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ABSTRACT
This paper applies Amartya Sen’s entitlement approach as a lens for analysing food security within the South

African democratic context. Based onmultiple disciplinary perspectives and an entitlement approach as a lens, the
paper examines how the country’s political and economic structures influence individuals’ capability to access food
and secure entitlements in a post‑apartheid society. A systematic literature review was conducted across six elec‑
tronic databases to locate peer‑reviewed English‑language literature published between 1981 and 2022. Despite
South Africa’s political and economic developments, individuals in households continue to struggle to meet their
basic needs. This limitation, particularly the lack of access to quality food, is mainly attributed to persistent un‑
equal distribution and control over services, assets and resources. The paper argues that South Africa’s neoliberal
democratic orientation often reduces food insecurity to an individual peril rather than a social phenomenon, which
subsequently overlooks the broader structural and social dimensions. The paper concludes that a state has a role
to address the food insecurity challenge by implementing context‑specific, micro‑level interventions that enhance
individuals’ access to food as a social right. The paper advocates for an inclusive approach in designing and imple‑
menting interventions intended to enhance food security at the household level.
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1. Introduction
Sen Amartya's contributions were instrumental in

bringing a multidimensional conception of entitlements
to the forefront of the discourse on food security, with
its interest in advancing the analysis of food security.
Food security as an interdisciplinary field involves sev‑
eral stakeholders across various institutional settings,
such as policy development, researchers and practition‑
ers, all of whom have profound influence in shaping our
understanding and actions in addressing gaps in this dis‑
course. While there are remarkable provisions of human
rights protection and poverty eradication strategies in
place worldwide, a substantial population, particularly
in developing countries, is still hard hit by food insecu‑
rity. Household food insecurity, characterised by ongo‑
ing social and health impacts, is among the major pub‑
lic health issues in Africa [1]. Literature suggests that
despite South Africa’s political and economic develop‑
ment since 1994, individuals and households continue
to face adverse challenges in meeting their basic needs,
particularly access to food [2–4]. A survey conducted by
the Human Sciences Research Council (HSRC) on “Atti‑
tudes to Race, Human Rights and Equality” estimated
that 63.5% of South African households are food inse‑
cure, representing approximately 12million households
or about 38.6 million individuals who face inadequate
access to food [5,6]. Furthermore, 20% of households re‑
ported moderate to severe hunger, while only 36.5%
were classified as food secure [5].

According to the FAO [7], food security exists when
people have ‘physical, social and economic access to suf‑
ficient, safe and nutritious food that meets their dietary
needs and preferences for an active and healthy life.’
This paper argues that the right to food should be viewed
as an entitlement, enabling individuals to be free from
hunger, based on the premise that society has sufficient
economic and institutional resources to ensure univer‑
sal access to quality and nutritious food [8]. Furthermore,
the paper offers some important insights that despite
South Africa’s Constitution, which explicitly recognises
access to food as a fundamental right, the reality indi‑
cates that the majority are still not enjoying this right
fully. Sen’s articulation of the entitlement approach de‑
scribes food security as implying the shift of focus from

mere general availability of food to access to food by
individuals and households [4]. Unsurprisingly, exten‑
sive research highlights that what and how we eat is
largely shaped by the socio‑economic, political, and cul‑
tural dimensions of the food system [9]. This underscores
the need to view the food value chain as a multidimen‑
sional construct. Although an in‑depth analysis of South
Africa’s fiscal capacity to support expanded social pro‑
tectionmeasures is beyond the scope of this paper, there
is growing support for the implementation of initiatives
such as a Basic Income Grant (BIG). While its feasibility
under current economic constraints remains debatable,
its constitutional andmoral legitimacy is increasingly ac‑
knowledged.

While its feasibility under the current fiscal capac‑
ity is debatable and uncertain, there is a view that the
South African government’s eminent move to adopt the
BIG has both constitutional and ethical significance this
confirms that food insecurity is more pronounced and
severe in democratic contexts, where people’s entitle‑
ments are curtailed by persistent poverty, limited in‑
come, inequality and access to and ownership of produc‑
tive resources, thusposing a threat to the very values and
principles of democracy [10]. The paper posits that enti‑
tlements are critical for strengthening an individual's ca‑
pability, what a person is able to do or become, in order
to prevent and mitigate susceptibility to food insecurity.

The analysis presented in this paper is, to a greater
extent, grounded in the philosophical orientations of De‑
velopment Studies and Social Work‑two disciplines that,
as Midgley [11] notes, are particularly relevant to the pur‑
suit of social development. Based onmore or less related
philosophical assumptions, the two disciplines serve to
provide a descriptive potency on food security and ac‑
cess to healthy food. The paper demonstrates the value
of a multidisciplinary approach in enhancing the under‑
standing of entitlements as a people‑centredmechanism
for improving food access through basic services.

2. Methodology
The study’s aim was achieved through a system‑

atic literature review [12], with Zotero employed to effi‑
ciently organize, manage, and cite the retrieved articles.
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An extensive search was conducted across multiple elec‑
tronic databases, including Google Scholar, SAGE Jour‑
nals, ScienceDirect, Sabinet, Scopus and JSTOR. Institu‑
tional reports, working papers, theses, and dissertations
were also included. This comprehensive search was con‑
ducted to identify relevant articles previously published
between 1981 and 2022. The decision for choosing this
specific period is based on the year (1981) when enti‑
tlement approach was coined by Amartya Sen and what

has been done in the area of the study by other authors
who have critically explained this approach in relation to
food security in sub‑Saharan Africa. Keywords differed
across search engines for the relevant articles identified.
In addition, reference lists of studies identified from the
initial search were used to retrieve additional relevant
studies. Inclusion and exclusion criteria were developed
to select the most relevant articles for the final review,
see Table 1 below:

Table 1. Inclusion/Exclusion Criteria.
Category Inclusion Criteria Exclusion Criteria

Timeframe Studies published between 1981–2022 (to
capture Sen’s foundational work to recent trends). Studies predating 1981 (unless seminal, e.g., Sen 1981).

Geography Focus on Sub‑Saharan Africa (SSA), especially
South Africa, Zimbabwe and Malawi. Studies outside SSA or with no regional relevance.

Language English‑language publications. Non‑English studies (due to translation constraints).

Publication Type Peer‑reviewed journal articles, authoritative grey
literature (e.g., FAO, UNDP reports).

Opinion pieces, non‑peer‑reviewed blogs, or predatory
journal articles.

Thematic Focus Food security, entitlement theory, social
protection, and sustainable livelihoods. Off‑topic (e.g., judicial processes, aquaculture‑only studies).

Methodology Empirical studies, theoretical critiques, or policy
analyses with clear methodology.

Studies lacking methodological rigor (e.g., no data/analysis,
anecdotal evidence).

Accessibility Full text available through institutional
subscriptions/ open access. Paywalled articles with no accessible copies.

The inclusion criteria for papers were the original‑
ity of the research and the presence of the elements
of the entitlement approach within sub‑Saharan Africa.
All papers related to the study were considered in this
review. Studies that addressed food security in sub‑
Saharan Africa, specifically South Africa, through the
lens of the entitlement approach were eligible for inclu‑
sion. The study quality was assessed using the Critical
Appraisal Skills Program (CASP) and key principles of
research rigor to ensure methodological soundness [13].
CASP serves as a vital tool in evidence‑based practice,
helping to eliminate low‑quality studies that could com‑
promise validity while identifying the strengths and lim‑
itations of included research [14]. The CASP tool was
applied during the full‑text assessment phase to as‑
sess qualitative studies in terms of rigour and trans‑
ferability, and quantitative studies for reliability and
minimisation of bias. Four core criteria guided the ap‑

praisal process: sampling (representativeness), data col‑
lection (methodological appropriateness), analysis (in‑
terpretive rigor), and trustworthiness (encompassing re‑
liability/dependability and validity/credibility) [14]. To
refine the process, Masuku (author) independently pilot‑
tested the frameworkon twosample articles, afterwhich
the team (Sithole and Mthembu) collectively revised the
appraisal form to align with study objectives and inclu‑
sion/exclusion criteria. This involved an iterative refine‑
ment process, where database searcheswere conducted,
results evaluated, and adjustments made to optimize se‑
lection. Regular online discussions ensured consensus
in abstracting the remaining articles, resolving discrep‑
ancies, and maintaining consistency throughout the re‑
view, ultimately enhancing the credibility and reliability
of the systematic review. The results of the article selec‑
tion are presented in Table 2 below.
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Table 2. Systematic Literature Search Results.

Database Search Terms Total Results Peer‑Reviewed Excluded
Selected for
Full‑Text Review
(Final Included)

Google Scholar (“food security” OR “entitlement theory” AND
(“Sub‑Saharan Africa” OR “South Africa”) 150 138 113 27

SAGE Journals (“social development” OR “food policy”) AND
(“South Africa”) 16 16 8 8

ScienceDirect (“sustainable livelihoods” OR “food systems”)
AND (“drought resilience”) 14 14 5 5

Sabinet (“food insecurity” OR “social protection”) AND
(“Southern Africa”) 132 114 100 17

JSTOR (“Amartya Sen” OR “entitlement approach”)
AND (“famine”) 25 22 12 10

Scopus (“food security” AND “policy intervention”)
AND (“Sub‑Saharan Africa”) 32 19 14 5

Total ‑ 369 323 256 63

As shown in Table 2, the results of the search
yielded 369 articles, of which 118 duplicates and arti‑
cles with irrelevant scope were removed, 8 were opin‑
ion pieces with non‑Sub‑Saharan Africa focus, 9 articles
lacked methodological rigor; 100 articles were not peer‑
reviewed and also considered as outdated since were
pre‑2000, 12 articles weremore theoretical without em‑
pirical datawith relevant scope and 16 articleswere nar‑
row sectoral focus (e.g., Aquaculture). This means that
of the 323 articles assessed for eligibility, 256 were ex‑
cluded due to the reasons mentioned above and also as
a result of not being published in accredited sources and
articles not available in full text (requiring purchasing).
This left 63 articles being selected for the final review.
Findings were synthesized using a thematic analysis af‑
ter articles were revisited multiple times. The findings
based on the review of the existing studies published are
presented below.

3. Findings and Discussion
This section provides a thorough overview of the

entitlement approach as a theoretical lens to explain and
master food security in a democratic environment.

3.1. The Interdisciplinary Approach and
Food Security

The convergence of Development Studies and So‑
cial work in explaining food (in)security may be evi‑

dent in relation to the hunger faced by communities.
For instance, the Community Childhood Hunger Iden‑
tification Project (CCHIP) index defines “hunger as the
mental and physical condition arising from not eating
enough food because of insufficient economic resources
within the household or community.” [3]. Furthermore,
Karunasagar and Karunasagar [15] concur with this view
and assert that it is imperative to apply interdisciplinary
approaches to issues of food security. Considering the
two disciplines’ contributions in this paper, it suffices
to acknowledge that the theory and policy debate on
food security is a cross‑cutting topic. While the two
disciplines emerge from different philosophical orien‑
tations, they tend to share some commonalities on is‑
sues of human development and empowerment. While
the issue of food goes beyond the two disciplines, their
orientation did provide a sufficient parameter, particu‑
larly in the area of socio‑economic level. For instance,
in addressing Sustainable Development Goals, particu‑
larly goals 1 and 2 on “no poverty” and “zero hunger”, the
two disciplines tend to draw on common ground, in one
way or another [16]. Furthermore, food security is a phe‑
nomenon characterised by complexity. Therefore, one
of the unique elements in this paper was to capitalise on
the strengths of the twodisciplines in explaining the indi‑
vidual’s deprivations and particularly the lack of access
to food in the democratic South African context.

The phenomenon of food security remains at the
epicentre of Development Studies, with limited focus on
it in Social Work. Despite Social Work’s long history
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of acknowledgement and application of systems theory
and ecological perspectives in analysing the person‑in‑
environment configuration [17], the discipline rarely di‑
rectly acknowledges food security in amore comprehen‑
sive way. As Boetto [18] alludes, in the context of an accel‑
erating global environmental crisis, with a consequent
threat to the ecologyuponwhich life onEarth depends, it
is imperative to reposition SocialWork as an ecologically
responsible profession. It is on this basis that the dis‑
cussion on food security alongside Development Studies
became imperative. It is also worth noting that the two
disciplines under discussion are diverse but related dis‑
ciplines, with community development as their common
dimension.

3.2. Food Security and Legislative Context

The Constitution of South Africa, 1996 is regarded
as a ‘much heralded document, which creates the possi‑
bilities for human development and empowerment, by
embracing the classic range of civil and political rights
found in the International Bill of Human Rights as well
as a panoply of socio‑economic and cultural rights [19].
Section 27 (1) (b) of the Constitution of the Republic of
South Africa [2] provides that everyone has the right to
have access to sufficient food and water. The paper ex‑
plores the context in which food security—specifically
access to food—occurs, based on the legislative provi‑
sions and the socio‑economic circumstances applicable
in South Africa. The policy agenda as applicable through
national policies adopted by South Africa’s democratic
government tends to revolve around three main issues,
namely, land reform, job creation and economic reorgan‑
isation [20]. Furthermore, it became apparent that wel‑
fare policy became ‘market (economically) rather than
development (socially) driven, especially once the Re‑
construction and Development Programme (RDP) gave
way to the more conventional Growth, Employment and
Redistribution (GEAR) strategy’ [20]. On the other hand,
the National Development Plan 2030 [8], is of the view
that to ‘eradicate food insecurity and reduce poverty and
inequality, the economy must grow faster and in ways
that benefit all South Africans’. Together with the three
policy provisions, food security could be viewed as one
of the common elements contained in the South African

Constitution (1996) [2], which Botha [21] describes as ‘a
power map and a substantive foundation’. The Consti‑
tution of the Republic of South Africa is often globally
praised for its constitutionality and key in this view [21],
as Nienaber [22] says, it was for the first time in its history
that South Africa's citizens had their rights guaranteed
by a Bill of Rights. ‘The South African Constitution guar‑
antees a host of rights as part of an effort to design a post‑
apartheid social system based on equality’ [23]. Zink [24]

describes democracy as effective only insofar as people
make good use of it, with relevant institutions perceived
as the key to the realisation of democracy. Within the
context of a democratic society, capitalist states tend to
put rules and institutions in place to regulate the owner‑
ship of some resources and acquisition of others through
exchange [25]. Fundamental in such states is their em‑
phasis on food ownership as one of the most primitive
property rights, with rules and institutions put in place
to govern this right. It is on a similar basis that the South
African state has an obligation to devisemeasures to pro‑
vide food or resources to acquire food directly to those
who are unable to make use of existing access to food.
Kurniawan [26] describes starvation, famine, unemploy‑
ment, inequality and food insecurity as related devel‑
opment issues that affect society. Sen’s stance on food
security remains essential in organising the discussion
on how to understand and deal with food security and
poverty [27], despite the years since the introduction of
the entitlement theory.

3.3. Food Security and Social Development

The primary goal of social development is to im‑
prove the quality of life for all people through harmon‑
isation of economic development [28,29]. Key in social de‑
velopment is not only the significance of integration of
social and economic circumstances, but also the recog‑
nition of human rights of not only individuals and fami‑
lies, but also that of communities as well. In relation to
the South African context, the country’s democratic era,
characterised by the adoption of the developmental ap‑
proach, started to place emphasis on elevating the social
and economic circumstances of its citizens. South Africa
is unique in that, following the end of apartheid, the de‑
velopmental approach to social welfare was adopted as
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national government policy in 1997 [30]. As a develop‑
mental state, with its mid‑position between the institu‑
tional andwelfare state, SouthAfrica is viewedas unique.
It is, therefore, crucial to remark that the explanatory
assertions about the socio‑economic circumstances of
food security do not purport to provide insight into the
overall economic activity applicable in the country [31].

3.4. Amartya Sen’s Entitlement Approach
in Relation to Food Security

The entitlement approach is undoubtedly one of
the fundamental perspectives in the area of food security
and gained popularity through Amartya Sen. It gained
prominence due to its unique focus on the mechanisms
by which individuals access food, rather than on ag‑
gregate food availability alone [32–34]. While alternative
frameworks such as thehuman capability approachhave
contributedvaluable insights, particularly concerning in‑
dividual well‑being and freedoms, they face significant
limitations in the context of food security analysis. Stats
SA [6], reflects that the proportion of households in South
Africa that experienced moderate to severe food insecu‑
ritywas estimated at 15,8% in 2019, 16,2% in 2022, and
19,7% in 2023.

This has proven particularly valuable in empirical
contexts such as Ethiopia, South Africa, and other food‑
insecure regions, where failures in entitlement, rather
than in aggregate food supply, often drive hunger [34,35].
A cross‑sectional survey conducted in Limpopo found
that over two‑thirds of surveyed households were food
insecure, with 31.8% experiencing hunger. This rate
was higher than the national average of 26.0% and the
provincial average of 30.8%, indicating a significant lo‑
calised food insecurity challenge [36].

For example, the COVID‑19 pandemic illustrated
how lockdowns and economic disruptions resulted in
widespread failures of own‑labour and trade‑based en‑
titlements, leaving informal workers and small‑scale
farmers without sufficient means to access food [37,38].
Furthermore, gender‑based disparities in food access,
highlighted in feminist critiques of food security, re‑
veal how institutional structures and intra‑household
dynamics influence the effectiveness of transfer‑based
entitlements [39–43].

In addition, research has shown that the entitle‑
ment framework allows for integration with ecologi‑
cal and institutional dimensions of food security. Lit‑
erature reflects that entitlement failures are increas‑
ingly linked to climate vulnerability and institutional
fragility [41]. Likewise, community‑based perspectives,
such as those presented by Kaiser [41], support the no‑
tion that food security should not only be analysed at
the individual level but also through social structures
and systems of access and redistribution—areas well‑
captured by Sen’s approach but overlooked in capability‑
based analyses [44]. In his book, Sen [44] describes entitle‑
ments as the collection of alternative commodities that a
person in society can command by utilising the entirety
of rights and opportunities that he or she faces. This
includes any asset or claim—whether food or non‑food
items—that can be converted into food through produc‑
tion, exchange, labour, or transfers. The entitlement ap‑
proach, first introduced in Poverty and Famines [32], rep‑
resents a shift away from food availability decline (FAD)
explanations, emphasising instead how individuals’ abil‑
ity to access food is shaped by institutional, economic,
and legal arrangements. It has become a central analyt‑
ical tool in examining poverty and food insecurity, par‑
ticularly in democratic or market‑based contexts where
access to food is mediated through ownership rights
and market transactions [24,43]. Food may be available at
the national level, but socio‑economic and institutional
barriers prevent vulnerable households from converting
their endowments into adequate food. This distinction is
further supported by empirical findings from countries
like Ethiopia and South Africa, where high levels of food
production coexist with persistent household‑level food
insecurity due to exclusion from labour markets, rising
input costs, and limited access to land or credit [44,45].

The approach emphasises that food ownership is
one of the most primitive property rights and that in
every society, there are rules and institutions that gov‑
ern this right. In capitalist states, these rules and in‑
stitutions concern the regulation of ownership of some
resources and the acquisition of others through ex‑
change [25]. This makes the entitlement approach es‑
pecially useful for analysing the intersection between
food insecurity and institutional fragility. Recent stud‑
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ies during the COVID‑19 pandemic, for example, have
shown how lockdowns and employment disruptions
eroded own‑labour and trade‑based entitlements, par‑
ticularly for informal workers, subsistence producers,
and women [36,40]. Smith et al. [46] argue that a person's
entitlement is ingrained in his or her endowment, which
is the collection of resources that is converted through
production and trade into food or commodities that can
be exchanged for food. These endowments determine
their capacity to engage in socially sanctioned exchanges
or production activities that result in food acquisition.
In environments characterised by high inequality and
weak institutional protection, individuals may face enti‑
tlement failures even when food is physically available.
Four types of entitlements offer a robust analytical struc‑
ture for understanding the dynamics of food insecurity
across diverse social and economic settings. For in‑
stance, as highlighted by Kaiser [41], these entitlements
are increasingly undermined by environmental degrada‑
tion, climate change, and weakened governance, further
illustrating the utility of Sen’s framework in contempo‑
rary food systems analysis.

3.5. Trade‑Based Entitlement

While food security requires that nutritious and
sufficient food is available to all at all times, market ac‑
cess and purchasing power are decisive in determining
whether people can obtain it. Food and beverage infla‑
tion is reported to have risen to 4.0% annually in April
2025, up from 2.7% in March, contributing to lower
affordability for vulnerable households [36]. Access to
enough food demands that the food be available all the
time, but it is also important to recognise that avail‑
ability does not guarantee access [47]. Sen’s entitlement
theory distinguishes betweenphysical access (proximity
to markets) and economic access (having the resources
and legal right to purchase food), noting that both are
necessary to ensure food security [32,37,44]. However,
foodmaybeavailable inmarkets, yet peoplemay lack the
purchasing power to purchase basic commodities such
as food [48,49]. The entitlement approach focuses on peo‑
ple's capability to obtain food through legitimate social
channels, such as trade‑based entitlement, and empha‑
sises how people can do this [50]. A significant example

is that people may bring their assets (both tangible and
intangible) to themarket to trade for cash or food. Tangi‑
bles include household assets, such as gold, land, equip‑
ment and livestock that can be sold, as well as crops,
firewood and charcoal. Intangibles refer to knowledge
and skills, labour power, or membership of a particu‑
lar community [51]. However, this becomes a challenge
when there is an oversupply, which will lead the price
of commodities to collapse and drastically reduce the
terms for trade. This is known as the terms of trade scis‑
sorsmovement, inwhich rising foodprices and falling as‑
set prices result in a collapse in trade‑based entitlement
to food [52–55].

Recurrent floods and droughts in Malawi dimin‑
ished crop yields and reduced the exchange value of
agricultural assets, while simultaneously pushing up
food prices, thereby eroding households' ability to pur‑
chase food even in functioning markets [37]. Similar fail‑
ures have occurred in South Africa, where COVID‑19
movement restrictions severely disrupted informal food
trade and access to markets, especially in rural and low‑
income urban communities [38]. The July 2021 civil un‑
rest further compounded this, as looting and road block‑
ages disrupted supply chains, limited deliveries of es‑
sential goods, and contributed to food price spikes in
affected provinces. These disruptions expose the struc‑
tural vulnerabilities of food systems that are heavily de‑
pendent on market access and mobility.

Reliance on international trade as a food security
strategy is also fraught with risk. While food imports
may offset local production deficits, they are only vi‑
able if a country has access to foreign exchange and if
global supply chains remain functional. In many low‑
income countries, these conditions are not guaranteed.
Literature [56–60] highlights how structural dependency
on global markets leaves developing countries exposed
to price volatility and external shocks, which can desta‑
bilise national food systems and exacerbate inequality.

3.6. Production‑Based Entitlement

This entitlement is particularly significant for
small‑scale farmers who rely on agricultural produc‑
tion to secure food for their households and communi‑
ties. However, many such farmers face substantial chal‑
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lenges, including limited access to land, unreliable ir‑
rigation systems, and poor harvests—all of which un‑
dermine food security efforts, especially in rural ar‑
eas. These vulnerabilities are exacerbated by climate‑
related shocks such as droughts and floods, economic
downturns, and inflation, which collectively hinder con‑
sistent food production. Improving access to essen‑
tial inputs—such as seeds, fertilisers, water, tools, and
credit—is critical for reducing crop losses and enhanc‑
ing resilience to such shocks [34,57,58]. Chronic food inse‑
curity in Southern Africa is primarily caused by a lack
of access to essential inputs such as land, water, fer‑
tilizer, seeds, credit, and labour [45,58]. Learning from
other developing countries in terms of policy response,
the ‘Starter Pack’ programme, started by the Malaw‑
ian government in 1998, gave each of the country’s 2.8
million farmers a package containing enough fertiliser,
maize, and bean seeds to plant 0.1 hectares. The Starter
Pack programme was established on the tenet that sup‑
porting food production is more economically advanta‑
geous and long‑lasting than supporting food consump‑
tion through food aid [38,59]. Many initiatives align with
broader calls for building adaptive and resilient food sys‑
tems, especially in the context of climate change and in‑
stitutional fragility [45]. Furthermore, ensuring food pro‑
duction capacity requires supportive institutions that
integrate gender equity and local knowledge, as high‑
lighted in recent COVID‑19 responses that exposed how
structural inequalities limit access to both resources and
decision‑making in food systems [38,40]. The food system
approach focuses on household entitlement or financial
stability. While food production remains a critical com‑
ponent of agricultural livelihoods, it is often influenced
by factors beyond meeting nutritional needs, such as
market incentives and land use patterns [60]. In South
Africa, structural barriers such as land fragmentation,
environmental degradation, and declining agricultural
productivity have undermined the ability of vulnerable
rural households to secure food through their own pro‑
duction entitlement [61–64]. Contrary to this pattern, a
case study conducted in the Eastern Cape and Free State
provinces found that growing maize and vegetable pro‑
duction in homestead backyard gardens increased the
levels of food security [63]. However, the broader food

systemremainsdeeply unequal. While somehouseholds
produce surplus food, others face chronic production‑
based entitlement failure due to inadequate access to
land, labour, inputs, and markets [38,47]. These dispar‑
ities were further exposed during the COVID‑19 pan‑
demic, when although agriculture was largely exempt
from lockdowns, many smallholder farmers still strug‑
gled to access markets and maintain production due
to mobility restrictions and economic pressures [38,39].
Rising input costs—exacerbated by long‑term inflation
trends since the 1970s—continue to erode profitability,
even for commercial agriculture [51,65–68].

Internationally, conflict and war have also played
a role in undermining food production systems, such
as in Ethiopia, Angola, Mozambique, and Cambodia,
where landmines and violence destroyed farmland and
disrupted rural livelihoods [51]. Addressing these mul‑
tifaceted constraints requires inclusive and context‑
specific policy interventions. Scholars increasingly advo‑
cate for democratized, community‑driven approaches to
food governance—emphasizing food sovereignty, social
equity, and institutional reform—to empower marginal‑
ized producers and enhance resilience in the face of sys‑
temic shocks [39,43].

Sen [44] argued that it is crucial to make a distinc‑
tion between (i) food production as a source of revenue
and entitlement and (ii) food production as a source of
supply of the essential good food. This distinction is
critical in the African context, where prioritizing food
production strengthens producers' ability to access food
through their own labor and assets, rather than rely‑
ing solely on market exchange. In this regard, food pro‑
duction not only contributes to household consumption
but also supports employment and livelihoods, particu‑
larly in rural communities. This dual impact of reduced
production on both economic entitlements and physical
food access is evident in many African regions where
smallholder farmers face persistent challenges in access‑
ing essential inputs, land, and reliablemarkets [47,58].The
vulnerability of production‑based entitlements is fur‑
ther magnified by climate change and environmental
degradation, which strain local capacities to sustain agri‑
cultural output [43]. Research also shows that invest‑
ing in local food production through targeted input sup‑
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port, such asMalawi’s Starter Pack programme, can help
strengthen entitlements by enabling farmers to produce
food for both household use and sale [35,59]. Moreover,
inclusive institutions and democratic governance struc‑
tures play support a critical role in reinforcing food pro‑
ducers’ entitlements. Studies show that when policies
provide smallholder farmers with equitable access to re‑
sources and decision‑making power, food security out‑
comes improve [51].

3.7. Own‑Labour Entitlement

In market economies, food insecurity may result
from a person’s inability to access employment or re‑
ceive fair compensation. Sen [33] identifies two forms of
dysfunction in this context: ‘pull failure’, where individu‑
als lose the ability to purchase food due to falling wages
or job loss, and ‘exchange entitlement failure’, which
occurs when market or production conditions prevent
labour from translating into food access.

Statistics South Africa [6], reflects that the national
unemployment rate reached32.9% in the first quarter of
2024, while youth unemployment extended to an alarm‑
ing 59.6%. This insight highlights the structural weak‑
nesses in the labour market and underlines the critical
link between unemployment, underemployment, and
food insecurity.

The COVID‑19 pandemic illustrated the fragility
of own‑labour entitlements. Lockdown measures dis‑
rupted employment, particularly in the informal sector,
wheremany rural and urban poor depend on precarious
jobs and small businesses for food access [38]. Women
were disproportionately affected, not only losing income
but also bearing increased unpaid care work, further
limiting their ability to convert labour into food [39,40].
These disruptions intensified food insecurity by under‑
mining bothwage‑based and self‑employment‑based en‑
titlements.

Public works projects in South Africa are de‑
signed to provide farmers with an alternate source of
food (food‑for‑work) or income (cash‑for‑work) to help
smooth out their consumption if their harvests fail [35].
A well‑known employment‑based safety net is the Ma‑
harashtra Employment Guarantee Scheme (EGS), which
is a large‑scale public works scheme designed to make

employment readily availablewithin a short distance [35].
Large‑scale employment generationwas critical in avert‑
ing famine in the early 1970s and has since provided em‑
ployment opportunities for households living below the
poverty line [48].

Rising input costs, weak labour protections, and
inflation—longstanding challenges in South Africa’s ru‑
ral economy—limit the real value of wages and erode
the purchasing power of labour [49,50]. Jenkins and Scan‑
lan [62] further argue that without inclusive democratic
institutions, policies often fail to prioritize vulnerable
workers, leaving them without meaningful access to so‑
cial protection [51].

3.8. Inheritance and Transfer of Entitle‑
ment

This entitlement is critical in supporting thosewho
are unable to secure food through production or labour,
particularly in times of economic or environmental cri‑
sis. Muzerengi et al. [48] observe that surplus food, once
harvested, is often redistributed within communities
through informal support systems, reinforcing social
safety nets. However, the effectiveness of these entitle‑
ments depends heavily on the stability of formal and in‑
formal transfer mechanisms.

Empirical research has demonstrated that tar‑
geted emergency food assistance, when effectively im‑
plemented, plays a significant role in protecting vul‑
nerable households from deeper levels of food insecu‑
rity. In Ethiopia, public food transfers were found to
reduce household vulnerability by stabilising consump‑
tion and safeguarding productive assets during times of
food stress [36,54]. They also emphasise the significance
of food assistance in regulating consumption and safe‑
guarding assets among households experiencing food
stress [41,48].

Recent studies have highlighted that food trans‑
fers may be more nutritionally beneficial than equiva‑
lent cash transfers, particularly when women are the
primary recipients, as they are more likely to priori‑
tise household food needs [41]. This aligns with evi‑
dence from literature [39,63], which underlines the gen‑
dered dynamics of food access and stresses the impor‑
tance of women’s roles in food distribution, particularly
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in times of crisis. However, reliance on inheritance is in‑
creasingly precarious in fragile contexts. Different schol‑
ars [64,65] warn that the collapse of informal support sys‑
tems and delayed emergency responses can lead to food
availability decline (FAD), exacerbatinghunger anderod‑
ing resilience. This concern is especially relevant in re‑
gions affected by climate change or conflict, where insti‑
tutional capacities are often weakest.

To strengthen inheritance and transfer entitle‑
ments, researchers argue for integrating these mecha‑
nisms into broader community food security and social
protection frameworks. This includes embedding trans‑
fers within inclusive and participatory systems that are
responsive to local needs and gender dynamics [44].

4. Conclusion
Thepaper concludes that using an interdisciplinary

approach with different ways in which entitlement is
analysed in South Africa over its resources as a means
of correcting historical imbalances and ensuring that
resource wealth benefits all citizens. The evidence in‑
dicated that the South African Government has formu‑
lated a range of strategies including policies to improve
exchange entitlements by creating opportunities as the
principal remedy to address structural causes of food in‑
security and strengthening market competition. In or‑
der to achieve entitlement as the means of eliminating
food insecurity, various institutions need to be responsi‑
ble for the formulation of policies and programmes relat‑
ing to the elimination of food insecurity in South Africa
and worldwide.

This paper confirms that everyone is entitled to the
assets they possess; however, not every individual re‑
spects entitlement as a rule of life. Furthermore, enti‑
tlement falls short in addressing the apparent violations
of the fundamental right to life and overlooks the signif‑
icance of property rights being exercised institutionally
rather than solely individually. The study affirms that
there is eevidence that problems have been on the in‑
crease, with the state allocating limited and temporary
resources to mitigate food insecurity. On the other hand,
principles of entitlements impose a legal obligation on
the government to meet criteria in law such as social se‑

curity to address a lack of basic rights such as food inse‑
curity as a result of a lack of entitlement.

Therefore, a balanced approach to design and im‑
plement interventions aimed at enhancing food security
at the household level is required.
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