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Likened to a sudden tsunami, reports of declining staple food availability and the 
possibility of a world food crisis first appeared in the international press in late 2007.1 
Sub-Saharan Africa, with its deepening need for disaster food relief in arid and war-
torn areas, was most vulnerable. The economic viability of western donors‘ food aid 
to the continent was increasingly being stretched. As food riots flared in various Asian 
and Latin American cities, urban food riots also began surfacing in Africa, alongside 
the perennial threat of rural famine.2 
 
Paradoxically, the global food price surge occurred at a time when the United States 
was experiencing a bumper maize harvest and international grain prices had declined 
over the preceding decade.3 A flurry of debate about the causes of the food crisis 
followed, including an article in Monthly Review.4 
 
Largely missing from the press reports and general debate, however, was any 
acknowledgement of three decades of agrarian change in the South, which had 
profoundly altered the nature of global agricultural food production. Much of what was 
headlined as breaking news was, in fact, the logical outcome of already well-
established vulnerabilities that analysts and media observers had failed to note. 
 
The incidence of agrarian upheaval and inadequacy of staple food supplies was most 
acute in Sub-Saharan Africa. The following discussion probes why the fault lines of a 
world food crisis have publicly been recognized only recently, and how African 
smallholder peasant agriculture and the changing character of African staple food 
demand fits into the wider global picture. Why were signs of escalating global food 
supply constraints ignored despite international donor agencies‘ professed concern 
with alleviating African rural poverty? To answer these questions, it is useful to revisit 
the development perspective that prevailed prior to the first global oil crisis in the 
1970s. 
 
Development Discourse Championed African Peasant Farmers 
 
Rural peasantries were a central axis of international donor policy in the post-
independence era. In the new African nation-states, peasant farmers constituted the 
majority of the population. Their political, economic, and cultural influence was 
pervasive throughout the continent, with the exception of South Africa.5 
 
The term ―peasantry‖ is defined here as rural dwellers who occupationally live off the 
land as farmers and/or pastoralists combining subsistence and commodity 
production. Socially they group in family units that form the nucleus for organizing 
production, in addition to consumption, human reproduction, socialization, welfare, 
and risk-spreading. They form a class externally subordinated to state authorities as 
well as regional and international markets. They tend to be associated with localized 
village community life and traditional conformist attitudes.6 
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In Sub-Saharan Africa, European colonial annexation in the late nineteenth century 
molded the multitude of different agrarian, pastoralist, and occasionally even hunter-
gatherer groups into peasant producers largely through the imposition of residential 
hut and poll taxes. This forced rural producers to earn cash for tax payment, 
generating the foundations for the continent‘s agricultural export economy based on 
the beverage crops of coffee, cocoa, and tea and several food and fiber crops 
including peanuts, cashew nuts, tobacco, sugar, and cotton. 
 
Peasant cash crop producers provided the political force behind the national 
independence movements that swept the African continent in the 1950s and formed 
the foundation for the economies of the newly independent countries that came into 
being in the 1960s. During that decade African countries‘ economic performance was 
promising. African and Asian countries were parts of the ―third world‖ destined for 
eventual achievement of the first world‘s higher standards of living. 
 
Western donor agencies actively supported health, education, and infrastructure 
programs deliberately targeted at rural rather than urban areas. A severe famine in 
the Sahel in the early 1970s underscored the importance of food security as a 
prerequisite for development. Hence UN agencies and bilateral donors prioritized the 
modernization of peasant agriculture. The success of Green Revolution investments 
in raising rice and wheat yields in South Asia during the 1960s led African 
governments and donors to put a great deal of effort into developing staple food 
improvement packages, especially for maize. Beginning in the 1970s, peasant 
farmers in many African countries participated in subsidized fertilizer and seed 
programs and began to experience increasing yields.7 
 
The Aftermath of the Oil Crisis 
 
The improving staple food yields, however, were short-lived. In the mid-1970s, the 
economic shock of the oil crises undermined African peasants‘ prospects and their 
national economies. Most African governments had established state enterprises to 
market the widely fluctuating stocks of commercial staple food crops produced by 
peasants. Peasant farmers in many countries had received fixed returns regardless 
of their distance from urban centers of staple food demand. This, in addition to 
peasant farmers‘ subsidized crop input packages, had created incentives for peasant 
grain production. But at the time of the oil crisis, as the cost of surface transport 
escalated, state finances became severely stretched. This marked a turning point in 
the tripartite relationship between peasant producers, state infrastructure providers, 
and the global market. 
 
Peasant households were scattered throughout the length and breadth of an 
immense continent. Rising oil prices quickly undermined the competitiveness of their 
agricultural exports, which had to be transported exceptionally long distances to 
ports. Many African governments found it cheaper to rely on foreign imports of maize, 
rice, and wheat to feed the cities.8 
 
Meanwhile, African governments became heavily indebted. By the end of the 1970s 
most were forced to seek debt financing from the IMF. In doing so, the World Bank 
and IMF gained leverage and eventually the lead in African policy formulation, a lead 
that African governments, in the main, have failed to regain. In the context of 
emerging neoliberal ideology, connected with the rise of Reagan and Thatcher on the 
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world stage, the World Bank diagnosed that the continent‘s decline was due to the 
over-involvement of African states in their economies. Structural adjustment 
programs (SAPs) had the two-pronged agenda of reducing the role of the state in the 
economy and cutting back on state-provisioned infrastructure and services. 
 
SAPs spelled the end of attempts to raise peasants‘ staple food yields. Fertilizer and 
seed subsidy packages were retracted. FAO statistics in chart 1 show an upward 
trend in grain output on a par with South Asia, which then leveled off in the 1980s—
while South Asian yields continued to increase—as subsidized crop input programs 
collapsed and yields on unfertilized soils declined.9 Peasant farmers, having seen 
the difference that fertilizer application could make, deeply resented this setback, 
blaming the state for the removal of subsidies. Subsidies and support for export crops 
were similarly affected. Economic liberalization policies enforced by international 
financial institutions led to the dismantling of the market and productive service 
infrastructure that had ensured timely marketing and crop quality control for Africa‘s 
major cash crop exports since the colonial period.10 African peasant farmers‘ output 
of export crops eroded significantly. 
 
Chart 1. African cereal yields in comparison with other regions 

 
Source: FAO 
statistics cited in 
WDI 

indicators, 2009, http://publications.worldbank.org/WDI. 
 
Double Standards in World Agriculture 
 
The 1980s are considered to be Africa‘s lost decade. Cutbacks in rural health, 
education, and especially agricultural support programs produced a widespread 
malaise. Western donors seemed oblivious to SAP policies‘ impact on peasant 
producers. In effect, structural adjustment short-circuited the African agricultural 
efforts that the donors had previously initiated in collaboration with African 
governments. Aid disbursement to agriculture declined precipitously in the 1990s.11 
 
A long-term decline in the terms of trade for agricultural exports accompanied the 
decline in agricultural investment. In OECD countries, the falling prices were offset by 
extremely high levels of agricultural subsidy to farmers advantaging them relative to 
developing country farmers.12  Most recently, the growth and concentration of private 
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agro-industrial enterprises has impacted commodities, rural labor, and, increasingly, 
land markets. The use of biotechnology, global value chains, supermarket trade 
channels, and just-in-time production have spread.13 In the face of these tendencies, 
African peasants‘ more remote locations and smaller scale of production made it 
more difficult for them to meet market specifications for increased regularity of sales 
and product standardization.14 
 
These trends have widened the productivity gap between smallholder and large-
scale production.15 Large-scale farmers not only have more land, but far more 
capital investment, which serves to raise land and labor productivity. There are 
extreme differences between Sub-Saharan Africa where agricultural value added per 
worker16 averages $335 in income as opposed to $39,000 for farmers in the United 
States.17 
 
The highly capitalized, fossil-fuel reliant nature of North American and European 
farmers enables them to out-compete Asian and African farmers in the global market 
for most commercial export crops.18 Displacement of African and Asian farmers in 
commodity markets is inevitable in the absence of increased capital investment in 
their agriculture. As the history of North America, Europe, and Japan demonstrates, 
there may be nothing inherently problematic about such displacement if the 
producers are both willing and able to find viable alternative livelihoods. But given the 
massive numbers of potential ―economically displaced people‖ and the unknown 
consequences of such a historically unprecedented global tidal wave, the belief that 
world commodity markets will eventually optimize production and welfare for the 
world‘s poor has to be treated with skepticism. 
 
The gap in value added between African and Asian farmers and those in the United 
States and Europe is not simply a difference in economic capability and output. Rural 
ways of life, which have evolved over the millennia in Africa, have been finely tuned 
to the local environment, social consensus, and political balance. The undermining of 
the local economies of rural communities due to sudden market shocks or gradually 
worsening terms of trade, market disincentives, and obstacles has already and will 
continue to undermine personal welfare, leading to social upheavals and political 
destabilization. 
 
Peasant Households Respond 
 
Over the last thirty years, Sub-Saharan Africa has experienced a process of 
deagrarianization entailing a reduction of labor directed toward agricultural production 
within peasant households.19 Male household heads‘ decision-making power has 
waned, giving women and youth within rural households more scope for economic 
autonomy. Local social norms are breaking down and inter-household economic 
differentiation is generating winners and losers, corroding the egalitarian legacy of 
tribal and other closely related communities.20 Deagrarianization in rural Africa has 
triggered ―depeasantization‖ as peasant households and communities have lost their 
coherence as social and economic units.21 
 
There has been a surge in a variety of nonagricultural activities, notably trade and 
mining, in place of export crop production. Activities formerly done on a local 
exchange basis or as a contribution to village life are increasingly performed for cash. 
Payment for various categories of family labor has become more common. Wives, as 
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well as youth and even in some cases children, may join male heads of household in 
working for cash. Households have gained multiple income streams, which are not 
always pooled within the household. 
 
Work experimentation is widely prevalent. Engagement in non-agricultural activities is 
no longer reserved for the agricultural off-season. Individuals may pursue two or 
more livelihoods simultaneously or serially switch from one activity to another in a 
process of experimentation, trying to offset losses in one area with gains in another. 
In many rural areas local purchasing power has imposed severe constraints such that 
people, especially youth, are motivated to be more mobile or migrate in order to 
facilitate their trading or other occupational activities. 
 
The upsurge of trading activities and the role of youth and women in trade has 
overturned age-old patterns of the agrarian economy and the traditional transfer of 
farming skills from one generation to the next. In many parts of Africa, non-African 
ethnic minorities—Asians in East Africa and Lebanese in West Africa—have 
historically played a significant role in rural produce marketing. After independence, 
non-African traders tended to be displaced by the establishment of state marketing 
agencies. As these agencies were dismantled under SAPs, African traders gained a 
greater scope for their operations although they were severely hampered by lack of 
capital for investment. As a result, most African rural traders have been restricted to 
easy-entry, overly competitive petty trade with extremely slim margins. 
 
Sometimes, the most lucrative alternative to farming is mining. Employment in large-
scale gold mining in Southern Africa has declined in importance, but the distress of 
continent-wide economic recession during the 1980s prompted many farmers in 
mineral-rich areas to start prospecting for gold, diamonds, and other precious and 
semi-precious stones in and around their villages despite government bans on 
mineral excavation. Small-scale miners proliferated in already well-established 
mining countries like Ghana and Zimbabwe, in countries without a strong historical 
legacy of mining such as Tanzania, and in countries where war-torn circumstances 
propelled growing numbers into lucrative mining as exemplified by Angola, Sierra 
Leone, and the Democratic Republic of Congo. 
 
Rural dwellers‘ efforts to find alternatives to low-yielding commercial agriculture 
generally do not represent an abandonment of agricultural production. Rural 
households retain their foothold in agricultural production to provision their 
subsistence food needs.22 The reality is that alternative non-agricultural livelihoods 
are usually experimental, with the risk of low or even no returns. Reliance on 
subsistence agricultural output is the vital insurance that rural households need to 
undertake their risky economic ventures into the unknown. 
 
Feeding Africa’s Expanding Cities 
 
While rural households try to achieve a balanced portfolio of productive activities, 
with subsistence food production as insurance against failure, no such balancing 
efforts are taking place at the national level. African countries‘ domestic staple food 
markets are getting increasingly less able to meet the rising food demand emanating 
from their rapidly expanding cities. Over the last three decades, Sub-Saharan Africa 
experienced an exceptionally strong urbanizing trend, which, contrary to economic 
models, was not associated with economic growth or industrialization.23 Urban 
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migration is propelled by the push from a declining rural peasant sector rather than 
from the pull of rising urban productivity. Most of Africa‘s urban economic activity is 
taking place in the informal sector, where livelihood experimentation with low and 
uncertain earnings, as described above for rural areas, is the norm. 
 
Not surprisingly, in view of the declining staple food yields of the continent, African 
urbanization has gone hand-in-hand with increasing food imports.24 Wheat, which is 
not a traditional African grain crop, is overwhelmingly consumed in urban settings. Its 
rising import trend mirrors the growth of African urban populations. Maize was not a 
traditional African staple food, but is now grown widely and has become a very 
important component of both rural and urban populations‘ food consumption, 
particularly in East and Southern Africa. While its overall import trend is upward, it is 
subject to variation depending on domestic harvests. 
 
 

Chart 2. Grain imports to Africa, 1970–2006 

 
Source: FAO trade 
statistics, 2009, 

http://faostat.fao.org.  
 
Chart 3. Wheat 
imports, 1970–
2006 
 
Source: FAO 
trade statistics, 
2009, 
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Economic liberalization policies of the 1990s and the implementation of the WTO 
Agreement on Agriculture have had a marked impact on food import patterns. For 
example, in Senegal and Tanzania there has been strong growth in imported rice and 
wheat mainly to supply urban areas. The surge in Tanzanian wheat imports is 
particularly striking (see chart 3). The ―upgrading‖ of urban diets with ―preferred‖ 
cereals, as opposed to local grains and root crops, greatly increases dependence on 
imported food, which has to be purchased with African nations‘ scarce foreign 
exchange. When international staple food prices rise dramatically, as they did in 
2008, urban food crisis and food riots can spread rapidly in cities where there is little 
or no recourse to domestic farm production. 
 
Coming Full Circle: Potential Consequences of Another Fuel-cum-Food Crisis 
in the Twenty-First Century 
 
It is not coincidental that a spate of African urban food riots coincided with the 
sudden spike in international oil prices in 2008.25 Bulky staple food supplies are 
liable to incur high transport costs. The oil price has since receded and international 
staple food prices have eased, but the likelihood of future dramatic price surges for 
essential commodities does not auger well for the future of African food security.26 
Comparing the 1970s with the present, it is readily apparent that the state of African 
agriculture is far worse now. The continent‘s smallholder peasantries have been 
weakened for decades by a lack of agricultural investment and poor producer 
incentives. They are producing in an ever-more erratic world economy. Meanwhile, 
the volume of commercial staple food demand has been spurred by rapid 
urbanization, compounded by increasing reliance on foreign importation of rice and 
wheat as urban dwellers‘ preferences are swayed towards western dietary patterns. 
The preceding graphs and narrative document the eroding economic sustainability of 
African peasant agriculture since the 1970s oil crises. The conclusion that some 
policy analysts and others draw is that smallholder agriculture is exceptionally 
backward and should be replaced by more efficient agriculture. There are different 
visions of agrarian directions, some being more open-ended than others. Paul Collier 
argues for scientifically advanced agriculture using biotechnology.27 The World Bank 
advocates the realization of economies of scale.28 Invariably, these trajectories infer 
extensive displacement of peasant smallholders given their historically 
disadvantaged capital assets. Despite their avowed poverty concerns, African 
government officials and development agencies alike tacitly tend to accept 
smallholder labor displacement as necessary for agricultural modernization. 
Sub-Saharan Africa has never had a period for consolidation of its productive 
capacity and has been continually open to commodity price fluctuations in the global 
economy, buffeted by oil price rises and sharp agricultural commodity price 
fluctuations without the cushion of government subsidy.29 Despite the survival of 
peasant agriculture for millennia, the continent has been witnessing its eclipse ever 
since the 1970s oil crises. African small-scale peasant producers now compete with 
heavily subsidized large-scale, often corporate, industrialized farming in the world 
market. 
 
If it is accepted that African smallholders have faced an exceptionally hostile global 
market and policy context for the last three decades, is it feasible and worthwhile for 
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national governments and donors to try to resuscitate smallholder agricultural 
productive capacity now? 
 
Answering this question requires distinguishing African producers‘ radically different 
circumstances compared to those before the oil crisis. Processes of 
deagrarianization and depeasantization are already advanced in rural areas across 
the African continent. Rural economies are more diversified and trade-oriented. The 
average age of rural farmers has increased as youth have migrated elsewhere to 
pursue non-agricultural activities. Nonetheless, the sense of rural home areas 
continues to prevail not just for emotional reasons, but because migrants are well 
aware of the vital importance of a fallback to agricultural subsistence at their rural 
place of birth. These social affinities and attendant political loyalties have to be taken 
into account in policy formulation. 
 
Despite more than two decades of experimentation with non-agricultural work, rural 
producers face uncertain livelihoods. A laissez-faire perspective, arguing that 
smallholder farmers should simply find work elsewhere and let small-scale agriculture 
disappear, amounts to gross negligence in the absence of any policy provision for 
alternative non-agricultural employment. The politically destabilizing effects of 
agrarian labor displacement in economies without established industrial growth 
trajectories or other alternative employment opportunities militate for concerted 
efforts to raise smallholders‘ productivity. This requires research, on-the-ground 
assistance, and infrastructure investment. Historically, peasantries have formed the 
demographic, cultural, and political bulwark of African nation-states, providing the 
ethical and social foundations upon which national stability has rested. Thus for the 
sake of human welfare, agricultural productivity, and national stability, smallholder 
agriculture is preferable to large-scale, highly capitalized agriculture. 
 
Government and donor policies that serve to consolidate large-scale agriculture at 
the expense of smallholder agriculture have heavy costs globally for three main 
reasons. First, the world‘s oil production is now peaking amidst rising oil demand 
from Asia. Expanding long-distance value chains and large-scale agriculture, which 
rely heavily on oil, do not augur well for energy conservation. Large-scale agriculture 
is exceptionally energy-intensive and relies on the transport of commodities over 
exceptionally long distances. 
 
Second, experts are increasingly concerned with the disease hazards of large-scale 
intensive factory farming as exemplified by the avian influenza virus and its link to 
intensively farmed poultry. It has been observed that while factory production of 
animals is often associated with the source of such viruses, it is the large-scale 
farms‘ proximity to small-scale producers, lacking sufficient bio-safety measures, 
which fans the spread of such disease. In the longer term, the incidence of disease in 
intensive farming could be compounded by the temperature changes and 
unpredictable and erratic weather associated with global warming. 
 
Third, given the uncertain course of global warming on Africa‘s weather patterns, 
intensive large-scale farming is an especially high-risk form of agriculture that 
concentrates reliance on a restricted number of plant and animal species. The crop 
biodiversity offered by extensive small-scale farming is likely to be at much lower risk 
for ensuring a continuous supply of food for the global population. 
 



In the World Bank‘s World Development Report 2008 the market is posited as the 
arbiter. Smallholder farmers who cannot meet the rigors of the global market are 
exhorted to achieve economies of scale through producer organizations, which are 
deemed to facilitate their ability to meet the delivery specifications of global value 
chains. Failing this, they should seek alternatives, namely contract farming, wage 
labor with large-scale agricultural units, or employment outside the agricultural sector.  
 
The latter group will engage in rural nonagricultural income-generating activities or 
alternatively, migrate to urban areas. The World Bank along with other donors 
advocate social protection policies that serve as safety nets to alleviate the losers‘ 
inevitable economic misery. 
 
Fortunately, since publication of the World Development Report 2008 it appears that 
the global food price scare has inadvertently served as a wake-up call for western 
donors. The World Bank, the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), and many 
other multilateral and bilateral donors are now in the process of distancing 
themselves from the extreme neoliberal position. The FAO is now taking the lead in 
urging massive investment in smallholder agriculture, acknowledging the importance 
of the staple food-producing capacity of peasant agriculture.30 
 
In a better-late-than-never attempt to resuscitate the African agricultural advances 
that SAPs short-circuited in the 1980s, donors are now scrambling to think of ways of 
boosting smallholder agriculture.31 The Gates Foundation‘s Alliance for a Green 
Revolution in Africa (AGRA) program is mobilizing to invest heavily in improving 
agricultural research, extension, and input packages for African smallholders. It is too 
early to evaluate the program and its impact on small-scale African agriculture. 
However various environmental and social activists suspect that AGRA investments 
are intended to create new markets for western chemical and agro-industries, 
encouraging African farmers‘ dependence on non-sustainable agricultural inputs and 
favoring larger more entrepreneurial farmers at the expense of others. Certainly, 
there is a need to be cautious and to ensure that the recommended inputs and 
practices are carefully researched and environmentally suitable for their target areas. 
Environmentally sound practices (including organic) are central to any long-term and 
sustainable solution to food production and national food security. However, it would 
be a mistake to hold back the long-delayed investment in research and extension, 
now beginning to be offered to African smallholders, which may fall short of 
environmental sustainability goals. All efforts are needed at present and they should 
be seen as complementary rather than competing with one another. African farmers, 
who have been deprived of research, extension, and marketing support for decades, 
are eager to increase their yields and sustainability. They are in the best position to 
experiment with what works for them. 
 
African producers have demonstrated enormous productivity and creativity in non-
agricultural activities. These should be supported with policies aimed at non-
agricultural skill training and efforts directed at building stronger linkages between 
agriculture and non-agricultural activities in the rural areas. Much of the viability of 
rural non-agricultural activities relies on a thriving agricultural sector to provide both 
purchasing power and inputs for non-agricultural activities. Farming remains the vital 
material foundation upon which the poor can engage in non-agricultural 
experimentation. 
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Conclusion 
 
Contrary to the view that peasant smallholders are backward, unproductive 
agricultural producers representing an archaic way of life, the preceding sections 
have argued that rural trends over the last three decades have affirmed the ingenuity 
and determination of diversifying small-scale rural producers, even in circumstances 
of protracted capital and infrastructural deprivation. In the current international 
financial crisis and hiatus in lending, it is doubtful that the world‘s population at large 
could survive such draining circumstances with the fortitude that African farming 
households under analogous circumstances have endured for three decades. They 
managed to do so because their subsistence food production provided them with a 
means of survival independent of reliance on markets. Ironically this subsistence 
component of their livelihoods is what generally evokes the most criticism and 
derision by western and educated African commentators. In an age of global financial 
crises, perhaps African smallholders‘ economic wisdom directed at combining 
conservative staple food survival strategies with highly adaptive and flexible 
commercial livelihoods can finally be appreciated. 
 
The food price scare has dramatized the issues. There is a realization on the part of 
western donors that declining numbers of small-scale African farmers and rising 
amounts of African food aid and urban food importation constitute a precarious 
economic and political situation. A supply-side perspective arguing for ―large-scale 
agriculture for economic efficiency‖ is beginning to be challenged by the demand side 
and an outlook that reaches beyond poverty alleviation toward durable poverty 
eradication. 
 
Ironically, much Western donor intervention over the last three decades has 
undermined the food-producing capabilities of the African continent. SAPs starved 
the peasant sector of capital investment and productive infrastructure, and economic 
liberalization exposed a weakened smallholder sector to competition from highly 
subsidized large-scale Northern farmers, while encouraging staple food import 
dependency in African cities as well as migration to the cities. Perhaps the shock of 
the global food price and financial crises will open African governments to the view 
that African smallholder peasants have agricultural potential and will impart caution 
against trusting everything to the market. The continent needs enlightened donors 
and African governments willing to substitute food aid and food imports for equitable 
investments in African smallholder agriculture. 
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