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TIU PUASANIRY IN MGERIA; IDE}{TIIY A}ID C}IANGE

Discusslon of agricultrre and. rural development in r.rnderdeveloped

countries cannot do without clearly categorisi.ng the ruraL popula,tion. The

stud.y of income profiles, the impaet of fiis'or that nacroscopj.c or sectoral
operation or the response to this or that developraent demands categorial
clarity.

Unfortunately, i.n Nigeria, it is usual to peak of tfarmerstr lgnoring
the. types of farmers that exist or the differentiations in progress a&ong

them. In various discussions since 1960, some inte]lectuals have d.oribted

the existence of a peasantry in Nigeria. Basing theraselves on what they

have learnt'of'E\rropean peasants, some roundly declare there are no peasants

in this country. Some treat the rural population simply as part of a

tvrorking. classr created by exploltative relations between fuperialist
nultinationals and. the people of colonial or former colonial countries.
Others do speak of peasants, of course, but without a clear itlea of what

j-s meant by it. If pressed, for a d.efinition, they would Eay simply
trural people?

The pervading a:rd extreinely wrong id.ea that alll tropical Africa before

colonial ruLe l1ved.in a eommunal economy with its. characteristic communal

cum family ownership of land has also helped to befog the issue of vrhether

peasants rea11y exist in Nigeria, and, if so, r+ho they are exactly. The

long debate about whether or not t}:ere are classes or there i s feudalisutl
,in Afrlca does not help natters either.

In this short essay, we wish to dispose of tris matter' Of cource,

answering the question whether there are peasants in lJigeria or not.depends

on the tiefinition of a peasant, just as answering the questi-on of whether.

there'are classes or there is feudalism or not depends on the definition
of these terms.

Since..social scientific knowledge started fronr Etrope, there is
always a tendency to apply E\rropean criteria in a fixed. way. This leads

to confusion. Definitions should be modlified as we ktrow more about society

from varj.orrs pa^qts of the world.. This is the dialectical afprgach, ar!d, lt
is ultimately the only tnrl-y selentiflc approaoh.
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Dlalecticians approach definittone not by rnarely obserrring feature

differences but also ontologically, that is, by going back to pri.mitives or

historieal (or formative) begirurings. The diaLectical approach traj-ns the

attention on processes. To define a phenomenon we go back to the crueial
processes of its first emergence as an objective fact. Such an excercise

gains immensely in precision.

If we nerely look at differences, we may observe some distinetions
between the peasant and. the worker, the trader, the craftsmanr ete. and

come to the conclusion that he is different frorn these by being e sma1l-

scale farmer or a rural cultivator. Yet not all fa:rners, smaI1-scale

fa::riers or rural cultivators are peasants. The c apitalist farner 1n America

or Britain, or the plantation owner in imperial Rome, who cultivated for the

narket with the aid. of slaves was not a peasant. Neither is a capitalist
farmer tod.ay anywhere.

The first fact about peasants, of course, is that they are rural
cultivators of' a traditional kind. They raise crops or livestock in the

countryside. Yet peasants are not the only trad.itional rural cultivators.
hnthropologists have discovered rnany cultivating communities that cannot

be called pei:sant communities. The Tiv, Central fbo (Ibo other than those of

Onitsha or Western lbos) and. Ibibio cultivators before coLonial rule were

not peasants. \rle thus have to make a distinction between the tprimitivel

or rtribalt cultivator and the peasant cultivator. The word tprimitivel

here is used 1n the scientific sense which means rembryonicr orrprior to

di-fferentiationt. We distinguish between ttrj-bal' or tstatelessr society

which is a society without the state and tcivilr society or rcivilizationr

whj-ch is a society with a state. fiils calIs for a brief corment.

Human society developed from bands or tribes of hunters and gatherers

to :rgriculturaL tribes. The first a4gicultural- consrunities, however, were

com'aunal in organisation. The rnearrs of prod.uction belonged to the producers

as aJnong the hunters. As among the hunters aIso, productlon was for
immediate consumption in the hor:seho1d. If a surplus was produced over and

above iruned.iate eonsumption needs, it was exchangede but the exchange was merely



a !',ay of ,d.iversifying hqusehotrd consumption. In short, thls is a society

whe:ie there :ar€ r:o,,sLlperior or inferior rights to 1and., the principal means

of production, and. no dj-fferentiation of functions except within the house-

hold between man and. woman or between older people and. younger ones. Each

household, d.oes the same kind of thing and lives the sarne life as another.

Alf household.s are equal in status. The surplus produced. by the. householdt

if any, is not alienated from it but is exehanged for its other need.s.

We find, approximately this kind. of society of cultivators before

Er:ropean rule among the Tivs, for instance, or among the Ibibios or the

lbos say of Afikpo Division.

When tribal society d.evelops into elass sooilety, however, all that
changes. The beginning of elass society is mad.e possible by the fact that
the surplus produced by, the rural cultivator is now alienated, from the

cultivatorts hoilsehold, and used to maintain non-fa:cming groups. Priests,
trad.ers and craftsmen become speci-alised. practitioners.r,rho no longer farm.

A class ofspecialised warriors and adrninistrators emerges. A11 these

non-farming groups have to b9 maintaj.ne

produced by the cultivators.l

1. this process occured in the'sort of neolithic society thatr Lenski cal1s
tadvanced. horticultural soci-etyt. The regular we of uletal and the
capacity to conquer and permanently rule rsimple horticultural societiesf -
those lrithout regular metal technologr - made this possible. For a
description of how all this occured concretely starting from the example
of China, see Lenski, Gerhard, Human Societies, MeGraw Hill Book Co.,
NewYorkand.Lond.on,.1).|a,.c,El-ffithesa,raeprocessis
described" by Basil David.son i5r his O1{ X,frica Redrj.scovered

d. from tlre agpicultural surplus

: ": ,. .,
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The primitive cultivator b_qcomes an exploited. and dominated class

whose gqxplus is alienated from the household. The machinery of domination

lhus,peasants exist only j-n class,society, because the alienation of

tn-e Srgplus of 'the rural cultivator is the basis of the earliest class

:sooietles,an]n{here in history. The state is the political machinery for
conv,erting the mral cultivator into a peasant. ThuS we cari also s ay that

a peasant exists onlyr in a state, just as the category r:3tlling classt

exj-sts only in a state.

Consequently, two neighbouring farming conmunities may use the sa,me

farming nethods. Yet one may be a peasant society and the other not. As

exa^nple's we have t]:e Tiv (primitive cultivators) and the Jukun'(peasants)

up to the nineteenth eentury. Again whereas the TJ-v, central Ibo and" Ibibio
cultivators before colonial rule were, as already noted, ttribal eultivatorsf
the Yoruba, Housa and. Kamrri cultivators were peasants before eolonial rule'

In flct, let us note the following. Secause anthropologists were

rnalnly interested in ! tribal t or stateless peoples and caare to tropical
Africa with the ethnocentric notion that these parts of the world had Ino

a
historytG that is, no civil society, they ignored..all the evidence.of state

systems qnd. d.escribed. aL1 the communities they fourid in Nigeria with a most

unscientific 1j-cence as ftribesr. Contrary to the impression created by

this i?regponsible scholarship ald the use of it by colonial propagandists,

. .1t,was eivil:society- rather than tibaL society that predominated in the

area catr 1ed

1 tenski, Gerhar<l, fli{.
2 Hegel, despite his encyclopaedlc kr:owledge of Europe, wrote thus of

Africa; frAfrica proper, as far as history goes back, has remained for
all porposes of connection with the rest of the world, shgt rJp... -
the land of childhood, which lying beyond the day of self-conscious
history, is enveloped inthe dark mantle of nightrf. Hege1, Georg W",
Philosophy oJ lliqlqry , republished. in at the Wes

ed"ited" by R.M. Hutchins and M.J. .itdler, yclopaedia tannica, Inc. e

Chicago and Lonrlon, 1975t p. 196. It was with this foundatj.on, con-
foqncled. by irnperialistic prejudices, that the anthropologists by and' large
worked frorn late nineteenth century ti1l after World. War II.



In the whole of Housaland., Bornu, Nupe, Julcurl, Yorubaland, what is now 3endel

State, Oni-tsha, Calabar and. the Niger nelta a^Tea, civil society had long

been in existence. In some of these area6 empires had even risen and fallen
very rauch in'the sane way as they had done in tnon-tribal! or teivilt Europe.

One- cgnfusion we muqt ge! clear of. r Some sociologists wanting to

evade the fact that civil,sbciety is cfass society, now prefer to dichotomise

all socie,ties into so-called, tsimpler and so-called. tcomplexr typeso No

precise definltion has ever been given to tsimple and rcomplexr which each

., one:employs in his ovrn way., Nevertheless, two of the attributes of rsimplet

societies are said to be that they are smal1 in scaLe an{,that they are

ieolated., }ocaI, self-sufficient.

This approach has sometimes been used to face the problem of d.dflnition

of a peasant commurrity. Such a community is said" to be n:ral and tsmall-

scaler as distinct from urban,or sometimes industrial society which is said.

to be ilarge-scaler. It is said. to be agrarJ-an rather than comnercial,

isolated. rather than linked with other commrrnities. On the other hand., it
is sometimes alleged that vihat distinguishes a peasarrt sqciety from non-

peasant agpari.an society is the fact tct the peasant conrmunity (ortsocietyr

in the language of this tsimple-complext school) is linked with other

communities in a larger society, whereas non-peasant a6rarian societies a,re

not.
In aLl this we see arr exarnple of the use of casual differenees as

bases for d efinition' wh1ch r,re referred to d.isapprovingly. What distingr4ishes

a peasant cofimunity, howevern is not the fact that it is ruraI, snall-scale
(whai,tever that means), or ,isolated,. The point about i'solation requires a

furtherlook. : . ,

....'.,.',.|"..|-::,':.'...:.'-.'.*:
Although ar*hropologi-s,tt have cbme acro'ss sma11, isolated tribal

communj.ties in regigns ]ike'.th6 Arnazon or'ih mountaj-n areas, many'local

conmunj-ties at the tribal- sta6e are not isolated, but have extensive maritall
trarle and political relations ("ry, in the forr-.r of war which is a type of

relation) with other communities.
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ThusiRobi"n Horton obseves;

A remarkable feature of both Tiv and central lho social organisations
is that what.appears in some contexts to be a series of autonomous
political units becomes in other contexts a single larger unit' In
turnr,thj-s larger unit, though ln some contexts it forms part of a

, series of autonomous units of comparable size, in other contexts
Combines with them to form a sti11 larger unit. A;rd so on until a
1eve1 of c oncerted. action involving seroral thousand people is reached.

The existence or non-existence of links between a cultivating
commrrnity,and a wider society, then, it not what makes it peasant or non-

peasant. A peisant community is, indeed, one with links with a wider

societaf organisation, but the distinctj-on between a peasant ancl a non-

peasant community of cultivators turns on the type of rexternalt links
:

rather than on the existence or inexj-stence of texternalt links as such.

We may observe in passing that the existence of organized. links with a wider

society makes it imprecise to d.escribe peasant society as tsimplet or
t smal-l-scale r .

The links between any 1ocaI fprirnitivet or tribal corrnunity and. the

rest of tribal society are eonmunal or non-heirarchical. These links
reirrforce the household as t}:e ultimate locus of authority. The links
between a 1ocal peasant eommunity and the rest of the society in which it

:

exists, however, atre stratified. or class 11nks and define a territorial
rather than a hor.,seho1d., band", clan or t ribal locus of authority. The former

are linkq based on the equatrity of status of all fa.urilies; the latter are

links expressing status d"ifferentiation or inequality among families. The

former are non-exploitative links; the latter a.re'exploitative. The

former are links of consultation and consensus in which the concept of power

that is, ability and means possessed by a group to coerce or enforce political

1 Robin Horton, rstateless Societies in the History of West Africat in
History of !trest Africa, Yol. 1e edited. by J.F./i. Ajayi, Longman Groupt
1971, p. B!.

I
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or economic d.ecisions, are absent. The latter are links of coercion and

subor&ination expressing the power of privilegecl/ruling households over overs.

lde believe'Eric R, Wolf is on the decisive track when he writesa

In primitive society, producers eontrol the means of production,
includ.ing their own ]abour, and exchange their own labour and its
products for, the culturally defined. equivalent goods, and aervices

, of other q... In the cou.rse of cultura] evolutiOn, however, such
simple systems have been superceded by ottrers in r+hich cgntrol ,of
the neans of, production, includjng the disposition of hUne,n labourt
passes from the hand.s of the primary producers into the hands of
groups that do not caI1,y on the productive process thems'elvesr lut
issume instead. special executive ancl admlnistratj.ve functions, backed-

by the use of force... In primitive society, surpluses are exchanged
directly a.rnong groups or nembers of the Broups; peasants, howevetr,
are ru-ra1 cultivators whose surplueos are transfered to a doninant
group of rulers that uses the surpluses both to underwrite 1ts ovn

standard of living and to distribute the remainder to groups in
society that d.o not f3rm but must be fed for their specific goods

and services in turn. ''

Class society is charaeterised by the extstence of the state which

is the coercive instlrment of the ruling class over subject classes. As

we have seen, we can divid.e al.1 hitherto existing society into stateless

societies and states. fhe state emerges in history as a machinery for
regularly extrac!.lpg the peasant surpluses and Ira.nsfe:ring then to other

groups in society,

If one desired. a short d.efinition of peasa$tsr the following might

be girren. Peasants are nrral producers in class soci.ety or in a State

whose occupatiorr i-s cultivating, stock raising or fishing and who in these

pursuits make use mainly of the labour of members of their household,

excluding slaves, servants and employees.

1. Eric R. llolf, Peasarrts, Prentice HaI1, Inc., Englewood" Cliffs,
New Jersey, 1955,- P.'3.

\
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Thus $herever: tn*e s tate had em,erged in Nigeria there a peasantry had-

come j-ntO, existencer, since the state is based on taxes, fines, tributes,

conflscations, etcc, used to maintain a ruling c1ass. Thus by the nineteenth
-lcentur;r, the rural eultivator in the Benin Bnpire, Yonrbaland, Nupet

Housaland, Bornu, Jukun and. Igala had. paased' from the status of a ttribalr

the coastal trading states'o, rprimitiver falrmer"to that of a peasant. In
such as Opobo a,nd Calabar, the existence of a peasantry would depend on the

under their coercive or commercia,l sway.

Since in Nigeria the slave trad"e was a great catalyst in the dissolution

of tribal communalism, the emergence of classes and the fo:mation of states,

it was af,so a powerful factor in the transformation of the primitive culti-

vator into a peasant class in many parts of Nigeria.

the coming of British colonialism completed. the procbss of.peasant

formation, For British colonialism made the whole of }ligeria'part of the

British empire, that is, a province of the British imferial state.

Even ttre Tiv, lbi-hio, Ijaw, Idoma, etc. primitive cultivator ceased

to be that. His surpluses were extracted- and transferred, in two wayss

first, through unequal trade which transferred. his tcash cropr surpluses

to foreign monopolies, and, secondly, througir taxation which transferred

part of his surpluses to the British colonial government. In the wake of

lnequal trade and. the British colonial government emerged internally new

social groups - traders, clerks, and profesFioaals - aLl feeding on the

rural surplus.

In the [iv, Ibibio, Ijaw, Id.oma, ete, ccrr.intries, therefore, the

rural cultivator catne under two transfer reginess an expatriate regime in

rnrhich his surpluses were alienated to expatria,te monopoli6s and the }digeria'n

province of the British imperial state, and an indegenous regime in which
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his slrpluses maintained. new non-farming classes in process of fomation

in Nigerian society.

Jn,areas like I{ousaland, Bornu, the former Ber:-in empire, etc. where

states and" empires had flourished. before, the new dev,elopments lrere super-

imposed on the existing regime of alienation. Under the tind.irect rulef

system:, pait of the peasarrt surpluses went as before to maintain a trad'itional

geniryarho,\^rere now it collaboration with the British administration,

especi,ally'in natters of, lOCal'governxnent. But here, tqo, on the one harid'

new social groups outside farming began to emerge and on the other hand expa-

triate monopolies and the British imperial state established their ioint
mechanism of exploitation.

Four powerful instruments were used by the Sritish administration to

extract peasant surpluses in cash rr kind:

(a) monetj-z3tian of the economy which made exports possible and-

facilitated. a.11 processes of income trartsfer,
(l) taxation,
(c) encouragement of tcash cropr agriculture, that is, production

for the market as against production for the household.rs direct

.' , cons'umption;

. (a) forced, labour which was i:EL form of fine or taxation j.n labour-time

imposed on the 1ocal peasantry for the building of roads, etc.

especia1ly at thd early stage of the coIonib.l administration.
',,

It should be observed. thi.t the term isurplust includes both goods art&

labour. Thus any obligation to l.rork outsid,e the cultivatolts farro is an

appropriation of his surplus' labour-time.
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Peasants h:;ve existed in vilrious stratj.fied modes of 1:roduction or

social form;tions.
iI mocie of production is defined" by tlie chirraicter of the domirrant

relations of ,roduction existing in it, ily rrelations of product5-ont is

meant the rights which people irave vis-a-vis one another in production.

More specifically the term refers to the rights of the actual or primary

prod.ucer in the means of production, in the use of his cwn labour and in
the disposal of the output. The three sets of rights ]:ave to be looked

at separatel',. and" together when we are trying to establish'the socio-

economic iclentity of any €SouP.

The existence of the peasantrSr in many parts of the world is characteri-secl

by varying types and degrees of subordination to d.ominant classes.

In traf.itional society the conditions of the peasarrtry depend. on the

ri-ghts of the ruling class of gentry over the Land as we]1 as'ron the right
to tax and other political privileges arising from the monopoly of a:med

,forceo Rights to land. becone differentiated, as a'result of land scarcity,

concluest, or mi-gration due to land limitation or to the i"aany wars in whicl:

the state engages. Rights to tlie land may also vary according to whether

political control is loose or highl;' centralisbd. Thus the Jukun state

appears to havd been more centralised. than the ste,-tes of the Yoruba cor:Itry.

All these kinds of v;iriation in land rights are to be fou.nd among the

states of ldige::ia prior to the period. of colonialism.

With the rise of the state a::d. of privitiger1 anrl por,uerful families,

there arises also patrona.ge and clientship' Thus varying degrees of

patroniege (or clientship) become established between the powerful and the

powerless. Inferiority and. superiority of families vary from slavery at

one ent1 to a free and independent status on the other.

.,..:$'
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In a society characterised by slavery, such as 3enin, 3onny, Calabe,r,

]Iausaland orj Yorubalrrnd j.n the nineteenth c entury, the peasant households

existecl as hou,seholds of free nen or clients intermcd.iate hetwecn the slave-

owning chiefs (patriarchs) who forrned the ruling oligarchy and the slaves'
- r ! A^

The peasa:rt households, of coulsee were d'ifferentiated in the degree of free-

d.om, tha,t is, deg::ee of ind.ependence of the ruling patriarchy. In cIa'ss

soeiety of any kind, there are various obligations of the inferior to the

superior families of which any particular family may be more or I'ess't free.

Jn feudal cr semi-feudal society, there were a}'*ays the obligation

of the peasant to pay taxes, to rend.er obligatory ddliveries of part of

his produce to his superior, to work on the la:rd' of his chief (or protector)"

In feuda] Europe, most peaSants i,rere also bormd" to the lar:d': they could' not

leave the village and. live elsewhere ruithout the consent of their superiorso

fhis last appea.rs not to have beerr the case Ln those Nigerian agrarian

systems - in Nupe, Ilausaland, Bornu or Yorubaland. - that had dlements of

organisation and, obligation resemblin6l those of European feudalis'"1

Concerning Africa as a whole, Jack Goody observes: ItThough there ite::e

no landlords, there were, of course, }o::cis of tire land- -- the locai. -chiefs

of centralised states, who, from the standpoi-nt of foocl productione welre

in a sense ca:rried by the rest of tire populatj'on'tt2

He observes further that in l\frica. land 'las not scarce so that

exclusive ownership of land by a landlord group with others living

as their tenants did not exist. Land was so plentifu] in Africa that

shifting eultivation prevalled. In such a situationr it was necessary

to ensIar,,e a man in order to control his labour to any great extent.

Slavery, therefore, took the place of serfdom' lle argues:

If you have landlords you can also b.a:re tenants and serfs; unfree
tenancies mean little lrnles,s land is highly valued and your
peasarrtry has nowheie to g0. under conditions of shifting
cultivation, j-t means fft{le. Slavery was importarrt throughout
most of l,fricar war captivea were given household or agricultural

Jack Good.Y, echnolo ti the Sta in 1',fr , Oxford.

UniversitY Press, Lond"on,

2. Ibid., p. 31 "

1, cc, 1 describes some of these features.



work to perform for their captors or their pulchasers. But ties
of subordination axose not out of land- but as a result of purchase or
conquest, thus giving rise to-slavery rather than serfd-om.1

He summari-ses:

'I'have been suggesting that while there were loea1 chiefships...
supported partly out agriculturi:r:'partly from trade, there was

nothirrg equi.vaJent to estates in 14pd. of the Eu,ropean-kind.2 Limite<L

estat"" io land, sufficient to support appointive offices uere only
rarely built llpr o. p and" ln any Case did 'not give rise to the' kind of
ianaford-tenani (or serf) relationship characteristic of Europe,lr

Whether or not there was serfdom in, Nigerlia,t however, depend.s on how

serfdom itself is defined. trfr it,,is defined. lrith reference tq tena4cy tin

the Europed ser,ser vj.th all its Romarr lau trappings, then therq werq

perhaps-no ,serfs in tropical Afrlca outside Ethiopia, an lxception Goodlr

makes, If it is defined with reference to the obligation of a peasant to

work on the farm of his superior for a number of d.ays or during certaj-n

periods, then there was serfdom of a kind' in idupe, Yorubaland, Benin and
L

Hausaland) at least, because there was such an obligatibn in those places'

. all- Africa excluding landlordism, tenancy and serfdom from it except in
''' '' ' 'the::-or falacy in a number ofEthiopia, Goody runs into the metaphisical ei

waysl A9,cr:rd.ing to him it would seem that there must be either slavery or

serfdom, excluding the possible coexlstence of both, and we must have either

European 1and.1ord.ism-cum-tenancy-cim-serfdom or no land.lordismr no tenancy

': 'of .rry kind. an6 nb serfs of any kind. He lqaves many questions u.r)?f,isw€T€dr

' 
d.lordism must necessarilY beHe does not teIl his readers (t) ,n:v 1an

rof the E\.rropean kindr to be ea]led landlorrl.ismr (e) why serfd.om cannot

co-exist nith slavery, (3)',*iry conquest cannot 1ead. to superior land riglrts

other than rof tn-e European kind.t, (t+) what was the loeal consequence of

the Benin and Nupe theory that Land. belonged ultimately to the king, which

was i-ti'faet the Erglish feud.al' theory after l,Iitrliam lhe,Conqueroxr

1 rbid..
2 An esta.ie is a permanent,benefit given by a king to ]-ris vassals in exchange

for some obligalion on'thei? part to him, usually military service'

l+ Ili-a. , P" 33, ,.r,

! l*e are informed. that such obligatory,s ervice-'existed. in ilausaland right- 
down to the. 195Os when they weie abolishgd in,consequence of agitation by
the NEPU (Northern Elernents Progpe"ssi-Ve"Unioli):. .

i
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\,rJhilst wg do not r,rant to go into detail in this matter, it must be

pointed out that Goody deliberately ignores the factual field. evidence
prod.uced by lriadel, although he is awa"re of Nadelrs work on Nupe, in ord.er

to establish his theory of Af-ricarr exceptional-ismo

Concerning landlordism and ,tenancy, Nadel d.escribes land.lordism and

serfd.om in Nupe in detail, using rlandlordt, ltenantt and tserf t for
categories rrhich are appropriately so Oesc:iibed" if we stick to econonic

and. social essences;, rThere is no suggestion in l{adel that these categories
have exacti-y the sanie l-egaJ- implications as in Europe.l Darryl Forde also
observed" landlords and. tenants in Yo:rrbaland;

There are several big ]andlords round lbadan, one of the richest
,men in the area rowni-ngt some J0 villages of varying sizes. These
rnen general1y tlend.t their land in smal-I parcels to a number of tenants
rrho give some form of ervice in return, presenting landlords with
gifts at local- festj-vaJ-s, either in pind. or money accord.ing to their
meaflso 2

It is obvious that Ford.e is reporting a situation prior to British rule,
0n the Benin Kingdom, Brad.bury reports:
The full-scale onbgie is the nomina"l owner of the land of the chiefd.om,
In virtue of this he has the kind of politlcal, jud,icial, eooRomic and.
spiritual rights over its people as the Oba excercises in the Benin
Kingd,om... The enigle (p1ura1 - E.T.) have well-defined rights over
property, persons, ard services whj.ch, however, vary from chiefd.om to
chiefdom. Econonie rights everywhere j.nelude a regular tribute of
food.stuffs"". The gn-lgie can call on their subjects to provl.1c labour
for housebuilding and for farming.at the clearing and- harwesting

;seasons" 3 "

Ownership d.oes not have to be absclute. The term includes the
riglit or power to alienate or dispose in one form or other or to deny

access to or the Use of a::. asset. If a group have enough power to denyt
thousand.s of peo#er not only of land but of all property and even the
right to their own labour a.lrd even their lives, ttrat is, if a group have

'1 See S.F. Nadel, A Black Byzantium, 0xford University ?ress, London-Ner,r
York-Toronto, 191+2, pp. 195-2AO.

2 Darryl tr'orde, The Yoruba-spgAb,ing Peoples of South-West Nigeria, Inter-
national- Africarr Institute, Lond"on, 19fr;T

3 R.E. Brad.bury, The Senin KlnFdon:" Intez*atlonaL *ftdcan Institute, Lond.on,
1957, p. 71.
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enough.power to reduce thousand.s to slavery, they have enough or more than

enough plwe1 to turn even morq into serfs.

, ' ffue,'asSociation of serfdorn 'ivith land scarcity,arid slavery with lar:d.

abund.ance is not convincing. Even in Etrrope it is not because land was

..rsca.Iee that feud.alism happengd.. In feudal &rgland with its monorial

landlordiqm, tenarrcy, an$.. self,dem there was plenty of forest land. throughout
, 

:. 
i;i: : .. , 

: . . .. .

the feudal epoch. fn Africa, shifting cultivation denotes abundance of
land,]n eeneral, but i.+ does not.mean that Land. cannot be owned or that
one is {re,e to olr.r,r. or use land anywhere. All sorts of restrictions carr be

imposed" on land usage, d.espite shifting cultivation" Rights of ownership

and control over lxoperty are connected. with power and the nea.ns of power

rather than with the so-called scarcity of that which is possessed of
controlled." The more,plentiful capital becornes in the United States and

other capitalist countries per capita, the more restricted its ownership.

From evidence all over the world our own conclusion is that slavery
a,rrd serfdom are not exclusive but in fact imply certain common cond.itions.
Once the general condj.tions for. clientship or seigneuralship have emerged.

in history slavery and serfdom can coexist for a very long historical
-:rperiod.. In fact, just as wage-labour i-s not a new phenomenon by itself

r.ften it becomes associated. with capitalisra, hdving existed in isolated.

cases j-n earlier social formations, but is only generalised. with new

associations, so also are 1andlordlsm, tena,ncy or serfdom not new in the

feudal ord.er. Landlord.ism only assumes new forms and tenancy and serfdom

become generalised.

Therej were free men both in Benin and ldupe, equivalent to the free
men of me&iaval Europe, men who'were not slaves 1[rr begin with and were

peasants, but who also did not owe to local- chiefs obligations imposecl on

qtherg.- whose eoldilions approximated. to a fo:m of serfd.om. For instance,

many emancipated, slaves did" not have the status reserved for originally
free men. The writing of rowhingt and !1e.pd"l in inverted commas by Fo::c1e

..'...-,i_ -. .:
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shows his awareness that the conditions d.escrj-bec1 were not exactly the same

as in Europe in all 1ega1 details. Conquest and pernanent subjugation

est;r,blish superior rights to land and", in mar:y cases, give rise to one

form of landJordism or other, which mojr 63 may not be associated with
serfd.om.

As for serfd.oro in Europe, several economic and social historians
regard labour obligation to a locaf overlord as its most unequivocal mnxkr

Thus aecordlng to Clapham, 'rweek-work had been so regular a test of
vilLeinaEet' (i.n. serfdom - E,T.) tnat when this labour obligation dis-
appeared, the ',rhole feudal cond.ition ca,'re tumbling dor,un with it"1

In arry case a peasant need not be a seqf of any kind., The so-ca11ec1

peasant lfre.e ment in Europe were not serfs, since they owed no labour

obligations to their overlord"s" Even in Europe a1so, serfdom itself rlras

of different kinds, dependlng on the obligations attached to clientship
to a superiorr' and varied in intensity as the enforement of the obligations
varied accord.ing to the availability of labouro 

,,

Serfd"om varied. not ohly from place to place within the sane country,

not only over ti-me in the sarre country, but also from country to country.

In &udal Russia, for instance, unlike feudal Britain, serfs could be brought
?

4nd sold., could. be gained or lost in card. games or exchamged for d-ogs.-

A11 thls is to say that the::e never was and there is not only one

kind. of peasant: the::e are many kinds. Jt is the tend.ency to identify
peasants with serfdom, especially Etropean manoriaf serfdom, that ca,uses

confusion in the minds of some as tc tl:e existence of a peasantry in l$igeria.

The type and conditj-on of peasants keep,changing as society changes,

'1 See J. Clapha.in, -lL Concise Economic History of B-qile+n, Ctmbridge ilniver-
sity Presg, London, 1!66, p"

2 S€er for instance, Michael W. :in Economic and. Social- Eistr:ry g.f

" 11-13,'1 ^-ldt London, 1

1975, P. 11,
(ed.); kogress Publishers, ivloscowoa1

1/
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Modern industrial society is one whose output of, goods even in
agfipultule is not from peasant fa::urs in so far as this society id ful1y
developed., For instar:ce, in Britain there are no peasant farms and no

peasants. In recent years peasarrt farming and therefore the peasa::ts as
a class have been dj-sappearing rapld.ly in countries like France arrd Japano

In the USSR the peasants are rapidly transfonning into rura! workers with
cond.itions resembling those of urban workers

, r* Asia, Africa, Latin America a,nd. southern Europe tod.ay, society is
t:ransitionaJ- between a trad"itional , mainly agrarj-an, order a:rd a modern

lndustrial ord.er. Agriculture in such a transitional society is still
based largely on peasant farming. The trad.itional parasitic classes are
weakened j-n their control over peasant surpluses, but new classes emerge

who contest for the peasa:rt surpluses. In the main the peasant surpluses
are transfered. tc the rising bourbeoisie or to the state in the so-ca}led.
fmixed economyt of tod.ay to be used. for a wide variety of purposes, more

s'o than to the landed patriarchal oligarchy.

The situation generates a new kind. of difforentiation among the
peasan.bry based on contact vrith the new economy and the transfer of peasar.t
surplusoe to new uses. Those peasant households that are relatively free
anp aple to,do so may embark on new experiments such as using new farming
rnethodsr buying land. for farn expansion, planting of rcash cropsr,
employrnent of l-abour, borrowing of money ior investment in cash crop
.produ'et5.on"- The'si'tuation gives rise to mid"dl-emanship and to rnrch money

lending or tra.ffic i-n money. A stratum of peasants emerges engaged i-n

these processes by which thc ccuntryside meets the challenges of the new

situati on.

A peasant family that is not rich enough tends to be conservative.
The head of the household cannot afford to risk the precarious exj-stence
of his family by experiments in novelty. He, therefore, sticks to traditions.
This accounts for the often remarked conserrratism of the peasantry - whj-ch

*
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means the vast bulk of peasa,nts. Some fa:ni1ies, however, have means beyond.

the bare need.s of su-Tvival. Among these the more d.aring or opportunlstic
ones embark on the new experiments whieh they practiee not without much

hand. twisting of the rest of the peasantry.

There thus en'Erges a distinct stratum of peasants who act as inter-
med.iaries between the trad.itional econony and the modern one, being partly
peasant and partly bourgeois. Well known examples are the yeon:en of

England., the rich peasants of China and the kulaks of Russia, but their
,

kind exist in all less developed comtries especially outside the soeia"fist
world.

Apart from this entrepreneurial stratum of the peasantry, the rest
of the peasants are engaged mainy 1n subsistence agriculture. As private
owncrship of land develops, they become d.ifferentiated. into those with
sufficient l-and. to feed" their fanilles from year to year (mid.d.le peasants)

a^nd. those that lack enough land for subsistence and have to rnake ends meet

by borrowing land on some conditions or by working part time fr:r rich
peasants and. capitalists.

As population increases and. land becomes scarce, as private ownership

and land grabbing by more priviledged" persons d.eveIop, as farming for the

market becornes obligatory owing to roonetizatLon, thus intensifying the need

for capital, as the inflatlon r+hich always accompanies capitalist develop-

ment rr.ns its turtuous course, so d.o rich a.nd midd.le peasant strata clearly
split out, leaving a nass of poor peasants at the bottom of bourgeoisifying
society. It is out of thj.s mass that the proletariat and. the h:mpenprole-

tariat are d.rawn.

A11 these developments are taking place in Nigeria. They are
particularly prominent in the cocoa areas of the Western part of the country.
Here cocoa export has stimulated. private orrrnership, a cash-crop eeonomye

money lend"ing, midd.lemanship, rural wa6e employment, and, along with these,

the d.ifferentiation of the peasantry into rich, midd.le and poor peasant

ffi
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households. Elsewhere in the country, this differentiation is taking placb

but has not yet gone as far, as in the West"

The Nlgerian economy has l.eached a high stage of monetization thanks

to the second. world. war and the post-war boorq. Today petroleum boom is

intensifying the monetization process. Not only the traditiona"l sxport

cash crops aTe producpd for the market these days, but also the so-called"
t: , -

subsistence crops. Rice, Cassava, Ya4sr and even vegetables aJle now
- ------ 

t

increagingly gro,rn fpr ttre markgt. Thj.s aidp along the growing differen-

tiation of the PeasantrY. :

sidebysidewithtlespraw\ing,ifmiserable,peasarrteconomygwe,,
have, of eourser'a few extensive expatriate capitalist plantati-ons' a few

indegenous capitalist fa::ms or small plantations especially in the cocoa

and, rubber producing areas, and a few state farms, now growing in nunber'

The workexs on these farms constitute the rural proletariat pure and simple'

They would number some thousands as a whole as compared with the vast sea

of tens of million of Peasants"


