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Abstract 
This paper engages existing scholarship that explores how colonial enterprise in 

Africa was accomplished and paper interrogates the colonial economies of Africa 

cum the promotion of African peasantry. It examines the colonial policies that 

promoted peasant agriculture and how those policies were executed. It is a truism 

that dependence and underdevelopment are the two major features of the colonial 

economies in Africa and this will be explained through the process of 

peasantization. It also will highlights to what extent colonial regimes put 

indigenous resources to effective use or otherwise in the process of peasantization 

of Africa. The various dimensions of these policies on Africa and their impact on 

the people of Africa today will be explored this study uses primary and secondary 

sources for this historical reconstruction through the multidisciplinary approach. 

The study concludes that the peasantization of agriculture impacted negatively on 

Africa in more ways than one. 

 

Keywords: Colonial policies, peasantization, agriculture, Underdevelopment, historical 

reconstruction. 

 

Introduction 

The Industrial Revolution which started in England at C. 1750 and later spread to other 

parts of Europe made African countries targets for these European countries. The result 

was the scramble for and partition of Africa which later ended at the conference in Berlin 

between 1884/1885, where African countries were divided among the European countries. 

Immediately after this, the Europeans took effective occupation of these colonies and 

subsequently introduced different policies. Some of these policies were beneficial to 

Africans but majority of them were aimed at making the metropole and its government 

better to the detriment of African. For instance, the policies which were aimed at 
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promoting peasant agriculture in Africa that will be discussed or analyzed here impacted 

negatively on the African society. It made African people to be individualistic, money 

conscious, ill-fed due to the massive production of cash crops at the expense of food crops 

and led to the commercialization of almost every aspect of the African society.  

 

The article contributes to the unending debate on the impact of colonial legacies on the 

development/underdevelopment of Africa.  In doing so, this article contributes to 

remapping the historical perspective of colonial peasantization of the African economy. 

The argument here may not be exhaustive, but it remains a contribution nonetheless. The 

main point of emphasis here is that colonial governments deliberately and systematically 

pauperized African nations through the process of peasantization of agriculture to enrich 

Europe and the impact on Africa was devastating and still is. 

 

Definition and Clarification of Concepts 

Colonialism 

This work is aimed at examining those colonial policies that promoted peasant Agriculture 

in Africa. In other words, it is to consider the policies of the colonial government in Africa 

that increased peasant Agriculture. In doing that, it will be necessary to briefly explain the 

meaning of these two terms “colonialism” and “peasantry.” The term “colonialism” 

simply means foreign rule. It could also be defined as the subjugation of a country. It can 

as well be described as the invasion of a country by another country (Davidson, 1994) in 

this context, leading European countries like; Britain, France, Germany, Portugal and 

Spain invaded African countries for economic, political, religious and other reasons. 

 

There were two kinds of colony: those with many European settlers and those with few or 

none. We can call them “settler colonies” and “non- settler colonies”.  For Africans, it was 

generally much better to be in the second kind of colony (non- settler) than the first (settler). 

The preference for the second was because, the interest of European settlers were placed 

by the colonial powers above and beyond that of the Africans.  

 

With a few exceptions, notably in lvory coast, West Africa remained free of European 

settlers apart from business men and others who were long-term residents rather than 

settlers. The reasons for this lay partly in the climate, believed to be bad for Europeans but 

even more because local Africans, as in the case of Nigeria and Ghana, successfully resisted 

the sale of land to settlers (Davidson, 1999). East Africa and South Africa were not so lucky 

because as they had large European settlers with devastating consequences. 
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Colonial rule in Africa lasted for many years. It was a time of profound upheaval for all 

Africa’s people and it brought irreversible changes (Davidson, 1999). Nothing would ever 

be the same. 

 

Peasantry  

On the other hand, peasantry means, small scale farmers who produce not only for 

subsistence but also for the market. In other words, they produce not only for the family 

consumption but also for the market, in order to provide for themselves those items that 

they could not produce. They use simple or not-too-sophisticated technology in 

agriculture. 

  

Furthermore, the proponents of structural interpretations of African economic history 

described peasants as the twentieth-century African farmers (Austen, 1987). Indeed, 

peasants are defined by their relation to overlord, market or the state. Peasantry stands in 

asymmetrical (unequal) relation to an exploiting class. Its production is subordinated to 

the market and its exploitation is mediated by the market as well.    

  

In essence, peasantry or peasant agriculture increased in Africa during the 19th and 20th 

centuries as a result of several colonial policies that were necessitated by the Industrial 

Revolution in Europe. Peasantization is therefore the process of creating a peasant class 

involved in small-scale agrarian practices.  

 

Emergence of the African Peasant 

There is no doubt that exchange system was well established in Africa before the coming 

of the Europeans. According to Hopkins (1973), descriptive evidence showed that, 

exchange was widespread in the pre-colonial period in different parts of Africa, whether 

in areas controlled by large, centralized states or among small communities in which 

political authority was dispersed”. Quantitative data available showed that, the trade of 

Kano in the 19th century amounted to about 100,000 pounds a year; at the close of the 19th 

century the commerce of Timbuctu, then in decline, was estimated to be worth roughly 

80,000 pounds a year and in 1900 Biillaud published a map showing some fifty towns 

excluding those in Nigeria and the Southern part of the Gold coast now Ghana that had an 

annual trade between them amounting to one million pounds (Hopkins, 1973). It should 

at this point be noted that, majority of the household to a very large extent produced the 

greater part of the goods they required or wanted as consumers but the pure subsistence 

economy was an exception rather than the rule. Based on this, most households see trade 

as a normal and an integral part of their activities, and planned their production strategy 

accordingly or in that direction (Hopkins, 1973).  
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Olaniyan, (1971) also corroborated Hopkins on the existence of well established exchange 

system in Africa prior to contact with the Western World.  

 

According to (Olaniyan, 1971) “The centre of local trade was the market and every town 

or village had a market”. Normally the market takes place on each week, but we also have 

an exceptional case where some markets took place two or three days a week. During these 

market days, the traders brought their commodities such as grain, vegetables, honey, fish, 

livestock and exchanged them for other items that they needed such as clothes, agricultural 

tools and salt. It should at this point be noted that, these markets were carried out in a 

rotational manner among the communities at regular intervals and wherever its being 

held, the community serves as the host. There is this saying that, practice makes perfect. 

As these communities embarked on this pattern of trade, specialization grew out of it. 

Communities started devoting their time, resources and energy in the production of those 

goods or commodities they were good at or best qualified and exchanged its surplus for 

the goods needed which they were unable to produce. Similarly, (Orugbani, 2005) 

maintained that, centuries before the arrival of the Europeans to the coast of the Nigerian 

territory, the peoples of the Delta had developed a domestic economy based on the 

exchange of sea food (such as fish, oysters, lobsters, periwinkle and salt) with the 

hinterland peoples. He explained that, the coastal peoples imported farm products such as 

yams, cassava, plantain and palm oil from the hinterland. He stated that “Bonny, Opobo, 

Kalabari and Okrika traders followed the Imo, New Calabar and Orashi Rivers to the 

Ikwerre, Ekpeye, Ogba, Engenni and Igbo markets”. While in the western Delta, access to 

the hinterland was provided by the Rivers Nun and Forcados. These two rivers, as 

tributaries of the Niger, lead to the heartland of Nigeria. It was through these rivers that 

the Nembe and Itsekiri traders were able to tap the trade of the Urhobo, Kwale and Aboh 

area. Orugbani (2005) also corroborated Olaniyan on the existence of daily and periodic 

markets for the purpose of exchanging surplus products or commodities among Africans. 

It is necessary to state clearly that, most early exchanges of goods were as a result of surplus 

production of goods over and above subsistence level of consumption. Africa was hitherto 

basically a subsistence economy.  

 

Two major reasons accounted for surplus production which made exchange possible. First, 

was the need to procure other types of commodities that the subsistent farmers did not 

produce but which they needed to complement their subsistence need. Second, was the 

need to provide for disaster period, or to provide for the rainy day where there would be 

poor or there would be no harvest or production. It should be noted that, all these involved 

simple commodity production. The major factors of production were mobilized from the 

family. Similarly, capital and land were communally mobilized, leading sometimes to the 

socialization of both production and appropriation (Muojama, in Ogbogbo and Okpeh 
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(eds.), 2021). The pre-colonial African economy was dynamic, transcending from 

subsistence economy to market economy. It provided the basis and foundation for the 

colonial economy that promoted peasant economy. But the production process and 

exchange system in Africa experienced dramatic changes in the 19th century as a result of 

the unfolding dynamics of European economy due to the Industrial Revolutions.  

 

The Industrial Revolution has to do with the change that occurred in the way goods were 

produced and the way labour was organized in western nations. It started in Great Britain 

C. 1750. During this period, machines were invented to do the work formerly done by men 

and women. New forms of power, particularly steam, replaced animal strength and 

human muscle. Better ways were found to get and use raw materials. A new production 

system, the making of goods in factories came into use. All these changes together made it 

possible to produce more goods at lower cost. The Industrial Revolution increased the 

demand for tropical raw materials. So, from the 19th century various methods were applied 

by the European imperial nations to encourage or force the African farmers to produce the 

required raw materials for export. This development, made African agricultural 

production to be export oriented and the raw materials were under-priced compared to 

the world market price (Olaniyan, 1971). They encouraged the production of cash crops 

rather than the production of food crops. For instance, the oil palm became the chief export 

of Nigeria and the Gold Coast (Ghana) because of its export value. This led to the 

establishment of oil palm plantations. It also led to the appropriation of oil palms owned 

by the community (Muojama, in Ogbogbo and Okpeh (eds.), 2021). This began the process 

of peasantization in Africa and it got stronger in the early 20th century with the 

establishment of formal colonial rule or effective occupation (Davidson, 1999). Colonial 

policy on development was that colonies must pay the cost of their own administration 

and development. Therefore, taxation had to be introduced for maximum exploitation of 

the African. Michael Crowder opined that Lugard saw taxation as a triple edged weapon: 

as stimulation to production; as a source of revenue for the support of colonial 

administration; and that it marked the recognition by the community of the protecting 

power (Crowder, 1968). It should be noted that, in most parts of Africa the colonial 

authority preferred to promote peasant agriculture rather than capitalist agriculture. Note 

that capitalist agriculture requires large portions of lands, it requires massive land.  Three 

major reasons could be attributed for the preference of peasant agriculture rather than 

capitalist agriculture by the colonial authority; and they are as follows:  

(a) The need to preserve the existing social structure that had guaranteed  relative 

stability and peasant productivity and so promotion of capitalist agriculture could 

likely disrupt the traditional social order and generate crisis. As earlier stated, 

capitalist agriculture requires massive or a lot of land and so promoting or going 

into it, will mean taking the people’s land or commercializing it and that is against 



Port Harcourt Journal Of History & Diplomatic Studies   | www.phjhds.com Vol.8 N0. 4 December, 2021 

 

Colonial Policies and the Promotion of Peasantization in Africa               168 

the tradition of the people, especially the people of the southern part of Nigeria and 

that will be resisted by them and could degenerate into crisis. In order not to repeat 

the Kenya’s experience (Mau Mau rebellion), one of the bloodiest events in African 

colonial history (Ake, 1981), the colonial authority maintained the status quo. In 

Kenya, Europeans had exclusive rights over land. Through various overt and covert 

means, they acquired the Kenyan Highlands and set up a reserve for the Kukuyu 

who were the original owners of the Highlands thereby making them squatters. It 

was however, the Kukuyu agitation against such injustice that led to the activities 

of the Mau Mau which eventually culminated into independence. But in British 

West Africa, land policy was a contrast to East Africa in most areas, but the 

colonizers still found ways to promote peasant agriculture anyway.  

(b) The need to ensure a dispersal or distribution of wealth and economic power. In 

was to avoid creating a parallel centre of economic power that would constitute a 

danger to metropolitan based rule. In a nutshell, they promoted peasant agriculture 

rather than capitalist agriculture to avoid creating an African petit-bourgeoisie that 

would challenge or oppose the colonial authority.  

(c) The positive response of peasants, especially West African peasants to the 

Europeans’ demand for their products, particularly palm produce, in the era of the 

legitimate/staple trade demonstrated the effectiveness of peasant agriculture. This 

corroborated the fact that, exchange had been in existence in Africa before contact 

with the Western World.      

 

Colonial Policies that Promoted Peasant Agriculture in Africa  

This section is geared towards looking at those colonial policies that promoted peasant 

agriculture in Africa. The colonial authority or government adopted various measures or 

ways to promote peasant agriculture in Africa and they include the following:  

 

Monetization of the traditional economy/taxation/wage labour: It means the introduction 

of a standard currency. Prior to contact with the western world, Africans had used 

different items as forms of money and they include gold, dinars, gold dust, cloth money, 

copper rods, iron, cowries and manillas. So, the introduction of a standard currency means 

that, Africans would have to use the European currency to carry out exchange. In order to 

get that, Africans would have to produce those cash crops that would be exported to 

Europe so as to get the European currencies that was introduced as an acceptable means 

of exchange. The establishment of colonial rule over the African interior reinforced Africa’s 

commodity export growth (Frankema, 2015). This necessitated and promoted peasant 

agriculture in Africa. Economic crops like cocoa, groundnuts, palm kernels, cotton and 

others were grown and exported in large quantities to European countries especially in the 

non-settler colonies. Unhampered by settler interference, peasants in Africa showed skill 
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and enterprise. They took every chance to grow and sell more but it was a gain with several 

big handicaps. One of these handicaps had to do with the prices for which these farmers 

could sell their export crops (Davidson, 1999). The prices were fixed by foreign companies 

which controlled the export trade. Such companies made their profit from the difference 

between the low prices they paid to local African suppliers and the much higher prices for 

which they sold these crops in Europe or America. Furthermore, African economies were 

monetized by imposing taxes and insisting that, these taxes must be paid with the 

European currency. Also, forced labour had failed to produce expected result, and the only 

option left to the British colonial authorities was to raise funds by direct taxation 

(Enemugwem, in Ejituwu and Gabriel (eds.), 2003). Cash crop production and 

proletarianization of the Shangwe people of Gokwe district in Zimbabwe for instance was 

delayed. When the Shangwe were confronted with the need to earn money in the cash-

based market economy during colonialism, they were already established in a thriving 

tobacco business with Ndebele (Ncube, in Mangut and Wuam (eds.), 2012). As a result, 

they had no reason to turn out for wage labour since they could easily meet their tax 

obligations from their tobacco sales. By 1933, the Shangwe started experiencing difficulties 

in their business due to some policies the British put in place to frustrate them and compel 

them to seek wage labour. Thus, just like other places in colonial Africa where African 

peasants had prospered and declined, the Shangwe peasantry was ultimately phased out 

by its proletarianization in the industrial sectors of the colonial market (Ncube, in Mangut 

and Wuam (eds.), 2012). It should be noted that, the experience of paying taxes was not 

new to Africa. What was new was the requirement or standard that, the taxes be paid in 

European currency (Ake, 1981). Among several other factors, the introduction of taxation 

was the single most significant factor in the development of the cash crop economy in 

Africa. In other words, the mandatory payment of taxes in European currency was a vital 

step taken by the colonial authority in the monetization of African economies as well as 

the spread of wage labour and this was done by appropriating arable land from Africans 

and thus reducing them first to squatters and eventually to wage labourers on their land. 

Stringent measures were taken by the colonial government to force Africans to seek wage 

labour. For instance, the response of the Southern Rhodesian government to labour 

shortages in the country’s low-wage areas in the first three decades of the twentieth 

century was the formation of the Rhodesian Native Labour Bureau (RNLB) in 1903. And 

the main function of the RNLB, just like all the other labour recruiting agencies in Central 

and Southern Africa was to frustrate the independent geographical mobility of African 

people in the labour market and divert some of the labour supply from the high-wage 

markets to the low-wage areas, which the independent migrants usually avoided. The 

RNLB stationed its agents at strategic catch-points along the migration routes from 

Northern Rhodesia and used trickery, fraud, gross-misrepresentation of terms of 

employment and just about any means to divert them to the Southern Rhodesian low-wage 
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areas (Ncube, in Mangut and Wuam (eds.), 2012). In the north-western districts of 

Northern Rhodesia between 1904 and 1910, the local police simply rounded up people and 

handed them over to the RNLB. Those who refused to go were either flogged or their grain 

stores were burnt down (Onselen, 1976, Stichter, 1985).  Indigenous African societies and 

people were unwilling to submit to wage exploitation as long as the indigenous economy 

provided an option. When it became necessary for them to engage in wage labour, no 

thanks to the coercive methods the European governments and their agents adopted, they 

opted for seasonal work as a compromise, and the agricultural cycle determined how long 

they worked before returning to their peasant economy (Stichter, 1985) and the colonialists  

never liked this hence the coercive methods to force compliance. As the process of 

proletarianization increasingly undermined the peasant economy, and African 

dependence on wage labour increased, there was a change in African tactics to escape the 

wage system, to different tactics of survival within it, and the evolution of labour protests 

and strikes. In any case, wage labour was never meant to be a lucrative occupation for 

Africans but the colonizers. Note that, the expansion of wage labour not only had the 

advantage of monetizing the economy but also make it easy for the colonial authority to 

control the economy and also serve as a more reliable source of labour supply. Simply put, 

the introduction of taxation and the insistent that, these taxes be paid in the European 

currency made the African farmers to focus on export oriented crops and not just 

production for subsistence. This is simply because, they must have to pay taxes to the 

colonial authority and to be able to do that, they have to produce beyond the family 

consumption level and sell the surplus to get the European currency in order to pay their 

taxes to the colonial authority.  

 

So, the monetization of the traditional economies of Africa, taxation, and introduction of 

wage labour by the colonial authority or government in Africa all worked together 

perfectly to promote peasant agriculture in Africa: 

 

Introduction and Encouragement to buy European manufactured goods: one other 

method or strategy adopted by the colonial authority to promote peasant agriculture was 

the introduction and the subsequent encouragement to buy European manufactured 

goods. The trading activities were important  in providing the rising working class with 

necessities and new commercial goods, which became popular in the colonial era 

(Unumen, 2005). It should be noted here that, market is key in industrialization and Africa 

served as a very good market during the period under review. Africa played dual roles 

here, that is, serving as the source of raw materials for the industries in Europe as a result 

of the Industrial Revolution that started in Europe, precisely England and the market for 

these finished or manufactured goods from these industries in Europe. It is a known fact 

that industrialization is sustained through availability of raw materials like cocoa, cotton, 
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rubber, palm oil and so on and they were in abundance in Africa. Prior to the contact with 

Europeans, oil palm was exploited in many parts of Nigeria for subsistence, but as 

industrialization took root in Europe in the nineteenth century, the crop became a big asset 

under the aegis of the trade in natural products, the successor to the Trans-Atlantic Slave 

trade (Tangban, in Akinwunmi et al (eds.), 2006). In order to get these raw materials, the 

colonial authority promoted peasant agriculture by putting in place measures that 

encouraged the production of cash crops instead of food crops. These cash crops were used 

as raw materials to produce finished goods and were shipped to Africa to be consumed or 

used. Africans bought these manufactured goods at prices higher than the price at which 

their cash crops or raw materials were sold. The colonial authority also went further to 

encourage Africans to buy these manufactured goods by creating the impression that, it 

would improve their standard of living. Colonial policies from 1920 were consciously 

designed to establish a relationship between her and the colonial power so that the surplus 

generated by peasant farmers could be expropriated by the colonizers. This took the form 

of the introduction of taxation, the commercialization of agriculture, the introduction of 

European trade goods and infrastructural developments like roads and railways (Odey, in 

Mangut and Wuam (eds.), 2012).      

    

Furthermore, the colony’s as well as the peasant’s ability to purchase manufactured goods 

depended on it’s export earnings from primary products, the expansion of incomes in the 

colony and the growth of demand for manufactured goods also meant the increasing 

specialization of the colony as well as the peasants in primary production (Ake, 1981). This 

is so because, generally as incomes increase, a higher proportion or part of the income is 

spent on getting luxury goods (which is what the Metropole’s cheap manufactured goods 

were in the colonies) as opposed to basic necessities. This development reinforced the 

export orientation of the colony. A. G. Hopkins argues that colonial rule gave rise to an 

emphasis on agricultural and mineral exports from the colonies in exchange for the 

manufactured goods from the metropole; the influence of the economic policies of the 

periphery by the metropole; the domination of the colonies by expatriate interests, and the 

existence of a monetary system that was an appendage of the controlling power (Hopkins, 

1973). Renate Zahar corroborates this view, stating that due to the dependence nature of 

the colonies, the metropolitan countries expropriated economic surpluses from their 

satellites and appropriated such for their own development, while the latter stagnates in 

underdevelopment (Zahar, 1974). Herein lies the process that gave rise to peasant 

agriculture in Africa. 

   

Provision of extension service: This was done in order to meet the challenge of the 

Industrial Revolution which needed raw materials in their various forms. Based on that, 

new agricultural export crops of economic value were introduced. For instance, cassava, 
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maize, tobacco and beans were introduced from America and other parts of the world 

(Olaniyan, 1971). However, the domestic mode of production was not destroyed, but 

subjected to capitalism (Cahen, 2013).  

 

Furthermore, the colonial authorities established research institutes to engage in research 

on soils, plant health, including the control of diseases and insects affecting economic 

plants. For example, the Colonial Development and Welfare Acts of 1929 and 1940 were 

designed to stimulate industrial and agricultural activities in the colonies and to increase 

production of export crops. The table below shows how these policies increased the 

production of cocoa in Ghana between 1891-1934.  

 

Production of cocoa in Ghana 1891-1934  

Period  Five-year Average in tonnage  

1891-1895  5 

1896-1900 230 

1901-1905 3,172 

1906-1910 41,784 

1911 – 1915 51,819 

1916 – 1920  106, 072 

1921 – 1925 186, 329 

1926 - 1930  218, 895 

1931 - 1934  236, 088 

Source: Gold coast Hand Book, 1937  

 

Provision of Infrastructures and markets through the marketing boards: Prior to the 

establishment of the Marketing Board after the Second World War, the marketing of 

African produce were largely in the hands of expatriate firms and this to a large extent 

discouraged peasant farmers from producing more due to the fact that, the price of their 

products was not stable rather it was fluctuating. But with the establishment of the 

Marketing Board there was certain level of price stabilization and this encouraged the 

peasant farmers to produce more since their prices were set and maintained for an entire 

crop season. Colonial control facilitated the construction of railways, induced large inflows 

of European investment, and forced profound changes in the operation of labour and land 

markets (Frankema and Waijenburg, 2012). The provision of infrastructures and facilities 

completely upset the more or less serene equilibrium of pre-colonial inter-group 

relationship (Fayam, in Akinwunmi et al (eds.), 2006). They provided facilities like 

hospitals, schools, pipe-borne water, and so on which both stranger and host communities 

could lay equal claims to. The 1931 Annual Report stated that ‘the maintenance of roads 
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and the provision of proper markets in increasing quantities promoted the marketing of 

local product, and the promotion of trade (Ben, 1931). With this, the producers were 

protected against day-to-day fluctuations; the possibility of speculation is eliminated and 

crops were promptly collected and moved to where they were needed. Indeed as Boahen 

points out, many of the so-called benefits of colonialism were, by and large, ‘accidental by-

products of activities or measures intended to promote the interests of the colonizers’ 

(Boahen, 1985).These positive efforts can therefore be seen as ‘defaults of the iron law of 

intended consequences (Mazuri, 1980). For example, Ochefu posits that:  

 

the infrastructures, political arrangements, lingua franca, fiscal and 

monetary changes, religion and educational systems that were introduced 

were designed not in the interests of the colonized peoples but primarily 

to facilitate the exploitation that occasioned colonialism. Furthermore, 

because the colonizers did not see the development of the colonized as a 

priority at all, they stand condemned (Ochefu, in Mangut and Wuam 

(eds.), 2012).  

 

Introduction of some degree of mechanization such as the oil mill and the hand screw 

press: Here the colonial authorities imposed certain laws which compelled the peasant 

farmers to use certain inputs and techniques so as to direct their production level to the 

market and not just for subsistence under the pretence of standardizing products and 

production process. It should at this point be noted that, these measures increased the 

supply of primary commodities also known as cash crops to the disadvantage of food crops 

and that resulted in the starvation of the people in terms of their intake of food crops. For 

instance, in the southern Cameroons, cocoa bean was usually dried on smokey fires. Cocoa 

dried by this process was likely to have some smokey beans. Because of this the cocoa dried 

by this process was sold at a discount of 5 pounds to 12 pounds a ton. Based on this, the 

colonial government forbade drying over smokey fires and introduced special cocoa 

drying ovens. Soon all the peasant farmers/producers were forced or obliged to adopt the 

new method which was geared towards making the peasants to produce for the market 

(Ake, 1981).  

Also, in Nigeria, price incentives were used by the colonial government to boost the 

production of good quality palm-oil with no more than 4 
1

2
 % free fatty acid. It should be 

noted that, this particular grade of oil was needed for making products such as margarine 

and soap and was considered more lucrative to the capitalist class than the inferior oils. 

This idea of producing quality palm-oil through the introduction of price, the incentive 

was supported by the introduction of the hand presses for extracting the oil. The higher 

prices made peasant producers/farmers to produce the better quality palm oil. But to do 
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this they needed the hand press. The colonial government succeeded to a large extent, for 

the supply of the special grade oil increased from 0.02% of marketed palm oil in 1950 to 

77% in 1958 (Ake, 1981). 

  

Similarly, in 1955 a premium price was paid for a “special grade” of groundnuts containing 

no less than 70% by weight of whole nuts. The essence was to reduce the free fatty acid 

content on delivery to Europe. Peasant farmers were convinced to buy a special decorting 

machine which was less prone to breaking the nuts than the old method of decorting by 

pestle and mortar. As a result of this, the peasant farmer/producer had to buy the new 

machine and adjust to the new method and this made the special grade supply to increase 

rapidly from 22% in the 1955/1956 season to 97.7% in the 1957/1958 season. However, this 

increase in supply does not exonerate the colonial masters because whatever they did was 

for their benefit, to facilitate the process of exploitation of the natural resources in Africa 

to feed their emerging industries, not for the development of Africa. Indeed, Walter 

Rodney corroborated this view when he said that ‘colonialism had only one hand-it was a 

one-armed bandit (Rodney, 1972).  

 

The Impact of these Policies on Africa Today 

This segment of the work is intended to examine the impact of these policies stated and 

analyzed in this work on the African society in the 21st century. Such impacts cut across 

the social, economic, political and other aspects of Africa in the 21st century. And they are:  

The Individualistic nature of the African as opposed to the usual communal nature prior 

to the arrival or coming of the Europeans: The African society to a very large extent was 

communal in nature before the coming of the Europeans. In essence, Africans were doing 

things and as well own things in common and everyone was his brother’s keeper. 

Orugbani (2005) also corroborated this communal nature of the African before the coming 

of the Europeans as he stated that “land, the major means of production for farming 

communities was communally owned”. He maintained that, the same was true of the 

rivers and creeks for the riverine communities whose main occupation was fishing. But 

this gave way to individualism, as a result of the policies put in place by the colonial 

authority to promote peasant agriculture. Individualism which was practically unknown 

in the African society has become a norm due to these policies of the colonial government.  

This individualistic nature is deeply entrenched even in the political arena where the 

politicians only do what is best for them. Colonial rule left a legacy of strong, centralized, 

authoritarian governments (Collins and Burns, 2014). Even today, the administrative 

structure in most African states has changed little from that bequeathed to them by their 

European conquerors (Collins and Burns, 2014). The African leaders of today have become 

so controlling and selfish that the citizens are left to bear the brunt of their misrule. They 

forget that unlike the colonial masters, they are supposed to be on the same side with the 
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citizens. This selfish nature of the leaders has generated insecurity, unemployment and 

chaos in the African states. Africans, to a large extent are no longer their brothers’ keepers. 

They own and do things individually, ranging from land ownership to other items. During 

the pre-colonial period, wealth was measured by the extent of a man’s yam barns, number 

of wives, children and even slaves. It was also measured by how large a person’s acre of 

farmland was. But in the colonial era, money had a lot of functions, how much one had 

determined the level of wealth. In fact, money was held for its own sake just like the 

present. In fact, in today’s world, the African is even more individualistic than the 

Europeans who introduced individualism into the African society. This can be seen in the 

activities of the African on a daily basis in his/her quest to make ends meet. Owning private 

land and property is not the issue here, but rather the extent we are willing to go to get 

those things even at the expense of those we claim to love. 

 

Commercialization of almost every aspect of the African society: This was as a result of 

the introduction of the European currency. This to a very large extent has made Africans 

to be money conscious in almost every service they would want to render to their people. 

Take for example, land today in Africa is commercialized and this was alien to the African 

society prior to the coming of the Europeans. African people were not selling land before, 

portions of land in Africa were shared or given out depending on the land tenure system 

of that society. The attached nature of Africans to their land inhibited the 

commercialization of land. But this is no longer obtainable in Africa today due to the 

coming of the Europeans and the subsequent policies put in place to promote peasant 

agriculture in Africa. And so today, a portion of land in Africa is dubiously sold to two or 

more persons because of the monetary value attached to it.  

 

Another aspect is monetization of labour. Africans before now never monetized their 

labour services rendered. Rather, labour services were exchanged in a reciprocal manner, 

but this has changed today in Africa to a very large extent and this could be attributed to 

the policies put in place by the colonial government to promote peasant agriculture in 

Africa. Again, charging a fee for labour is not bad in itself, it is how we now do it that is 

the problem. In the process of charging fees, most people lean more towards extortion and 

it is done without a human face, therein lies the problem.  

 

It has led to the shortage of food supply in Africa today compared to the increasing 

population: The policies put in place by the colonial authority to promote cash crops like 

cocoa and palm oil laid the foundation for the issue of food shortage we are facing today 

in Africa compared to the population growth. Davidson (1999) stated that “the colonial 

system or government used more land to produce more crops for export and the more they 

succeeded in doing this, the less land and labour were left for producing food”. And so, 
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many people who grew crops for export began to suffer from shortage of home-grown 

food in the cocoa-rich Gold coast, in Nigeria and in many of the settler colonies. The impact 

of this is paying higher prices for food in short supply, and malnutrition (hunger) as well 

as diseases which are widespread today. This list is not exhaustive, but it is a 

representation of the main impacts of peasantization of Africa by colonialism. 

 

Conclusion 

Colonialism did not only fail to solve the many problems that had inhibited pre-colonial 

economic growth in Africa, but created new sets of problems. The logical conclusion to be 

drawn here is that while fundamental economic transformation may have occurred during 

the colonial era in a bid to promote peasant agriculture in Africa, these changes only served 

the interests of the colonizer not the colonized. Consequently, Africa is still battling with 

the aftermath of these policies.  
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