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The importance of agriculture to development in Africa is underlined by the dependence of 

over 70% of the population’s livelihood mainly from farming and related activities, or through 

self employment on small farms; while only 20% of the farmers operate large holdings which 

employ large workforces. However, African agricultural performance has been weak, contribut-

ing less than 20% of GDP, with the world share of agricultural exports falling from 8% to 2% 

over four decades, and falling from being a net food exporter to being a net food importer, in 

spite of food price increases. Yet agricultural production has remained predominantly export 

oriented, with food exports growing to 13%, while food imports grew to around 20% over the 

last two decades. The growing importance of tourism also means that about 30% of the land 

(especially in southern and eastern Africa) is reserved for nature conservancies and woodlands. 

These patterns limit the expansion of home markets and the integration of agriculture within 

other industries. 

 Africa continues to face a food production and consumption ‘crisis’ and dependence on 

food aid. The consumption defi cit refl ects escalating food prices and food shortages, which 

particularly limits access by the poor. Declining agricultural productivity and increased pro-

duction costs determine the escalating food prices, with food accounting for 60–70% of total 

consumption expenditure of Africa’s growing low-income groups. Malnourishment – a basic 

indicator of the social reproduction crisis – is endemic, with over 200 million people in 2001 

compared to 133 million in 1980 affected.
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Introduction

This food crisis is an extension of the accumulat-
ing contradictions of the world food system embed-
ded in the current oil and fi nancial ‘crisis,’ as well 
as Africa’s mal-integration into world agricultural 
markets, which debilitate African agricultural pro-
duction structures. Imperial trade protectionism 
and food production and trade subsidies (particu-
larly in the USA, Europe and Australia), along with 
the food aid system, have deepened the monopo-
listic hold of the global agro-industrial complex 
(centred on hybrid seed and inputs control), lead-
ing to an accumulation crisis of world agriculture.

Increased use of grains for bio-fuel produc-
tion, an inadequate rate of food (grain) production 
growth in Africa, China and Asia, and weather-
induced global crop failures have undermined 
world grain stocks and markets. The recent in-
creases in the costs of petroleum-derived inputs 
(agro-chemicals and fertiliser, transport fuel), as 
well as the compression of demand in the global 
south due to the income defl ationary policies of 
Structural Adjustment Programmes (SAPs),1 under-
lie the food crisis. Africa’s food security problem is 
thus mainly related to inappropriate agricultural 
production patterns (especially low food outputs) 
and mal-integration into the world agro-industrial 
production and trade system.

Land Reform, Social Differentiation 
and Accumulation

Africa’s land questions are a critical factor in de-
fi ning contemporary social transformation and in 
shaping its development trajectory. Restricted ac-
cess to land and farming inputs by the continent’s 
millions of small producers are the main source of 
the persistent food insecurity and rural poverty, 
which characterise its distorted accumulation pat-
terns and underdevelopment. Increasing confl icts 
over land refl ect a development model which is 
incapable of employing and feeding its growing 
populations through industrialising and diversi-
fi ed economies. 

The unresolved land question in Africa high-
lights the failure of neoliberal reforms to address 
historical social injustice and contemporary 
inequality issues.2,3 Land property relations are 
increasingly distorted by growing land concentra-
tion and the expansion of private landed property, 
which both serve to deepen extroverted capitalist 
relations of agrarian production.

Under colonialism, ‘indirect rule’ modifi ed 
the organisation of peasant societies through 

contrived customary rule and land tenure pro-
cesses, and the direction of peasant production 
through generalised petty commodity production 
under externally controlled fi nance and markets.4 
While migrant labour processes emerged almost 
everywhere in Africa, in settler Africa they ac-
companied extensive and institutionalised land 
expropriations that led to the proletarianisation 
of large segments of peasant labour, generat-
ing large-scale landlessness and land shortages 
alongside semi-proletarianisation. Under indirect 
rule, customary systems of authority adapted land 
tenure processes to suit the colonial state’s politi-
cal and economic goals, including the allocation of 
land to specifi c production schemes or classes, as 
well as allowing lineage leaders to control tracts 
of larger land.5 

Increasingly in some non-settler regions of 
some African countries, location-specifi c forms 
of land concentration are growing as a result of 
both accumulation from ‘below’ (through internal 
social differentiation) and from ‘above’ (through 
excision of lands to the elite using state land ad-
ministration structures and emerging land mar-
kets). Although the African neo-colonial state has 
actively promoted such agrarian capitalist change, 
and land concentration and the marginalisation of 
peasants and workers are evident, neither large-
scale land alienation nor landlessness and total 
proletarianisation of rural labour has occurred. 

Colonial and current land policies (including 
executive fi at) have led to increased differentia-
tion in the control of, and access to, land based on 
emerging class differentiations.6 These land poli-
cies have tended to partition national economies 
into ethno-regional enclaves of unequal growth 
and marginalisation (for example, the San/
Bushmen in Botswana and the Herero in Namibia), 
such that land confl icts at times take the shape of 
‘ethnic’ struggles. Partitioning of pastoralist and 
sedentary societies shaped new struggles over the 
control of grazing lands and water supplies, es-
pecially during periods of drought.7 Unequal land 
distribution has also arisen from the growing ten-
dency to concede and sell land to foreign ‘inves-
tors,’ emphasising the importance of the external 
dimension of the land question. 

Land distribution inequalities in Africa vary 
depending on the degree of colonial history, 
foreign ownership and internal class and ethno-
regional differentiations. Settler land expropria-
tion was most extensive in Kenya, South Africa, 
Zimbabwe and Namibia, and occurred to a lesser 
extent in Mozambique, Swaziland, Botswana, 
Tanzania and Zambia. Racially based differen-
tiation of economic power and wealth are thus 
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associated with the degree of land control, includ-
ing in some non-settler African countries, where 
small foreign immigrant populations, such as 
the Asians in East Africa, held large freehold and 
leasehold landholdings. 

Rural differentiation processes, which height-
ened from the 1970s with the maturation of the 
post-independence African petit bourgeoisie, saw 
landholding concentrations increase among retired 
public servants, professionals, indigenous busi-
ness people and other urban elites. Some of these 
social forces had led nationalist movements, some 
emerged from traditional elite structures, and 
others comprised newer middle-class elements. 
Differentiation included the growth of poor rural 
peasantries and semi-proletarian populations that 
straddled the rural and urban divide. Evidence 
from Botswana, Kenya, Malawi, Mozambique and 
Zambia suggests that rural land inequality inten-
sifi ed during SAPs. 

Land reform is a necessary but not suffi cient 
condition for national development.8 From the 
1980s, state-led interventionist land reform was re-
moved from the development agenda and replaced 
by market-based land reforms which pursued the 
privatisation and commercialisation of land, and 
focused land transfers on market principles.9 This 
neo-liberal policy framework also underempha-
sised the national integration of agriculture and 
industry, rather promoting their integration into 
global markets.

This aggravated economic and social insecu-
rities, intensifi ed migration to urban areas and 
created a deepening pattern of mal-development.10 
After the end of the Cold War and white rule in 
southern Africa, and the deepening development 
crisis in Africa, the emergence of various land cri-
ses (for example, in Zimbabwe and Côte d’Ivoire) 
have seen land reform returned to the political 
and poverty agenda. However, land reform poli-
cies continue to pursue market principles, while 
the purpose of land reform in relation to national 
development is not yet coherently articulated, as 
is refl ected in current ideological and political dif-
ferences manifested in various forms of confl icts 
over land. 

For land reform is a fundamental dimension of 
the agrarian question, while the agrarian question 
is a fundamental dimension of the national ques-
tion. The classic agrarian question was concerned 
with the transition from feudal and/or agrarian 
society to capitalist/industrial society. This agrar-
ian transition, which provides meaning to develop-
ment, has not occurred in Africa. While capitalist 
relations of production have displaced pre-capital-
ist relations on the continent, few countries have 

experienced industrialisation. Instead, increased 
popular dependence on land for social reproduc-
tion, based upon unrealised agrarian productivity 
potentials, is the order everywhere. This failure to 
resolve the agrarian and national questions means 
that struggles for national self-determination 
have failed to deliver the primary demands for 
development, such that the national question (and 
sovereignty) has been submerged by international 
capital through economic liberalisation since the 
1980s.11 

Privatised national capital has increasingly 
been absorbed by international capital, and nation-
al economies have become much more dependent 
on international food, inputs and energy markets. 
The current trade system (under the World Trade 
Organisation, WHO) has deepened liberalisation 
and subordinated more African states to mercan-
tilist trading partners of the ‘west,’ while emerging 
Chinese capital in African oil and minerals slightly 
diversifi es this pattern. While regionalism has 
been progressively renewed through the African 
Union (AU), in practice it has been undermined 
by mal-integration and the neglect of the African 
home market. 

Clearly an alternative national development 
strategy, largely dependent on agrarian reform 
to serve national industrialisation, is required in 
contrast to the African land debates which under-
play the potential of agrarian reform in national 
development.12 

Agrarian Reforms and Rural 
Development in Africa

The material foundation of the African state rests 
largely on the extraction and export of primary 
resources in agriculture, oil, mining and other 
natural resources (forestry, wildlife, biodiversity 
exploitation). With a few exceptions of countries 
that have experienced capital-intensive industrial 
growth, such as South Africa, the control of land 
and natural resources and their product markets 
defi nes mainstream processes of capital accumu-
lation, social reproduction and the revenue base of 
most African states. Power structures and politics 
are heavily infl uenced by the control of land, natu-
ral resources and mineral rents. 

When SAPs were introduced in the 1980s, 
Africa’s agrarian problem was defi ned as the fail-
ure by markets to be resolved by getting (agricul-
tural) ‘prices right,’ and a reversing of allegedly 
inappropriate state interventions in favour of the 
liberalisation of trade and deregulation of domes-
tic markets.13 However, this and the attendant 
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fi scal and monetary measure which is deemed 
critical, led to income defl ation due to the relative 
reduction in government expenditure (particularly 
in rural areas) and the raising of commodity prices 
relative to wages.14 This reduced the purchasing 
power of the poor and restricted multipliers, such 
as employment and incomes. 

Trade liberalisation and competing imports 
destroyed various productive activities (industrial 
and agricultural), and was further exacerbated by 
speculative capital fl ows and exchange rate (volatil-
ity) distortions. Increased production and imports 
of elite consumer goods at the expense of locally 
produced ’traditional’ goods further entrenched 
’de-industrialisation,’ and net unemployment.15 
Income defl ation also arose from a secular shift in 
terms of trade against petty producers of primary 
commodities (especially of peasants), through 
monopoly capitals’ pricing shifts in relation to 
the concentration of marketing of the agricultural 
commodities by a few transnational corporations 
(TNCs). Yet, African farmers were exposed to com-
petition from heavily subsidised farmers from the 
north, and their exports were subjected to punitive 
non-tariff barriers. This reinforced the importation 
of cheap agricultural commodities, leading to the 
collapse of local farm prices, sometimes below lo-
cal costs of production.16

This trend was accompanied by the expansion 
of new agricultural exports (for example fl owers, 
wildlife, land uses, etc.), which has led to the 
further loss of local livelihoods (pastoralism and 
peasant cropping systems) and reduced the pro-
duction of food grains. Liberalised land use poli-
cies have allowed the conversion of arable lands to 
exclusively wildlife and tourism-based land uses, 
and the consolidation of large-scale farms into 
even larger scale ‘conservancies,’ especially in east 
and southern Africa. This, added to the previous 
exclusion of peasantries from substantial lands in 
the name of attracting national and foreign capital 
to invest in tourism, forestry and biotechnology, 
created a new land alienation frontier in Africa.17 
The persistence of land under-utilisation among 
large farmers, alongside low land and labour pro-
ductivity among small producers that accompany 
this orientation of production, further forestalled 
agricultural transformation.

Recent discourses on African agricultural and 
rural development identify the decline of gross 
and per capita public investment in the agricul-
tural sector (estimated at 5% of national budgets) 
as fundamental to Africa’s poor agricultural 
performance,18 and call for at least 10% of national 
budgets to be allocated to agriculture. They un-
derstate the effects of the compelled retreat of 

the state from fi nancing agriculture (for example, 
credit, marketing infrastructure, inputs and other 
subsidies, including the support of technology 
generation), and weakness of the markets in ex-
plaining the agrarian problem.

This retreat, including away from fi nancing 
other non-agricultural aspects (such as rural 
development, various social welfare and other 
consumption transfers to the poor, and wage re-
pression), led to income defl ation and agricultural 
demand compression.19 In turn, these processes 
led to the decline of public revenues. Systemic 
agrarian de-accumulation and diminished state 
capacity in the face of monopolistic agrarian capi-
tal and unequal trade relations (buttressed by food 
aid dependency) undermined African agricultural 
transformation.

The monopoly control of agricultural resources 
and fi nance (through fi ve transnational corpora-
tions), including the full gamut of agricultural 
technologies (seed, fertilisers, agro-chemicals, 
machinery and equipment) and their value-chains 
(commodity marketing, agro-processing, wholesale 
and retail, etc.), is fundamental to the failure of 
the currently dominant model of agrarian reform. 
It yields a technological path dependence, and the 
excessive extraction of surpluses from small farm 
producers (through middlemen, capital and state 
taxation) enables the externalisation of investible 
‘surpluses,’ limits investments by African farmers 
into technologies, and places limits on the domes-
tic fi nancing of agricultural endeavours. 

Transformation through small 
producers or larger farmers 

Africa’s agrarian reform strategies tend to be 
framed narrowly around the relative effi cacy of 
the small or ‘subsistence’ farmer vis-à-vis the 
large, ‘commercial’ and ‘modernised’ farmer, in 
the leadership of agricultural transformation.20 
Large farms tend to be defi ned (albeit wrongly) 
in terms of land size and output volumes per 
‘farmer,’ rather than the productivity of labour and 
land, compared to the small scale farm produc-
ers, whose differentiation is often not recognised. 
Moreover, agrarian transformation has largely 
meant signifi cantly increasing agricultural export 
production rather than the intensifi cation of land 
utilisation (especially among the many small pro-
ducers) through technologies and practices which 
could increase their yields. 

Most agricultural and rural development ini-
tiatives in Africa tend to focus on ‘modernising’ 
the large and medium farms through increased 
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land allocations, new inputs markets and private 
credit, although large farms (in area) remain rela-
tively few (except in former settler colonies). This 
preference for larger farmers neglects the relative 
and/or opportunity (forex) costs of investments 
in imported conventional farm technologies (for 
example, machinery, equipment, seeds, fertilis-
ers and agro-chemical products). Moreover, this 
underplays the relatively lower fi nancial (forex) 
costs of enhancing self-employed small farm la-
bour, and the social synergies derived from local 
auto-consumption among small producers, which 
is critical to broad-based rural development. 

Ironically, it has also been argued that indig-
enous large farms have failed to deliver increased 
production for sustainably long periods because 
they became ‘uncompetitive’, given the negative 
terms of trade and their allegedly poor manage-
rial skills. Such farmers are said to deploy their 
farming surpluses into non-farm ‘investments’ 
(for example, trade and conspicuous consumption) 
and ‘social investments’ (on relatives) in order to 
enhance their personal standing as members of 
‘corporate’ lineage or kinship groups. Thus, when 
global agricultural prices crashed, or commod-
ity markets were lost, they tended to pull out of 
farming. Rather than place these problems on the 
exploitative nature of extroverted agricultural pro-
duction, the behaviour of larger African capitalist 
farmers was seen to be the problem. Interestingly, 
it has been the ‘middle’ peasants who have con-
tributed most to marketed agricultural production 
in Africa, while poor peasants were resilient in 
maintaining food production under the SAPs and 
world commodity crises. However, their produc-
tion has been inadequate relative to the increased 
per capita consumption requirements.

Small and middle farmers mobilise family and 
kinship labour as well as other local resources, 
and save (mostly for social reproduction and risk 
insurance) and invest, although this is inadequate 
for capital formation. Through this process some 
small producers adopt new crops and technologies 
(including cheaper and locally adapted technolo-
gies) and maintain some agricultural production, 
in spite of the reversal of state support to farm-
ing and social welfare, and unfavourable terms of 
trade. Their alleged technological ‘backwardness’ 
is driven by the disproportionate costs of inputs 
relative to commodity prices and incomes, and the 
absence of subsidised fi nance in a situation where 
the extractive but relatively more benign state 
marketing structures (boards) were replaced by 
usurious trading middlemen. 

Had state fi nancing and subsidised domestic 
markets been more tailored to the needs of these 

small farmers and enhanced their participation 
in the economy, it is likely that the so-called food 
crisis could have been averted. Instead, the pros-
pect for transforming agriculture through small 
producers has been subverted.

The land tenure problem constraint to invest-
ment in rural development

Moreover, African land tenure systems, wrong-
ly characterised as ‘communal,’ insecure and ‘un-
bankable,’ are allegedly an underlying obstacle to 
agricultural development or investment into tech-
nologies which intensify productivity. Allegedly, 
the tenure systems undermine ‘individual’ incen-
tives to invest and restrict the mobilisation of 
agricultural fi nance. Reforms have attempted to 
address this issue through programmes to for-
malise and individuate land tenures (land titling) 
or create land markets, establishing larger scale 
(commercial) farmers, and through initiatives to 
restructure and decentralise the ‘governance’ of 
land. Although local problems of tenure insecurity 
abound, the land tenure-investment thesis never 
found empirical grounding. In practice, land regis-
tration has generated more problems than invest-
ment (including the increased commercialisation 
and expropriation of land), and set in motion more 
confl icts and increased land pressure.21

The local governance and legal channels introduced 
to redress such concerns are inadequate because 
the land bodies are unrepresentative.22,23 Chiefs, as 
partners of the state in expropriating farm land, 
are treated as the legitimate representatives of 
the people, and as such their mediation over land 
confl icts amounts to transmitting government or-
ders to the rural people and ensuring compliance 
with policies.24 Moreover, land tenure reforms are 
increasingly a source of mobilising power through 
electoral politics, leading to even greater confl icts 
rather than agricultural transformation.

It turns out that the underlying argument is 
that customary practices putatively restrict capital 
accumulation and development. This is because 
African households hold land and mobilise their 
own labour relatively autonomously (of ruling 
lineages and capital), mainly for their own con-
sumption and secondarily the markets. Amin25 

has, however, argued that these African social 
formations had some exploitative elements of 
tributary social relations of production, while Illife 
notes that agrarian accumulation has been in mo-
tion despite these tenures. What distinguishes the 
African land question, namely the absence of ru-
ral social relations of production such as serfdom, 
land renting and bonded labour, and landlordism 
(excluding settler and estate farming areas), is 
thus blamed for undermining rural development 
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through the market. Yet, colonialism extended the 
extroversion of production and surplus value ex-
traction through the control of markets and extra-
economic forces; a tendency which has continued. 
Since the advent of SAPs, this land tenure system 
has been under threat from market driven reforms 
in the name of promoting rural development.

Technological change

Perceptions of the backwardness of African agri-
cultural practices, and the actual limited spread of 
productivity enhancing technologies, have been rei-
fi ed to represent ‘technological stagnation,’ which 
has limited the agrarian transition. However, since 
technological change is socially constructed, it is 
the failed models of agrarian reform which explain 
the limited growth of productivity.

African agriculture experienced major trans-
formations during the 20th century through the 
introduction of new crops and diversifi ed farming 
systems, despite its ecological constraints.26 Nearly 
half of Africa’s farmland suffers from erosion and 
nutrient depletion, yet sub-Sahara Africa adds 
less than 10 kilograms of fertiliser per hectare of 
land, whereas Asia deploys 144 kilograms. With 
70% of the known HIV/AIDS cases concentrated 
in Africa, there is signifi cant loss of agricultural 
labour and capital. Limited investment into the 
production and utilisation of key agricultural in-
puts (fertilisers and higher yielding crop varieties 
and livestock breeds, as well as agricultural ma-
chinery and equipment, indeed underlies the low 
rate of agricultural production growth (per capita). 
Fertiliser application rates had grown slightly be-
tween 1960 and 1980, only to decline from then.27 
Expenditure on agricultural research by 2000 had 
declined to 1.5% per annum of budgets, compared 
to 3.2% from 1996 to 1997. Furthermore, on aver-
age below 2% of the cropped area in sub-Sahara 
Africa is irrigated. This system of low agricultural 
productivity based on extensive farming practices 
refl ects the self exploitation of household labour, 
particularly of women farmers. Low agricultural 
productivity in African agriculture is consistent 
with broader patterns of weak economic growth, 
food insecurity and the high incidence of poverty. 

Africa was relatively by-passed by the fi rst 
Green Revolution, largely due to the effects of 
the reversal of agricultural and wider interven-
tionist policies under structural adjustment, and 
the ‘fi scal crises’ they suffered.28 This trajectory 
did not arise from an intrinsic scientifi c techno-
logical ‘backwardness,’ voluntary neglect or other 
uniquely physical constraints (particularly soils, 

landlockedness, transportation, etc.). Nor was it 
the inappropriateness and undesirability of the 
available productivity enhancing technologies. It 
was the anti-developmental stance of neo-liberal 
policies which undermined the capacity of the 
small producers and the state to deepen techno-
logical transformation.

The currently proposed Green Revolution 
(AGRA 2007) offers to correct this technological 
gap by focusing on ’smallholders.’ It cannot be ex-
pected that capitalism (or the interests of fi nance 
capital, as opposed to ‘national interest’) would 
spontaneously or automatically enhance the tech-
nological requirements of small producers unless 
capital is compelled to do so by state intervention 
and popular pressures. The philanthropic push 
by AGRA is too embedded in capital (and techno-
logical monopolies) to ensure the consistent gen-
eration of relevant technologies at fair cost for the 
poorer producers.

Land and agrarian reform, and 
rural to urban migration

Structural adjustment was accompanied by inten-
sifi ed migration, with Africa having the fastest 
rate of urbanisation in the world (3.5% annually). 
Almost 40% of the population is now urbanised. 
Migration does not necessarily mean full prole-
tarianisation or permanent urbanisation, but the 
spreading of risk in highly adverse circumstances. 
This urbanisation has not been accompanied by 
industrialisation and job formation. The reality 
has been urbanisation alongside de-industriali-
sation and retrenchments. Urbanisation takes the 
predominant form of illegal and unplanned settle-
ment. Moreover, migration is not merely one-way, 
as workers retrenched from mines and farms are 
also known to seek peasantisation, or as urban-
ites enter the land reform process. 

The prevalence of semi-proletarianisation – 
worker peasants – alongside the retention of large 
peasantries or of small cultivators29 means that in 
general, African rural societies retain households 
with independent landholdings, albeit at a dimin-
ishing scale and on increasingly marginalised 
lands.30 Critically, their agricultural production, 
land use activities and relations of production are 
restricted by the quality and scale of land avail-
able and by the absence of state support as well as 
markets, which extract signifi cant surplus value 
from them. African land and agrarian reforms, 
therefore, need to redress these land inequities 
and direct land use towards internally benefi cial 
and articulated rural development in order to 



7© Africa Institute of South Africa AISA POLICYbrief Number 21 – June 2010

transform the peasantry and to regulate migration 
and jobless urbanisation. 

Under capitalism, the peasantry remains 
in a state of fl ux within the centre-periphery 
structure spawned by colonialism, as proletari-
anisation co-exists with peasantisation and semi-
proletarianisation.31,32 The form and scale of the 
existing peasantry in Africa has to be understood 
from the composition of household income by 
source, including non-exchangeable sources of 
sustenance; and from an analysis of household 
residential patterns between town and country.33 
It has been argued that under structural adjust-
ment peasants have become ‘problematic,’ as they 
are “multi-occupational, straddling urban and 
rural residences, and fl ooding labour markets,”34 
though the African peasantry has evolved in this 
way for much of the 20th century. 

The rise of a richer class of peasants alongside 
a majority who became semi-proletarianised or 
landless means that full proletarianisation has 
been generally forestalled, not least by state action 
as well as by rural households that hold onto a 
plot of land and maintain the dual income strategy 
of petty-commodity production and wage labour. 
Rural non-farm activities and markets have pro-
liferated, such that between 30–40% of household 
incomes are now derived from off-farm sources. 
The transition to capitalism in the periphery has 
thus taken place under disarticulated accumula-
tion and in subordination to the accumulation 
needs of the centre. As a result, the transition has 
not been characterised by a broad-based accumu-
lation of petty-commodity producers ‘from below.’ 

Where the neo-liberal social agenda failed 
spectacularly in Zimbabwe, large-scale re-peas-
antisation has taken place outside the control 
of the World Bank, hence the penalties imposed 
from the north, but a new pattern of accumulation 
from below has not yet emerged.35 Such trends are 
now ‘normal’ processes of agrarian change in the 
African periphery under neo-liberalism, where 
rural populations have been subjected to unfet-
tered market forces, fought for re-peasantisation 
– among other political and economic ends – and 
have, in effect, struggled to reproduce functional 
dualism largely on their own with variable suc-
cess and different and contingent levels of support 
from state and non-state agencies. 

Land Redistribution, Empowerment 
and Poverty Reduction

Redistributive land reforms in Africa should in-
volve restoring lands that are physically controlled 

by large landholders through the resettlement of 
displaced peasants and alienated semi-proletar-
ians, and the enlargement of peasant land areas 
using repossessed contiguous lands. Securing the 
land rights of the poor by reinforcing their rights 
to independently hold land and/or upgrade their 
land tenure conditions is critical to the empower-
ment of Africa and poverty reduction. Where land 
rentals and sharecropping have emerged, espe-
cially in West Africa, effective regulations which 
equitably share access to incomes from land are 
required. Redistributive land reforms are critical 
in large parts of southern, eastern and northern 
Africa, where highly unequal landholdings have 
produced landlessness and land shortages. 

However, limited redistributive land reforms 
had been attempted in Africa since the 1970s, 
while since the 1980s gradualistic market-based 
land reforms have been initiated in various parts 
of southern Africa. Land reform was only ‘radical-
ised’ from 2000 in Zimbabwe, and although this 
has raised pressures for redistributive reforms in 
Namibia, South Africa and elsewhere (for example, 
Kenya, Malawi, etc.), very little redistribution has 
occurred. The need for redistributive land reforms 
would also be expected in other African countries 
where localised and regional enclaves of land 
concentration have emerged through gradual and 
piecemeal expropriation by the colonial and post-
independence state and private actors. 

In southern Africa for example, there has been 
a divide between radical nationalist/socialist re-
distributive land reforms and liberal approaches.36 
Where national liberation was decisively con-
cluded, as in Mozambique and Angola, the land 
distribution question appeared to have been fully 
resolved, although new sites of localised land con-
centration and accumulation have emerged. Where 
liberation was only partially concluded, as in 
the settler territories of Zimbabwe, Namibia and 
South Africa, negotiated settlements left both the 
national question and the land question relatively 
unresolved, particularly the racial dimensions 
of wealth inequalities. In contrast, more liberal 
strategies of land reform were adopted in the co-
lonial ‘protectorates,’ which mostly experienced 
indirect colonial rule accompanied by minor de-
grees of white settlerism alongside cheap migrant 
labour systems (Botswana, Lesotho, Malawi and 
Swaziland). Altogether, however, relatively little 
progress has been achieved in the implementation 
of redistributive land reform in Africa.

Land tenure reforms in Africa which intend 
to pursue poverty reduction and empowerment 
would have to focus on defending the rights of 
the poor against potential land losses, as well as 
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accommodate the needs of those who are excluded 
(women, minorities, settlers) from increasingly 
scarce arable lands. Tenure reforms would also aim 
to prevent and resolve confl icts over competing 
claims to land rights, and ensure the fair admin-
istration of land rights and land use regulations. 
Whether the land tenure reforms required should 
include the ability to transact (rent and sell) and 
mortgage peasant lands, especially in the absence 
of measures to prevent land alienation and con-
centration, have been politically contentious as its 
feasibility is questionable. 

Instead, African land tenure reforms have not 
led to equitable access to, and control of, land 
since they have promoted increased land concen-
tration. Existing African legal and administrative 
frameworks on land allocation, land use regula-
tion and dispute resolution tend to protect the 
interests of those with disproportionately larger 
land rights, including property rights derived from 
past expropriation, rather than the interests of the 
victims of these inequities. 

Because of the centrality of access to land 
in the livelihoods of the majority of Africans, 
social demand for land reforms, expressed in dif-
ferent forms depending on the nature of social 
forces which articulate them, have been grow-
ing. Mainstream intellectual discourses on land 
confl icts in Africa have tended to underestimate 
the political signifi cance of the land question in 
political mobilisation. The numerous civil society 
groupings associated with the current proliferation 
of peasant organisations, and which are predomi-
nantly middle-class aid-led organs, have tended 
to neglect redistributive and non-market land re-
forms. They reproduce grassroots peasant organi-
sations as appendages of their neo-liberal devel-
opment, and whose struggles for democratisation 
fall short of promoting substantial change to their 
rural livelihoods. Formal farmers’ organisations 
tend to be widely differentiated, with leaderships 
dominated by the elite farmers whose demands 
for larger portions of freehold land dominate the 
discourses.37 Their counterpart community-based 
organisations, which are formed mainly under 
the social control of lineage hierarchies, far from 
represent the majority peasant demand for redis-
tributive land reforms. Instead, the majoritarian 
land interests are more often refl ected in informal 
movements representing a variety of social forces, 
including those that pursue land occupations, re-
source poaching and other forms of ‘sabotage.’ 

Indigenisation or affi rmative action lobbies 
seeking the construction of a broader agrarian capi-
talist class, some with ethno-regional and gender 
foci, have on the other hand, re-focused the land 

reform agenda towards the de-racialisation of the 
ownership base of commercial farmland in settler 
Africa, while retaining the bi-modal large-small 
farmer agrarian structure. In Botswana, some civil 
society land reform advocacy tends to be mobilised 
within a social and human rights framework of 
defending the land rights of ‘indigenous’ ethnic 
and marginalised minority groups, particularly the 
Basarwa. The San in South Africa, Namibia and 
Botswana demand restoration of their land, and a 
transnational land and social rights movement of 
San ethnic formations has emerged, although it 
depends again on Non-Government Organisations 
(NGOs). Similar pastoralist movements advocat-
ing for land rights have emerged in east and west 
Africa. However, land redistribution and progres-
sive land tenure reforms are still not high on the 
agenda of African poverty reduction strategies.

Current approaches to poverty reduction (in-
cluding their espoused commitment to Millennium 
Development Goals, and regional programmes 
such as the Comprehensive Africa Agriculture 
Development Programme or the New Partnership 
for Africa’s Development) which claim to promote 
agricultural transformation eschew the develop-
ment logic of ‘accumulation from below.’ Their 
prescriptions cannot stimulate demand among 
the rural poor due to their focus on narrow and 
selective social protection schemes (food aid, 
cash transfers, etc.), which limit the multipliers 
that could arise from increased investment in 
agriculture, non-farm incomes growth and rural 
development. 

Conclusion

The African state has neither promoted equitable 
access to land through redistributive reforms nor 
progressive land tenure reforms. Instead, land 
concentration has increased. This is because ex-
isting legal frameworks and institutions for man-
aging land reform tend to protect the interests of 
those with disproportionately larger land rights, 
including property rights derived from colonial 
expropriation, rather than expanding the produc-
tive capacities of the poor. African customary law 
and customary land rights have been manipulated 
to advance land concentration throughout the con-
tinent, including in those countries where large 
portions of the land were alienated under private 
property tenure regimes. Emerging African land 
movements have yet to realise the potential to in-
fl uence land reform towards greater redistribution 
and tenure security, let alone towards addressing 
the agrarian question. 
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Most agricultural development initiatives in 
the last three decades have been atomistic, inco-
herent and misplaced. They have tended to focus 
on single potential magic bullets rather than 
systemic approaches to agricultural and rural de-
velopment. Rather than promoting accumulation 
from below, through approaches which enhance 
the participation of the majority of small African 
producers, the opposite has been the case. Poor 
peasants (including the landless), whose own 
labour resources have been critical to a relatively 
sustained agricultural production, have tended to 
be neglected, while their productivity has been 
constrained by the extroverted model of agrarian 
change and market development.
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