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1

Perspectives on Agriculture, Diversification,
and Gender in Rural Africa: Theoretical
and Methodological Issues

Agnes Andersson Djurfeldt, Fred Mawunyo Dzanku,
and Aida Cuthbert Isinika

Introduction

The signing of the Maputo Declaration in 2003 marked a renewed interest in
the smallholder-based model of agricultural development among a broad
range of stakeholders: domestic, regional, and global – states as well as non-
governmental organizations (NGOs), farmers’ organizations, and researchers.
This broad coalition of interests united under the banner of pro-poor agricul-
tural growth, in the conviction that small-scale farmers if given the right
policies would provide for their own food security as well as generate a
marketable surplus (Mellor 1995, Lipton 2005). The eventual outcome of
increasing smallholder productivity was perceived to be the gradual structural
transformation of African economies, as envisaged in the 2008 World Devel-
opment Report, Agriculture for Development, for instance (World Bank 2007).

Several challenges to the optimism of the smallholder-based growth model
have arisen over the past two decades, however. While at the macro level GDP
(gross domestic product) growth has been rapid and there are indeed signs of
structural transformation in a number of African economies (Fuglie 2011),
the inclusivity of growth processes can be questioned on several grounds.
Shrinking farm sizes and increasing land size inequalities within the small-
holder sector, and the emergence of middle sized farmers, are reported in
studies from several African countries (Jayne et al. 2014). Nonetheless, the
prospects for leaving the agricultural sector altogether are small, as shown by
income data that demonstrate the persistent role of agriculture in rural



livelihoods across Africa as well as the poor opportunities for diversifying into
high-return activities outside agriculture (Davis et al. 2016, McCullough
2016). To such universal tendencies can be added the gender-specific aspects
of exclusion based on norms and institutions that discriminate against
women with respect to agricultural assets, inputs, and markets (Meinzen-
Dick et al. 2014, Quisumbing et al. 2015), as well as intergenerational chal-
lenges arising from an increasingly youthful population (Losch 2012, Wiggins
et al. 2015). Finally, studies attest to growing divergence in spatial terms,
between well-connected, well-endowed places and more marginal areas
(Andersson Djurfeldt 2013, Davis et al. 2016). The confluence of these
tendencies—increasing socio-economic differentiation amid rapid economic
growth (both within and outside agriculture)—could be suggestive of gener-
ally improving livelihoods, but also growing polarization within the small-
holder sector over time.

To date, few studies have considered these tendencies longitudinally or in
parallel—in this sense agricultural livelihoods are not situated in time or
space, nor in relation to other processes such as non-farm diversification. In
practice, however, rural livelihoods are characterized by sectoral as well as
spatial linkages, while they are also imprinted by relations of gender and
generation. Moreover, the seasonality of the agricultural calendar as well as
inter-annual variations in weather and markets makes time an especially
important dimension in studies of rural Africa. This book contributes through
addressing the dynamics of intensification and diversification within and
outside agriculture in contexts where women have much poorer access to
agrarian resources than men. We use a longitudinal cross-country compara-
tive approach to consider these linkages which have so far received limited
attention in the wider literature, as well as the broader policy debates.

The book has three interrelated aims. Descriptively, the aim is to summarize
and present findings from the third wave of a unique dataset – the Afrint
dataset which follows smallholders across six countries from 2002 to 2013/15.

Theoretically, our aim is to provide nuance to the current dominance of
structural transformation narratives of agricultural change through adding
insights from gender studies as well as village-level studies of agrarian change.
Placing agrarian change in relation to broader livelihood dynamics outside the
farm sector and contextualizing them nationally and regionally is a necessary
analytical adaptation to the unfolding empirical realities of rural Africa. We
are convinced that the combination of these perspectives will enhance the
research frontier in several fields and is of interest to academics within a
number of disciplines.

Finally, the policy aim of the book is to provide suggestions for more
inclusive policies related to rural development. Outlining the weaknesses of
present policies and illustrating gendered inequalities in access to agrarian
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resources will provide opportunities for identifying possible alternatives to
existing policy.

Theoretical Perspectives

As noted initially, the period since the early 2000s has seen the resurrection
of smallholder-based approaches under the rubric of pro-poor agricultural
growth. These approaches draw inspiration from the empirical example of
the Asian Green Revolution and mark a distinct break with the neglect of
smallholder agriculture that characterized the ‘lost decades’ of the 1980s and
1990s. Such models revolve around two interconnected theoretical assump-
tions: that small-scale farmers are efficient producers and that increased
commercialization among them can encourage broad-based poverty reduc-
tion and growth. Both of these postulates are based on the dynamics of
agricultural development in parts of South and South East Asia in which
comprehensive rises in smallholder productivity in combination with
improved markets, especially for staple crops, led to falling poverty among
farmers themselves as well as landless labourers (Rosegrant and Hazell
2000, Ravallion and Datt 2002, Ravallion and Chen 2004, Djurfeldt and
Jirström 2005).

At an overarching level therefore, raising smallholder productivity, enhan-
cing commercialization, and dealing with poor producer incentives for food
staples are seen as the vehicles for achieving broad-based agricultural growth
and reducing poverty (Dorward et al. 2004, Jayne et al. 2006b, Diao et al.
2010, Jayne et al. 2010). Encouraging smallholder inclusion in agricultural
value chains at different scales is in this respect crucial. Diversification
within agriculture towards higher-value crops and a gradual movement
into the non-farm sector in this way presages a gradual exit out of agriculture
as the economy moves through the process of structural transformation.
Where access to agricultural assets is relatively equal and initial production
potential is high, rising agricultural labour productivity is more likely to
emerge, enabling family members to be pulled into non-farm activities—
pursuits which over time tend to be concentrated in urban centres (Hazell
et al. 2007).

Challenges to the Pro-Poor Growth Model

More recently, differentiation within the smallholder sector has prompted
the realization that the smallholder-based model may be inappropriate
for resource-constrained households because of their limited chances of
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commercial engagement (Masters et al. 2013, Hazell and Rahman 2014). Here
poverty reduction will not follow from commercialization or agricultural
policy—rather, social policy intervention could be a better alternative.

While proponents of pro-poor agricultural growth increasingly recognize
the practical limitations of the smallholder model in terms of reaching mar-
ginal households, three strands of criticism have also been levelled against the
theoretical bedrocks of the model.

The efficiency of small-scale producers has been questioned by advocates of
large-scale farming, who argue that modern technologies and procurement
systems have undermined the inverse relationship between productivity and
land size that underpins the notion of superior smallholder efficiency. As
such, both food security and poverty reduction are better achieved through
large-scale agriculture (Collier and Dercon 2014).

A second body of criticism relates to the poor fit of an Asian-inspired
smallholder model to African conditions. Specifically, poor infrastructure,
low initial productivity, weather-related unpredictability, and weak linkages
to urban areas and industry pose considerable challenges to the possibilities
for raising smallholder productivity in the same way it occurred in Asia
(Ellis 2007).

A final strand of critique emanates from the scholarship on agrarian class
differentiation, which questions the market optimism of the pro-poor agricul-
tural growth model. Among these researchers, the insertion of smallholders
into local and sometimes global value chains is perceived to encourage polar-
ization of assets and incomes, as accumulation among the more well-
positioned leads to the marginalization of the poor (Havnevik et al. 2007,
Bernstein 2010, Bernstein and Oya 2014).

Gender and Farm Productivity

The considerable empirical evidence of gender differences in farm productiv-
ity must be added to the theoretical admonitions raised by critics of the
smallholder model. The general conclusion in the literature is that systematic
productivity gaps exist in favour of male-headed households, with gaps in the
region of 4–40 per cent (Udry et al. 1995, Goldstein and Udry 2008, FAO 2011,
Kilic et al. 2015, Slavchevska 2015). Although some of the gaps are attributable
to unobservables, differences in farm input access and use account for
a substantial part of the gender gaps (Doss and Morris 2001, Alene et al.
2008). The received literature also shows that gender differences in product-
ivity have a spatial dimension, mainly based on agro-ecology (Udry 1996,
Oseni et al. 2015), with the gap being substantial in low agro-productive
regions where rainfall, for example, is more limiting. Whereas factors such
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as farm size and the presence of female family labour tends to narrow the
productivity gap (Slavchevska 2015), others such asmale adult labour and area
cultivated to export crops tends to widen the gap (Kilic et al. 2015).

Diversifying Within and Out of Agriculture

In theoretical terms, raising smallholder productivity constitutes the basis for
moving away from agriculture, as households diversify initially within and
eventually out of agriculture. At the macro level the outcome of these pro-
cesses is the structural transformation of the broader economy in which
agriculture gradually loses its dominance in terms of employment and value
added (Chenery and Syrquin 1975, Timmer 2009).

In practice, however, many rural livelihoods combine incomes from the
farm and non-farm sectors, mainly through rural non-farm employment
(RNFE). The rural growth linkages literature in general postulates comple-
mentarities between the farm and non-farm sectors (e.g. Haggblade et al.
1989, Delgado et al. 1994, Delgado 1998, Haggblade et al. 2007). Other
studies have explored the effect of non-farm earnings or participation on
farm productivity indirectly through its impact on farm input use (Savadogo
et al. 1994, Hertz 2009, Mathenge et al. 2015). The empirical evidence is
mixed: while some find that farm investments are increasing with non-
farm earnings or participation (Lamb 2003, Ellis and Freeman 2004, Oseni
and Winters 2009), others observe the opposite (Ahituv and Kimhi 2002,
Kilic et al. 2009, Mathenge et al. 2015), or find no significant effect
(Chikwama 2004).

The observation that there is a general decrease in farm sizes across sub-
Saharan Africa (Jayne et al. 2010, Jayne et al. 2014), while at the same time
diversification into RNFE is observed to be increasing (Haggblade et al. 2010,
Losch et al. 2012), could lead to the conclusion that the two processes may be
competitors, not counterparts. Despite these tendencies and earlier warnings
of de-agrarianization and de-peasantization stemming from the literature on
agrarian differentiation (Bryceson 2009), recent data on the importance of
agriculture to rural livelihoods show that agriculture consistently contrib-
utes around 70 per cent of household cash incomes (Jirström et al. 2011,
Davis et al. 2016, see also Chapter 2 in this volume). While engagement in
the non-farm sector is high (70 per cent participation in the nine African
countries covered by Davis et al. 2016), its relative contribution to rural
incomes is low, pointing to the continued importance of agriculture to
rural livelihoods, but also the important complementary role of non-farm
diversification.
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Gender and Non-farm Diversification

The general conclusion from the existing literature on gender and non-farm
diversification is that participation and participation impacts are not gender
blind.Whereas women tend to diversifymore into non-farm self-employment
than men, wage employment is more the domain of men than women (see
for example Newman and Canagarajah 2000 on Ghana and Uganda). Nation-
ally representative household surveys in Ghana for instance, have shown
that participation in RNFE is higher among women than men. Gender differ-
ence in rural non-farm participation could be context-specific, however. For
example, Rijkers and Costa (2012) found in their rural non-farm entrepreneur-
ship study that whereas women were less likely to be non-farm entrepreneurs
in Bangladesh, Indonesia, and Sri Lanka, no gender difference was found in
Ethiopia. However, since asset endowment matters for access to high-return
non-farm diversification opportunities, if asset accumulation is gendered, as
indeed it is (Deere and Doss 2006, Deere 2010, Deere et al. 2013), then one
would expect high-return non-farm opportunities to also be gendered, and
actually this is the case (Lanjouw and Feder 2001).

Although Bagachwa and Stewart (1992) have suggested that RNFE oppor-
tunities tend to be more egalitarian than large-scale industrialization, some
authors have found that the impacts of non-farm employment are not the
same for women and men. For example, in Ghana, because women are more
involved in non-farm self-employment, and because this type of RNFE tended
to be inequality-increasing, Canagarajah et al. (2001) found that non-farm
activities were inducing inequality among female-headed households rather
than male-headed households. On the other hand, wage employment tended
to increase inequality among men.

Even among women, non-farm participation probabilities differ between
women heading their own households and women living in male-headed
households. For example, being a female head of household has been found
to increase the chances of non-farm labour market participation but not
necessarily so for women in general (Canagarajah et al. 2001).

Dual Exclusion?

As can be inferred from the literature both on agricultural productivity as well
as non-farm diversification, women face a dual exclusion based on a lack of
agricultural assets, but also related to their limited access to alternative liveli-
hood sources outside agriculture. Given the well-documented institutional
bias against women with respect to ownership and control over key agricul-
tural assets, it may be tempting to conclude that the smallholder model
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excludes women a priori. Studies of intra-household relations suggest,
however that gendered segmentation of livelihoods may be complementary
rather than conflicting, with female engagement in non-farm activities sup-
plementing men’s work in agriculture (Jackson 2007, O’Laughlin 2007). Agri-
cultural livelihoods therefore need to be understood both in relation to
gendered patterns of labour use and income generation, but also in relation
to the non-farm sector. This book attempts to contribute to filling an empirical
gap in this respect using data from a longitudinal dataset collected in six
African countries.

Research Design

The present book constitutes a follow-up study to two earlier phases of the
African Agricultural Intensification (Afrint) project. The analysis relies heavily
on a quantitative dataset—collected by the Afrint group1 in eight African
countries in 2002 and 2008 (Ethiopia, Ghana, Kenya, Malawi, Mozambique,
Nigeria, Tanzania, and Zambia) and again in six of these countries in 2013/15
(Ghana (2013), Kenya (2013), Malawi (2013), Mozambique (2015), Tanzania
(2015), and Zambia (2013)). The data hence consist of two panel rounds
(2002–8 and 2008–13/15) and three cross-sections: 2002, 2008, and 2013.
Two earlier volumes have reported on Afrint I and II (Djurfeldt et al. 2005,
Djurfeldt et al. 2011).

The data used in this book cover those countries for which data are available
for all of the three rounds of data collection, that is Ghana, Kenya, Malawi,
Mozambique, Tanzania, and Zambia. In addition, qualitative data have been
collected intermittently during the second and third phase of the project but
with a focus on the latter.

Quantitative Data Collection

The research design is based on a multiple-stage purposive sample, with the
selection first of countries, regions second, villages third, and finally house-
holds. The original database was collected with the aim to assess the possibil-
ities for an Asian-style Green Revolution in the context of sub-Saharan Africa
(Djurfeldt et al. 2005). With this overarching objective in mind, a multi-
stage purposive design was used to select countries and at a second stage
regions that were deemed to be above average in terms of agro-ecology and

1 <http://www.keg.lu.se/en/research/research-projects/current-research-projects/afrint>.
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accessibility, but excluding the most vibrant rural economies. Within each
country, variability was used as the sampling criterion for the selection of
regions, such that each country sample contains regions that are both
dynamic and less dynamic. The interpretation of the original sampling criteria
at the country level varied somewhat—and the Malawi sample therefore
contains four regions selected on the basis of crop production characteristics,
while the Mozambique sample contains three rather than two regions.

Within each region, villages were again purposively selected and a random
sample of the village population was taken based on household lists.2 The
sample is therefore representative at the village level. The self-identified farm
manager was interviewed and data were collected for a set of household-
level variables.

Data collection has been carried out at three points in time: for Afrint I,
data were simultaneously collected in eight countries in early 2002, while
Mozambique was added in 2005. For Afrint II, data were collected in late
2007 and early 2008 in nine countries as a follow-up to the first data collection
round. For Afrint III, funding for resurveying was not available for the full
dataset, moreover the funds that were secured were erratic, leading to a
staggered data collection effort. Data were collected simultaneously in
Ghana, Kenya, Malawi, and Zambia in early 2013, but in Tanzania in early
2015, and in Mozambique not until September of 2015. In what follows we
will refer to the first round of data collection as Afrint I, the second as Afrint II,
and the third as Afrint III. The first panel period (Afrint I to Afrint II) is referred
to as Panel I and the second (Afrint II to Afrint III) is referred to as Panel II.

The dataset contains fifteen regions and fifty-six villages, the distribution of
which are detailed in Table 1.1 and Figure 1.1.

A balanced panel design has been used to take into consideration attrition as
well as changes in the village populations over time, maintaining statistical
representativity between the rounds of data collection. A balanced panel
design entails keeping the size and representativity of the cross-sections intact
by sampling households to make up for attrition. In addition, substantial
changes in the village populations between the rounds of data collection
in terms of in-migration are addressed through additional sampling of
in-migrants specifically. The dataset hence contains three groups of respond-
ents: (1) panel households sampled either in two (Panel I or Panel II) or all
three rounds of data collection (Afrint I, Afrint II, and Afrint III); (2) house-
holds sampled to make up for attrition (sampled in Afrint II or Afrint III); and
(3) migrant households that have been added to take into consideration

2 In the case of Tanzania, a stratified random sample was collected at the village level.
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