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The Triad of Cultural Morality Applied to Food 
Sovereignty
Debbie Brown
Abstract: We know that while Zambian women produce 60-80 percent of the food in that 
country they tend to be far more undernourished than the men (Rural poverty in Zambia, 
2010).  They are often denied the right to own property, even though many communities 
in their society are matrilineal and matriarchal (Rural poverty in Zambia, 2010). This 
paper will facilitate a discursive engagement among human development, as outlined in 
Sen’s (1992) capability approach, moral economies (Jackson, Ward, & Russell, 2009), 
postcolonial and third world feminism (Afonja, 2005; Ang, 1995; Mohanty, 2002), and 
various systems of moral philosophy. Drawing from these diverse disciplines, I will con-
struct a framework upon which to build a moral development approach to Global North 
facilitations/interventions around food insecurity issues in Global South societies, and 
specifically address policy implications for women small-scale subsistence farmers in 
Zambia in applying for clear titles to the land they farm.  

We are all in the same boat in a stormy sea 
and we owe each other a terrible loyalty. 

-G.K. Chesterton
Introduction

This paper seeks to engage discursive 
paradigms of “human development” 

(Deneulin & Shahani, 2009), Sen’s “ca-
pability approach” (1992, 1993, 1999, 
2000, 2004), and Jackson, Ward & Rus-
sell’s “moral economies” (2009), feminist 
political economy (Sampson, 2008), using 
postcolonial and third world feminist the-
ory (Afonja, 2005; Ang, 1995; Mihn-Ha, 
1989; Mohanty, 2002; Sandoval, 1991) as 
a framework, will assay the moral issues 
around food security and food sovereignty 
(Desmarais, 2007). Specifically, I will ar-
gue the issues which imbricate the privi-
leged with the marginalized and will plead 
the former’s moral obligation to partner 
equitably with the latter, and to work to-
wards food sovereignty for all. I will argue 
that moral issues are promulgated both 
intra-culturally and inter-culturally, but 
will reject cultural moral relativism.  Fur-

ther, I will argue a third, dimensional mo-
rality which is trans-cultural.  Borrowing 
from the discipline of botany, I will show 
how these intra-, inter-, and trans-cultural 
moralities are co-obvoluted, and are co-
constituted in what I am calling the triad 
of cultural morality.  I will show the triad 
of cultural morality has been, though tacit 
and tacitized, a part of the philosophy of 
cultural studies and related disciplines 
since their inception.  Finally, I will apply 
the triad of cultural morality (with impli-
cations for policy) to women subsistence 
farmers in Zambia, to their desire to own 
the land they farm, and to their struggle for 
food sovereignty. 

Development Models
Feminist political economist Kristen 

Sampson (2008) has, perhaps, stated the 
problem at hand more succinctly than any-
one: “There is consensus that too many 
people have too little to eat” (p. 547).  It is 
critical to note here the word “too” indicates 
society believes this is a wrong state of af-
fairs. If the statement were “many people 
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have little to eat,” it could be interpreted as 
merely a statement of fact.  But “too many 
people have too little to eat” clearly indicates 
moral judgment. The second consensus is 
that the solution to this immoral plight is 
something known as “development.” Stip-
ulating this is an oversimplification, there 
are two basic umbrella approaches (under 
which are many more variants) that can be 
used to define and measure development: 
economic and human. In the economic ap-
proach, development is defined as a rela-
tive scale of growth and its evaluation is 
incomplex.  The higher the gross national 
product and per capita income, the “better” 
the development. Development “happens” 
by way of more traditional (i.e. men’s) 
work, or to use Marx’s term, production.  
“Economic development consists of the in-
troduction of new combinations of produc-
tion factors which increase labour produc-
tivity” (Hunt, qtd. in Barriteau, 2000). The 
Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation (Gates, 
2009) defines development similarly: “Our 
goal: to help millions of the world’s poor-
est farming families boost their productiv-
ity, increase their incomes, and build better 
lives” (empahses mine). Alkire and Deneu-
lin (2009) also have noted that conflicts 
in the economic model, such as between 
saving an endangered species and creating 
jobs, are resolved using economic metrics.  

The human approach, on the other hand, 
is defined by what might be called “the 
good things in life:”  a long life span, edu-
cation, a free press, a fulfilling vocation, a 
wide range of lifestyle choices, low infant 
mortality rate, and so forth.  Its evaluation 
is complex and utilizes multiple metrics.  
Conflicts are not resolved by a single cal-
culation, but rather by which metrics stake-
holders prioritize. Some of these metrics 

may, however, be economic in nature.  A 
low infant mortality rate, for example, may 
depend upon access to quality pre-natal 
care, which depends upon the financial re-
sources of either the state or the individ-
ual. In other instances, increasing income 
would not lead to desired outcomes.  

But, as Jackson et al. (2009) have re-
cently asserted, while in some sense the 
economic is cultural and the cultural eco-
nomic, insufficient attention has been paid 
to what they term the “moral dimensions 
of economic life” (p. 12). Jackson et al.’s 
(2009) breakthrough work on the moral is-
sues surrounding food studies shows that a 
discrete line between the economic and hu-
man approaches to development is unsup-
portable, and that the two are reciprocally 
constitutive in the global economy. How-
ever, Jackson et al.’s analysis is descrip-
tive (i.e. how “such claims are articulated 
through notions of time and space” p. 15) 
rather than prescriptive. Their argument 
rests on only two of the three corners of my 
triad of cultural morality, time and space, 
while overlooking the third and most im-
portant corner, that of dimension.  First, 
however, I will return to a further discus-
sion of the concept of the human model of 
development using Sen’s (1992) capability 
approach.

Sen’s Capability Approach
Sen (1992) defined development as peo-

ple having “greater freedoms today than 
they did in the past” (p. 5).  His theory is 
peculiarized by the employment of three 
imbricated schemes:  functionings, capa-
bilities, and agency.  Functionings are the 
things, ideas, or activities people value and 
have reason to value (Sen, 1993).  Capabil-
ity is the freedom people have to choose 
from among the available functionings-- to 
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choose from among all possible lives they 
have “reason to value” (Sen, 2000, p. 87).  
Finally, agency is the ability to act upon 
those capabilities and access the function-
ings for themselves and (more significant-
ly) for others (Sen, 2000).  For example, 
being bodily nourished is a functioning.  
The freedom I have, as a person living in 
the United States with certain financial 
resources, to access healthy and whole-
some food is a capability. When I use my 
voice, e.g. by voting, I am using my agen-
cy, which can be exercised individually or 
corporately.  Sen’s capability approach to 
human development is sharply crystallized 
in his observation that no citizenry with 
a democratic vote has ever experienced a 
famine (1999).  His contributions to the ex-
posure of the substratum of poverty, neo-
liberalism, gender inequality, and famine 
can hardly be overstated. However, the 
capability approach, like Jackson et al.’s 
(2009) moral economies, is incomplete.  If 
Jackson et al. are descriptive, then Sen is 
evaluative (Alkire & Deneulin 2009), but 
neither is yet prescriptive.  

In introducing my triad of cultural mo-
rality, I will show that we shy away from 
the words “moral” and “morality.” While 
we seem to hesitate at the thought of be-
ing “prescriptive” as to what capabilities 
should be prioritized and by whom, in prac-
tice feminists, human geographers, cultural 
anthropologists and sociologists, critical 
and cultural studies theorists all bring mor-
al issues and prescriptive remedies to the 
food sovereignty table (and many other is-
sues) every day.  Why are we so afraid of 
the word “morality,” and why have we giv-
en over its proprietary rights to those who 
measure development by amoral (at best) 
economic indicators?  While we often talk 

about the “ethical issues” surrounding de-
velopment in general and food sovereignty 
in particular (Patel, 2008; Pimbert, 2009), 
I maintain that “ethics” is a weaker word 
than “morals.” I wonder why it is accept-
able to lay down some “rules of conduct” 
(ethics, n.d.) when it comes to our engage-
ment with life-and-death issues such as 
food sovereignty, while making a “distinc-
tion between right and wrong” (morals, 
n.d.) makes us squeamish? 

Triad of Cultural Morality
In what follows, I turn to a discussion of 

the triad of cultural morality.  I will argue 
that the corners of the triad are time, space, 
and dimension.  Subsequently, I will apply 
these principles to Kajoba’s (2002) case 
study of farmers in Zambia.  The research 
asked  women  small-scale farmers wheth-
er they would want information regarding 
how to secure individual land title, under 
the Zambian Lands Act of 1995 (GRZ, 
1995), to the land they are already farming.  
I will frame the triad of cultural morality 
around postcolonial and third world femi-
nist theory as it applies to rural develop-
ment in general and Zambian women farm-
ers in specific. 

Before discussing each corner of the triad 
of cultural morality separately, it is impor-
tant to note that the temporal, spatial and 
dimensional aspects of the triad are co-
obvoluted, one layer arranged in an offset 
pattern over the next, like the petals of a 
flower. Though they can be discussed sepa-
rately, in actuality they cannot be separated 
from each other without destroying the 
whole.  

We know that cultural moralities shift 
through time, the first corner of the triad 
of cultural morality.  In 1855, for example, 
when David Livingstone “explored” what 
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is now Zambia, he was acting on a religious 
and personal moral imperative to end the  
slave trade, another shifting cultural moral-
ity, by implementing Britain’s “civilizing 
mission,” which consisted of the “3 C’s”—
Christianity, Commerce, and Civilization 
(Pakenham, 1991). In 1923, Europeans 
found it morally acceptable for the British 
South Africa Company to cede control of 
Zambia (by then called Northern Rhode-
sia) to the British government. They called 
their imperial government a “protectorate” 
(Pakenham, 1991).  In 2010 we recognize 
that past moralities were faulty: based on 
bad science, bad religion, and commercial 
greed.  Moralities continue to shift through 
time.

We also know that cultural moralities 
shift through space, the second corner of 
the triad of morality.  In the US, for ex-
ample, polygamy is a crime which carries 
prison time for those convicted.  In Zambia, 
polygamy is legally authorized and is fairly 
widespread, affecting about 16 percent of 
married women (Gender equality, 2008). 
Various countries, cultures, religions, and 
regions have divergent standards around 
the moral question of concurrent marriage 
partners. To use a present-day example, 
the President of the U.S., Barack Obama, 
is married to one woman; the President of 
South Africa, Jacob Zuma, has three con-
current spouses, and is engaged to a fourth 
woman (Dixon, 2010).  Moral values shift 
not only between spaces (inter-spatially, i.e. 
between the US and South Africa) but also 
within spaces (intra-spatially, i.e. among 
differing communities within South Afri-
ca).  We see that intra-spatial shift happen-
ing now, as the Los Angeles Times (Dixon, 
2010) has reported women’s rights groups 
and AIDS activists are critical of President 

Zuma’s multiple marriages.  Dixon (2010) 
has observed of Zuma that “his views mir-
ror the sometimes conflicting values of his 
nation’s constitution, which enshrines gen-
der equality but also protects traditional 
cultural practices and customary law.”

Finally, cultural moralities shift across 
time and space, or dimensionally, the third 
corner of the triad of cultural morality. Di-
mensional morality centers around how dif-
ferent times and spaces of morality interact 
with each other (i.e. how the US and South 
Africa treat each other despite different 
cultural ethics around the polygamy ques-
tion).  The larger question the dimensional 
corner of the triad of morality asks is how 
do we all—nations of the Global North and 
nations of the Global South—now engage 
with each other, our ever-shifting morali-
ties, and our shifting economies to repair 
what we now consider to be not just faulty 
moral choices but immoral choices on the 
part of the Northern nations in the past?  And 
furthermore, do we of Northern descent ac-
knowledge the immoralities that are pres-
ently ongoing against the global South, e.g. 
“assistance” in the form of neoliberal poli-
cies, globalization, structural adjustment, 
“food aid,” a new  “green revolution,” the 
export of environmental degradation, and 
decades of indifference towards the worst 
health threat the world has ever faced?  To-
day Zambia faces almost insurmountable 
challenges from poverty and AIDS. An es-
timated 16 percent of adults are HIV posi-
tive, and over 710,000 Zambian children 
have been orphaned by AIDS (Country 
Profile: Zambia, 2009). The average life 
expectancy in Zambia is 38 years. The per 
capita income is US $490. About 75 per-
cent of the population lives on less than US 
$1 per day and 50 percent of the population 
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is unemployed (Country Profile: Zambia, 
2009).  Perhaps better and more humbling 
questions are: Can the global North work 
together with the global South to remediate 
these immoral actions?  Is it even possible 
to partner equitably when such huge power 
differentials still exist?  Our arrogance and 
imperial elitism is apparent. One example 
is a quote from Bill Gates’ (2009) annual 
letter, describing who the Gates Founda-
tion is and what they do: “A combination 
of scientific innovations and great leaders 
who are working on behalf of the world’s 
poorest people [and who] will continue to 
improve the human condition” (emphases 
mine).   
Cultural Moral Relativism vs. Universal 

Morality
Before moving on to the Zambian case 

study, I will address what will surely be 
a critique of the triad of cultural moral-
ity: Isn’t this just cultural moral relativism 
with a new title?  I will show in this section 
that cultural moral relativism is dissimilar 
to the triad of cultural morality in signifi-
cant and, in view of policy implications, 
consequential ways. Although there are 
several sub-types, in brief, cultural moral 
relativism is a variant of moral relativism 
which maintains all ethical truth is relative 
to a defined culture (Mead, 2009, original 
1928). In cultural relativism, it is never 
true to pronounce that a behavior is right or 
wrong.  Rather, it is only true that a particu-
lar behavior is right or wrong relative to a 
specific culture. For example, the cultural 
relativist may well agree that it is moral-
ly wrong to deny women the right to own 
property in the modern-day United States, 
but would never countenance the idea that 
it is morally wrong to deny women the 
right to own property per se. That decla-

ration presupposes the actuality of an ob-
jective ethical standard that, ether-like, is 
existent in the fabric of the universe—the 
very philosophical position cultural rela-
tivism rejects. Cultural relativists postulate 
it could be morally wrong to deny women 
the right to hold property in some cultures 
and in other cultures could be morally right 
to deny women the right to hold property, 
based on the socially constructed reality 
each discrete culture produced.

The advantage in holding this philosophy 
is that it grants us the luxury of being able 
to keep our own personal or societal moral 
convictions without being “judgmental” re-
garding alternative defined cultures that do 
not hold those same convictions. I could, 
for example, as an American, believe it is 
morally wrong to use mind-altering drugs 
while at the same time recognizing the 
moral right of some indigenous American 
societies to smoke peyote as part of their 
religious practice. If I reject cultural rel-
ativism, then on the face of it I ought to 
censure those societies for acting immor-
ally, and perhaps should even impose legal 
consequences upon them for transgress-
ing that immutable law. Then, however, I 
must wrestle with the idea that I am acting 
imperially and that doesn’t sit easily with 
me. Thus, cultural moral relativism ap-
pears attractive to me. I can say, with no 
philosophical impediment, that in my soci-
ety using mind-altering drugs is immoral, 
and still maintain that in other societies it is 
moral.  In this present European/American 
social/political milieu, where “tolerance” 
is loudly being proclaimed the highest vir-
tue, this philosophy emerges as a seductive 
option.

But this advantage of cultural moral 
relativism is also its very disadvantage. 

The Triad of Cultural Morality Applied to Food Sovereignty
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Cultural relativism constrains us from 
condemning the actions of other defined 
cultures where we may otherwise deem it 
appropriate or even necessary. In a culture 
that holds slavery to be morally acceptable, 
for example, it may appear appropriate to 
publically condemn that practice and the 
society that permits it. In a culture practic-
ing “ethnic cleansing” it may even appear 
morally right to corporally intervene in 
that culture to stop a practice we find mor-
ally abhorrent but which is believed by the 
dominant ethnic group in the other culture 
to be morally good and right.

But in order to be able to condemn or 
intervene in the practices of those cultures 
we need to acknowledge an overarching 
moral ethic that is not culturally construct-
ed or is socially constructed globally.  We 
need to be able to believe there are some 
practices which are wrong, no matter who 
is engaging in them. And this puts us in a 
quandary because it puts us right back into 
the position of being judgmental, intoler-
ant and imperial.  This is the dilemma with 
which philosophers and theologians have 
wrestled, in one form or another, for thou-
sands of years.

In praxis we seem to move between these 
diametrically opposed philosophical para-
digms quite easily.  Many feminists, for 
example, champion the right of people to 
practice their religion with no state interfer-
ence as long as that religion does not subju-
gate women.  Worshipping different gods in 
different cultures is seen through a cultural 
relativist lens, while subjugating women 
is perceived as violating an overarching 
moral imperative. In other words, although 
we often give lip service to cultural relativ-
ism, we very often act as though we believe 
in universal ethics.  For example, the UN 

has passed a Declaration on Human Rights, 
naming basic rights to which every human 
in every culture is entitled.  

Michael S. Gazzaniga (2005) is a cogni-
tive neuroscientist at UC Santa Barbara, 
and the most widely recognized bioethi-
cist in the world.  He has made significant 
inroads in split brain research, and has re-
cently edited The Cognitive Neurosciences 
III, which contains the seminal work of 
200 scientists and is considered the sour-
cebook for this new field. Gazzaniga has 
pioneered research on how the left brain’s 
“need to interpret” may be applied to ex-
plaining such topics as prejudice, evolu-
tion, and religion (The Social Brain: Dis-
covering the Networks of the Mind , 1987).  
Gazzaniga has argued the human brain is 
a conglomerate where several processes 
go on simultaneously but separately, and 
he has discussed how we manage to per-
ceive just a single unified experience for 
ourselves.  It is our split-brain functioning 
that allows us to believe both at the same 
time in cultural moral relativism and over-
arching moral imperatives.  He has further 
argued (in Wilkins & Christians, 2008) 
that as our world continues to shrink due 
to instant mass communication  will and 
in fact must move towards planetary moral 
imperatives—such as an extension of cur-
rent UN human rights conventions, yet he 
has expressed his view that universal ethics 
are not socially constructed:

I am convinced that we must commit 
ourselves to the view that a universal 
ethics is possible, and that we ought 
to seek to understand it and define it. 
It is a staggering idea, and one that on 
casual thought seems preposterous. 
Yet there is no way out. We now 
understand how tendentious our 
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beliefs about the world and the nature 
of human experience truly are, and 
how dependent we have become on 
tales from the past. At some level we 
all know this. At the same time, our 
species wants to believe in something, 
some natural order, and it is the job of 
modern science to help figure out how 
that order should be characterized.  (p. 
96)

The Triad of Cultural Morality as Dia-
lectic Connector

This is precisely what the triad of cul-
tural morality accomplishes. It allows us 
to reconcile the dialectic of cultural moral 
relativism and universal moral ethics.  Mo-
ralities shift in time and in space, and most 
important to this discussion, in dimen-
sion, the third leg of the triad which cen-
ters around how divergent cultures socially 
construct morality towards each other.  It 
frees us to believe that in some cultures it 
is morally right to use mind-altering drugs 
and in others it is morally wrong while at 
the same time believing that it is always 
wrong to subjugate women and that in cer-
tain circumstances it may be morally ap-
propriate to denounce or even intervene in 
another culture where women are being so 
subjugated.  

Which specific behaviors are morally 
culturally relative and which are univer-
sal is, of course, always and everywhere 
the grand question.  It has been debated by 
philosophers, theologians, politicians, and 
mothers for millennia and will be for mil-
lennia to come.  Yet I propose we cannot 
afford to wait until every possible action 
is sorted into the right category when it 
comes to issues of immediate consequence 
such as food sovereignty (see Funtowicz & 
Ravetz, 1990, for a discussion of post-nor-

mal science). And so, working within an 
admittedly less-than-perfectly settled phil-
osophical framework, where some choices 
are universally moral or immoral, whereas 
others are culturally morally relative, let us 
turn to postcolonial and third world femi-
nist theory. I will show that, informed by 
Sen’s (1992) capability approach, we can, 
with the triad of cultural morality, construct 
a theoretical and philosophical scaffold on 
which to build towards some positive policy 
implications for women subsistence farm-
ers in Zambia who want to exercise their 
capabilities and apply for title to the land 
they farm, a functioning they have reason 
to value.  Basing models of development 
upon a moral foundation is not unheard of 
in the literature: burgeoning research in the 
field of agri-food studies has become pro-
gressively “outed” in its moral intentionali-
ty.  I purposively use a term borrowed from 
the Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, 
Queer, Questionsing and Intersex com-
munity to show the radicalized nature of 
professing there is such a thing in this post-
modern age as morality and to emphasize 
that in the past, development literature’s 
involvement with morality has been tacit-
ized, or “in the closet”: it was there but no-
body was acknowledging it.  Jackson et al. 
(2009) have noted this new “moral turn” in 
naming out loud what was formerly merely 
silently assumed:

Recent work in agri-food studies has 
also become increasingly interested in the 
moral and ethical aspects of contemporary 
food systems and especially in how ethics 
shape the development of new and “alter-
native” forms of production-consumption 
networks.  (p. 13)
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Contribution of Postcolonial and Third 
World Feminism

Postcolonial and third world feminism, 
as well as capability approach offer much 
with which to inform policy recommenda-
tions.  Postcolonial feminism, sometimes 
known as third world feminism (and some-
times differentiated from it), is a form of 
feminist theory which centers around the 
idea that sexism, racism, and classism, 
are, in postcolonial nations, the continuing 
negative effects of colonialism (Weedon, 
1999).  Postcolonial feminists have sharply 
critiqued western feminists, because west-
ern second-wave feminism has a history 
of believing they are feminism per se, and 
their discourses have often seemed to im-
ply they are representing all women glob-
ally. Because of this history, one of the key 
tenants in postcolonial feminism has been 
that by classifying women as a singular, 
cohesive group, they are only defined by 
their gender and not by other important 
identifications such as class, race, or reli-
gion (Minh-ha, 1989). It has been similarly 
postulated by postcolonial feminists that 
white middle- and upper-middle class west-
ern feminists have suppressed the voices of 
non-white, non-western women (McEwan, 
2001; Mohanty, 1991). While white subur-
ban housewives were lying in their queen 
sized beds wondering “Is this all there is?” 
(Friedan, 1963), subaltern women (Spi-
vak, 1988) were being oppressed in ways 
unimaginable to the sweater-set women of 
The Feminine Mystique (Friedan, 1963). 
This tension between western white femi-
nists and postcolonial feminists (and west-
ern black feminists) has not been entirely 
resolved.  Ang (1995) has advocated a nec-
essary separation:

While a politics of inclusion is 

driven by an ambition for universal 
representation (of all women’s 
interests), a politics of partiality does 
away with that ambition and accepts 
the principle that feminism can never 
ever be an encompassing political 
home for all women, not just because 
different groups of women have 
different and sometimes conflicting 
interests, but, more radically, because 
for many groups of ‘other’ women 
other interests, other identifications 
are sometimes more important and 
politically pressing than, or even 
incompatible with, those related to 
their being women. (p. 192)

Mohanty (1991, 2002), on the other hand, 
has reversed her original position and more 
recently has advocated finding “connec-
tions” among feminists:

[In 1991] my priority was on 
difference, but now I want to recapture 
and reiterate its fuller meaning, 
which was always there, and that is 
the connection to the universal. In 
other words, this discussion allows 
me to emphasize how differences are 
never just differences. In knowing 
differences and particularities, we 
can better see the connections and 
commonalities, because no border 
and boundary is ever complete or 
rigidly determining. The challenge 
is to see how differences allow us to 
explain the connections and border-
crossings better and more accurately, 
how specifying differences allow us 
to theorize universal concerns fully. 
It is this intellectual move that allows 
for my concern for women of different 
communities and identities to build 
coalitions and solidarities across 
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borders. (p. 505)
African feminists have long critiqued 

the economic (neoliberal) approach to de-
velopment (Afonja, 2005).  They have de-
constructed western feminism in order to 
reconstruct culture-specific paradigms that 
may yield superior prototypes of devel-
opment and enhance the apprehension of 
feminism as globally constituted (Afonja, 
2005).  Afonja’s (2005) position has been 
that the African decolonization scheme 
should be tri-partitioned; first, to decolo-
nize autobiography, second, to recover pre-
colonization historical agency, and third, to 
assimilate found cultural knowledge and 
memories into the universal store of human 
knowledge.

Zambian Case Study1 
Kajoba’s (2002) groundbreaking study 

has shown that a great many women in 
Zambia have been forced to live with land 
insecurity, and in many cases food insecu-
rity, since they do not have secure title to 
land, even in the study area which has tra-
ditionally been matrilineal and matriarchal, 
although due to the continuing influence of 
western imperialism it has been slowly but 
steadily becoming more patriarchal. The 
results of his research showed the majority 
of women farmers were not allocated land 
directly by headmen but obtained land, if at 
all, through a male relative. 

Therefore, the women farmers univer-
sally expressed the desire for more infor-
mation on how to secure individual title 
to the land which they cultivate, using the 
Zambian Lands Act of 1995, after Kajoba 

informed his interviewees that such an op-
tion exists. This land title application would 
require approval not only from the official 
Zambian government, but also from tradi-
tional leaders, per the Lands Act. To ignore 
the customary village chiefs, headmen, and 
other stakeholders in favor of the official 
government, Kajoba has warned future 
researchers, would be counter-productive 
and could destabilize rural societies to the 
detriment of all.

Since the 1970s, Kajoba has stated, there 
has been a great concern by African gov-
ernments regarding the condition of women 
in agricultural policies and Rural Develop-
ment Programs. The concern has been that 
these programs have discriminated against 
women, even though women are the ma-
jor food producers. It has been argued that 
women have been denied equal access to 
inputs such as land, credit, appropriate 
technology and extension services. 

According to Kajoba, the literature on 
women and land tenure has seemed to em-
phasize the point that in many Zambian 
ethnic groups, such as the matrilineal Be-
mba of the Northern Province, the Tonga of 
Southern Province and the Lozi of Western 
Province, both men and women tradition-
ally, pre-colonially, had access to and con-
siderable control over communal produc-
tive resources such as land. However, this 
equality seems to have been undermined 
beginning in the colonial period, when 
much of the land was privatized, and the 
deeds were given by the imperial govern-
ment to male heads of households in their 
name only.  Additionally, the empire fun-
neled productive resources such as land 
and inputs to men.  The men were then en-
couraged to begin producing for the mar-
ket, while women remained as subsistence 

1. This section, in its entirety, except where otherwise noted, 
has been summarized from Professor Gear M. Kajoba’s 2002 
paper, Women and land in Zambia: a case study of small-scale 
farmers in Chenena village, Chibombo district, central Zambia 
in  EASSRR, vol. XVIII, pp. 36-61.
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cultivators with no title to the land and few 
inputs, making even mere subsistence dif-
ficult. These patriarchal power and deci-
sion-making structures included first those 
which operate at the local community level 
such as chiefs, headmen and other male 
kin, i.e., husbands, uncles or brothers. At 
the next level, were national power struc-
tures which put in place policies and legal 
provisions, guiding access to and control 
over land and other factors of production. 
These legal structures are either customary, 
statutory, or both. 

However, in the matrilineal/matriarchal 
systems, women have had usufructuary 
rights proceeding from the land. (Usu-
fructuary rights are “the rights of enjoying 
all the advantages derivable from the use 
of something that belongs to another, as 
far as is compatible with the substance of 
the thing not being destroyed or injured” 
[usufruct, n.d.]) In other words, though the 
land had been deeded to a male relative, the 
women who cultivated it were entitled to the 
fruits of their labor. But these rights could 
not always be exercised. The introduction 
of cash crops and increasing land scarcity 
have both been contributing factors in this 
erosion of women’s land rights, since land, 
which traditionally had only been allocated 
to women for family food production, has 
been reduced in priority to land which is 
retained by husbands for cash crops.  

As a result of these insecure rights to 
land, the fruits of a woman’s labor on the 
land have often belonged to her husband 
and not to her, if she has been unable to 
exercise usufructuary rights. Thus the hus-
band has been allowed to appropriate the 
proceeds from the sale of the crops and the 
women may not have had the capability to 
influence the distribution of the produce 

and income from her husband’s fields, nor 
has she had legal recourse to prevent this 
type of inter-family land grabbing. This 
usually has had negative consequences on 
women’s ability to maintain household liv-
ing standards, as it is the women’s obliga-
tion to provide food for their families.

During the course of his research, Kajoba 
explained the implications of having title 
to land to the women farmers in his study 
area; he explained those implications es-
pecially in terms of security, which would 
flow from such legal entitlement. It was 
explained that a small-scale farmer who 
is empowered with title deeds feels more 
secure on the land and can therefore use it 
more intentionally and undertake improve-
ments such as building permanent houses, 
sinking boreholes or even fencing the gar-
dens. Furthermore, it was pointed out to 
the women farmers that title deeds could 
be used as collateral for securing agricul-
tural loans from lending institutions, loans 
with which they could purchase farm in-
puts that could greatly increase yield. After 
this explanation, the women were asked to 
indicate whether, sometime in the future, 
they would be interested in learning how 
to apply for such title to the local head-
man and the Zambian government, if they 
could be certain that other women farmers 
were doing so and also could know that the 
traditional leaders were cooperating fairly 
with the application process. One hundred 
percent of the women present answered 
Kajoba in the affirmative. 

Feminist Political Economy
Recognizing that structural adjustment 

has failed to facilitate development as de-
fined by any model, neoliberals are floating 
new (and sometimes re-floating old) ideas 
for increasing food security.  Some, such as 
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Gates (2009) have called for a new Green 
Revolution given with the assurance that 
faith will be well-placed in future biotech-
nology and Genetically Modified Organ-
isms (GMOs).  Others, such as some multi-
national corporations (Ensuring the Social 
Well-Being of One Billion Farmers, 2010) 
and the United Nations Development Pro-
gramme (2006) have encouraged increased 
global trade and investment.  

Feminists nearly universally have reject-
ed neoliberalism in any stripe (Desmarais 
2007; Friedberg 2004; Alkire & Deneu-
lin 2007; Sampson 2008; Sandoval 2000; 
Sen 1992) and have been ever increasingly 
critical of globalization, in the context of 
development, as defined by the capabil-
ity approach which valorizes humans’ de-
sired personal and corporate achievements. 
Globalization can be conceptualized as 
a necessary causation theory, explicating 
the undeviating, indiscriminately escalat-
ing, broadening co-mutual assimilation of 
domestic sovereign prosperity. Resource 
management systems in paracletive rela-
tionship with universal world-wide market 
schemes, vis-à-vis transfer of public con-
trol to private enterprise, inside speculation 
transaction regulations,  intercontinental 
stock market imbrications, the internation-
alization of the military-industrial-corpo-
rate complex, and planetary, mushrooming 
capitalism, exponentially assisted by tech-
nology and time/space-disregardant com-
munications networks.  

It is against this backdrop of neoclassi-
cal economics that feminist political econ-
omists have called for a new, peculiarly 
feminist and feminized economic model.  
Sampson (2008), following Power (2004) 
pointed out a large gap in the three catego-
ries of neoclassical economic activity—

production, distribution and consumption.  
She has noted that social reproduction, 
the nurture and care of the family and lo-
cal community and other socially gendered 
processes of community cohesion--work 
traditionally assigned to women--is not fac-
tored into the neoliberal model, although it 
clearly undergirds the entire market econo-
my. Sampson (2008) has further noted that 
this dismissal of gendered work does not 
only affect women; all genders in margin-
alized classes and races may experience its 
negative effects disproportionately.  Power, 
which is socially constructed, and is realized 
through the control of material resources, 
is a crucial concept in understanding eco-
nomics. A feminist political economy, ac-
cording to Sampson (2008), calls for an en-
tirely new economic model which, instead 
of being based on power relations, is based 
on socially feminized aspirations such as 
cooperative creativity, the nurture and care 
of humans, non-human animals, the envi-
ronment and the social relationships that 
are the very fabric of the concept of quality 
of life.  Economic well-being should not be 
evaluated merely by amassed wealth but 
also by what Sen (1993) has called, “the 
heterogeneity of human needs.”  Sampson 
(2008) has postulated that some of these 
needs may be expressed as altruism, em-
pathy, creativity, beauty, and divers human 
entitlements, discrete from income.  These 
may be considered feminine or feminized 
functionings, and therefore considered 
“less than” masculinized functionings, 
such as capital gains. Even though it is 
women’s reproductive, nurturing, domestic 
and community work that produces many 
of these well-being freedoms and capabili-
ties, it is the whole of society who benefits 
(Sampson, 2008).  Sampson (2008), after 
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Nelson and Goodwin (2005), has proposed, 
in fact, that a fourth category of economic 
activity, in addition to production, distribu-
tion, and consumption, is “resource main-
tenance” and includes the aforementioned 
traditionally women’s (unpaid) work. This 
is a more holistic (and realistic) view of the 
economy. 

The economy, of course, operates within 
socially and politically constructed param-
eters.  Food insecurity, for example, is not a 
problem of too few resources—a problem 
to be surmounted by more and better pro-
duction. There is enough food right now to 
feed every person on Earth adequately (Nor, 
2001).  Food insecurity stems from a mald-
istribution of resources such as land, food, 
agricultural inputs, work, and wealth—all 
of which are socially and politically con-
structed (Sampson 2008).  Sampson (2008) 
has summarized feminist political economy 
by asserting:

Economic activity and the production 
systems at work in an economy are 
to be evaluated not merely in narrow 
terms of efficiency, productivity, 
utility, and profit maximization, but in 
a broader view of how it contributes 
to the sustaining and flourishing of 
life and the creation of adequate, 
sustainable livelihoods. (p. 549)

Building on this radical new feminist po-
litical economy, and on the groundbreak-
ing work of feminist economists such as 
Sampson (2008), I have begun to imagine 
a different world. Imagining an economy 
which values women, women’s work, 
women’s values and moralities, and which 
factors in the true value of econo-system 
services (borrowing and modifying this 
term from ecology), one can imagine such 
a society fairly and equitably distributing 

the resources necessary to produce food 
everywhere for everyone. One can imag-
ine a world in which food is completely 
decommodifized, and access to healthy 
nourishment is never limited by financial 
constraints.  

Policy Implications
This paper will put forth some sug-

gested policies which allies in the Global 
North  may utilize to support the women 
subsistence farmers in Zambia who have 
invited such a partnership, and which may 
be broadened, extrapolated and embedded 
into wider policy guidelines for facilitating 
food sovereignty issues in other actualities.  
The triad of cultural morality is a structure 
on which to build a moral feminist political 
economy informed by feminized values, 
guided by postcolonial feminist concerns 
and the capability approach, being em-
powered to exercise immediate agency by 
post-normal science, and finally examining 
a case study in Zambia in which marginal-
ized women reached out to a researcher in 
order to gain vital knowledge in order to 
parlay that knowledge into land ownership 
and, ultimately, food sovereignty.   

Grassroots action and full participation 
by the women small-scale farmers, who 
want to learn how to apply for clear title 
to land under the Zambian Lands Act of 
1995 in the role of lead researchers (while 
allies act in support roles and as assistant 
researchers), is imperative.  Afonja (2005) 
has strongly charged that “[A major prob-
lem] of development that African women 
must therefore grapple with [is] the exclu-
sion of local women from participatory 
development projects…” (p. 16).  Further, 
she has warned “Neglecting grassroots 
feminism may engender irrelevant poli-
cies…” (p. 16).  It is essential, therefore, 
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for social science researchers, NGOs, and 
other ally organizations offering support, to 
act in only secondary roles, carrying out an 
agenda set by the women farmers involved 
in the project.  Additionally, any participa-
tory action research must be truly and fully 
“participatory” from the agenda-setting to 
the question-posing to the actualization of 
the agreed-upon scheme.  

The second step; and one which Kajoba 
(2002) has most staunchly insisted upon, is 
the full participation and complete buy-off 
on the education project by local chiefs, 
headmen and other stakeholders, both be-
cause it is required by governmental law 
(GRZ, 1995, p. 271) and because if the 
chiefs and headmen aren’t consulted, the 
entire local rural economy and body poli-
tic could be severely destabilized.  Kajoba 
(2002) has attested that these traditional 
leaders have their own fears such as the 
fear that if women own their own land they 
will be politically independent and may 
disrespect the headmen in other matters in 
the future.  There is also a fear that if wom-
en hold land, they may sell it to corpora-
tions and/or foreigners.  A third fear is that 
women smallholders may default on their 
loans received by using their land as collat-
eral. Strong efforts must be undertaken to 
address these fears and put them to rest vis-
à-vis policy clauses or amendments meant 
to ameliorate those concerns. For example, 
a regulation could be written that prohibits 
the sale of any village land to multinational 
corporations (Kajoba 2002). If the chiefs’ 
and headmen’s fears are thus allayed, Ka-
joba (2002) has stated that the local cul-
ture could be turned around to actually 
promote, rather than hinder, the process.  
Kajoba (2002) has taken the view that this 
process must be done in a fully transpar-

ent, democratic, peaceful manner through 
non-antagonistic community meetings and 
other participatory forums.  

Kajoba (2002) stops short of prescribing 
what should happen once the permission 
of the stakeholders has been granted to the 
women’s allies to assist the women in gain-
ing clear title to the land they farm.  There 
may certainly be many appropriate strate-
gies for transferring the knowledge neces-
sary to apply for land ownership.  Written 
texts, such as a document outlining the 
procedure, would most likely not be appro-
priate, as the majority of the women sub-
sistence farmers are either illiterate or have 
low literacy skills (Kajoba 2002).  Under 
this scenario, if only the literate women 
were able to own land, a power differential 
would appear and the less literate women 
could potentially be further marginalized.  
Oral transmission of the instructions could 
be one method of knowledge transmission.  
If the instructions are too long and com-
plex to memorize in their entirety, perhaps 
different families could be entrusted with 
different steps of the overall procedure.  An 
advantage of this strategy could be that the 
village would then need to work together 
in community to help each other, thus re-
inforcing strong community relations and 
giving the entire community as a whole a 
sense of empowerment.  Additionally, gov-
ernment officials may be willing to travel to 
the villages from time to time to reinforce 
the knowledge as well as update the com-
munity on any new or revised parts of the 
process.  Allies could also supply the vil-
lage with the material resources necessary 
to complete the application, such as forms, 
writing implements, and so forth.  One de-
sired outcome could be to have each vil-
lage become entirely self-sufficient in the 



40 UW BOTHELL POLICY JOURNAL, SPRING 2010

Brown

land ownership application process so they 
could exercise their corporate agency and 
not be in a place of relying on outside al-
lies for assistance.  The freedom to be self-
sufficient is often valorized as a desired 
functioning under the capability approach.  
If the entire village feels self-sufficient and 
further feels there is a fair and equitable 
route to land ownership for as many villag-
ers as possible, that could become a highly 
valued capability as well as a development 
marker.  Different capabilities inter-relate 
and enable each other.  Thus, when devel-
opment interventions increase capabili-
ties in one area, other capabilities are also 
strengthened.  For example, the filling out 
of the application forms could inspire a lit-
erate villager to become a volunteer litera-
cy teacher to less literate community mem-
bers.  When literacy skills are improved, 
women may be more likely to send their 
children to school, seek health care, take 
reproductive health measures—all this in 
addition to consistent high estimations of 
themselves and their abilities.

I cannot emphasize strongly enough, 
however, that no Global North ally who 
wishes to assist women small-scale farm-
ers in Zambia in obtaining land titles may 
choose which of these, or any other, strat-
egies to employ.  The women and allied 
stakeholders themselves must be trusted to 
choose the strategy that is best for them.  
Researchers and other allies cannot enter 
the situation with any preconceived ideas as 
to how the process will work.  Allies must 
also be prepared for the possible eventual-
ity of a less-than-desired outcome (from 
their perspective).   They may not be able 
to obtain permission from the traditional 
village leaders to even explain to the com-
munity that a legal route exists for women 

to obtain land.  The women in a particular 
village may not see the possible benefits of 
land ownership and may not choose to ap-
ply. The official Zambian government may 
reject a high percentage of applications, as 
may the traditional leadership.

Policies enacted by the official govern-
ments of Global North nations, financial 
resources could be allocated to assist Non-
Governmental Organizations (NGOs), uni-
versity researchers, and other allies who are 
facilitating participatory action research. 
Another government policy could under-
write literacy programs, especially literacy 
programs that serve women.  Furthermore, 
governments could, via grants to NGOs, 
provide farm inputs necessary for success-
ful harvests to women smallholders. 

Conclusion
This paper set out to facilitate a discur-

sive engagement among human develop-
ment (as outlined in Sen’s (1992) capabil-
ity approach), moral economies (Jackson et 
al. 2009), which acknowledge the reality of 
the co-obvoution of the economic and the 
human in the global economy, postcolonial 
and third world feminism (Afonja, 2005; 
Ang, 1995; Mohanty, 2002), and various 
systems of moral theory in an attempt to 
construct a framework upon which to build 
a moral approach to Global North facilita-
tions around food insecurity issues in na-
tions of the Global South, focusing specifi-
cally upon facilitating women small-scale 
subsistence farmers in Zambia who desire 
to apply for clear titles to the land they 
farm.  The paper has introduced the triad 
of cultural morality, through which we un-
derstand that moralities shift through time, 
space, and dimension and allows us to rec-
oncile the dialectic assertion that morality 
is both culturally relativistic and a univer-
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sal imperative at the same time. Kajoba’s 
(2002) case study in Zambia related the 
important news that women subsistence 
farmers wanted to apply for land owner-
ship under the Zambian Lands Act of 1995.  
Applying the aforementioned theoretical 
discourse in conjunction with the triad of 
morality, several policy implications were 
delineated but with the extremely strong 
caveat that any and all possible strategies 
and desired outcomes must be generated by 
the Zambian women and all relevant stake-
holders, and that Global North allies must 
play a secondary, supportive role—they 
must perform as the “participant research-
ers” while giving the title “lead researcher” 
to the stakeholders.  The triad of cultural 
morality approach valorizes personal and 
corporate empowerment and the freedom 
to exercise capabilities as important devel-
opment goals while at the same time being 
careful not to assume European/American 
feminist political economy values are cul-
tural values per se. 
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