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ABSTRACT

Drawing on data collected in rural Serenje District, in the Central Province of
Zambia, this thesis focuses on the production, consumption and valorisation of grain
beer, a significant livelihood practice for people. The discussion is contextualised by
detailed reference to both the changing national and global politico-economic scene
and to local agricultural practices. I argue that an understanding of livelihood
practices must take account of both 'micro' and 'macro’ level factors, as these form
part of the material and conceptual ‘resource repertoire' of local people. Focusing on
particular case examples, the discussion reveals, for rural Serenje, the multiplex ways
in which value is ascribed to beer - a highly significant livelihood resource. The data
highlights the socio-symbolic, ritual, and commoditised contexts in which beer is
produced and consumed. The analysis of this resource highlights how the relationship
between different social arenas of experience, and the socially constructed value of
beer are integrated in subtle and complex ways.

A central theme of the thesis focuses on issues of value and argues that value
notions are multiple social constructions. Resources, then, have many different
associations of value. These different kinds of value are, in certain contexts, contested
by actors, and it is in contexts of social interaction, negotiation and accommodation
that resources are ascribed with value. Furthermore the fixing of value in this way
provides contexts in which social identities are asserted and modified.

The empirical chapters of the thesis draw attention to the importance of beer
and maize in terms of people's income strategies. These livelihood practices remain
firmly embedded in social life, however, and therefore concern more than the singular
pursuit of cash. Consolidating, establishing, and reaffirming social relations are also a
fundamental part of people's 'economic' life and co-operation in securing material and
social resources remains vital.

Methodologically the thesis synthesises situational analysis and discourse
practice paying particular attention to the concepts of practice and agency.
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PREFACE

This study focuses on examining the ways in which beer acquires value for small
scale farmers. It concentrates on livelihood practices, paying particular attention,
however, to people's relationship to resources, both material and human. Beer is a
significant resource as it provides an important source of income, the occasions on
which it is consumed also provide a significant focus for social interaction. The study
of the brewing and drinking practices forms the basis of much of the discussion in this
thesis, which illustrates the way in which such activities are located within a nexus of
other agricultural based livelihood pursuits, income opportunities and social
practices.

The methodological issues that stimulated this research are bound up with
earlier sociological work carried out in Zambia; most significantly, and clearly spelt
out in these works, are the case study method and situational analysis. These two
methodological advances (often undervalued) occupy a central place in the collection
of rich case material promoted collectively by those social scientists associated with
the former 'Manchester school'.

This thesis deals explicitly with revitalising these methods. I reject the
structural-functionalist framework of the Manchester School and instead draw
inspiration from Foucault's concept of discourse practice to provide further
methodological support for the study of 'micro' situational practices. My work differs
from other forms of discourse analysis in that I focus on practice and social action
(not only language and cognition) as the basis for understanding the social
construction of agrarian life. 1 argue that combining situational and discursive
methods enables the context of study to embrace not only highly specific local arenas
of knowledge and practice, but also wider arenas of decision and action (at a national
and global level). The extent to which these wider arenas or contexts become a
significant part of 'local' discursive practices is a recurrent theme and central to the
thesis. Focusing on the significance of beer (in social life and as a source of income)
the methods I employ enable the analyst to unravel the complex and multifaceted
value notions associated with this resource. Socially constructed value notions are
predicated by people's exposure to different discursive practices which provide
experiential as well as ideological, political, cosmological and practical 'support' for
specific livelihood practices and world views. I use the situational and discursive

methods, then, to focus on a detailed analysis of the interactive contexts within which
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beer (or goods generally) become central to social action. These contexts include,
exchange contexts in which beer is sold, its use for labour recruitment (traditional and
in raising cash to pay for hired workers), its use in ritual and symbolic contexts, and
its role in the support of commercially oriented agricultural production. Beer has
multiple associations for people. These multiple value notions are simultaneously
central to the way in which beer is appreciated by people, but in some contexts one or
other value will be seen to gain prominence. I retain an interest throughout this study
in the important place that symbolic and social criteria have on the valorisation of
particular goods. In turn, these social considerations are central to understanding the
use of particular goods in the problem solving and livelihood strategies of small-scale
farmers.

My own attempts to understand the defining characteristics of the concepts of
value and livelihood practice have necessitated explorations in the use of these
concepts by proponents of different empirical and intellectual arenas. From
anthropology, for example the notions that underpin the way in which we view, use
and define, the concept of value, include the concepts of commodity, exchange, use,
and social categories of value. Discourse as a concept provides a way of integrating
some of these theoretical and methodological concerns without recourse to a
totalising or systematising theoretical framework. I am interested in the relationship
between individual and collective practices and social action, which I believe cannot
be adequately accounted for simply by reference to the classic dualities of
actor/structure, micro/macro, subject/object and so on. Instead, I prefer to focus on
the relationship between practice and agency by reference to people's experiential
encounters of discourse practice. I suggest that the regularity and order that exists
alongside the discontinuities in social life are a result of people's active participation
and practical engagement with the creation of their own life worlds. I do not propose
to develop a theory of practice (in the way that Bourdieu does), since I believe that
the limits to action in a given social context are defined by actors themselves, and not
by the concept of 'embedded history' or 'habitus'. People's actions are informed and
modified by their experiences of different arenas of discourse practice (in both local
and wider domains of decision and action), these practices are given meaning in
locally significant ways which are interpreted and modified by local actors to suit
their own circumstances. Such circumstances become shared experiences, that give
meaning to and shape the livelihood practices of rural people. It is this that facilitates
the view that there is a sense of collective order or regularity in social life. Some of
these issues I address directly in my thesis, but they are part of an ongoing series of
analytical explorations that give meaning to and reshape my own work.

9
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Demarcation of the fieldwork area

This study is based on fieldwork carried out between April 1992 and October 1993 in
the Kamena area of Chief Chibale, Serenje District in the Central Province of Zambia
(see map 1.1). The area known as Kamena lies approximately 40 kilometres from
Serenje Boma (the District administrative capital) on the Chisomo valley road. I took
up residence for the duration of fieldwork at the site of the agricultural depot known
as Kamena Agricultural Camp, and shared a small government-built concrete house
with one of the local agricultural officers. The people and the activities to which I
refer in this text are located within the immediate locality of the depot as the
population of Kamena is concentrated in this area.

Space, Place and Community

Kamena is named after a renowned and well-respected village headman. The Ngulube
clan to which his descendants belong is traditionally responsible for the funeral
arrangements of the Chibale Chiefs and their burial ground lies close to the village
now known as Kamena.! The Kamena area, however, extends beyond the boundaries
of the village. Although it is certainly possible to demarcate the Kamena area and
other communities in Chief Chibale according to administrative and geographic
criteria, it is more difficult to delineate communities in terms of definitive social
boundaries. Many people in Chief Chibale are related to each other, either directly or
through clanship. To this extent there is a good deal of social movement between
areas and communities within Chibale as a whole. Administratively the Kamena ward
extends from the bend in the road at the Chinuma hills, to the Lukasashi river (see
map 1.2). Despite the relatively clear administrative boundaries, there are a number of
people who reside beyond the boundaries cited above, who must, nevertheless, be
considered active members of the community of Kamena. The question of 'belonging'
is a complex one. In this study I concentrate on those people who live within close
proximity to the agricultural camp, since access to their daily work and leisure
activities was relatively easy. However, in delineating a field of research I include all

1T was unable to visit this site as local people would not reveal the exact location of the burial ground
and remained highly suspicious of visits to the area.
11
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