible, and not against some abstract criteria.  

The distinctions inherent amongst the casual workforce also relate to 
the gender division of labour. The majority of Farringdon Farm’s workforce 
are women. It need not be surprising that the farm’s director openly admitted 
to preferring a largely female labour force. “Our goal here is to ensure that 
the wages we pay actually benefit local households”, he said. And then con-
tinued to add a detailed account on the smoking, drinking and irresponsible 
spending habits of the local men, while comparing it with the significant role 
that women play in the reproduction of traditional values such as responsi-
bility, hard work and meticulousness. In her revisionist article on contempo-
rary development discourses about rural sub-Saharan labour, Ann White-
head shows how colonial discourses that stereotyped the African man as ‘idle’ 
and ‘lazy’ have been used by the post-colonial development project to vali-
date the recruitment of women. She writes, “discourses of ‘lazy’ men have a 
long history in European ideas about rural sub‐Saharan Africa, occurring 
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wherever rural men resisted colonial labour regimes and coercive forms of 
rural development”.277 Whitehead further argues that much of household 
time-use research is presented in ways that minimise the contribution that 
men make to farming.278 The basis for this politicised depiction of rural 
household gender relations lies in the need to explain why in last 30 years,  
market liberalisation policies have failed to produce adequate growth in the 
African agricultural sector, with the suggestion that if the ‘lazy’ African men 
worked harder, such growth could happen.279 

The case here shows how a similar discourse about men’s lack of com-
mitment and laziness can easily be used by agricultural enterprises to justify 
the preference for female labour, and their attempts to scale back on a male 
workforce that is viewed as troublesome and less committed.280 At Farring-
don, this discourse does not translate to a higher position of women workers, 
and the purported meticulousness of women does not, for instance, open 
doors for promotions from casual worker to contract worker positions. There 
are occasions, although quite rare, that casual workers have received contract 
positions after years of watching their supervisors and learning on the job. 
However, the opportunities seem to be a male privilege, as observed by one 
female weeder: “These contract jobs are only given to men, yet many of us 
have worked here for years”. 

When I first visited Siaya in 2013, there were virtually no female con-
tract workers. Later when I revisited in 2014, a female casual worker who had 
been tending the fish ponds was promoted to a supervisory position. But even 
then, there had to be a male co-supervisor present to ensure that operations 
were running smoothly. Her seemingly subordinate position even after a pro-
motion, is indicative of a more widespread ideology of patriarchy, that ren-
ders women workers to the dictates of a largely male management.281 Labour 
relations at Farringdon Farm are mediated as much by gender as they are by 
positional hierarchies.  

                                                            
277 Whitehead (2000, 23; 2014). For historical accounts on the narratives of the lazy native, 

see Curtin (1973); Barker (1978); Cohen (1980); Whitehead (1999); Daykin (2006); Alatas 
(2010); Okia (2012). 

278 Whitehead (1999). 
279 Whitehead (2000). 
280 Dolan and Sorby (2003); Dolan (2005); Deere (2005). 
281 Westwood (1985); Kapadia (1999). 
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Weeding work is almost exclusively undertaken by women. In the rice 
fields, clusters of women scattered throughout the landscape are fully en-
gaged in their work. Although they often complain that the heat and hours of 
bending is arduous, they also admit that it is not particularly intensive, nei-
ther does it require high concentration. They will usually chat and joke 
throughout the work day, stretching their strained backs from time to time. 

Fishing is carried out by men. Although many of the workers that I 
spoke to said that this kind of work is the domain of men given the sheer 
physical strength required to drag fish-laden nets, women did not seem to be 
particularly interested in fish harvesting. There are, however, certain tasks in 
the aquaculture areas that are carried out by women. Such tasks include the 
general tending of the fish ponds, bird scaring and fish feeding. Fishing is 
usually carried out every few days. It is an on-demand operation, which 
means that the fish are harvested whenever orders are made by customers 
within the locality and from nearby towns and cities such as Kisumu. Since 
work in the ponds and hatchery is not an all-day affair, workers that are hired 
to harvest fish are often engaged in work in other areas of the farm. These 
workers represent a continually adaptable source of labour, on call at any 
time. A person who is hired to fish may be recruited with the intention of 
engaging in other tasks more generally. Such workers are therefore moved 
around to suit labour demands. In the mill, both men and women are hired 
as casual workers, but there exists a division of labour. While majority of the 
packers are men, sweeping and cleaning tasks are carried out by women. 

The amount of time dedicated for work also differs between men and 
women. While men have the luxury of resting during their lunch breaks given 
that they are not entrusted with domestic tasks, women return home to tend 
to their children and household responsibilities. Given that children are 
strictly not allowed to accompany their parents on the farm, women with 
younger children are taken care of by relatives or neighbours. Furthermore, 
women with younger children and other dependents to support are often un-
able to dedicate an entire day on the farm, translating to lower wages than 
that of men.  
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5.3 INTERMEDIARIES 

While the structure of hierarchy at Farringdon is skill and gender-based, 
there exists a much more complex layer that is characterised by the ‘interme-
diate’ roles that are carried out by contract workers. In many respects, the 
farm’s contract workers occupy a position akin to functions that ‘middlemen’, 
‘foremen’, and ‘maistries’ perform in many agricultural and industrial re-
gimes throughout the world. Such workers are a salient feature of work or-
ganisation and are a critical link in the relationship between the general 
workforce, the top management and the employer. Their positions are 
marked by tension and ambiguity, captured for instance in phrases such 
Kevin Yerington’s “caught in the middle” 282 and Israel Drori’s “walking a 
very tight rope”.283 While the top management’s task at Farringdon involves 
overseeing the farm’s overall production output, contract workers play a vital 
role in the daily organisation of the work process and the recruitment of cas-
ual labour. A number of studies have attempted to examine why enterprises 
delegate such major responsibilities to intermediary figures and allow them 
to enjoy such significant amounts of authority. In his study of the labour re-
lations on a commercial farm in South Africa’s border farms where the over-
whelming majority of workers are Zimbabwean migrants, Maxim Bolt exam-
ines the role played by what he refers to as “intercalary” workers. Crucial is 
the role played by such workers as they “represent the interface between the 
black workforce, and white bosses and senior managers as they are both su-
pervisor and supplier of labour and are of similar origin as that of the ordi-
nary workers.”284 

In his analysis of the history of jute-mill workers in India during the 
colonial period of 1890-1940, Dipesh Chakrabarty notes that the middlemen 
(‘sardars’) were not only supervisors on the shop floor, but were immediate 
employers as well. They had the power to hire workers and fire them at will. 
Sardars were indispensable to management, not only because they ensured 
a steady supply of labour in an expanding industry, but because they per-
formed roles that ideally should have been carried out by their employers, 
such as giving credit and supplying housing.285 Moreover, their authority was 

                                                            
282 Yelvington (1995, 211). 
283 Drori (2000, 143). 
284 Bolt (2015). 
285  Chakrabarty (2000, 106). 
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further strengthened by the fact that a significant portion of the workforce 
were migrants who were recruited from faraway regions and spoke different 
languages.286 These middlemen, who originated from other parts of the coun-
try themselves, had the necessary connections, relationships and authority 
in the areas which supplied their urban employers with flexible and sufficient 
migrant labour, and they functioned as agents of discipline at production 
sites.287 

Turning to Farringdon Farm, it is necessary to examine the nature and 
scope of the functions of contract workers in order to understand their posi-
tions in the labour hierarchy, as well as their interactions with the general 
workforce and management. In the earlier days, when the farm began its op-
erations, labour demands were mostly met by using casual workers to ‘send 
word around’. Local people would show up outside the farm’s gates in search 
for work. Today, this form of recruitment remains the same, but it is the con-
tract workers who have the unilateral power of deciding on who is fit for the 
job. Moreover, contact workers also use their informal and personal net-
works to hire casual workers.  

As discussed earlier, contract workers at Farringdon must have the 
technical expertise or training related to the farm’s operations. Most of their 
time is therefore spent in sections of the farm for which they are responsi-
ble.  As soon as an issue arises and the casual workers lack the technical 
knowledge or necessary tools to repair it, they will call on the contract 
worker. Farringdon’s contract workers are largely relegated to their stations 
and seldom venture into the farm’s administrative office.  However, a con-
tract worker might walk to the administrative office, perhaps to let it be 
known that the mill is running out of packaging for processed rice, or that 
some tools need repair, or that a fishing nets has a tear and a new one needs 
to be purchased. Apart from their technical tasks, contract workers also have 
to ensure that the entire production process runs smoothly. This is an im-
portant task, given that interruptions slow down the production process, 
which subsequently upsets the top management.  

Farringdon grows high-yielding rice varieties that are dwarf-like. This 
means that a contract worker in the paddy fields must ensure that the fields 
are weeded regularly so that the rice does not compete with the weeds for 
sunlight. Each paddy field yields two to three crops per year, and the rice is 
                                                            
286  Haan (1994, 91–118). 
287  de Neve (2005). 
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harvested by mechanical means all year round. Therefore, the mill always has 
rice to process. A contract worker at the mill must therefore keep the milling 
machine in good condition and ensure the smooth coordination of the pro-
duction process at the facility. At the start and end of each work day, a con-
tract worker is the only person with the authority to turn off the machine. 
Contract workers must ensure that workers report to work in a timely fash-
ion, that they do not malinger, and that they cooperate with one another. This 
gives them direct control over the allocation and management of ‘time’ on 
the farm. 

But it is in less beneficial terms that the contract workers refer to the 
conflicting demands weighed upon them as a consequence of their precari-
ous position that lies between the managerial work-force and the casual 
work-force. When a problem arises on the farm, it is the contract worker who 
will be the first one to be informed. And issues of all kinds arise. The fish may 
have gotten a viral infection, a weeder may have been beaten by a snake, a 
worker may have arrived to work drunk, or utterances regarding wages are 
being spewed. Casual workers do not lodge their complaints to the manage-
ment directly. They will first approach their supervisors with the expectation 
that their needs will be met and problems dealt with. Similarly, when an issue 
arises on the farm or when operations are not running as expected, it is the 
contract workers that the management will question first. Contract workers 
strive to be on good terms with both the top management and the casual work 
force that they supervise. Given that contract are wage labourers themselves, 
contract workers empathise with the casual workforce. Although their work 
is tied to contracts and they can at least be confident of some job security 
within those arrangements, contract workers are still acutely aware of their 
precarious position, given that they can also be hired and fired at will by the 
farm’s managers: “There is not much difference. Contract and casual workers 
earn the same. Our struggle is the same,” said Omondi, a contract worker 
that supervises the rice fields. Yet, contract workers feel obliged to be loyal to 
the top management who expect them to maintain the farm’s operations at 
an optimum and to discipline the workforce. The diverging interests of the 
casual workforce and the top management merge in the person of the con-
tract worker, who positioned between the two, becomes subject to all manner 
of conflict. 

Such conflict is not just limited to the conflicting position of the con-
tract worker. It also exists as I will illustrate, in the avenues through which 
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contract workers have established to earn additional income. Pay day is a 
critical part of the social interactions at Farringdon Farm. Every fortnight, 
on Friday between 4pm to 5pm, workers gather outside the farm’s main gate 
eagerly awaiting their hard-earned remuneration. On one particular evening, 
I was standing by the gate waiting for Atieno, a cleaner in the mill with whom 
I had made a fairly close acquaintance. Earlier in the day, we had agreed that 
I would accompany her to her sister’s stall at the local market. Her sister was 
a tailor and made beautifully embroidered dresses. Atieno often wore some 
of her sister’s art, and I was keen on purchasing a dress or two for myself. By 
4.30pm, the atmosphere changed significantly. As the contract workers were 
handing out wages, the once chatty climate turned quiet, and only the rumble 
of passing vehicles could be heard. Upon receiving her wages, Atieno sud-
denly changed our plans, and suggested that we to visit her sister’s stall at a 
later date. It was only a few days later that Atieno informed me that she had 
changed our plans because she had purchased some beans and cooking oil 
on credit at a kiosk adjacent to her sister’s stall. She had promised the shop 
owner that she would clear her debt that Friday evening, but upon receiving 
her money, the amount was significantly lower than what she had expected 
to receive. Her supervisor, a contract worker by the name of Ochieng’ had 
drastically deducted her work hours for the simple fact that she had refused 
to oblige to his demands. Unbeknownst to the farm management, contract 
workers routinely coerce casual workers to purchase all manner of protective 
gear at very inflated prices for profit. The exchange is that by purchasing the 
work gear, a casual worker is more or less assured of steady employment at 
the farm. However, when Atieno refused to concede to Ochieng’s demands, 
he intentionally deducted a considerable portion of her working hours from 
the attendance roster. Many casual workers at Farringdon Farm are entan-
gled in such exploitative clientelistic ties in order to safe guard their employ-
ment within the farm.  

5.4 LIFE ON THE MAIN CAMP AND UPPER CAMP 

When the workers of Farringdon speak of the ‘Main Camp’ and ‘Upper 
Camp’, they have in mind two separate living quarters, characterised by ref-
erence to the differential hierarchical positions of those who dwell in them.  
The Main Camp is a compound reserved for the farm’s top management staff. 
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Surrounded by a live fence and manned by tight security, it encompasses six 
charming white bungalows, complemented by neatly manicured grass and 
landscaped gardens. The compound also houses the administrative office, 
the farm’s guest house, as well as Downey’s house, which he visits on occa-
sion. 

In contrast to the lush, private worlds of the Main Camp, the Upper 
Camp appears somewhat bleak. Located a few hundred meters up the road, 
this facility is inhabited by contract workers and the less senior permanent 
workers. Here, employment hierarchy is explicit in the layout. Contract 
workers live in random metal structures that take the form of single rooms, 
each with its own external door and a thin space along the edge of the ceiling 
for ventilation, which much to their annoyance lets in mosquitoes. Shared 
washrooms –not segregated by sex –are located in unlit single cubicles with 
corrugated ceilings that make night visits a challenge at best. For permanent 
workers, these conditions are greatly improved by two-roomed or three-
roomed detached houses containing private showers and flush toilets. The 
Main Camp and Upper Camp clearly replicate the distinctive layout of farm 
owner--farm worker residential separation that is reminiscent of the class 
separation of settler agricultural schemes in both colonial and post-colonial 
Africa.  

This depiction corresponds with the view taken by the majority of the 
residents at the Upper Camp. Some workers see primitive and uncomfortable 
housing. Others see it very differently: as a place of everyday domicile in 
which their lives are based. A number of the workers assert a sense of belong-
ing by adapting their housing by decorating them with personalized knick-
knacks and furniture; reproducing familiar forms of domesticity. Della Dora 
observes how in leaving a place, people often carry parts of it with them, 
transforming their new accommodation in ways that reconfigure their place 
of arrival both figuratively and imaginatively.288 But most contract workers 
seem less invested in making their living quarters comfortable. It could be, 
perhaps, that their less secure employment status discourages any significant 
attempts to adapt their accommodation to create pleasant living arrange-
ments. Their rooms are quite bare in comparison to permanent workers’ liv-
ing quarters, with basic furniture such as a bed and a chair. These differential 

                                                            
288  Dora (2011). 
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understandings of permanence and non-permanence, and their spatial infer-
ences are echoes of the hierarchical labour relations at Farringdon.289   

Permanent workers’ sense of attachment is amplified by the fact that 
many have long personal histories of residence at the farm. One such worker 
is Nathaniel, who had lived in Siaya County for eight years before he was 
hired to work as the cook and caretaker at the farm’s guesthouse in 2006. He 
is the only unskilled permanent worker at Farringdon. Nathaniel and his wife 
Mildred have two children; a six-year old daughter who attends a nearby 
school, and a three-year old son who was born at the time of my field re-
search.  Mildred runs a small fruit and vegetable kiosk at the nearby village 
market. Nathaniel remembers a time when some areas of the rice fields were 
covered in papyrus and marsh. He also remembers a time when the local 
market was much smaller and less busy than it is today. He also reflects, 
amongst many other things, on how difficult it was to travel to Siaya Town 
during the rainy season, before Downey constructed an 18-kilometre marram 
road that runs all the way to the farm.  He envisions working at Farringdon 
in the long term and plans to save up for a taxi business.  Such personal his-
tories and concrete plans for the future indicate that permanent workers at 
Farringdon experience a far greater sense of attachment at the farm than 
their counterparts. 

Every weekend, the vicinity around the Upper Camp transforms from 
a relatively quiet area to a bustle of activity including loud music and parties. 
Meanwhile, the Main Camp, inhabited by top management remains tranquil 
and largely unaffected by the revelry up the road. Casual workers that reside 
in nearby villages often join in the festivities, in which publicly drunken be-
haviour is common. The residents of the Main Camp view these parties as 
loud and a site of debauchery, as was expressed to me by a Main Camp resi-
dent, who referred to such gatherings as “hooliganism”. The less senior per-
manent workers who reside with the contract workforce in the Upper Camp 
have the same view. They often remain indoors, but if particularly pressed 
for recreation, they might join in. Such visits contain an element of choice, in 
the sense that permanent workers can escape back to the relative comfort of 
their houses. Despite such moments of ‘mixing’, their relatively better living 
amenities reinforces their hierarchical difference from contract workers.   

                                                            
289  Bolt (2015). 
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5.5 RIVALRIES 

As discussed earlier, a useful way of understanding the complexities of pol-
itics of the labour relations in agribusiness enterprises is to examine the 
relationships amongst the workers. Doing so avoids losing sight of workers’ 
diverse circumstances and agenda. Blair Rutherford argues that workforces 
are more individuated than they initially appear.290 Appreciating this re-
veals that labour hierarchies are most intensely shaped by particular work-
ers whose status is most at stake, and in Farringdon, it is that of the farm’s 
two most senior workers. The following sections are organised around a ri-
valry between Japheth Owala, the farm manager and David Agak, the farm 
director.  

5.5.1 OWALA THE FARM MANAGER 

On a typical morning at around 8 am, Owala patrols the fields in his pickup 
truck. He begins by stopping at the aquaculture ponds where several workers 
may be straightening out a large fishing net, ready to harvest. Later, when 
the harvesting is complete, he may offer a lift to a few workers who may need 
to relocate to other sections of the farm, and then proceed to inspect the 
paddy fields.  After lunch, he may stop by the mill to observe the happenings 
there and chat to any worker that is present. When finished with browsing 
through the daily newspaper, he may offer it to anyone that may be interested 
in reading it. As the evening approaches, he may drive around the paddy 
fields once more, and make one last trip to the ponds. If a lawn-mower needs 
fixing, he may drop it at the farm workshop and call it a day. 

Owala patrols around the farm, overseeing different operations, but of-
ten, there are already contract workers on hand, and tasks are fulfilled ade-
quately without him. At some level, it is difficult to determine what exactly 
he does. Being an agronomist by training, his expertise certainly comes in 
handy when soil productivity and crop value needs to be assessed, but such 
analyses, I would presume, are not a daily exercise. By doing favours along 
the way—offering a lift and sharing his newspaper--- he maintains both a su-
pervisory and sympathetic position, but as his truck ranges through the farm, 
he brings with him the institutional weight of his employer.  

                                                            
290  Rutherford (2001). 
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Owala’s business involves monitoring the goings-on that extend be-
yond the realms of production. On our first encounter, Owala told me that he 
knew who I was because “it was his job to know”. He extends his employer’s 
gaze. His role as a senior intermediary is critical in light of the seemingly rigid 
separation between the permanent workforce and the casual workforce. This 
is apparent because permanent workers are largely confined to the adminis-
trative office, and seldom venture into the fields unless there is particular 
business taking them there. Owala’s relations with the waged workforce 
emerges most clearly when one observes his interactions with them. He will 
often engage in crude and highly energized banter, in ways that may obstruct 
his positional hierarchy to a newcomer.  

5.5.2 AGAK THE DIRECTOR 

Agak’s position contrasts considerably to that of Owala. Each work day at 
around 7am, Agak reports to his office. He is often keen on collared shirts, 
often pastel in colour, tucked into a belted pair of dark trousers. His office is 
dominated by a large, dark brown wooden desk with an adjoined meeting 
table. A large cabinet, containing a collection of files with records of the 
farm’s past and present operations covers the entire side of a wall.  

As Director, Agak’s primary responsibility entails overseeing the farm’s 
entire operation. A typical morning will begin by catching up with e-mails 
and paper work before proceeding to take a routine drive through the fields 
in his white jeep. He makes his rounds in the mornings, as the afternoon 
temperatures are much too intense for him, so he said when I asked. Upon 
returning to his office, he will carry out consultations or follow up on inquir-
ies from various office administrators. Every so often, Agak travels to various 
cities and towns within Kenya and to the greater East Africa or beyond for 
business on behalf of Downey. 

While both Owala and Agak them oversee the farm’s operations, Agak 
additionally manages the recruitment and administration of the permanent 
workforce. However, he may also involve himself with issues regarding the 
contract and casual recruits. Owala on the other hand does not involve him-
self with matters regarding the permanent workforce based in the farm ad-
ministrative office, as his responsibilities are relegated within the narrower 
confines of the fields and the mill. Despite these seemingly overlapping dis-
tinctions, workers see Agak as the larger figure of authority on the farm. This 
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is not only reflected in the fact that he is highest earning employee, but it is 
the opinion of the workers that Downey sees Agak as indispensable, given 
that the farm runs successfully without his presence. Agak’s authority also 
comes from his responsibility for the farm’s business affairs, as well as his 
frequent interactions and close proximity with Downey to which others have 
limited access.  

An interesting rivalry occurs between Owala and Agak, one that has 
appeared in studies of work.291 Their opposition reflects their different re-
sponsibilities: top manager out in the fields and the mill and office-based 
manager respectively. Each attempts to undermine the other through dis-
paraging comments: Agak is harsh and unreasonable in his dealings with 
workers; Owala is much too accommodating to workers and laissez faire in 
his day to day work. Underlying this is the threat that each presents to the 
other’s status. Owala’s position as farm manager is loosely modelled as the 
intermediary figure with broad authority and responsibility over the field 
operations. On the other hand, Agak worked his way up from a farm admin-
istrator to the farm director, and he casts his professional success at Far-
ringdon within a globalized managerial idiom, avoiding the technical spe-
cifics of farm work. 

Although their perspectives may be expressions of individual disposi-
tion and personality, they draw on available discursive resources shaped by 
wider circumstances. In a sense, their conflict reflects a struggle between 
contrasting ways of seeing ‘agricultural investment’. The positions of ‘farm 
director’ and ‘farm manager’ drawing on language alone, cannot be easily 
or simply ranked vis-à-vis one another. As I was told by one worker, Owala 
is “the man on the ground, the man who deals with people”. This is in op-
position to Agak’s role as a seemingly distant figure of command. He is like 
the farm owner, the boss, and the one who is therefore more superior. If 
Agak asks that a farm tour be arranged for a group of visitors, Owala ar-
ranges it. But in one instance, a new office clerk offered a contrasting inter-
pretation when she unwittingly provoked Agak’s irritation by consulting 
Owala about an issue that should have been Agak’s duty. This contestation 
provoked whispered debate in the farm office, with workers voicing their 
views about who they thought should have been the figure of authority on 
the matter. 

                                                            
291  See Beynon (1973); Burawoy (1982). 
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Generally, Owala is known to be sympathetic to workers who need 
assistance or to those that need their grievances heard. For instance, on 
seeing the distress of a female worker who had been absent for several days 
because her child had been gravely ill, he not only expressed his under-
standing, but extended his sympathy by lending her 5000 shillings. My ob-
servation here is that the worker had not approached him about her an-
guish, but during his routine patrols around the farm, Owala had noticed 
how uncharacteristically aloof and distant she was on that particular day. 
Such possibility can be attributed to Owala’s relatively close proximity to 
the workers. More than just surveying the land, he can often be found dur-
ing lunch breaks exchanging in light banter with casual and contract work-
ers alike. Whether he dispenses judgement and assistance as part of his po-
sition as a farm manager or whether it is simply a matter or personality 
difficult to determine. 

In contrast, Agak is viewed as arrogant and secretive. Eager to emphasise 
his seniority and professional clout amongst his fellow workers, he reveals very 
little detail about his life. For instance, even after many conversations and en-
counters with him, I was months into fieldwork before I discovered that he had 
worked his way up to top manager. Matters are of course more complicated. 
Agak forms personal relationships with and helps particular people. When im-
pressed by a worker’s background and education, he may act to ensure that 
they experience quite favourable conditions of work. Amidst complaints of 
nepotism, Agak’s assistance to workers is limited to providing highly individ-
ualised favours to his relatives and friends. While Owala’s role places him at 
the fulcrum of workers’ hope for more favourable conditions of employment, 
Agak underscores his managerial isolation from the mere workers. The kind of 
sociality it advances, with its overt distinctions between manager and subordi-
nate leaves him despised by the general workforce.  

The distinctions between Owala and Agak demonstrate how conflicting 
forms of management can be analytically helpful in the study of labour rela-
tions in agrarian work places. In one of my conversations with Owala, he ex-
pressed his views about how he felt Farringdon Farm ought to be managed. 
Drawing on a seemingly nostalgic view of Farringdon as an enterprise that 
was established by a Christian evangelist whose purported goal was to reduce 
poverty by bolstering food security and providing adequate employment, 
Owala expressed his disappointment. And perhaps his way of management, 
in a small but significant way is an indicator of his understanding of 
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Downey’s ‘investment’ as something that ought to be mimic philanthropy. 
Judging from Agak’s mode of management, one may argue that the logic of 
capital rings true for him. Relations in production can be understood through 
workers such as Owala and Agak. Their contrasting and conflicting modes of 
management shape the labour experiences within the workforce. 
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CHAPTER SIX 
RICE FIELDS OF RESISTANCE 
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6.1 AGRICULTURAL WORKERS AS MARGINAL 
SUBJECTS  

The diverged space that comprises rural Africa in scholarly and policy re-
search is characterised by a dual economy in which analyses and recommen-
dations are based.292 Neoliberal-inclined scholars divide rural Africa into tra-
ditional-subsistence sectors and modern commercial farms.293 Agricultural 
workers, if referred to at all in glorifications of commercial agriculture, are 
largely seen as recipients of remunerated employment, though the impres-
sion given is that this condition is temporary, as they will eventually be inte-
grated into the urban sector.294   

Agricultural waged workers are largely viewed as one of the poorest, 
insecure and disenfranchised people—a group exploited by enterprises and 
denied the opportunity to be peasants full-time.295The dual-economy model 
does not just elucidate rural Africa, it also prescribes its future---that the re-
gion will modernise by having workers engaged in the capitalist sector, or 
self-sufficient peasants receiving state support. Within these dominant dis-
courses, there is a stark distinction between peasants and capitalist farmers. 
African peasants are viewed as budding capitalist/productive farmers hin-
dered by colonial land policies.296 The latter are characterised as entirely re-
liant on relations of capitalism, and as embodying the modern economy---
assessed in a positive or cynical light depending on the assessor’s point of 
view. However, commercial farm workers are not easily positioned into this 
dual economy. While their work falls within the modern commercial domain, 
they are not entirely a part of it. They occupy the rural space with peasants, 
but as specified by the boundaries of official discourse, they are not as inte-
grated into the modern economy as their urban wage-earning counterparts.  
They are wage earners but still reside in the countryside. By virtue of their 
location on commercial farm enterprises-- not quite rural, yet also rural, and 
being both commercial and traditional, agricultural workers have until re-
cently been largely ignored in discussions of development and policy.297   

                                                            
292  Vollrath (2009). 
293  Sayer (1998, 27–28). 
294  Blanckenburg (1994); Muir (1994). 
295  Arrighi (1967). 
296  Weiner (1988). 
297  Rutherford (2001, 9). 
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In his study of farm workers who live and work on largely white-owned 
commercial farm enterprises in Zimbabwe, Blair Rutherford borrows from 
the work of Victor Turner to describe the ambiguous status of farm work-
ers.298 He uses the metaphor “betwixt and between” to demonstrate how 
powerfully transformative ‘transition’ is—that is, the movement from one 
state of affairs to another. The marginal position at which the subject is 
wedged between the old state and the new state is the culmination for this 
power. “They are no longer classified and are not yet classified”.299 They are 
no longer African peasants nor are they urban workers. They do not fit in the 
dominant narratives of modernisation that place peasants as the anchor of 
rural Africa and urban workers as the foundation of urban capitalism. This 
dichotomised discourse hence locates farm workers on the margins of the 
relations of power that emerge in development administration. Taking in ac-
count the well documented precariousness and marginality of farm workers 
renders them highly exploited, the analysis that follows addresses the ques-
tion of how local people that have been incorporated into large-scale agricul-
tural enterprises as wage workers might assert their claims and consolidate 
their positions in the sphere of work.   

6.2 “BREAKING FROM WORK” 

Sitting at the corner of his office one afternoon, Justin Okeyo, a supervisor at 
the mill began taking stock of the cases of sabotage that he had observed over 
the previous weeks. The reason for his unexpected and abrupt suspicion of 
sabotage is that I had moved from where I routinely sat – by the entrance of 
his office – to the front of the hall, near the exit where workers would con-
gregate and chat. Because I had relocated to different position, Okeyo had a 
much clearer view of the entire hall. Yet, the placement of the large milling 
machine made it difficult for any of the workers to see what was going on in 
Okeyo’s office, or whoever happened to be watching from there. It was from 
this position that Okeyo said that he had witnessed sabotage.300 

                                                            
298  Ibid. 
299  Turner (1979, 236). 
300  Okeyo used the expression “Ng’ado tich”, which in Dholuo directly translates to “break 

work”. However, in this context, it meant to deliberately stop or get out work, and there-
fore implies level of consciousness. 
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That afternoon, a packer had “accidentally” pulled out one of the mill-
ing machine’s plugs from a socket. The machine effectively come to a halt, 
and nobody thought to inspect the socket for a diagnosis on why the machine 
had suddenly stopped running “by itself”. The farm mechanic arrived a full 
hour later only to establish that there had been nothing faulty about the ma-
chine after all. This was the packer’s intention; a deliberate attempt, Okeyo 
declared, to not only turn the machine off but to disable and “destruct the 
means of production”301 for as long as possible, drawing out the length of 
time that he would not have to work.  The saboteur had not been aware that 
Okeyo was observing the hall from his office, and although Okeyo had seen a 
number of workers wandering around the rear end of the machine, he could 
not with absolute certainty determine whether the cord had been pulled from 
its socket purposely, or whether the cord had accidentally detached from the 
hustle and bustle of the operations in the mill.  

As discussed in the previous chapter, Farringdon Farm grows a high-
yielding rice variety that produces up to three crops per year. This means that 
the mill always has rice to process. Expectations have of course been estab-
lished regarding the speed and meticulousness at which work at the mill must 
be carried out. The task is uncomfortable, with regular complaints from 
workers ranging from chronic respiratory illnesses, to the lack of protective 
masks to shield them from flour dust. As Okeyo narrated to me his observa-
tions of sabotage that afternoon, my awareness of such behaviour amongst 
the workers began to sharpen. The workers at Farringdon Farm employ a 
range of strategies to avoid work, or at least difficult work, and they spend a 
great deal of time and effort doing so. In the mill for instance, as the workers 
go about their daily tasks, their supervisors circulate around slowly, making 
their presence felt. As soon as the superiors venture to the far corner of the 
mill, or are distracted by other commitments, the speed at which the milled 
rice is sorted and packed diminishes significantly. The benefit to be gained 
here is marginal, since the supervisors inevitably notice how much rice has 
been packed against daily production targets and can always issue a warning 
of dissatisfaction. However, it has occasionally happened, as I experienced, 
that workers who were seen as problematic were informed that their labour 
was no longer required.  

                                                            
301  Veblen (1977). 
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A subject of struggle at Farringdon Farm is that of wages. At the end of 
each work day, working hours are recorded in a roster. The actual recording 
is conducted by contract workers, who then forward the records to the farm’s 
administrative office. On pay day, every fortnight [on Fridays], complaints 
arise regarding the irregularity between the hours worked and the wages re-
ceived. The source of such wage discrepancy is difficult to determine, alt-
hough many workers that I spoke to were of the view that the farm’s top man-
agement intentionally deducted their pay as part of an effort to cut down on 
labour costs. Upon inquiry, the farm’s finance manager was quick to dismiss 
the claim: 

“They (the workers) always complain when we have supposedly 
underpaid them, but none of them are ready to declare when they 
have been overpaid.” 

Upon receiving their wages, a few casual workers will lodge’ a ‘dispute’. The 
way in which such disputes play out indicates features of ‘strike’ behaviour 
and circumspection. The ‘strikes’ are never announced, but everyone under-
stands what is taking place. On Friday evening, a dismayed worker will grum-
ble upon receiving his or her wages, but on the following Monday morning, 
he or she may send word through fellow workers that a child has taken ill, or 
that there is a funeral to attend to, or that there are other pressing circum-
stances that warrant absenteeism. A contract worker may send word back by 
proposing that the worker be granted overtime to compensate for the wages 
lost or promise to record extra working hours in the roster for the next couple 
of weeks.  

Overtime hours at Farringdon are highly sought after, given that they 
enable workers to compensate for their already low pay. If a contract worker 
believes that his subordinate’s claims are unwarranted, he will simply refuse 
to oblige, with threats of making arrangements to hire alternative labour.  In 
this case, workers are faced with a difficult choice; they can continue to work 
and grumble in disapproval or lose their jobs. Occasionally, open grumbling 
amongst the workers will inevitably begin, and their supervisors understand 
that there is pressure to concede. Direct demands are seldom voiced, but a 
supervisor is forced to consider the implicit threat. If he offers to make an 
adequate wage adjustment, as is sometimes the case, work continues as 
usual. If he fails to comply, he risks having to oversee uncooperative, non-
productive workers; an outcome that would not bode well with the farm’s top 
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management. If a contract worker has a fairly good reputation amongst the 
casual workers, they will continue to work, but make their dissatisfaction 
known. Nevertheless, casual workers continue to tread with caution, avoid-
ing open confrontation and ‘strikes’ with the acute awareness that their fu-
ture earnings depend on maintaining some measure of benevolence between 
themselves, their supervisors and their employer. Within such precarious 
confines, workers nevertheless hold a common struggle to safeguard their 
interests as wage earners. 

It would seem that even the most modest form of resistance wielded on 
Farringdon Farm is dependent upon a certain level of mutuality amongst its 
workers. That is, the fundamental requirement of solidarity that the margin-
alised and disenfranchised must employ to avoid undercutting each other, 
lest they magnify the considerable power of their superiors. Otherwise, they 
would be “on hostile terms with each other as competitors”, as Karl Marx 
argues, surviving at each other’s expense. 302 The nature of mutuality here 
can be observed in the collective effort that casual workers have established 
to resist against unfair conduct from their superiors, drawn from the ranks 
of the contract workers.  It exists in the exploitative realm through which 
some contract workers have instituted to earn additional income. It is a busi-
ness of sorts. As discussed in previous chapter five, casual workers are often 
coerced by their supervisors to purchase protective gear from them in ex-
change for job security. However, casual workers have managed to contain 
this activity to prevent the most harmful extremes of competition for the lim-
ited employment opportunities available to them. Such solidarity is not just 
thoughtful consideration for one’s folk, but is also a sanction that the op-
pressed can institute to keep each other in check.  Given that the temptation 
to conform to these clientelistic ties can be tempting for workers that are 
struggling to retain their jobs and to make ends meet, the sanctions must be 
powerful enough to prevent such engagements.303   

At Farringdon, there is no sure way for casual workers to be ostracised 
by their peers than to engage in behaviour that is viewed as self-serving. The 
perpetrator, I was informed, will find that he or she is excluded from every-
day work chatter and gossip, shunned from group lunch breaks and com-
pletely exempt from rotating savings and credit initiatives. These sanctions 
may not be substantial when viewed individually, but when considered in 
                                                            
302 Marx and Engels (1976, 77). 
303 Scott (2005b, 401). 
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collective terms, they certainly amount to considerable loss. Such observa-
tion is what Juan Alier referred to as “union” in southern Spain, where la-
bourers used the term in their efforts to explain the existence of “obligatory” 
or “at least commendable” norms which encouraged behaviour that main-
tained wages or reduced unemployment. These norms often clashed with in-
dividual worker’s interests and even involved “some risk of sacrifice.”304 The 
responses of the casual workers that I spoke to regarding this matter were 
rather revealing. Herana Opiyo, a widower who had periodically worked at 
the farm for several years was quick to explain that surrendering to contract 
workers’ demands would appear unseemly: “You cannot be so greedy. It does 
not look good”, she said.  When Joseph Onyango, a packer, explained why 
collaborating with his superiors and conceding to their demands was 
frowned upon, he focused his opinion on a degree common sense which he 
thought should prevail amongst his colleagues:  

“Why would we fill their pockets [the contract workers] while 
they empty ours [casual workers]? Buying their boots would only 
encourage them further. It’s not a fair trade.”  

Apiyo, a newly-hired weeder revealed that she was unaware that such activity 
on the farm, but then quickly admitted that she would weigh her options 
carefully, while considering the possible long-term gains and losses of getting 
into such exploitative arrangements. Given that staying employed is so vital, 
casual workers are under the constant the temptation to surrender to the de-
mands of their superiors in order to keep afloat. And yet, the sanctions in 
place have significantly managed to inhibit, or at least keep such agreements 
contained. 

6.3 “THEY WERE TAKING WHAT WAS THEIRS” 

I have thus far discussed workers’ seemingly collective forms action as ex-
pressed in covert forms of strike behaviour, sabotage, as well as the sanctions 
that casual workers place upon each other to avert harmful competition. 
However, there exists a more clandestine domain of resistance at Farringdon 
Farm. It involves theft. My inquiry into this matter was a rather delicate ef-
fort, as workers had the logical desire to stay out of trouble. Without ever 
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intending to pursue the issue of theft actively, a pattern of observations 
emerged during my eight-month stay at Farringdon Farm.  

The belief that workers would steal farm property if presented with the 
opportunity has been institutionalised in the form of compulsory physical 
searches for workers and farm vehicles leaving the mill. Although the mill 
can be exited from several entries, everyone is required to leave the facility 
from a single exit where several security guards carry out random searches if 
suspicious or compelled to do so.  The likelihood that a worker could leave 
the milling grounds with something of significant value is unlikely. However, 
security checks serve as a deterrent, discouraging such action. Hence, oppor-
tunities for theft are limited. After all, what could a worker possibility steal? 
The smallest 2-kg bags of rice would be impossible to fit in one’s pocket.  And 
making it off with large machinery is out of the question.   This is not to sug-
gest that workers do not attempt or even succeed in making away with farm 
property. In 2013, shortly before my second field visit, a truck carrying 
tonnes of rice disappeared on its way to a storage warehouse in Kisumu, ap-
proximately 70 kilometers from Siaya town. The mysterious incident had 
been described as an “inside job” by workers that I spoke to. And my inquiry 
on the subject revealed that the matter was undergoing legal investigation. 

But more common than grand theft, is the pilfering of smaller, less 
value items. It had been brought to my knowledge by a worker that I had 
become closely acquainted with, that workers in the mill often pilfered rice 
in small quantities. Both forms of theft, petty and grand, are not in them-
selves proof of resistance or some form of “social banditry” as coined by Eric 
Hobsbawm in his fascinating book, Primitive Rebels.305 Evidence on this was 
simply impossible to obtain. However, much of the literature on employee 
theft considers the phenomenon a direct response to perceived injustice.306 
Disgruntled workers are likely to react in a number of ways, and stealing 
property is one way in which employees may express their grievances against 
their employers.307 

                                                            
305  Hobsbawm (1965). 
306 See Ditton (1977). Writing about theft in "primitive societies" Black (1984) observes that 

worker theft may be form of social control, so that what might initially appear to an ob-
server as arbitrary theft proves in many cases to be retaliation to the misconduct of the 
victim. See also the work of Tucker (1989); Greenberg (1990); Tucker (1993). 

307 Baumgartner (1984, 309). 
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Pilfering, as argued by James Tucker, therefore becomes a form of ret-
ribution308, “a morally justified addition to wages” and an “entitlement” that 
is owed by the employer.309 In this view, it is a form of self-help rather than 
a crime. Pilfering as observed by Gerald Mars, becomes a morally justified 
and informal avenue of increasing one’s wages, ensuring that one gets what 
one deserves. Like sabotage, pilfering becomes a form of resistance that hits 
back at the employer, the state or the system.310 This argument is apt pre-
cisely because I once heard some workers on their walk home from the farm 
refer humorously to the disappearance of the truck as “Ne gi kao gir ma 
margi” – “They were taking what was theirs”. It is therefore likely that some 
workers consider such acts as an appropriation of what they are entitled to 
by earlier unfair treatment.  

For a would-be rice pilferer, the advantages are obvious. It can be taken 
in small quantities, a little at a time. Once taken, it is undetectable. Other 
than the disappearance of rice-laden truck, I suppose that pilferage would be 
more of an irritation rather than a real danger to the enterprise. The losses 
of such petty forms of theft are trivial with regard to the farm’s overall rice 
productivity in any given season. However, if one considers the contribution 
that the rice would make if taken a little at a time and amassed into a signif-
icant portion, then such pilferage can be of great benefit for a poor worker’s 
food supply.  

6.4 “I WOULD RATHER BE QUIET WITH LITTLE, 
THAN CONFRONTATIONAL WITH NOTHING”  

The relative power and authority of permanent workers and contract workers 
at Farringdon certainly requires a certain minimum of compliance on the 
part of the casual workforce. For workers who are tied to wage work, the pres-
sure to comply to their superiors is significant. And there is great incentive 
for such workers to conform to the idea of a “subservient worker”, for the 
benefits that such repute may bring.  

One such example is that of Sande, a widower and mother of two chil-
dren. She began working at Farringdon in 2012, after the death of her hus-
band who had been the bread-winner. When work is available, she is hired 
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as a weeder. Much of the work that she gets is organised by Omondi, a con-
tract worker with a notorious reputation amongst the casual workers for his 
exploitive and commandeering ways. In her relations with Omondi, she is the 
quintessential compliant worker: reliable and never refusing to do extra work 
without remuneration. On several occasions, she would inwardly seethe with 
anger on realising that Omondi had under-recorded her work hours. But she 
dared not challenge him. I got to know Sande fairly well, perhaps because she 
would frequent the farm’s administrative complex where my living quarters 
were based, during the many errands that Omondi would send her to do. In 
one of our conversations, she was disarmingly blunt about why she, unlike 
many of her coworkers, was fortunate in getting regular work.  She said that 
Omondi favoured her because she was a struggling widow, because she never 
complained and because she did not pay attention to the gossip that some of 
her coworkers engaged in. Sande then proceeded to take stock of the benefits 
that her tact had secured for her. During the previous Christmas, she had 
received three bags of rice as a routine gift from the farm while her coworkers 
had received only one; she had managed to consistently stay employed over 
the previous year; and when she fell ill, Omondi did not replace her.  

While listening to her, I got the impression that she was consciously 
adding up the profits of her compliance and was pleased with her investment. 
Although Sande is not particularly fond of her supervisor, her situation calls 
for an outward demeanour that is not in line with her private opinions. 
Hence, Sande conceals her anger when she is underpaid, but in safe and pri-
vate spaces, she vents at being unfairly treated. Sande’s conduct is a calcu-
lated form of circumspection, designed to bring her family securely through 
the struggle of poverty. However, this does not suggest that she does not ex-
perience resentment. Rather, she is careful to not let it show. Curious about 
why she did not complain about Omondi’s behaviour, she said to me:  

“Of course, am I angry. But I have two children to feed…I would 
rather be quiet with little, than confrontational with nothing.”311  

There is no false-consciousness here. Sande has no difficulty in recognising 
that she is being exploited and mistreated by her superior. Her triumph, how-
ever, has been to conceal her anger and stay employed. Such pressures for 
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conformity or other covert forms of action in oppressive contexts are power-
ful, but for an observer, they may initially appear cowardly. On close exami-
nation, such forms of action or ‘inaction’ conceal the evidences of opposition 
quite effectively.312 A worker who fails to pack rice at the speed that is re-
quired can defend his behaviour as a general sense of fatigue. And what ap-
pears to be a strike over underpaid wages can be refuted for genuine illness 
or the need to attend to urgent commitments.  

Even the more allusive forms of resistance follow a similar pattern. 
Gossip is a salient feature at Farringdon Farm. Believable and far-fetched ta-
les emanate from the mouths of many workers. Stories ranging from how so-
and-so practices witchcraft, how so-and-so is having an illicit affair with a 
married co-worker, to how so-and-so is an awful manager and may soon be 
fired are common place. Gossip achieves its work by allowing the expression 
of opinion, contempt and disapproval through its role as an “information re-
volving door and through accounts of [workplace] antiheroes and cautionary 
tales”,313 while minimising the danger of identification where overt acts of 
disrespect are risky.314 Farringdon’s higher-ranked workers are of course 
more at liberty to openly launch their disapproval to their subordinates. Sym-
bolically, malicious gossip etches away at the reputations315 of the more sen-
ior workers in the same manner that low and unfair wages may etch away at 
the livelihoods of casual workers. The overall impact of this etching way at 
the structure of power may not be substantial, but is it one of the few avenues 
accessible for a subordinate class of farm workers to articulate their discon-
tent while avoiding any direct confrontation.316 It is hardly difficult to imag-
ine what would happen if casual workers were to launch open ‘strikes’ and 
publicly commit themselves to that course of action. The hidden and sym-
bolic forms of resistance at Farringdon Farm could not simply not be de-
duced from merely observing open interactions between workers. To move 
beyond the realm of such disguise, it was necessary that I talk to the workers 
individually or in very small groups. Only then would I encounter the full 
account that if publically declared, would be risky. That the workers have 
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chosen to hide and disguise their resistance is not surprising, but their cau-
tion sustains a status quo that serves the interests of their superiors and em-
ployer. 

6.5 TIME THEFT --- OLUOCH AND JACOB 

In his book The Practice of Everyday Life, Michel de Certeau uses the con-
cept “tactics” to illustrate the ways in which people use varied devices to re-
gain autonomy  from forces of politics, commerce and culture.317 As the out-
come of resistance, time theft undermines a system that exploits and disci-
plines the worker.318 Rather than directing their time towards profiting their 
employer, workers may instead use it for activities intended for private en-
joyment.319 Time theft is an effort intended “to subvert the prescripted labor 
process by intentionally or unintentionally reducing productivity.”320 Time 
theft,  according to Laureen Snider, is viewed as a “new type of crime against 
capital”, and the notion of such behaviour as a criminal act rather than an 
issue of time wastage or laziness is a fairly new idea.321  

While property theft at Farringdon Farm is clandestine and sporadic, 
time theft is much more common and overt. In the course of my field work, 
everyone engaged in time theft from time to time. What varied from worker 
to worker was the skill, the frequency and the creativity. While many workers 
had become quite skilled in the art, two workers that I had come to know well 
were Oluoch and Jacob.  Oluoch was short and slim. Jacob, on the other hand 
was the polar opposite. He was tall and heavily built, and was known to his 
co-workers and the villagers around the farm as Rao [hippo]. While Jacob 
tended to only speak when spoken to, Oluoch could hardly stay quiet ---con-
stantly joking, laughing and recounting events. Though different in person-
ality, they were close friends and were always together.  

Jacob worked at the farm’s storage facility as a loader. Oluoch had been 
working in the fish hatchery until two years prior my visit to the field. The farm 
had hired extra hands in the hatchery, and so Oluoch was reassigned to the 
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storage facility as a stock taker. Different tasks presented different responsi-
bilities, as well as different opportunities for getting out of work. Both men 
were fortunate because their jobs provided ample opportunity for ‘free time’.  
As workers in the storage facility, Jacob and Oluoch were not obliged to be 
present all the times. And because neither one worked in production, they did 
not have any output requirements to meet. Hence, the opportunities for escape 
were unlimited and they fully capitalised on this situation. Although both Ja-
cob and Oluoch often escaped from the storage facility, they did so with very 
distinct styles, reflecting their particular tasks and personalities. 

Oluoch’s work entailed taking stock of the rice produce that left the mill. 
Although stock taking was carried out routinely, it was not done frequently-- 
about once every couple of days. This meant that he had plenty of free time in 
his hands. However, his job was demanding during the peak harvesting sea-
son, as he had to manually organise the bags of rice that would eventually be 
forwarded for transportation. During these times, he was fully occupied. He 
would work an entire day, tiring himself in the process. But even in these busy 
periods, Oluoch managed to actively create time away from work. His supervi-
sor would often engage him in other tasks, but he was never particularly inter-
ested in doing anything beyond his domain. And with his meagre wages, no 
one could blame him. Although he was not allowed to spend lengthy periods 
away from the storage areas, this is often what happened. Oluoch was popular 
and had friends all over the farm. In the morning after checking in, he would 
carry out some work for a couple of hours and then leave to socialise with the 
security guards. Or he would show up around the aquaculture section to en-
gage in conversation with the workers there. In the evening, he would return 
just in time to have his supervisor record his attendance. 322  

In comparison to Oluoch, Jacob’s work was much more demanding. 
Work as a loader involved ferrying bags of rice into transportation trucks. 
Several workers would be hired for this task. The back and forth involved a 
great deal of walking and movement.  And Jacob did not just walk, he sulked, 
dragging his feet as if glued to the ground. Given that there were several 
workers hired as loaders, Jacob would often go unnoticed or unsupervised. 
His co-workers often criticised his slow pace of work, mocking the size of his 
body beneath their breaths as if to imply that this was the cause of his appar-
ent slothful behaviour. Often, Jacob found ways to wander into a corrugated-
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suddenly reappear at around 4.30pm.  
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roofed structure behind the storage facility. Workers ate their lunches inside 
this structure. During working hours, the structure would be empty, except 
for belongings that mill workers would carry along with them to work. It was 
the perfect place for Jacob to spend a few moments alone, in peace. And be-
cause he often kept to himself, nobody would notice his absence. This allowed 
him to ‘escape’, for unlike Oluoch, nobody really missed Jacob, other than 
his fellow loaders who would grumble because his disappearing act meant 
that they had more work to do. 

Although Jacob’s co-workers grumbled, they never openly complained 
or confronted him. However, Jacob’s supervisor, Opar, felt differently. Opar 
relished ordering his subordinates around, and his relationship with them 
was often tense and confrontational. The structure that Jacob often escaped 
to was a constant source of conflict between the two men. One late afternoon, 
with temperatures scorching outside, Opar decided to lock the structure. On 
realising this, a frustrated Jacob went straight to Opar’s boss, the mill man-
ager to report that he and his fellow workers were unable to retrieve their 
belongings.  The manager came over to assess the situation for himself. He 
then spoke to Jacob and Opar separately, and then unlocked the door. Jacob 
had won the battle.   

Opar was furious, not only because Jacob had dared challenge his au-
thority, but because his image had been compromised in the presence of a 
group of workers that were his subordinates. Later in the day, he vented to 
me bitterly:  

  “This Jacob is cunning . . . He spends so much time instead there 
[the structure] and then suddenly shows up. And when we ask him 
where he has been, he says, “I have been here the entire time!” 

Though seemingly mundane and trivial, time wastage for many workers is a 
form of resistance that enables them temporarily relieve themselves from the 
daily toil and grind, from the monotony of work, and from their supervisors’ 
gaze. 

6.6 CRITICISM 

At Farringdon, criticism is a salient feature and an ordinary part of daily work 
and life. It is widespread. Like the rumbling of the machines in the mill or 
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distant sounds of the combine harvesters, it is always in backdrop. The work-
ers after all have a lot to be critical about. Workers ridicule their supervisors, 
mock unpopular farm administrators and disparage unfavourable policies. 
Workers spare no one and nothing. 

Although less risky than sabotage and theft for instance, workers are 
careful not to affront their supervisors in their presence. However, workers 
need not speak in hushed tones to avoid being heard. The extensive land-
scape of the fields and the large space of the mill certainly makes murmuring 
unnecessary.  A supervisor could be a few metres away and be completely 
oblivious to what is being said. However, it is crucial that workers openly ap-
pear respectful and deferential. The ridicule and belittlement of the superiors 
allows them to vent their frustrations about the rather terribly unequal rela-
tionships on the farm. Randy Hodson has characterised such practices as de-
vices that workers may use to “deflect abuse”. Such discursive resistance can 
be empowering.323  

During my time in the field, workers’ criticism was often personal in 
nature. Contract workers that were notorious amongst the workers for being 
unreasonable and abusive were given derogatory nicknames and were the 
subject of mockery. Salem was one such worker. He supervised the opera-
tions at the fish ponds. Several men and women referred to him as “punda” 
(donkey) in reference to his particularly large teeth. He was unpopular 
amongst the workers not only because he was strict and unreasonable, but 
because many workers thought that he was not particularly knowledgeable 
about his work. One casual worker, pleased to capture my attention when-
ever she saw Salem with his fellow supervisor whom she often referred to as 
a moron came to me and said “Ne ... punda gi osiep ne mo fuo” --“Look… the 
donkey and the moron together”.  

Salem’s position as contract worker was a sore topic for a few of the 
workers. Although contract workers were hired on the basis of their semi-
skilled or skilled qualifications, casual workers could also be promoted to a 
contract position, if they had acquired adequate experience on the job. But 
such promotions were quite rare, not only because of the limited vacancies, 
but because casual workers believed that contract positions were given to 
friends and relatives of the management staff. Many of the workers were re-
sentful, particularly the old-timers who had worked at Farringdon Farm 
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since its inception. Oyando was one such worker. He was in his late twenties 
when he was hired. His father had died from a sudden illness soon after they 
lost their plot of land to Downey. Unlike his father, Oyando had never been 
keen on farming, so he sought employment at the farm. To see Salem, a new-
comer, supervise the farm’s aquacultural operations angered him as he felt 
that he had garnered enough experience for a promotion to a contract-worker 
position. Oyando was not the only one who held this view. Hence, many 
workers could not resist spewing disparaging remarks directed at their supe-
riors.  

One Friday evening, Cyprian, another contract worker, received his fair 
share of insults. One evening, I was sitting under a tree with a group of casual 
workers, ready to retire for the day. It was pay-day, and many of the workers 
had already received their wages. Because Cyprian had been away that after-
noon tending to other farm commitments, he had asked Oyath, his colleague, 
to collect his payslip on his behalf. But Oyath had forgotten to do so. When 
Cyprian returned and learned that Oyath had forgotten to collect his pay, he 
was panicked and enraged. It was 6pm and the farm office was closed for the 
weekend, which meant that he would have to wait until the following Mon-
day. The few of us who had been sitting beneath the tree had nothing better 
to do than to watch as the drama unfolded. It was an interesting sight. A man 
his late forties, Cyprian looked much older than his age. He seldom ran 
around the farm or exerted as much energy as he did that evening, desperate 
for his pay. We chuckled at the sight of Cyprian stomping furiously towards 
the administrative office. Two casual workers, Rose and Odhiambo delivered 
a running commentary: “Pio, Pio!” [faster, faster!], Rose shouted. Odhiambo 
supplemented Rose’s animated cheer by imitating Cyprian’s walk. There was 
certainly more than malice in the mockery as the workers laughed at their 
supervisor’s expense. 

A few moments later, Cyprian returned, disappointed and empty 
handed. The office was closed. As he sat to join us, Rose teasingly offered to 
lend her supervisor some money. “Here, take this until Monday comes,” she 
said. We all laughed. Even Cyprian could not help but smile. Rose’s flippancy 
was amusing. She was in no position to offer anyone money, let alone her 
boss. She was a struggling widow and was among the most destitute of the 
workers in the paddy fields. Just a few days prior, she had borrowed money 
from a fellow worker and had promised to repay it in small instalments. 
Hence, the idea that she would lend Cyprian money was absurd. What made 
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the offer subversive was its impossibility. By making fun of Cyprian’s situa-
tion, Rose was not only drawing attention to at her own plight, but she was 
also pointing to the unequal opportunities for work at the farm. 

In addition to criticism and mockery, workers sometimes derived great 
pleasure from narrating stories of resistance from the very acts themselves. 
This was true of Abel Janam, a young man in his twenties. He had recently 
been transferred to the mill. He had previously worked in at the aquaculture 
section and spoke often of about his former job to anyone who was willing to 
listen. He was particularly fond of recounting a story involving his old super-
visor. It goes as follows: 

Janam reported to work one morning and found that his supervisor 
had brought back an old fishing net that had not been used for a while. Not 
only was this net the kind that Janam was not accustomed to, but a few 
months prior, the very same fishing net had injured his hands, requiring sev-
eral stitches on the palm of his hand. Janam told his supervisor that he would 
not be using the net: “I am not using it,” he said defiantly. His supervisor 
responded with a threat, telling Janam that he could always be replaced. In 
defiance, Janam told his supervisor to go ahead. Standing in between the fish 
ponds, addressing everyone, but with his message evidently intended for Ja-
nam, his supervisor shouted, “Anybody who does not want to work should 
leave immediately!” Desperate to explain his conduct, Janam began to run 
after his supervisor who was now leaving to attend to other duties. It was at 
this point that the farm director, Agak, was making his routine morning 
rounds across the farm. When Agak asked about what had occurred, Janam 
explained to what had happened, only to be ordered to leave immediately. “I 
will finish my work for the day first and then I will leave. I walked a long way 
here!” was Janam’s response.  

In the end, Janam was dismissed for two weeks, which is a rarity on the 
farm, given that behaviour of this kind would have a worker dismissed per-
manently. The manner in which Janam narrates the story at this point, is 
underlined with a mischievous grin, “And I stayed away for two full weeks 
without wages, but it was worth it…. I put them in their place.” Janam story 
is compelling for a few reasons. First, it demonstrates how discursive and 
materials acts of resistance are intertwined.324 He delighted in telling this 
story. During my time in the field, I heard him narrating the story to other 
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workers on three separate occasions. Whether the event was fictitious or not 
is not particularly important. What is significant is Janam’s act of narrating 
and re-narrating. The story itself became a form of resistance. Janam overtly 
challenges the power of his supervisor and Agak the director, calling into 
question the legitimacy of their authority. He celebrates resistance through 
his story telling. From his perspective, he emerged the winner. Janam’s story 
also reveals something about the Farringdon Farm’s workers.  The hierarchy 
of authority on the farm impinges on workers’ sense of dignity and self. Ja-
nam regards himself as a tough character with the capability and gumption 
of defending himself, and not someone to be mistreated and ordered around 
carelessly by his superiors. 
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CONCLUSION 
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7.1 OPENING REFLECTION 

I wish to begin this chapter with some reflection. One of the things that I 
found particularly surprising during my eight-month field research in west-
ern Kenya, was how seemingly preoccupied local residents were with pro-
spects for employment. This is not to suggest that labour concerns overrode 
those of land, but that the interest in employment tended to camouflage the 
land loss that residents had experienced more than a decade ago.  

There may be a few possible explanations for this labour fixation. First, 
as Marx himself acknowledged,325 people have an intimate, embodied rela-
tionship with labour. It is much more difficult to separate labour from oneself 
than it is separate oneself (or to be separated) from land. The enclosure of 
common land through the Kenya government’s discursive articulations that 
assume common land as “idle” and their common management “illogical”, 
“unproductive” and “unsustainable”326 facilitated a ‘legal’ separation of local 
residents from their conditions of production.327 People may have therefore 
felt better placed to complain about opportunities for work, given that the 
land transfer had already been carried out legally, although not legitimately 
or morally. The issue of land rights and land access was hence water under 
the bridge, and I got the impression that the struggle over land was viewed 
by many residents as a futile effort. They had little control over the govern-
ment-endorsed land transfer, but the hope of improving their terms and con-
ditions of employment seemed much more attainable.   

Secondly, it would seem that land and labour are closely linked entities. 
Although it may be difficult to determine just how intimately intertwined 
they are, local residents often brought them up in tandem. They would likely 
have been willing to come to terms with the loss of some portions of their 
land if Farringdon Farm provided them with stable, well-paying work. How-
ever, once residents realised that their land loss did not accompany the pro-
vision of the adequate employment, they felt short-changed. And as dis-
cussed in chapter four, people’s reaction to Downey’s enterprise had initially 
been optimism, only for that to come to an end when the farm began to sig-
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nificantly mechanise. There were, of course, those who held on to the nostal-
gia of having a plot of land to call their own, but employment seemed to be 
overriding concern. 

Third, Nyanza Province has since the colonial period been one of 
Kenya’s highest labour reserves. Hence, labour has been, and still is part and 
parcel of the lives of the local people. Women’s participation in the formal 
labour market was insufficient given the influences of western and tradi-
tional patriarchalism that encouraged a rigid gender-centric division of la-
bour.328 In this system, which has largely remained unchanged, many men 
would migrate to the cities in search for work, while women remained in the 
rural areas to farm and take care of their households.  Men would send re-
mittances to their wives and children but tended to do so only in times of 
emergency. Over time, they also tended to create new families in the cities, 
so that rural households were increasingly headed by women.329 Therefore, 
having an investor express his plans to establish a scheme that would create 
employment on a massive scale might have been a welcome opportunity for 
men who had the desire to reunite with their families, and explore work at 
Farringdon. And this is precisely what happened. Many men returned, only 
to be disappointed a few years later when Farringdon farm began to mecha-
nise a significant part of its operations, leaving them little choice but to leave 
again for Kenya’s cities and towns in the familiar effort to makes ends meet.  

This study stemmed from an interest about what happens to rural com-
munities once investors have secured land and set up enterprises. Engaging 
labour as an empirical category, I sought to examine the experiences of in-
corporated wage workers in an agricultural enterprise in western Kenya. The 
following research questions were posed:  

1)  In what ways would local communities be incorporated into large-scale 
agricultural schemes facilitated by land grabs, and what differentiated 
classes might be been created in the process? 

2)  What would be the nature of the labour regimes employed on the sub-
sequently established agricultural enterprises? 

3)  How might workers that have been incorporated into emerging enter-
prises negotiate their claims in the sphere of work?  

                                                            
328 Zeleza (1992, 180). 
329 Sayer (1998, 28). 
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Chapter four, The Early Years, reaffirms one of the more extensively docu-
mented and early outcomes for local people affected by land grabs:  that they 
produce increasing social differentiation. Contrary to the common represen-
tation of local communities as equally benefiting from emergent enterprises, 
it is clear that local people do not uniformly gain from established schemes, 
and not all local people lose out.  Some local residents were favourably posi-
tioned to benefit from Downey’s investment, while others shouldered the 
costs of land loss and displacement. Highlighting a festering resentment be-
tween out-growers contracted by Farringdon Farm to breed tilapia and those 
employed on the farm as wage workers, I have demonstrated the ways in 
which land grabs and the enterprises that are established create new dynam-
ics of exploitation for some local people and opportunity for others, which in 
turn produces highly contentious outcomes.  

Zooming into the agricultural enterprise under study, Of Hierarchies, 
Intermediaries and Rivalries examined the labour regime in place. I de-
parted from the argument that analyses of land deals and the subsequent en-
terprises that follow ought to pay attention to the labour ‘relations in produc-
tion’, a term that is distinguishable to relations of production--that is, the 
relations of exploitation between capital and labour.330 I argued that analyses 
of the relations in production are critical, as they reveal how ‘actors’ engage 
with one another and how workplace interactions produce particular kinds 
labour experiences for workers. Such analyses, I argued, elucidate some of 
the everyday labour struggles, conflicts and solidarities that emerge from 
particular kinds of production and labour regimes. Furthermore, an analysis 
of relations in production can uncover workplace arrangements in the labour 
process produces labour hierarchies that may be sites of exploitation and 
struggle. 

An analysis of the social relations in production at Farringdon Farm 
illuminated forms of labour recruitment that favour a largely seasonal and 
casual workforce, with a minority contract and permanent workforce that are 
categorised and hierarchised around different production tasks and respon-
sibilities. These hierarchical positions generate relations of conflict, exploi-
tation and authority. The majority of the farm’s casual workers are women, 

                                                            
330 Burawoy (1985). 
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reaffirming a strategic effort that is widely agricultural enterprises at recruit-
ing a discursively ‘docile’ and politically apathetic workforce in order to scale 
back on a ‘troublesome’ male workforce.331  

I have shown how an intermediary workforce—contract workers- are 
tasked with containing the instability associated with the employment of a 
highly fluid and disillusioned workforce. Farringdon’s contract workers are 
placed at the interface between the casual and permanent recruits. They di-
rect the casual workforce and are central to the organisation of the farm’s 
daily labour processes. These group of workers have established themselves 
as key figures with wide-ranging responsibilities that include supervision, re-
cruitment and firing, as well as the forwarding of labour issues to manage-
ment. They act as gatekeepers who strive to gain and maintain authority 
amongst a casual workforce that has limited access to the farm management.  
Meanwhile, casual workers produce hierarchies amongst themselves, fac-
tored along the conditions of work involved in particular productions tasks. 
I have Illustrated a rivalry between Farringdon Farm’s two most senior man-
agers, one with a business oriented and detached style of managing the work-
force, the other with a sympathetic and humanitarian approach to managing 
the enterprise. Together, they demonstrate the ways in which apparently dif-
ferent managerial ideals are employed concurrently.  

What my findings reveal about the micropolitics of labour relations, 
not just at Farringdon Farm but in other large scale agricultural enterprises 
elsewhere is that relations between workers and employers, and those 
amongst workers are indeed complex, not because of any specific kinds of 
individual and socio-cultural dispositions. Such complexity is not particular 
to Farringdon Farm, but may be found in other production schemes where 
explicit forms of control and authority are instituted for the necessary oper-
ation of such enterprises. The exploitative and seemingly competitive rela-
tionships between casual and contract workers are not a manifestation of cir-
cumstance. Neither are they random or arbitrary. They are features and ex-
periences that result from a particular way in which capitalist schemes design 
their production, so that the labour experiences that occur are present for 
intentional effect—that is, to ensure a disciplined labour force with the ulti-
mate goal of profit. For instance, the conflict that occurs between the differ-
ent classes of workers at Farringdon Farm speaks to the proverbial “divide 
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and concur”. It is very risky for a plantation owner to have a work force that 
is unified.  

In this case study, permanent workers and contract workers are pro-
vided with relatively better terms of employment and amenities, and their 
job descriptions are tailored to oversee and police the casual workforce. 
Hence, permanent and contract workers are compelled to rally for the same 
team as their employer, creating tensions between them and those that they 
supervise. Given their relatively better positions, their labour grievances and 
concerns are also different from the casual workforce, such that it is difficult 
to speak and agitate from a common ground as workers. These kinds of la-
bour experiences in large scale agribusiness schemes are not new. They echo 
both feudalistic and capitalist forms of management and production from 
colonial and post-colonial contexts in many parts of the Global South-- that 
is, regimented and authoritative forms of management that produce and re-
produce complex kinds of labour struggles and conflict.  Such plantations of-
ten had senior-placed workers who oversaw and managed the schemes on 
behalf of the plantation owner, compelling them to hold a sympathetic view 
of their employer, often at the expense of the general workforce.  

In Fields of Resistance, I have examined the ways in which Farring-
don’s workers negotiate their claims in the sphere of work. Drawing from 
James Scott’s concept of infrapolitics, I lend support to the notion that in-
frapolitics is “real politics” and that small but powerful outcomes can emerge 
from the prospects they provide.  Set upon a backdrop of exploitative terms 
of employment and work conditions, I have shown that there are no open 
strikes, no riots or other forms overt articulations of resistance. Instead, one 
observes sabotage, foot dragging, covert forms of strike behaviour mani-
fested as absenteeism, retributive forms of resistance such as theft, and the 
more symbolic kinds of action such as gossip and slander. When one observes 
the covert forms of resistance that take place at Farringdon Farm, and the 
lack of the more formal and organised forms action against the enterprise 
and its operations, one could argue that workers engage in the forms of re-
sistance that address (or least help them cope) their immediate labour con-
cerns, without necessarily compromising the existence of the entire project. 
From the outset, local residents desired the roads, the infrastructure and jobs 
because the State had not provided those amenities. People were tired of be-
ing poor. A young man that I spoke to in the early days of my field visit suc-
cinctly captured the predicament that local residents faced by saying --“Here 
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we are, we have been abandoned and neglected. The government does noth-
ing for us and we want to change our lives.” Local residents want to prosper 
and not have their region be ranked as one of the poorest in the country. They 
want to be able to feed their families comfortably and they understand that 
good investments in the region can facilitate their wants and needs. They 
reckon that a well-designed “partnership” with the company could enable 
them accomplish these things. 

Hence, local residents’ engagement in the more hidden and less overt 
forms of resistance is a ‘coerced’ choice and an intricate tight rope that is 
shaped by their social conditions and their material evaluations.  

7.2 WAY FORWARD 

Since the latter part of the 20th century, law reform has been widely sup-
ported and endorsed by financial and international institutions and govern-
ments as a way to tackle an array of land issues, with varying levels of adher-
ence and integrity. In effect, the land reform effort has fundamentally been a 
land law reform effort. This perspective was provoked by a re-unearthing of 
the role that law might have on economic and social development. This spot-
light on the role of law is not a novel project. The law and development move-
ment in the 1960s maintained that law reform had the capacity to bolster 
economic growth in newly-independent nations, but interest eventually de-
clined due to cynicism as to the merits of this notion. Recently, the relaunch 
of law amongst development policymakers and especially the emphasis on 
the importance of the rule of law in development agenda, has impacted 
greatly on how land-related matters have been managed. Law has been a cen-
tral feature in what Bernstein refers to as the “new wave land reform in an 
era of neo-liberalism”332.  

Before I proceed, I wish to argue here that the question of land rights 
and land reform in this case study is a fundamental one, as it charts the way 
forward for the residents of Siaya County given the chain of events that have 
recently emerged. Towards the latter part of my writing, in late August 2016, 
local people supported by an international NGO won a court decision against 
Downey to prevent him from expanding into additional areas of land for a 
sugar plantation and milling project. A Kenyan court issued an injunction, 

                                                            
332  Bernstein (2002, 433). 



– 139 – 

ordering him to restrict his operations to the 6,900 hectares that is already 
under rice production, until a case filed by community members can be heard 
by the courts. Even more recently, owing to the persistent harassment and 
extortion from local politicians, Farringdon Farm’s chief executive officer, 
Downey has threatened to shut down his multi-million-dollar venture and 
relocate his enterprise for another large-scale rice scheme in Nigeria. In a 
twenty-page statement, he detailed what he termed the frustrations he has 
endured since the establishment of his farm in 2004. Downey accused a ma-
jor opposition politician of demanding to fund his presidential campaign for 
the recent 2017 General Election. Yet, many residents have taken to support 
the enterprise, arguing that although the company had reneged on many of 
its promises -- most importantly adequate and well-paying employment---it 
had in a sense improved their lives.   

In early 2018, the workers of Farringdon Farm received letters of ter-
mination from Downey, who announced that the farm would be closing 
down, citing a difficult business environment and political instability. How-
ever, the workers claim that the company owes them US $3.5 million in ac-
crued salary arrears, and although farm equipment and property worth mil-
lions of shillings belonging to Farringdon Farm are set to be auctioned, work-
ers are hopeful that the differences between Downey and the politicians will 
be sorted out to prevent interference with the operations on the farm.  

On August 2016, the president of Kenya signed into law the Commu-
nity Land Act. The Act provides for the country’s management and admin-
istration of community land, and by extension, the protection of community 
land rights. It is worth noting that roughly two thirds of Kenya’s land mass, 
including the Yala Swamp, is categorised as community land, most of which 
is unregistered. Moreover, the majority of the development projects cur-
rently being implemented in the country, as well as those involving oil and 
mineral extraction are taking place on community land. Therefore, the Com-
munity Land Act could not have come at a more opportune time. 

The urgent necessity of liberating the large majority of the people of 
Kenya from de facto state tenancy was highlighted in a government-led com-
mission that was established in 1999 to formulate principles of a new insti-
tutional framework for national land administration. A decade later, the 
country’s new constitution that was enforced in 2010 marked a critical junc-
ture. It proclaimed that all land belongs to the Kenyan people, and proceeded 
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to classify land as private land, community land and public land. The consti-
tution also recognised that customary land rights should not be discrimi-
nated against, as they have equal merit with leasehold and freehold forms of 
ownership. However, this acknowledgment failed to deliver immediate re-
prieve for those with customary land ownership, as a significant portion of 
community land in Kenya continues to be held by the county governments 
until collective land titles are obtained by communities. Many communities 
have seen this as a betrayal of trust.333 Although Kenya’s new constitution 
prohibited any transactions or deals involving community land until a law 
was passed to make clear the rights and provisions in these lands, a plethora 
of grievances regarding land loss suggests that the prohibition has been 
largely disregarded. The Community Land Act emphasises the prohibition 
against selling, transferring or converting community lands that are not reg-
istered. However, this does not prevent the mandatory land acquisition for 
public purpose—in which every landholder (including private) is susceptible. 
In that case, the Act instructs county governments to hold compensation for 
the affected people until formal land titles have been secured. 

One of the ambiguities with the new constitution is that is fails to clarify 
what community land is, especially in areas where public land and commu-
nity land overlap. It also has not offered clarifications on what kinds commu-
nity lands can be registered, or if they will be prioritised over public land.  For 
instance, a number of hunter-gatherer populations have been disputing the 
Kenya government’s assertions that their community lands are public lands 
based on the fact that their lands are also national forests. While the 2010 
constitution clarifies the boundaries of public land, the new 2016 Community 
Land Act suggests that not only are wildlife reserves and forests public land, 
334but the buffer areas that surround them as well.335 Moreover, the Land Act 
highlights that all water bodies, the lands along them, and those that may be 
susceptible to flooding and erosion are public land. The ambiguities con-
tinue. There is lack of clarity on the provisions regarding registered commu-
nity lands being set aside for the advancement of the public good as deter-
mined by communities or local and national government.336 In this case, the 
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334 This is also declared in the new constitution.  
335 Community Land Act (2016 Section 12). 
336 Ibid Section 13 (3)(f). 
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issue of how much deciding power communities have regarding this is un-
clear. Moreover, it is also not clear whether community lands that have been 
reserved for public interest then become public land.337 

In the event of a complete shutdown of Farringdon Farm, a few perti-
nent questions emerge. What might be the fate of those that have been incor-
porated into the Farringdon Farm enterprise? What kinds of measures would 
the government take to smoothen the passage towards fair entitlement for 
the local people, or what kinds of land tenure formalisation procedures 
would be implemented? What does the new land law mean for the local resi-
dents currently facing the reality of a large-scale development project that 
could come to a halt? What roles would the county councils play in this new 
dispensation?  

Downey’s highly-mechanised farm has left limited space for full-scale 
local employment. And although he prides himself in hiring local people to 
manage and operate his agricultural enterprise, the scale and conditions of 
employment is barely what the local residents expected. It is also quite rare 
for an agricultural enterprise that has been in operation for 15 years to come 
to a halt. Large-scale agricultural projects sometimes flop before implemen-
tation, largely as a result of intense resistance from local communities. But 
seldom do such projects cease to operate after many years. Future studies on 
land grabs and labour could perhaps look at what happens to communities 
that have been incorporated into large scale agricultural schemes and then 
abandoned.  

                                                            
337 Ibid Section 26(2). 
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ANNEX 1  

PHOTOGRAPH 2 --PAGE 44 --- 
The constructed weir 
 
PHOTOGRAPH 3 – PAGE 60 – 
The farm’s rice fields disappearing into the horizon 
  
PHOTOGRAPH 4--PAGE 76 
Workers weeding in the rice fields  
 
PHOTOGRAPH 5--PAGE 90 
The farm’s drying and storage facilities adjacent the mill.  
 
PHOTOGRAPH 6---PAGE 110 
A worker using a bird scarer in the form of a whip 
 
PHOTOGRAPH 7---PAGE 130 
Workers in the fields 
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