Journal of Historical Sociology Vol. 1 No. 4 December 1988
ISSN 0952-1909

Why is there no agrarian capitalism in
Nigeria?

GAVIN WILLIAMS

Abstract It is widely assumed that the development of commodity production in
agriculture will necessarily lead to the displacement of peasant producers by more
strictly capitalist forms of production. I argue that no such transition can be assumed
in general, nor can it be shown to be occurring in Nigeria. The first section identifies
the various ways in which the peasantry are said to be transformed along capitalist
lines. The second section examines conditions under which agrarian capitalism has
been established. both in Europe and in Africa. It discusses attempts by governments
and capitalists to subordinate peasant producers in Africa to their direction. The third
section examines attempts to establish plantations, capitalist farms and state farms
in Nigeria and considers what light evidence of inequalities among peasant
households sheds on the possible emergence of capitalist producers from among the
peasantry. It discusses whether rural development projects are likely to transform
peasant production along capitalist lines and/or subordinate peasants to the
requirements of capital and the stafe. I conclude that state support has provided
niches for capitalist farming, but that Nigerian agriculture is not being transformed
along capitalist lines and that both capital and the state have found it difficult to
subordinate peasant producers to their direction.

I. Theories regarding Capitalism and the Peasantry

Capitalists and Agriculture

Like Simmel’s classic question about the absence of socialism in the
United States, this question presupposes that, that, as commodity
production expands in the countryside, capitalist relations of
production will develop there. In its simplest version, a combination
of entrepreneurial initiative and economies of scale will enable better
off farmers to expand their holdings and to displace poor farmers,
who will be transformed into an ‘allotment-holding’ proletariat,
supplying cheap labour to their proto-capitalist neighbours (Lenin
1899:172-87). Such an expectation runs against numerous
historical examples of the ability of family farms to perpetuate
themselves as the predominant form of farming enterprise, and of the
difficulties of organising agricultural production on the basis of
employing wage labour, even in otherwise thoroughly capitalist
econornies.

The ‘transition to capitalism’ in the countryside may take other
forms. Lenin (1908) distinguished the ‘American’ path, in which
capitalist enterprises supposedly emerge from family farms, from the
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“‘Junker’ path, in which ‘landlords’ employing serfs converted
themselves into capitalists employing wage workers. An alternative
possibility is for an urban bourgeoisie, deriving its wealth from
commerce or political or public office to invest in food and crop
production to take control of lucrative markets (de Janvry 1981: 109,
1321).

Capitalists may seek to profit from agriculture without taking over
the business of production themselves. In the first instance, this
simply means trading in agricultural commodities and in producing
and trading the goods bought by farmers. Traders can appropriate
monopoly profits if they can control the prices at which farmers sell
their produce, and/or the prices at which they buy commodities. One
possible way of doing this is for traders to make farmers depend on
them for credit, for consumption needs or to meet production costs,
in return for later delivering their produce to their creditor at a low,
fixed price?. However, it is difficult for private traders to enforce such
monopsonies, since farmers must be prevented from selling to other
traders at a better price, or without repaying their loans.

Capitalists can dictate terms to rural producers if they can control
the conditions of production, as well as the terms of trade, of rural
producers. This can be done where the product has to be processed
before consumption, so that the sugar miller or cotton ginner can, in
the absence of effective competition, lay down the price of the
produce. If the price falls too low, farmers can still switch to other
crops or withhold their produce from the market. If, in addition, the
capitalist controls access to land or irrigation water, he can require
farmers to grow the crop he buys. He may further require the use of
particular inputs, which he supplies, and even specific methods of
production. Capitalists depend on state agencies to enforce their
claims to property in land, the recovery of debts, purchasing
monopsonies and the exclusion of recalcitrant tenants from ‘their’
land. Such necessary collusion is facilitated by joint ventures with
the state, in which the state, for example, acquires a monopoly of the
export of the crop or pays for and administers an irrigation scheme
(Williams 1976: 149).

In all of these cases, capital seeks to control the conditions under
which rural people produce commodities, either directly by
employing them as wage workers or indirectly by controlling the
means of production and distribution of peasant producers. Such
control is never complete and always difficult to enforce. Workers and
peasants offer both overt resistance, such as strikes, or hold-ups of
produce, and covert forms of resistance, such as poor work, thetft,
harming stock or ‘desertion’ from employment by labourers, selling
produce illegally or diverting irrigation water to unapproved Crops.
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Peasants and Capitalism

Peasants are commonly defined as a ‘transitional’ class (Saul and
Woods 1971: 107; Deere and de Janvry 1979: 610). Specifically,
peasant agriculture is assumed to be in transition to capitalism, in
one form or another. The one alternative is for the state to step in and
take over the business of production directly, or the conditions of
peasant production or marketing, thus bypassing capitalism in
favour of a transition to ‘socialism’, or complementing it by forms of
state capitalism. Either way, peasants are on their way out.

Such a transition is rarely complete. Indeed, for a class on the way
out, peasants have been around for a very long time. They continue
to exist in advanced capitalist and state socialist societies as well as
in underdeveloped countries. They have not proved easy to
‘capture™, whether through the market or by the state. In what sense,
then, are they ‘transitional’? Since peasants are, by definition, ‘in
transition’ they are to be understood not as what they are but as what
they are becoming. In this view, actual peasant communities
exemplify, in an imperfect form, the ‘logic’ of capitalism and thus of
their subordination to its requirements.

Most peasant households live in unequal communities.
Households do not only use family labour. They hire labour in to
supplement family resources, and rent out some of their labour-
power for wages. They must earn cash to meet many of their
consumption needs, tax obligations and production costs and often
depend on credit to meet their cash needs for at least part of the year.
Each of these phenomena - inequality, wage employment,
dependence on the market and need for credit — may be interpreted
as evidence for the tendency towards capitalism among the peasantry
(Lenin 1899:ch.2). Following the metaphysics of Aristotle and the
logic of Hegel, the actual phenomena are explained teleologically by
the pure and complete forms which they only manifest imperfectly.

If wereject such idealist ways of reasoning, other possibilities arise.
Peasants may continue to exist within capitalist, and socialist,
societies. Inequalities within and between households, the
employment of wage labour alongside family labour, production for
the market and the use of credit may be recognised as features of the
peasantry, living within capitalist societies but organising their
production along principles different from capitalist enterprises
(Williams 1976: 144-5). The question then becomes, not ‘what form
does the transition to capitalism and elimination of the peasantry
take?’ but, ‘under what conditions will peasant producers reproduce
themselves as a class?’ and ‘what are the conditions necessary for the
establishment and reproduction of capitalist enterprises?’ or ‘for the
subordination of production by peasants to the dictates of capital?’
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