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The promise given was a necessity of the past:  
the word broken is a necessity of the present. 

 
-Niccolo Machiavelli 

Introduction 

 The wave of large-scale land acquisitions sweeping across the developing world has 

captured the neo-liberal imagination while mobilizing its critics.  ‘Land grabbing’ is an 

entailment of increased corporate investments in the agrarian regions of the developing 

world, which rests on the premise that livelihoods of the world’s small-scale farmers, 

peasants and pastoralists are insufficiently productive to justify their continuing hold on 

lands that promise to be the next (or last?) frontier for the world’s production of food.  

Accordingly, lands occupied by politically marginal communities are usually described as 

“empty”, “unoccupied”, or “underutilized” rather than as existing homelands of most of the 

world’s agrarian food producers. 

 With reference to cases of systematic dispossession in East Africa, the paper will 

focus on three types of pragmatic narratives used to justify land appropriation: the type-

casting of lands and resident populations being targeted, the often utopian goals of 
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development being pursued, and the investment commitments being made.  The paper will 

investigate whether the rationales that underpin large-scale land allocations by states 

represents the sort of utilitarianism characterized by John Rawls (1971) in his work on 

theories of justice, where hypothetical theories of end-goals are used to abrogate concrete 

rights held by actual individuals and communities.  

 Justifications often move from abstractions regarding agrarian development to 

concrete analyses and undertakings regarding existing forms of land use, levels of 

productivity, investment commitments, provision of local employment, benefits promised, 

compensation for displaced land-holders, diminishing food insecurity, and production for 

local and export markets.  Are the rationales associated with the large-scale acquisition of 

agrarian lands in East Africa used as blueprints for future uses of the land, or do they serve 

mainly as rhetorically powerful depictions that, through discrediting existing holders of land, 

serve aims of acquisition distant from the uplifting narratives of ending food insecurity and 

achieving growth in the world’s agricultural sector? 

 

Good Earth to Flat World: Land as Global Commodity 

It has been estimated that foreign enterprises have an interest in acquiring millions of 

hectares of land in the developing world (Liversage, 2011: 3), with large scale farmland deals 

announced before the end of 2009 for more than 45 million ha, with the preponderance 

being in Africa (World Bank 2010: vi).  National elites and entrepreneurs are vigorously 

engaged in using their influence to acquire land in their own countries (James 2012), but the 

focus here will be on investments by foreign enterprises.  Three factors are often mentioned 

as drivers behind this recent and dramatic upsurge in interest in acquiring farmland in the 

developing world: food shortfalls and the resultant rise in food commodity prices in 2008, 



 3 

that indicated that farmland could represent a lucrative investment; the relative decline in 

available land in both the industrialized and middle income countries, a condition heightened 

in wealthy yet farmland poor nations such as Saudi Arabia; and the perception that in some 

developing countries abundant land with agricultural potential was underutilized, cheap and 

available.  Let us explore these three notions: underutilized, cheap and available. 

 ‘Underutilized’.   

 Some countries in sub-Sahara Africa are seen as land-abundant (e.g. Tanzania, 

Zambia, DRC), given their land to population ratios and high proportion of forests), and 

numerous countries in question (e.g. Mozambique, Zambia, Sudan, Madagascar, for 

instance) are seen to achieve less than 25% of potential yields, in agronomical terms.  But 

these same countries are viewed critically due to the relatively small areas (i.e. <1 ha) 

cultivated per rural inhabitant (World Bank Op Cit. xiii).  The former observation suggests 

that there are too few people, the latter that there are too many people, to make productive 

use of the land!  Of course with improved technology and investment of capital the same 

amount of acreage can often be made more productive, so the assessment of 

‘underutilization’ of land is often not just quantitative (too few people on the land) but 

qualitative (those who are there are not making the most of it).  In fact most of the land now 

being acquired by foreign investors is fully occupied, since the land they are interested 

generally is the most fertile and has access to water.  The notion of ‘underutilization’ 

hearkens back to the arguments during the early colonial period that African lands – in 

Kenya’s central Rift Valley, for instance- were empty, unoccupied, and available for 

settlement, an interested argument rather than an empirical observation (Hughes 2006).   
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 ‘Cheap’.   

 Throughout most of history, land was usually held by families or clans whose rights 

were inherited and subject to collective sanctions.  Land markets, where they existed, were 

local, with prices assessed in terms of regional demand and the productivity of common land 

use systems.  The “good earth” was the source of life and well-being.  Even in Kenya, with 

vigorous land markets that preceded the colonial epoch, sellers and buyers usually knew one 

another, and assessed the value of land in terms both understood.  Globalized trade has 

always profited from buying cheap and selling dear, from the spice, slave or ivory trade to 

the flow of globalized consumer goods today.  Globalized land markets, however, imply far 

more than the reciprocal gains of commodity trade, where those selling cheap may actually 

see their gain as acceptable in their own terms, because as land is sold an individual, family or 

community has an absolute loss, of ground to stand on.  This proposition assumes that the 

holders of the land are involved in transactions, which in the issues considered here is rarely 

the case.  Thomas Friedman (2005) proposed that the contemporary global world is now 

“flat”, by which he meant that globalization has “leveled” the playing field in the diverse 

domains of economic competition.  Regarding land, this means that land scarcity in one 

region (say Turkey, Germany, or India) can influence demand for land in another (ie. Sudan, 

Ethiopia, Mozambique), and furthermore that the capital and credit markets available in the 

old and newly industrialized countries directly affects the prices that can be paid for land in 

capital-scarce areas.  So the perceived cheapness of land in Africa is an outcome of 

competition for land elsewhere, and the availability of capital with which to purchase it.  One 

outcome, then, of rising inequalities in incomes and tax shelters for the very rich in the 

industrialized world can be seen in investments in relatively cheap land in the developing 

world. 
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 ‘Available’.   

 A broad point of consensus among property theorists is that prosperity has 

benefitted from establishment of the rule of law, especially in public recognition of property 

rights (De Soto 2000; North 2009; Fukuyama 2011).  Economic globalization expands with 

the premise that property rights will be respected internationally, so that investments from 

one country in the resources of another will be recognized and secured.  But the conditions 

under which large-scale land acquisitions seem to thrive are precisely the opposite, since it is 

countries with “poorer records of formally recognized rural land tenure… attracted greater 

interest”, which raises concerns that local institutions may be too weak to protect vulnerable 

groups from losing land to which they have legitimate claim (World Bank Op Cit.: xiv).  

Historically ironic is the fact that the most egregious cases of large-scale divestment of 

national lands to foreign investors occurs in post-socialist African countries, precisely 

because their legal systems reflect the state’s residual monopoly on land ownership.  So the 

refusal of state’s such as Tanzania, Ethiopia or Mozambique to recognize farmers’ and local 

communities’ land rights during the socialist period in the interest of preventing the rise of a 

private ownership class and a land market has evolved into a prize for their ruling parties in 

the post-socialist period, when the state and its cadres retain the right to allocate or disburse 

any and all lands, to national elites and foreign interests alike, with legal impunity.  Less 

pointed, Ellis (2012: 82) points out that: 

 “…in the absence of land markets, major investors in African land often 

deal directly with heads of state, who may neglect to inform their own 

agriculture ministers about the agreements they reach.  In the many countries 

where all farmland is legally deemed to be owned by the state, it is easy for a 

president to allot land to foreign companies at the expense of the farmers 
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who are living there.  The occupants may be required to produce crops for 

the new companies investing there, or, in the worst cases, simply be expelled 

from their ancestral land”.  

Whether land is ‘available’ does not refer to whether those with legitimate land rights are 

willing to part with it, but whether a firm can make an arrangement with political elites to 

acquire land by fiat, usually in the absence of consent or awareness of those holding the land 

in question.  Rather than the process of land becoming a global commodity representing the 

outcome of a historical expansion of property rights and the rule of law, it in fact usually 

represents the abrogation of the rights of land-holders by the state, in the interest of elites 

and investors.  Of course all states usually retain the right of imminent domain, to 

appropriate land for initiatives seen to be in the national interest, but under strong rules of 

law this entails negotiation with existing right holders and compensation when they are 

moved.  In the face of large-scale land acquisitions, land-holding farmers, herders and 

communities rarely are invited to negotiate, and are more rarely paid compensation, and 

when compensation is paid it never equate to the value of the land being taken.  So much for 

land being ‘available’ that is disposed of. 

  

 Justifying Large-Scale Land Acquisitions 

 The above remarks concerned some of the arguments made regarding the 

underutilization, cheapness, and availability of land in Africa which can in turn be allocated 

to local entrepreneurs or elites, or foreign investors, for large-scale resource extraction or 

exploitation, often for commercial farming.  How do those firms explain and justify their 

acquisition of land to establish large-scale commercial plantations?  Let us examine two 
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cases, of Dominion Farms, which has invested in Western Kenya, and Karuturi Global, 

which has invested in Ethiopia.   

 Dominion Farms: 

 Dominion Farms is a Texas-based company that has acquired 17,000 acres of land in 

wetlands adjacent to Lake Victoria in Nyanza Province to the northwest of Kisumu.  The 

history of the company presented on its website (http://dominion-farms.com/history.html) 

describes the arrival of the company’s CEO: 

“When Calvin Burgess first visited the Yala Swamp in 2002, it was 
accessible only via all-terrain vehicle. As there was no commerce in 
the area, neither were there jobs, currency in circulation nor hope for 
improvement. But the residents were determined to break out of the 
cycle of poverty associated with their tiny acreages and limited access 
to markets. Dominion’s local payroll has done wonders for the 
health, wealth and attitude of hundreds of employees and thousands 
who benefit indirectly from the circulation of hard currency. And the 
farm has provided an example for smaller farmers to emulate in order 
to render their operations more productive and profitable.” 

 

The view here of the people of Nyanza is in fact generalized to all of Kenya: “75% of 

Kenyans depend on a technically insufficient industry [agriculture] whose average labor input 

is three times greater than its output…. Efforts to grow the economy and reduce poverty 

must begin with agriculture”.  But since for most Kenyans, farming is said to be for 

subsistence (ignoring 50 years of work on market integration in rural Kenya), then the 

solution must be to create large-scale commercial enterprises, such as Dominion Farms, 

which apparently cannot be carried out with local skills.  “Today Dominion Farms is a 

celebrated example of technology-based irrigated agriculture in Western Kenya.  It is a 

model for long-range planners who seek to develop the water resources and expand the land 

under cultivation that is needed to sustain the fast-growing Kenyan population”.  The farm 

makes use of the rich alluvial soils of the Yala River delta to grow full-bodied long grain 

http://dominion-farms.com/history.html


 8 

pearl white rice, which is harvested, cleaned, dried, milled and packaged on location.  It also 

produces fish and other crops and byproducts.   

 The mission statement asserts that Dominion Farms is “dedicated to advancing the 

capacity of Kenyans to build better lives through technology, productive labor, personal 

integrity and faith”.  Yet an article in Bloomberg Businessweek observes that Dominion 

Farms failed to consult local farms when acquiring its leasehold over its 17,000 hectare area, 

and has kept few promises to provide jobs, better roads and schools (Silver-Greenberg 

2009).  The implication that the area was remote and sparsely settled when Burgess first 

arrived is belied by the observation that an estimated 700,000 people live within 10 miles of 

the farm, practicing vegetable gardening and herding.  The stated goal of the farm to 

“positively impact the community surrounding the farm and enrich the lives of rural 

Kenyans…. in a land where poverty and disease run rampant [and] young people crave a 

better future”.  The answer is to “break with the past”, presumably by agreeing to give over a 

major part of their land and water resources to Dominion Farms.  In fact, community 

members have protested the loss of their land, and exclaimed that when Dominion Farms 

built a dam to channel water from the Yala River to irrigated fields, the first knew of this 

when their own fields filled up with water.  To reply to voices of dissent, the enterprise has 

promised to build community-based rich and aquaculture projects, to build a residential 

vocational center to train youths in modern agricultural practices, provide a Dominion 

Scholarship Program to support select students’ educational costs, and create a Dominion 

Children’s Fund to carry out community development projects (http://dominion-

farms.com/community.html).  Burgess himself acknowledges that his Christian faith 

““inspired him to invest millions of dollars in a commercial farm to stimulate the local 

economy”.   

http://dominion-farms.com/community.html
http://dominion-farms.com/community.html
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 The rationale for Dominion Farms’ having acquired a large piece of well-watered 

land in a densely populated region near Lake Victoria rests on an initial indictment of the 

community and its livelihood system, comparable to colonial era criticisms of customary 

agriculture and herding practices that in fact proved adapted to local environments and 

served to sustain communities (Leach and Mearns 1996; Chambers 1997).  The implication 

that the existence of disease, poverty and local aspirations justifies land grabbing is counter-

factual, since while local farmers may welcome new forms of sustainable technologies and 

better health services, it is far from clear that taking their best land to create a foreign-

managed agricultural enterprise will serve any of those ends.  Finally, the appeal to 

Christianity as having inspired the ‘mission’ that Dominion Farms represents may describe 

Burgess’ own motivations but also wraps the goal of creating a profit-making commercial 

farm using community lands and resources in the impermeable cover of faith, apparently 

putting the enterprise beyond critical scrutiny. 

 Karuturi Global. 

 Karuturi Global is a multi-national company based in India, which initiated a 

floriculture enterprise in Ethiopia in 2004 but diversified into agriculture, pursued in 

Gambella Region, in 2008.  As of 2012, the company has leased 100,000 hectares on which 

to farm palm oil, rice and other crops.  In its May 2012 report, Karuturi Global stated its aim 

of expanding beyond the 12,000 hectares currently in use to produce 200,000 tons of sugar, 

100,000 tons of oil, and a million tons of cereal.  The company declares on its website the 

intention of making “a significant contribution to alleviate the global and African food 

crisis”, and to have a “positive impact” on the lives of Ethiopians.   They proclaim that: 

When nobody dared to go to Ethiopia, Karuturi Global ventured into 

un-chartered waters…Today, we have deep local relationships and 
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understanding of this region. Through our business and social 

welfare activities we are well accepted in the Sub-African countries as 

a change agent for growth and prosperity (Karuturi website). 

The land they have leased is described as “wasteland”, while the aim of establishing modern 

plantations will be to transform the area into the “bread basket of the world” (Karuturi 

Global/vision)!   

 Ethiopia has been actively soliciting foreign investment in agricultural production 

and has provided very large tracts of land for that purpose (Galaty 2012).  The rationale of 

the government is that it is leasing out land that is being used inefficiently, much of which is 

used by pastoralists or for shifting cultivation (Lavers 2012: 814).  Accordingly, Karuturi is 

confident in pointing out that they have the full support of the recently deceased Prime 

Minister, Meles Zenawi, in their program of agricultural development.  Karuturi Global 

presents itself as an agent of positive change, which desires to aid the people of Ethiopia 

even as it pursues profitable investments, emphasizing that Ethiopia and the Ethiopian 

people need them to bring about positive change (Daniel and Mittal 2010).  The company 

describes its future plans of providing local development, including the construction of 

schools, hospitals, housing, etc., and providing employment to both skilled and unskilled 

workers.  Other media reports, however, have accused Karuturi Global of dismissing the 

perspectives of local inhabitants and supporting the Ethiopian government’s plan of 

resettling Gambella residents in order to make “better use” of their land.  The company is 

depicted as one that prioritizes the accumulation of wealth over bringing about development 

or aiding the local population.  In interviews, Karuturi Global officials unabashedly highlight 

the money earned by the company through its investments, emphasizing not that it is 
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“wasteland” (which justified its being diverted to other purposes) but that: “it’s very good 

land.  It’s quite cheap.  In fact it is very cheap.  We have no land like this in India”. 

 

Conclusion. 

 This paper has sketched the outlines of a pattern of discourse used to justify the 

pursuit of large-scale acquisition of land in Africa, used to create commercial plantations to 

produce food commodities either exported from the country (in Ethiopia) or directed to the 

large national market (in Kenya).  The discussion has not focused on how the lands were 

acquired, but in both cases this involved high-level intervention of government officials in 

allocating rural lands to foreign investors, rather than local negotiations, carried out despite 

resistance by local farmers, who were displaced from the land taken without compensation.  

Rather, the analysis has focused on three foundational ideas about the land in question, and 

quite similar patterns of public discourse by the companies themselves, justifying their 

actions.  The three ideas were that the lands were ‘underused’, that they were ‘cheap’, and 

that they were ‘available’; if we accept the validity of these ideas, then the acquisition of the 

land by foreign enterprises to produce food seems well justified.  However, each of these 

notions has a long history, and each seems highly questionable. 

 The public discourse presented by the two companies was highly argumentative, as it 

responded to critiques they had already encountered, or attacks that they anticipated.  Their 

responses, presented here, were both direct, through forms of self-justification, insisting, 

explaining, and proposing, and also indirect, through innuendo and implication.  In a form 

of “type casting” of land-use and peoples, the legitimacy of local agricultural and herding 

practices was questioned, with the premise being that ‘modern’ agricultural technologies and 

practices were more highly productive forms of land use than small-scale traditionalistic, 
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subsistence-oriented farming and herding.  The implication was that if ‘we’ use the land 

more productively (questionable if capital investment is controlled for), then ‘you’ should 

cede your land and move aside or be resettled elsewhere, without compensation.  If the 

communities experienced health problems, insufficiently developed transport infrastructure, 

poverty, or failing crops, then the answer seems to be: give us your land.  Interestingly, near 

Dominion Farms project is a site of a millennium village project described in Jeffrey Sachs’ 

(2005) book on The End of Poverty, which has the virtue of trying to directly address problems 

of poverty at their source, not by advocating reducing farmers to farm laborers, if they are so 

lucky as to be employed!  The millennium development goals (MDG) laid out by Sachs and 

others certainly represent a high form of idealism, but with specific aims and strategies to 

achieve them.  The Dominion Farms and Karuturi Global initiatives also present highly 

utopian goals, with regard both to their own management plans to create productive 

agricultural enterprises and to the betterment of the communities they have displaced, but 

while the former may be feasible, the latter seem aimed at defusing resistance than carrying 

out significant community development interventions.  Promises to build a well, a school, a 

clinic, or provide scholarships, are all of course worthy, but even if fulfilled fall so short of 

addressing the real scope of community needs or of compensating for land and resources 

taken that they seem only self-congratulatory, much like evoking faith as a motive, aimed at 

neutralizing objections rather than initiating a serious undertaking. 

 Assessing the truth-claims of the propositions regarding small-scale agriculture and 

herding economies, the projected achievements in growing and processing food in a 

plantation economy, or the likelihood and value of providing compensatory investments for 

the local community is beyond the scope of this paper.  But how should the rhetorical forces 

of these forms of justification be assessed?  In a society where rule of law is affirmed (and 
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we have hope for Kenya in this regard, given its ambitious reforms of the courts, less for 

Ethiopia), a comparison of technologies and land-use strategies would serve to clarify aims 

of agrarian development, not determine who should own the land.  In Rawls’ Theory of Justice 

(Rawls 1971), the approach of utilitarianism that weighs the ‘justice’ of an act by the 

collective enumeration of its consequences is contrasted to the ‘justice as fairness’ 

perspective, where an act is assessed according to how ‘fair’ it would seem to a neutral and 

uninterested observer, given the rights inherent to individuals or groups.  A major problem 

with utilitarian perspectives is that they are always prospective, being based on current 

evaluations, extrapolations, estimates, hopes and aspirations regarding the future effects of a 

hypothetical action.  In this regard, the lines of argumentation presented by the two 

companies examined here assume a utilitarian form by speculating what would be the case if 

such-and-such.  But discourses blaming Africa’s contemporary rural dwellers for perceived 

shortfalls must always be weighed against the old adage, Cui bono, who benefits?  In the 

mouths or websites of those who seek to justify their appropriation of land, the argument 

that current land holders are undeserving falls short of the requirement for disinterestedness 

that underpins justice as a form of fairness for Rawls.  Machiavelli, the eternal realist, pointed 

out that promises may be a past necessity, but a promise broken a present necessity.  Such 

are the promises inherent in justifications for land grabbing. 
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