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Abstract
In Kenya, agri-food systems are often approached from technological, economic, and policy-driven frameworks, 
with minimal attention given to cultural and social dynamics. Yet, food is deeply cultural embedded in community 
identities, gender roles, and indigenous knowledge systems. This paper explores the socio-cultural underpinnings 
that shape Kenya’s agri-food systems. Drawing on qualitative data from rural counties, the study analyzes how 
traditional ecological knowledge, communal land-use practices, and gendered divisions of labor influence agricul-
tural production, distribution, and sustainability. The findings underscore the need for inclusive, culturally aware 
policies that valorize indigenous practices while advancing food security and resilience.
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Introduction
Agri-food systems in Kenya are at the heart of rural livelihoods, 
nutrition, and the economy. While economic indicators and 
technological innovation have dominated the discourse on agri-
cultural development, the cultural scaffolding that sustains food 
systems is often neglected. Food production, preparation, and 
sharing practices are rooted in cultural traditions, gender roles, 
and local cosmologies. These dynamics not only influence what 
is grown and how, but also who participates in the food chain 
and with what power. This paper seeks to reposition culture, so-
cial norms, and traditional knowledge as central not peripheral 
to agricultural resilience in Kenya.

Literature Review
Studies on agri-food systems in sub-Saharan Africa frequently 
emphasize climate change, productivity, and policy [1, 2]. How-
ever, anthropological and sociological research points to the im-
portance of local knowledge and gendered labor [3]. In Kenya, 

the role of women in subsistence farming, ritual practices sur-
rounding harvests, and indigenous seed-saving techniques re-
veal a complex socio-ecological system that cannot be captured 
by macroeconomic analyses alone.

Methodology
A qualitative approach was adopted for this study. Data was 
collected through key informant interviews (n=20), focus group 
discussions (n=8), and participant observation in three rural 
counties: Kakamega, Narok, and Kitui. Participants included 
farmers, elders, women’s group leaders, and agricultural exten-
sion officers. Data was coded and analyzed thematically using 
NVivo software to identify recurring patterns in cultural practic-
es, gender norms, and agricultural strategies [4].
Findings and Discussion
Cultural Symbolism and Crop Choice
Communities in Narok consider maize not just a staple crop but 
a symbol of lineage continuity and masculine identity. In con-
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trast, legumes like beans are linked with fertility and women's 
labor, influencing who plants what [5].

Gendered Division of Labor
In all three counties, women were found to perform 70% of ag-
ricultural labor, particularly in planting, weeding, and post-har-
vest processing.“If you want to change how we farm, first ask 
the women they know the soil better.” However, land ownership 
and decision-making remained predominantly male-dominated, 
reflecting entrenched patriarchal norms.

Traditional Knowledge Systems
Elders in Kakamega shared indigenous methods of predicting 
rainfall through observation of bird migration patterns and tree 
flowering methods still used alongside modern meteorological 
data.

Community-Based Resource Sharing
Communal granaries and labor exchange groups (e.g., 
"mwethya" in Kamba communities) offer social safety nets, es-
pecially during food shortages, yet these are slowly eroding due 
to commercialization and land privatization.

Implications for Policy and Practice
Culturally sensitive agri-food strategies must recognize the role 
of social structures in food security. Integrating women’s voices, 
revitalizing indigenous knowledge, and protecting communal 
land rights can strengthen local resilience. Policymakers and de-

velopment actors should adopt interdisciplinary approaches that 
bridge anthropology, agronomy, and economics.

Conclusion
Agri-food systems in Kenya are not solely technical or econom-
ic systems—they are social and cultural ecosystems. Acknowl-
edging and integrating traditional knowledge, gender norms, and 
cultural practices is crucial for building equitable, sustainable, 
and resilient food systems. This study contributes to a growing 
body of evidence advocating for culturally rooted agricultural 
policies.
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