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Introductory 
This paper is a part of the work-in-progress on the political economy of neo-liberalism in 
Tanzania. It is adapted from the draft first chapter exploring the state-of-the-art on the African 
debates on development from the standpoint of political economy. Enmeshed as it is in the 
worldwide capitalist economy, the Tanzanian political economy cannot be understood outside 
the global processes of capital accumulation, which drive it. The current social and economic 
debates are very much grounded in monetarist approaches. We thus have had to make a detour 
in section 1 to explain some basic categories of radical political economy, which are the 
building blocks of our conceptual framework.  

1.1 The driving forces of capitalism 
Capitalism remains the dominant world system. To understand it, we have to begin with the 

elementary categories of capitalist accumulation as our point of departure. ‘Accumulate, 

accumulate! That is Moses and the prophets!’ (Marx 1867:5581). Accumulation of capital 

augments growth. It is at the heart of the development of the capitalist system. It is the motive 

force of capitalism. Accumulation assumes production of surplus product for it is that part of 

the surplus product that is not consumed. ‘The surplus product is that part of the total output 

of an economy that is in excess of what is needed for reproducing and replenishing the labor, 

tools, materials, and other inputs used or used up in production.’ (Bowles et al 2005:93). If 

accumulation is the motive force of capitalism, the driving force of the system is the 

generation of surplus product, or what under capitalism is called surplus value. Neither the 

process of generating surplus value nor the process of accumulation can function without a 

force outside the process of production and accumulation, which creates the conditions for 

and maintains, regulates, protects, and justifies the system of generating and accumulating 

surplus value. That force is the State. The State is the organised force of society, which 

commands the monopoly of (legitimate) violence. The State is not only the mid-wife, which 

delivered capitalism to the world and created the original or initial conditions of the system, 

but continues to play a central and decisive role in its reproduction.  

                                                 
1 Page numbers are from the hardcover edition published by Progress Publishers, Moscow, which is not dated.  
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On the surface, however, capitalism does not appear as a system of generating and 

accumulating surplus value. Rather it appears as a system of buying and selling commodities 

driven by the forces of the market, or, Adam Smith’s ‘invisible hand’. It was for political 

economy, both classical and particularly Marxist, to reveal the underlying laws of motion of 

the system. Thus the total product of society that appears as a collection of commodities, or, 

in value terms, the aggregate value of those commodities, embodies in it three components. 

These are constant capital (c), variable capital (v) and surplus value (s). Constant capital refers 

to that portion of the total value which is used to replenish the ‘tools, materials, and other 

inputs used or used up in production’ while variable capital is that portion which is used to 

replenish labour. In the conventional mainstream economics, these are roughly equivalent to 

depreciation and wages respectively. Surplus value refers to that portion of value that is extra, 

not paid for. It is produced in the process of production but is realised on the market. Surplus 

value appears as the incomes of non-producing classes like profits, rent, interest, etc. Indeed, 

the generation of surplus value is the driving force of the system and raison d’etre for 

producing commodities in the first place.  

Mainstream economics deals with appearances, the commodity. Its various categories are 

rooted in the institution of the circulation of commodities, that is, the market, – prices, 

interest, rate of exchange, supply, demand, etc. These categories do not allow us to go beyond 

what appears on the surface to the underlying system of production. The latter is the task of 

political economy. Political economy gives us the ‘bigger picture’. Who produces, who 

appropriates, and how the surplus product is disposed of are the big questions of political 

economy. Classical and Marxist political economy went further than simply developing 

abstract categories – capital, surplus value, accumulation, necessary product etc. Abstraction 

is a method of scientific analysis. It gives us the theory to understand and explain our concrete 

reality. It is not a description of that reality. The categories/concepts of analysis are abstracted 

from concrete reality, which is social. Thus what exists in reality is a capitalist, a worker, a 

landlord, not capital, wage or rent. It was the genius of Marx and Engels to develop the 

method of historical materialism, which assists us in discovering, understanding, and 

identifying the movement of social reality embedded in social relations. (Marx 1971 [1859]: 

20-21) 

The concrete form of abstract categories of analysis is expressed in social actors involved in 

historically defined social relations, which determine the nature and character of the 

economic system and the social formation. The division of the social product between the 
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necessary and surplus product, the means by which the surplus product is appropriated from 

the producer, the form it takes, and the manner of its disposal determines the essentials of an 

economic system. How and by who surplus is produced, appropriated and accumulated in 

historically determined relations define the important characteristics of a social formation. 

Focusing on the production and accumulation of surplus thus helps us to understand and 

explain the ‘big picture’, as well as its tendencies and movement over time. Accumulation is 

the sine qua non of expanded reproduction or economic development. Mainstream economists 

narrowly call this economic growth.  

1.2 The rise and fall of development economics 
Development economics was born after World War II with the political liberation of colonised 

countries in the global South. Sometimes it is wrongly linked to the US Marshall Plan for 

Europe, which was strictly a plan for reconstruction rather than development. The true home 

of, and contestations in development economics, later to expand to development studies, as it 

embraced other disciplines and discourses, was the Third World. The post-colonial African 

nationalist leaders, understandably, were pre-occupied with the issue of development. The 

period of their formal colonial occupation was relatively short, less than a century, but unlike 

any other continent, Africa had undergone the devastation of the slave trade for almost four 

centuries, 1450-1850. It was from the ravages of such encounter with the developed world 

that the first generation of African nationalists embarked on the task of nation-building and 

economic development. The task of economic development was not simply one of increasing 

the production of material goods but as Nyerere put it, one of asserting human dignity and 

freedom. The first generation of African nationalists were faced with the twin task of nation-

building and economic development. There was no social class to undertake that task. 

Colonial heritage made sure of that. The “middle-class” that inherited state power on the 

morrow of independence, as Fanon graphically described it, was an ‘underdeveloped middle 

class’.  

It has practically no economic power, and in any case it is in no way 
commensurate with the bourgeoisie of the mother country which it hopes to 
replace. ... The national bourgeoisie of underdeveloped countries is not 
engaged in production, nor in invention, nor building, nor labour; it is 
completely canalized into activities of the intermediary type. ... The 
psychology of the national bourgeoisie is that of the businessman, not that of a 
captain of industry; and it is only too true that the greed of the settlers and the 
system of embargoes set up by colonialism has hardly left them any other 
choice. (Fanon 1963:119-20)  
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Ironically, therefore, the task of national-building and economic development squarely fell on 

the State. One therefore did not need Keynesian theory of an interventionist state, then 

popular in the West, to justify or rationalise the developmental State in Africa (Mkandawire 

2001).  

Poverty, disease, and hunger were defined as national enemies in Tanzania. Human dignity 

and equality could not be attained without development, that is, without raising the standards 

of human well-being and welfare. Forty years later Amrtya Sen was to say something similar 

for which he was awarded a Nobel prize in economics: ‘ … economic unfreedom, in the form 

of extreme poverty, can make a person a helpless prey in the violation of other kinds of 

freedom.’ (quoted in Bowles 2005:89). The pursuit of economic development was the 

preoccupation of independent African governments and the veritable subject of passionate 

debates among academics, intellectuals, and policy pundits. While neo-classical economics 

based on comparative advantage and the efficacy of trade to bring about growth and 

development still held sway with policy consultants, theories around unbridled ‘free markets’ 

did not have the same legitimacy. On the Campus of the University of Dar es Salaam, young 

academics and intellectuals feverishly argued on the paths of economic development and 

nationalist history. The official policy of socialism and self-reliance of the ruling party, 

TANU, declared in the Arusha Declaration in 1967, took academic debates a notch higher 

beyond nation building to the struggle for socialism. Influenced by the Latin American 

dependencia school and Samir Amin’s centre-periphery model, the method of political 

economy was at the heart of analysis. Taking their cue from Hegel’s ‘the truth is the whole’ 

student discussions argued against compartmentalisation of knowledge and for 

interdisciplinary approaches and methods across disciplines. Marxist and neo-Marxist texts 

were read voraciously. Marx, Engels, Amin, Baran, Sweezy, Fanon, and Nkrumah, among 

others, were some of the leading texts of the time. Marx’s method of historical materialism 

occupied a place of pride. Many of these discussions veered towards exposing the drain of 

economic surplus from the periphery and its accumulation in the centre thus developing the 

centre while leaving the periphery underdeveloped. It is difficult to gauge the extent to which 

these academic and intellectual debates impinged on national policymaking. It is certain 

though that many of the participants in the debate went on to occupy important political 

positions and civil service jobs in the country. Students from that generation also imbibed a 

much deeper understanding of the global political economy while absorbing theoretical and 
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analytical tools and frameworks, which allowed them to see capitalism as a worldwide system 

and capitalist accumulation as an integral global process of exploitation. Whatever the 

argument and different schools of thought, no one questioned development (Saul & Cliffe eds. 

1972, Ruhumbika ed. 1974, Tandon ed. 1982, Shivji ed. 1986 (b), Shivji 1993). 

The neoliberal intervention displaced both development economics and methods of political 

economy in favour of Friedman’s monetarism. Neoliberalism has been dubbed a ‘counter-

revolution’ in development economics (Hettne 1990:216). The succinct summary of 

neoliberalism is Friedman’s own: ‘To the free man, the country is the collection of individuals 

which compose it. … The scope of government must be limited … to preserve law and order, 

to enforce private contracts, to foster competitive markets … ‘ (quoted in ibid:215). In one 

stroke, the neoliberal prescription demolished the idea of a developmental state in the South 

and a Keynesian interventionist state in the North. An unfettered free market does not exist 

anywhere; it is the figment of a liberal’s imagination. Behind the invisible hand of the market 

lies the visible fist of the State. For an invisible hand of the market to exist, one needs to have 

a blind eye. In Africa, as was the case in Tanzania, the importance of the prescription for state 

withdrawal laid not so much in unleashing markets but rather in setting free the forces of 

untrammelled accumulation by dispossession. Just as neoliberalism buried Keynesian 

economics in the centre, so it declared development economics in the periphery dead.  

The first experiment with neoliberalism was Chile under Pinochet’s junta, which overthrew a 

popularly elected socialist President, Salvador Allende, with the support of Chilean business 

elites backed by the CIA and the US Secretary of State Henry Kissinger. Pinochet’s economic 

programme was crafted and led by economists based at the private Catholic University at 

Santiago, the so-called ‘Chicago boys’.2 These Chilean economists had been trained with US 

funds at the University of Chicago as part of the Cold War programme ‘to counteract left-

wing tendencies in Latin America.’ (Harvey 2005:8). What they did in Chile finds echoes in 

much of Africa today, including Tanzania. 

Working alongside the IMF, they restructured the economy according to their 
theories. They reversed the nationalizations and privatized public assets, 
opened up natural resources (fisheries, timber etc.) to private and unregulated 
exploitation (in many cases riding roughshod over the claims of indigenous 
inhabitants), privatized social security, and facilitated foreign direct investment 
and freer trade. The right of foreign companies to repatriate profits from their 
Chilean operations was guaranteed. Export-led growth was favoured over 
import substitution. (Harvey ibid: 8) 
 

                                                 
2 So-called because of their adherence to neoliberal theories taught by Friedman at the University of Chicago. 
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Ronald Reagan in the US (who was inspired by Milton Friedman) and Margaret Thatcher in 

Britain (who was inspired by Hayek) became the flag-bearers of neoliberalism (Toussaint 

1999:180-83).3 At the Cancun conference in October 1981, which had been called to discuss 

development problems, ‘the neoliberal philosophy was translated into ‘global Reaganomics’, 

while the Keynesian strategy contained in the Brandt report (which originally was meant to 

provide a framework for the discussion) was tacitly buried.’ (Hettne 1990:216) Nyerere had 

supported the Brandt Commission (1980), in which his finance minister, Amir Jamal, was a 

member. Nyerere had gone to Cancun still harbouring hope that even if the right-wing Regan 

took a stubborn position, some of his (Nyerere’s) social-democratic friends in the North 

would support the aspirations of the South, embodied in the new international economic 

order. But the 1981 Cancun was a turning point in North-South relations. It was the beginning 

of belligerent and undisguised neoliberalism on world scale. Reflecting on it some years later, 

Nyerere could not hide his disappointment. 

It was all very revealing… . The other members from the North at Cancun, at 
least some elements of them, agreed with much of what we had been talking 
about … We from the South thought that even if we cannot persuade Reagan, 
the rest of them who agreed with us would go ahead. What was very revealing, 
and very depressing was that after Regan said ‘no’ the other leaders from the 
North said that was the end. (Third World Network 2003)  
 

Neoliberalism, embedded in the so-called Washington consensus, which is renewed every 

year in the world’s most undemocratic forum, the World Economic Forum at Davos, 

substantially became the policy of the IMF and the World Bank. The ‘consensus’ was 

unrelentingly, and often, coercively rammed down the throats of African governments in the 

structural adjustment programmes (SAPs). Neoliberalism was a response to the failure of 

Keynesianism in the West and the crisis of overaccumulation, as we shall see. What we need 

to explore is what it meant for accumulation and development in Africa. This is dealt with in 

the following sections. 

1.3 Imperialist Accumulation under Globalised Neoliberalism 

1.3.1 Primitive accumulation 
In political economy, Marx said, ‘primitive accumulation plays … about the same part as 

original sin in theology.’ (Marx 1867:667) Primitive accumulation refers to the original 

                                                 
3 Both Friedman and Hayek were the supporters of the Chilean dictator Pinochet. In answer to a journalist on 
Pinochet’s dictatorship in 1981, Hayek said: ‘A dictator may rule in a liberal way, just as it [is] possible for a 
democracy to rule without the slightest liberalism. My personal preference is for a liberal dictatorship rather than 
a democratic government thoroughly lacking in liberalism’ (quoted in Toussaint 1999:182) 
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process by which the conditions of the process of capitalist accumulation are created. 

Capitalist production assumes a set of people with capital/money on the one hand, and another 

set of people who have nothing else to subsist and reproduce themselves except their own 

human energy or muscle power, on the other. Nature did not produce property-less labourers 

on one side and owners of property on the other. They had to be created. Producers had to be 

expropriated from their means of production. This process of separation of producers from 

their means of production is the historical process of primitive accumulation. In England, the 

enclosure movement by which peasants were expelled from their lands becoming proletarians 

was the process of primitive accumulation. The expropriation of agricultural producers helped 

to dissolve feudal relations in which the peasant was tied to land. In itself, it did not create an 

industrial capitalist; it only created the possibility for money capital to transform itself into 

industrial capital. The genesis of industrial capital had its own forms of primitive 

accumulation (ibid.: ch.xxxi). In this, the previous accumulation of values worldwide through 

the commercial empire played an important role. This included the looting of treasures from 

the Americas (Galeano 1971) and the looting of people from Africa as slaves to work on the 

plantations of the Americas. Eric Williams (1964) describes the process and the role of 

slavery in the development of industrial capitalism in Europe, particularly England. Marx 

graphically sums up what he called the ‘momenta of primitive accumulation’.  

The discovery of gold and silver in America, the extirpation, enslavement and 
entombment in mines of the aboriginal population, the beginning of the 
conquest and looting of the East Indies, the turning of Africa into a warren for 
the commercial hunting of black-skins, signalling the rosy dawn of the era of 
capitalist production. These idyllic proceedings are the chief momenta of 
primitive accumulation.  (ibid.:703).  

The processes of historical primitive accumulation have been described for Africa in a number 

of studies (see, for example, Davidson 1961/1971, Rodney 1972). We need not go into details. 

Suffice to say that while Marx graphically described the role of primitive accumulation from 

the peripheries, including Africa, he did not have a full-blown theory of imperialism. In fact, 

he saw the march of European capital into these continents, however brutal it was, a means by 

which the backward forms of production and society would be brought into the age of modern 

capitalism, and therefore, progressive.4 It was for Rosa Luxembourg to deploy the concept of 

primitive accumulation to explain imperialism. 

                                                 
4 Warren (1982) used this argument to develop his controversial thesis on ‘imperialism as a pioneer of 
capitalism’ and therefore progressive in the 1970s.  
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Luxembourg did not specifically set out to develop a theory of imperialism in her The 

Accumulation of Capital (1963, [1913] also see Luxembourg and Bukharin 1972). Her main 

concern was to show that the closed, two-class (capitalists/workers) system that Marx 

assumed for explaining capitalism led to a crisis of oversupply of commodities which could 

not be sold for lack of effective demand. This meant that capital could not realise surplus 

value. This leads capital to trade with non-capitalist formations and if the latter were reluctant, 

they would be forced to open up. There have been severe theoretical criticisms of 

Luxembourg’s underconsumptionist thesis. It is not necessary for us to go into that. What is 

important for us here is to underscore her two major propositions: one, that the process of 

primitive accumulation is not simply historical, but continues contemporaneously with the 

development of capitalism, specifically in the periphery; and second that the system of 

capitalism has always been worldwide. ‘Capital needs the means of production and the labour 

power of the whole globe for untrammelled accumulation; it cannot manage without the 

natural resources and the labour power of all territories.’ (Luxembourg 1963:365) In this 

regard, she pointed out the dual character of capital accumulation.  

One concerns the commodity market and the place where surplus value is 
produced  - the factory, the mine, the agricultural estate. Regarded in this light 
accumulation is purely economic process, with its most important phase a 
transaction between the capitalist and the wage labourer …. Here, in form at 
any rate, peace, property and equality prevail, and the keen dialectics of 
scientific analysis were required to reveal how the right of ownership changes 
in the course of accumulation into appropriation of other people’s property, 
how commodity exchange turns into exploitation, and equality becomes class 
rule. The other aspect of the accumulation of capital concerns the relations 
between capitalism and the non-capitalist modes of production which start 
making their appearance on the international stage. Its predominant methods 
are colonial policy, an international loan system – a policy of spheres of 
interest – and war. Force, fraud, oppression, looting are openly displayed 
without any attempt at concealment, and it requires an effort to discover within 
this tangle of political violence and contests of power the stern laws of the 
economic process. 

The two tendencies of capital accumulation, that is, that of accumulating surplus value 

produced in the process of production (expanded reproduction) by economic means, and that 

of appropriating values from outside the capitalist production process (primitive 

accumulation) by extra-economic force commonly characterise accumulation in the periphery 

dominated by peasant forms of production, as we shall see. Whereas for Luxembourg the 

second aspect related only to the relation between the capitalist and non-capitalist modes on 

the international stage, which continues to this day, primitive accumulation continues also 
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within many countries of the periphery internally as well. Indeed, what partly defines the 

disarticulated form of accumulation in the latter is the dominance of the second tendency. To 

explain what he calls accumulation by dispossession under neoliberalism, David Harvey 

(2003, 2005) has very perceptively used Rosa Luxembourg’s proposition of the continued 

existence of primitive forms of accumulation. We will discuss this presently but first let us 

look at Lenin’s theory of imperialism based on overaccumulation. 

1.3.2 Industrial and financial overaccumulation 
Drawing on Hobson and Hilferding, Lenin was among the first of Marxist writers to develop a 

theory of capitalist imperialism (1966 [1917]). His argument was that imperialism, which 

began in the last quarter of the 19th century, grew specifically out of the capitalist system. It 

was in other words a logical working out of the tendencies inherent in capitalism. Marx had 

shown that with the rising organic composition of capital (that is more constant as compared 

to variable capital) there was a tendency for the rate of profit to fall. Thus, capitalism finds 

itself with surplus capital, not an absolute surplus, but surplus at a certain rate of profit. 

Hence, there is the push to export capital to areas where higher rates of profit can be obtained.  

Lenin posited five characteristics of imperialism.  

1) The rise of monopolies with the concentration of production and capital. So at the base 

of imperialism lies monopoly capitalism.  

2) The merger of bank and industrial capital giving rise to ‘finance capital’ and on the 

basis of this finance capital the creation of a financial oligarchy. 

3) Export of capital, as opposed to the export of commodities takes on greater 

importance. 

4) International monopolies combine and divide up the world among themselves.  

5) The territorial division of the world by great capitalist powers is completed. 

While there have been many writings since and modification of Lenin’s theory, his basic 

thesis on the tendency for the concentration, centralisation, and overaccumulation of capital 

underlying imperialism remains valid to this day.5 In fact, in many ways the features he 

described have intensified manifold since his days. Both export of capital in search of high 

profits and export of commodities (markets) for realisation of profits continues. While it is 

                                                 
5 For the debates of the 1970s on imperialism, see Baran 1957, Baran and Sweezy 1966, Owen and Sutcliffe 
1972.  
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true that there are more capital and commodity flows among developed countries of the centre 

then between the centre and the periphery, they are of a different kind. Capital flows among 

the countries of the centre are more integrative – that is the process is one of averaging out of 

rates of profit – while between the centre and periphery capital flows are much more in 

response to higher rates of profit based on higher rates of surplus value (Mandel 1962:454 et. 

seq). Types of investments also differ. For instance, capital investments in Africa are largely 

in strategic and extractive sectors to obtain certain raw materials, fuel, mineral and other 

resources. (Anyemedu 2006:267) 

The monopolisation and concentration of production, capital, and finance is legendry. In 

1995, five advanced capitalist countries (US, Japan, France, Germany, and UK) controlled 

168 of the 200 biggest corporations, which controlled 85.9 per cent of the overall turnover of 

the 200 biggest corporations (Toussaint 1999:12). ‘Of the world’s hundred largest economies, 

fifty are corporations, and the aggregate sales of the world’s ten largest corporations in 1991 

exceeded the aggregate GNP of the world’s hundred smallest countries. General Motors’ 1992 

sales revenues ($133 billion) roughly equalled the combined GNP of Tanzania, Ethiopia, 

Nepal Bangladesh, Zaire, Uganda, Nigeria, Kenya and Pakistan.’ (Korten 1995: 220-21). The 

rise of finance capital has gone beyond what Lenin could have imagined. This is not simply 

bank capital, nor a merger of industrial and bank capital. It is capital sui generis born of 

unregulated trade in currency, speculation, debt, hedge funds, derivatives etc. giving rise to an 

oligarchy, which is utterly unproductive, personified by people like George Soros. Soros 

heads the Quantum Fund, which pocketed $1 billion in 1992 by speculating against the British 

pound. The former Malaysian Prime Minister, Mahatir Mohamed, accused Soros of 

organising speculative raids on South East Asian currencies leading to the notorious crash of 

those economies (Toussaint 1999:63) Finance bears no relation to production. Trillions of 

dollars move from one market to another in split second to take advantage of differing interest 

and foreign exchange rates. To quote one description: 

Most of the $800 billion in currency that is traded … goes for very short-term 
speculative investments – from a few hours to a few days to a maximum of a 
few weeks … . That money is mostly involved in nothing more than making 
money … . It is money enough to purchase outright the nine biggest 
corporations in Japan – overvalued though they are – including Nippon 
Telegraph & Telephone, Japan’s seven largest banks, and Toyota Motors … .It 
goes for options trading, stock speculation, and trade in interest rates. It also 
goes for short-term financial arbitrage transactions where an investor buys a 
product such as bonds or currencies on one exchange in the hopes of selling it 
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at a profit on another exchange, sometimes simultaneously by using 
electronics. (quoted in Korten 1995: 189).  

Subcomandante Marcos of the Zapatista observed that after the marvel of neutron bomb, 

which only destroyed life while leaving buildings intact, capitalist imperialism had created 

another marvel, the financial bomb (quoted in Shivji 2002). We saw the explosion of the 

financial bomb in the Asian crisis of 1997-1998. There is another one in the making in the 

current collapse of the housing-cum-mortgage markets in the US (see Bello 2008).  

As for the colonial division of the world, no doubt, the colonial system is formally dismantled, 

but the control of their economies by imperial capital, continues unabated. Kwame Nkrumah’s 

argument, about political independence and economic dependence, or neo-colonialism, is far 

truer today then it was then (Nkrumah 1968 [1965]). Yet it is important to go beyond these 

general formulations to identify more specifically the new features and content of imperial 

relations between the centre and the periphery, particularly based on the forms and patterns of 

accumulation. While Lenin described imperialism as the highest stage of capitalism and 

Nkrumah called neo-colonialism the last stage of imperialism, history has shown that 

capitalism has gone to an even higher stage and that neo-colonialism has certainly not proved 

to be the last stage.6 Whether this is due to the regenerative capacity or vitality of capitalism 

or the result of its enormous propensity to destroy and rebuild on self-created ruins is a 

different matter and a point for debate. Prem Shanker Jha seems to argue something in the 

latter mode (Jha 2006). Over the 700 years of its history, Jha argues, capitalism has gone 

though three cycles of accumulation. At each cycle of its expansion, capitalism burst open its 

‘container’ causing enormous destruction in the process. Whatever the merits or demerits of 

Jha’s thesis on ‘container’, destruction and war, as a feature of capitalist expansion and 

accumulation, is fully borne out by history. We are currently witnessing this phase of 

destruction in capitalism’s history of accumulation called globalisation  

The destruction-creation as a feature of capitalist-imperialism (war is the highest form of 

destruction and imperialist wars have proved to be monumentally destructive) can also 

perhaps be read into David Harvey’s thesis of accumulation by dispossession, although he 

himself does not argue on that score. That brings us to the useful concept of accumulation by 

dispossession underlying the neo-liberal phase.  

                                                 
6 For some interesting insights, see Wood (2003: 130 et. Seq.) 
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1.3.3 Accumulation by dispossession 
Accumulation by dispossession is the term coined by David Harvey (2003) to explain the 

processes of accumulation during the phase of neoliberalism. He combines Lenin’s thesis of 

overaccumulation and Luxembourg’s proposition on continued processes of primitive 

accumulation in the encounter between capitalist and non-capitalist modes, to deepen the 

understanding of the current stage of capitalist imperialism. The argument is that the two 

forms of capitalist accumulation, that is accumulation through expanded reproduction and 

accumulation through primitive means, continue to operate throughout the history of capitalist 

accumulation on world-scale. He examines how the “‘organic relation’ between expanded 

reproduction on the one hand and the often violent processes of dispossession on the other 

have shaped the historical geography of capitalism.’ (ibid.:141-2).  

Harvey periodises the rise of ‘bourgeois imperialisms’ in three stages. The first stage is 

between 1870 and 1945, during which European countries carved out the globe into their 

colonies and semi-colonies. This was the first stage of bourgeois rule, rather than the high 

stage of capitalism. This is the period of national imperialisms rationalised and justified by 

cultural ideologies of racism and national chauvinism. The second stage from 1945 to 1970 is 

the period of the rise of American imperial hegemony. This is the period of economic growth 

and consumerism in the advanced capitalist countries, post-war reconstruction of Europe with 

Germany and Japan making an impressive re-entry in the world economy and the Cold War in 

which the US saw itself as the policeman of the world rolling back communism. The so-called 

golden age of capitalism was predicated on ‘the massive creation of effective demand via 

rising wages for labor in the North, the reconstruction of Europe and Japan, and the import-

substituting industrialization in Latin America and other parts of the South (Bello ibid.) 

Unlike European imperialism, US imperialism sought to hegemonise itself through the 

universal ideologies of human rights, freedom, and democracy. But the logic of individual and 

national equality that underpin these ideologies and the imperialist imperative of domination, 

inevitably clashed. From the supporter of colonial independence, US turned into an oppressor 

of nations. The post-war period of the rise of US hegemony, was also the period of the former 

colonised countries seeking to develop themselves thus unleashing the processes of expanded 

reproduction, more often than not through the agency of the State. Ideologies of self-

determination, anti-dependency, national development and anti-imperialism held sway which 

the US characterised as ‘communist’ and therefore to be suppressed overtly or covertly. In the 

periphery, state capitalisms of varied kinds were legitimised politically in the ideologies of 

state nationalism, socialism, and developmentalism. Although these were not a direct 
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challenge to capitalism, they did challenge the liberal notions of private property, private 

accumulation, and ‘free markets’ thus invoking the wrath of Western imperialism.  

In this period, world economic hegemony was to be sought and established through 

multilateral agencies – the IMF, World Bank, GATT etc. – based on the gold standard linked 

to the US dollar in a fixed exchange rate. US dollar became the international currency of 

exchange. The effect of the Cold War and military adventures in the Third World from the 

Korean to the Vietnam wars made US what Eisenhower referred to as the military-industrial 

complex. In effect, US became a ‘permanent war economy’. The crisis of overaccumulation 

was temporarily resolved through the manufacture of arms and fighting wars abroad while 

maintaining high levels of consumerism at home (Magdoff 1969).7 The apparent solution was 

short-lived as the rising costs of military adventures and the war in Vietnam caught up 

resulting in fiscal crisis in the US. The response was to print more dollars resulting in 

worldwide inflationary pressures. “The consequence … was an explosion in the quantity of 

‘fictitious’ capital in circulation lacking any prospect of redemption, a wave of bankruptcies 

(focused initially on assets in the built environment), uncontainable inflationary pressures, and 

the collapse of the fixed international arrangements that had founded US super-imperialism 

after the Second World War.’ (Harvey 2003:61). The stage was set for the entry of 

neoliberalism.  

The thirty-year period between 1970 and 2000 is, according to Harvey, the period of the 

hegemony of neoliberalism where the neoliberal construct becomes the ‘common sense’ of 

economic and social thought. Harvey’s succinct description of neoliberalism needs to be 

quoted:  

Neoliberalism is in the first instance a theory of political economic practices 
that proposes that human well-being can best be advanced by liberating 
individual entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an institutional 
framework characterized by strong private property rights, free markets, and 
free trade. The role of the state is to create and preserve an institutional 
framework appropriate to such practices. The state has to guarantee, for 
example, the quality and integrity of money. It must also set up those military, 
defence, police, and legal structures and functions required to secure private 
property rights and to guarantee, by force if need be, the proper functioning of 
markets. Furthermore, if markets do not exist (in areas such as land, water, 
education, health care, social security, or environmental pollution) then they 
must be created, by state action if necessary. But beyond these tasks the state 
should not venture. State interventions in markets (once created) must be kept 
to a bare minimum … . (Harvey 2005: 2) 

                                                 
7 For a useful account of militarism in the US foreign policy since 9/11 see Mamdani 2004. 
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Neoliberalism was at once an economic prescription as well as an ideological attack on 

notions of collective property (socialism), national development (national liberation), and 

social solidarity (trade unionism) which had gained ascendancy during the Cold War (Furedi 

1995). The notion of individualism was stretched to the extreme, beyond the individualism of 

enlightened bourgeois liberalism. Thatcher declared there was ‘no such thing as society, only 

individual men and women’ and she later added their families (quoted ibid.: 23).8 She was 

responsible for undermining historically created strong working class solidarity in Britain by 

her vicious attack on the Mining Union. Together with Reagan, she pushed the neoliberal 

agenda onto the Third World, including Africa, through the IMF and the World Bank and then 

the WTO. Force, fraud, deception, carrot, and stick, have all played a major role in the 

propagation of neoliberalism in the South, particularly Africa. The installation of the vicious 

dictator in Chile was the first laboratory where neoliberalism was tested. Bush and Blair, the 

notorious successors-in-ideology of Reagan and Thatcher, later applied it in Iraq. The first 

four decrees of Paul Bremmer, head of the Coalition Provisional Authority in occupied Iraq, 

promulgated on 19 September 2003, included ‘the full privatization of public enterprises, full 

ownership rights by foreign firms of Iraqi businesses, full repatriation of foreign profits … the 

opening of Iraq’s banks to foreign control, national treatment for foreign companies and … 

the elimination of nearly all trade barriers’ (quoted in Harvey ibid.:6). These are the very 

conditionalities that the World Bank and IMF impose on Africa, including Tanzania; that the 

US incorporates in its aid (see AGOA and Millenium Challenge Account); and that Western 

powers have been aggressively advocating at WTO negotiations.  

Heart-stricken by the poverty-stricken Africa, Tony Blair took the lead for humanitarian aid to 

Africa.9 His hyped-up initiative on ‘making poverty history’ fell flat on the ears of his Davos 

compatriots. Blair’s close associate, a senior British diplomat, Robert Cooper, provides the 

philosophy, the theory, and the rationale of Blair’s intervention. 

The challenge of the post-modern world is to get used to the 
idea of double standards. Among ourselves, we operate on the 
basis of laws and open cooperative security. But when dealing 
with more old-fashioned kinds of states outside the post-modern 

                                                 
8 During the early phase of the introduction of neoliberalism, the then Tanzanian Minister of Finance was 
reported to have made this famous remark on the floor of the Parliament: kila mtu abebe msalaba wake.  
9 Since leaving office, Blair has become the Quartet’s Special Envoy in the Middle East “peace talks”; advises an 
insurance company on the risks of climate change, a bank on crisis management and Rwanda on good 
governance, all of which except Rwanda are paid jobs. He has also taken up a teaching assignment at Bush’s 
alma mater, Yale, where he will teach a course on faith and globalisation in the schools of management and 
divinity. Finally he is about to launch his Faith Foundation. There could not be a better combination of a 
neoliberal in one man!. (see The African on Sunday, March 9, 2008. 
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continent of Europe, we need to revert to the rougher methods 
of an earlier era – force, pre-emptive attack, deception, 
whatever is necessary to deal with those who still live in the 
nineteenth century world of every state for itself. Among 
ourselves, we keep the law but when we are operating in the 
jungle, we must also use the laws of the jungle. In the prolonged 
period of peace in Europe, there has been a temptation to 
neglect our defences, both physical and psychological. This 
represents one of the great dangers of the post-modern state. … 
 
What is needed then is a new kind of imperialism, one 
acceptable to a world of human rights and cosmopolitan values. 
We can already discern its outline: an imperialism which, like 
all imperialism, aims to bring order and organisation but which 
rests today on the voluntary principle.  
 
Post-modern imperialism takes two forms. First there is the 
voluntary imperialism of the global economy. This is operated 
by an international consortium through international financial 
institutions such as the IMF and the World Bank – it is 
characteristic of the new imperialism that it is multilateral. 
These institutions provide help to states wishing to find their 
way back into the global economy and into the virtuous circle of 
investment and prosperity. In return they make demands which, 
they hope address the political and economic failures that have 
contributed to the original need for assistance. Aid theology 
today increasingly emphasizes governance. If states wish to 
benefit, they must open themselves up to the interference of 
international organizations and foreign states (just as, for 
different reasons, the post-modern world has also opened itself 
up. (Cooper 2002). 
 

The broad thrust of globalised neoliberalism may be summarised in six main characteristics, 

all of which find local expression, with of course, Tanzanian characteristics. Firstly, the 

intense and virtually universal push for commodification and privatisation of tangible and 

intangible human wants and needs. No doubt, the basis of the capitalist mode of production is 

commodity. Witness Marx’s opening statement in Capital: ‘The wealth of those societies in 

which the capitalist mode of production prevails, presents as “an immense accumulation of 

commodities,” its unit being a single commodity’ (Marx 1867:43).10 The process of 

commodification in African societies where the capitalist mode of production does not prevail 

goes on unabated, albeit in distorted forms. This is the integration of the pre-capitalist modes 

in the globalised world market which Bello calls “extensive accumulation” (Bello ibid.) But 

superimposed on this process is the process of commodification and re-commodification 
                                                 
10 Marx takes the words in double-quotation from his preliminary work on political economy published seven 
years before Capital called A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy (1971: 27 [1859] 
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peculiar to neoliberalism. Marx had noted the creation of artificial commodities (for example, 

a painting) while Karl Polyani showed how land, labour and money, for example, are 

unnatural commodities (Harvey 2005:166). The creation of artificial and unnatural 

commodities knows no bounds under neoliberalism. Environment, ecology, other creations of 

nature (flora and fauna), bio-resources (plant plasma and human embryos), are all turned into 

commodities; so are emotional relations and pleasures. Even the bane, that pollution is for the 

people of the earth, is turned into a boon for capital as typified by carbon trading 

(Development Dialogue 2006). On real objects and relations are erected virtual objects and 

relations, which in turn are commoditised; notice cyber girls, private chat rooms, and virtual 

lovemaking.  

There is also the whole process of re-commodification. This takes two forms. Public goods 

and services (water, energy, education, communication, health, safety, security, and personal 

integrity), which were once considered to belong to the public domain, are commoditised and 

privatised. Denationalisation and privatisation of state assets also involves re-

commodification in that the assets are now operated according to the forces of the market 

whereas previously other considerations would have intervened making them less than pure 

commodities. The high point of the process of commodification and privatisation is the 

‘contracting out’ of war to private corporations as has happened in Iraq. 11 

The second feature of globalised neoliberalism is the pervasive nature of predatory and 

speculative financialization of capitalism. This goes beyond the merger of financial and 

industrial capital and on its basis, the rise of a rentier class (the coupon clippers), that Lenin 

talked about. The most illustrative aspect of this process is speculative trading in stocks and 

currencies by simply moving around fictitious funds electronically. Trillions of dollars move 

across national borders and different fiscal regimes in split second. This is facilitated by 

deregulation of capital and currency markets, creation of stock exchanges and computerisation 

of financial transactions, or, fetishization of IT. The IMF and the World Bank insist on 

liberalisation of financial markets and creation of stock exchanges even in puny, and 

substantially subsistence, economies like that of Tanzania. Capital movements in and out of 

Third World economies which can trigger off a financial crisis, whatever the immediate 

reasons for it, can cause havoc and devastation in a Third World country while enriching 

                                                 
11 The trend began earlier during under Clinton and has developed to frightening proportions since then (see 
Silverstein 1997).  
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narrow elites in advanced countries. This is exactly what happened in the Asian crisis of 

1997-8. The following description of the East Asian crisis by Stiglitz is apposite: 

The IMF first told countries in Asia to open up their markets to hot short-term 
capital. The countries did it and money flooded in, but just as suddenly flowed 
out. The IMF then said interest rates should be raised and there should be fiscal 
contraction, and a deep recession was induced. Asset prices plummeted, the 
IMF urged affected countries to sell their assets even at bargain basement 
process… The sales were handled by the same financial institutions that had 
pulled out their capital, precipitating the crisis. These banks then got large 
commissions from their work selling the troubled companies or splitting them 
up, just as they had got large commissions when they had originally guided the 
money into the countries in the first place. (Stiglitz 200:129-30) 

This back and forth movements of money in effect resulted in the devaluation of the national 

assets in these countries whose end result was that they passed into the hands of foreign 

companies from national companies at fire-sale prices. Moreover, in the process financial 

institutions (largely foreign banks) made large sums of money in the form of commissions. 

No new values were created. It was only a transfer of values from a periphery to the centre. 

Therefore, while accumulation of capital took place in the centre, misery, unemployment and 

pauperisation accumulated in the periphery. Stiglitz describes this succinctly: 

As the crisis progressed, unemployment soared, GDP plummeted, banks 
closed. The unemployment rate was up fourfold in Korea, threefold in 
Thailand, tenfold in Indonesia. In Indonesia, almost 15 per cent of males 
working in 1997 had lost their jobs by August 1998, and the economic 
devastation was even worse in the urban areas of the main island, Java. In 
South Korea, urban poverty almost tripled, with almost a quarter of the 
population falling into poverty; in Indonesia, poverty doubled … In 1998, GDP 
in Indonesia fell by 13.1 per cent, in Korea by 6.7 per cent, and in Thailand by 
10.8 per cent. Three years after the crisis, Indonesia’s GDP was still 7.5 per 
cent below that before the crisis, Thailand’s 2.3 per cent lower. (Ibid.: 8) 

Malaysia was one of the few countries where the devastation was not as acute because it had 

refused to deregulate its capital markets. Ironically, East Asian Tigers were once held up as a 

success story of IMF’s neoliberal policies, and African leaders, were cajoled to learn from 

them. The truth is that in their growth and developmental period before they opened up, these 

countries did not follow liberalization prescriptions. Rather they were regulated economies 

tightly controlled by state bureaucracies (see, for example, Amsden 2001). Their development 

path essentially involved a highly interventionist developmental state, with myriad controls 

over, not only markets, but also production. In more than one respect, they resembled 

centrally planned economies. It is following liberalisation a l� IMF that their economies fell 

prey to ‘predatory’ capitals resulting in the devastating crash of 1997-8.  
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Financialization and commodification have completely delinked real values from market 

values. Public debt itself is commoditised. Sovereign debt of an African country is bought at a 

discount by a commercial company or ‘vulture capital’. As the country becomes creditworthy, 

say, due to cancellation of its debts under HIPC, the commercial company embarks on 

litigation to recover the full debt with interest from the debtor country. A recent case file 

against Zambia illustrates the point. In 1979 Zambia incurred a debt to Romania from whom it 

purchased agricultural machinery and services. Zambia defaulted and the two countries were 

on the verge of renegotiations to liquidate the debt when Donegal International, a company 

registered in British Virgin Islands and owned by an American businessman, bought off the 

debt at a heavily discounted price of less then $4 million. This was in 1999. The company 

then negotiated a settlement with Zambia, when it was under Chiluba, under which Zambia 

would repay the debt to the value of $15 million. The settlement agreement included severe 

penalty clauses should Zambia default. Sometime last year the company filed a suit against 

Zambia in a British court claiming some $55 million. Zambia sought to have the case 

dismissed on the ground that the settlement agreement had been obtained by the company 

paying $2 million as a bribe into President Chiluba’s favourite charity in return for a 

favourable settlement. The company denied saying that it was ‘a charitable donation’ to ‘a low 

income housing initiative’ in Zambia. On legal grounds the court did not accept Zambia’s 

argument. Ironically, the claim by the company if fully upheld would have wiped off all the 

debt relief that Zambia obtained under HIPC after six years of following gruelling conditions 

set by the IMF and the World Bank (Tan 2008:20-21). 

Militarization is the third significant feature of globalised neoliberalism. During the Cold War 

militarization was attributed to and rationalised as a response to the threats posed first by the 

so-called “iron curtain” (the Soviet Union) and then by the “bamboo curtain”, or the “yellow 

peril” (China). Regan made no such distinctions. In his ‘born-again’ Christian mind, they 

were all simply ‘evil empire’. With Gorbachev’s ‘glasnost’ and the collapse and disintegration 

of the Soviet Union, and with China under Deng Xiaoping taking the neoliberal path, 

predictably with Chinese characteristics, there was a big hype among the people of the North 

that the world was about to reap peace dividends. Little did they realise that while the peaceful 

Cold War reigned in Europe, the peoples of the Third World were subjected to hot, proxy 

wars. Nonetheless, the bi-polar world allowed at least some nationalist, developmental States 

space to manoeuvre to fend their interests in such organisations as the non-alignment 

movement or UNCTAD. The post-Cold War proved to be very different.  



 

 

20

20

Militarization and war are inherent in imperialism. The first Gulf War heralded the beginning 

of the exclusive military hegemony of US imperialism. Since then it has been a continuous 

war, in not only the usual theatre of imperial wars, the Third World, but also Europe. 

Chickens came back home to roost as mini-wars broke out with the disintegration of the 

Balkan states. The high point was 9/11, which finally shattered the peaceful bliss of ignorance 

that the Americans laboured under. Bush took on Reagan’s born-again mantle as he declared 

crusades against ‘Muslim fundamentalists’. In the mindset of ‘born-agains’, Saddam Hussein, 

who was once a protégé of the US, became an Al Qaeda operator. The world witnessed one of 

the most gruesome wars, the Iraq war, which has fundamentally changed the perception of the 

US in the eyes of the world’s people. Whatever veneer as a champion of democracy, freedom, 

and human rights that covered the imperial image of the US, has evaporated. Public opinion 

on the current president George Bush has plummeted all over the world. The US economy is 

witnessing one of the worse economic crises ever. Its neoliberal hegemony, the so-called 

‘Washington Consensus’, is collapsing in its own backyard, Latin America. While Chavez of 

Venezuela and Morales of Bolivia oppose the US frontally, even ‘friends’ like Brazil and 

Argentina are demanding to be treated with deference.  

China, and to some extent Europe, is severely competing with the US in search for energy and 

other natural resources (see, generally, Khanna 2008). And China is doing it pretty well. In 

this renewed wave of primitive accumulation on the terrain of natural resources, both, the 

declining hegemonic power (US), and the rising one (China) are seeking out the African 

continent. China deploys its economic muscle while the US is grinding its military teeth, for 

military superiority is all that it is left with. The documents and plans produced by a clique of 

neo-conservatives including Wolfowitz, Cheney and Rumsfeld in the early 1990s even before 

9/11, focussed on establishing absolute military global power. One observer who has studied 

these documents summarises the plan as follows: 

The Plan is for the United States to rule the world. The overt theme is 
unilateralism, but it is ultimately a story of domination. It calls for the United 
States to maintain its overwhelming military superiority and prevent new rivals 
from rising up to challenge it on the world stage. It calls for the dominion over 
friends and enemies alike. It says not that the United States must be more 
powerful, or most powerful, but that it must be absolutely powerful. (quoted in 
Harvey 2005 [2003]: 80)  

Multiple conflicts in Africa, of whatever immediate origin, provide fertile ground for the US 
military to penetrate, here under the guise of humanitarianism, there under the pretext of 
rescue operation and somewhere else under HIV/AIDS programmes.12 The US (followed by 
                                                 
12 For example, USAID is projected to work closely with the Department of Defence under AFRICOM (Lemelle 
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Britain) is one of the biggest arms sellers to Africa. Commercial sales of weapons and 
equipment by the US to sub-Saharan Africa under the State Department’s oversight in 2000 
were $900,000. In eight years it had rocketed by over 90 times to S92 million. Just in two 
years between 2006 and FY 2008 it rose by 80 per cent (LeMelle 2008: 2). The creation of a 
centralised Africa Command (AFRICOM) within the US army is the latest military thrust into 
Africa. The original proposal for AFRICOM came from James Jay Carafano and Nile 
Gardiner of the Heritage Foundation, a neo-con think tank. In a Policy Brief for FPIF, Gerald 
LeMelle summarises the proposal: 

The Carafano/Gardiner proposal makes clear that the objective is to preserve 
U.S. access to African oil and other natural resources on the continent. Africa 
produces 90% of the world’s cobalt; 64% of its manganese; 50% of gold; 40% 
of platinum; 30% of uranium; 20% of total petroleum; 70% of cocoa; 60% of 
coffee; over 80% of coltan and 50% of palm oil. The Heritage report also 
points to the strategic importance of Africa in the global “war on terror”. (ibid.: 
2) 

Militarization of aid to Africa is becoming a reality by the day. The militarised face of 

globalised neoliberalism is knocking at the door even before Africans have fully recovered 

from SAPs.  

Polarisation is the fourth feature of neoliberalism. Inequality is inherent in capitalism but 
under neoliberalism it takes extreme forms both between the countries of the North and the 
South and within the countries. The richest 1% of people (50 million households) earn more 
than the 60% of households (2.7 billion people) at the bottom of the income distribution (BBC 
2001). In the 1990s, one United Nations study reported that 225 riches people in the world 
had a combined wealth of more than $1 trillion which was equal to the income of 47 per cent 
of the world’s population, or 2.5 billion people. Three richest men on the planet had assets 
that exceeded the GDP of 48 least developed countries (quote din Peacock 2002:7). A study in 
2005 showed that in 2002, the Gini for inter-country inequality was 58 points while the global 
inequality for households was 70 points. Between 1988 and 2002, the latter Gini increased by 
7 points.  

Over the 30 years of neoliberalism in the US and UK, inequalities between the rich and poor 
has increased enormously. The richest 10 per cent of Americans own 70 per cent of assets 
while the bottom 50 per cent own only 2.5 per cent of the assets. Between 1966 and 2001, 
median wage in the US remained almost the same while the income of the top 10 per cent 
increased by 58 per cent. Even more striking in both countries has been that within the rich 
the super rich have become even richer. The income of the top 1 per cent increased by 121 per 
cent, that of the top 0.1 per cent by 256 per cent while the income of the richest 0.01 per cent 
increased by staggering 617 per cent (Irvin 2007:6-7). Much the same picture emerges for the 
UK. 

The phenomenon of the super rich getting richer within the generally rich, both at the 
international and country level, has had another impact. A reasonably prosperous ‘middle-
class’ composed of significant proportion of the population, which was supposed to 
demonstrate the ‘human face’ of capitalism, has virtually disappeared under neoliberalism. 
With the collapse of the ‘socialist bloc, the ‘middle-class’ at the level of countries, the second 
world, has gone off the map. At a social level the so-called middle class at the global level is 
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more of hireling of the super rich elites then a middle-class (Peacock 2002:9-10). And in any 
case its fate is doomed. As one author puts it: 

[T]he interests of the ‘middle classes’ are those of the political 
always represented in bourgeois society as being those of the 
political ‘middle ground which is supposed to constitute the 
majority of the population. … 

… 

The side of today’s middle classes is dramatically down on the 
20 per cent of the population that was the usual national average 
half a centurt ago. Each major economic crisis reduces their 
numbers still further …. . (Peacock 2002:22) 

In the US the middle class is estimated to be only 3 per cent. In other developed countries its 
numbers are diminishing (Ibid.). Irvin describes the fate of the middle class thus: 

As the rich fight to become very rich, the middle class finds its 
footing on the ladder ever more precarious, skilled public 
service workers cannot find houses near their jobs, semi-skilled 
find can’t make ends meet and a new ‘permanent’ underclass 
emerges which can no longer aspire to getting near the base of 
the ladder of opportunity, still less to climbing its lower rungs. 
(Irvin 2007:21) 

The fate of the middle class in a periphery is no different although not quite the replica. A 
genuine middle-class grounded in production and involved in the chain of accumulation is 
constantly stifled. In the last 15 or so years in Tanzania, for example, we have seen extreme 
polarization between the “super rich” – by Tanzanian standards - neo-liberal elites on the one 
hand and the extreme poor majority on the other. What appears as a middle-class is mostly 
involved in services and business, hardly in production. Firstly, it is minuscule in number. 
Secondly, its existence is fragile and precarious. Thirdly, it is servile and constantly under the 
threat of being pushed down. Sometimes the wamachinga and mama ntilies are described as 
wajiriamali – entrepreneurs. These are not entrepreneurs or middle class in any sense of the 
word but semi-proletarians, who could more appropriately be described as an ‘underclass’ 
rather than a middle class. A genuine middle class in an agricultural country like Tanzania 
would be a rich peasantry constituting a significant proportion of the population. But as 
various studies have shown such a middle class is either stifled or merchantalised through 
perverse processes of accumulation in the context of a peripheral economy (see, Hadjivayanis 
1987, Gibbon  .   

Ephemerality of relations and shortening of time horizons is another feature, which expresses 

itself in dramatic fashion under neoliberalism. There is no permanency of job and social 

security. Labour is fragmented. Short-term, part-time, and casual labour is preferred. This is 

the so-called labour flexibity, which guides the neoliberal labour regimes in Africa.13 Tri-

partite negotiations on terms and conditions of work, which was the hallmark of bourgeois 

liberalism and embedded in ILO Conventions, is replaced by bi-partisan decision-making 

                                                 
13 The new labour laws passed by Tanzania, with the aid of a South African consultant funded by Denmark and 
pushed by Mkapa in a hothouse fashion, are premised on contractual, as opposed to permanent, employment. 
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between the State and Capital. In Africa, more often than not, it is actually unilateral as capital 

wields the stick of withdrawing investment should the government fail to oblige.14  

Social security is marketised; it is neither the responsibility of the employer nor the state. 

Instead, insurance multinationals offer, and HMOs manage, ‘social protection’ as so many 

varied products, all out to make profit from the sick, the old, and the unemployed. The effect 

is to commoditise social wage goods, reclaim it for capital, and make further profit. It thus 

depresses necessary consumption. In effect, it is a form of primitive accumulation or 

accumulation by dispossession in that profit or surplus value cuts into necessary product. 

Short time horizons inform investment decisions. Money is to be made quickly and one way 

of doing it is by trading in money rather than commodities. Production of commodities 

involves long gestation periods. New forms of predatory capital have no time for that. It either 

captures already existing values by whatever means it can or pillages natural resources and 

quickly turns them into commodities. ‘Speculative finance’, Bello says, ‘boiled down to an 

effort to squeeze more “value” out of already created value instead of creating new value … . 

(ibid). Public debt itself is commoditised and traded at a discount creating conditions for con 

men (or mafisadi as we call them in Tanzania) to siphon off millions of dollars from public 

treasury.15  

Ephemerality pervades even social relations and production of knowledge. Summer flings 

replace lasting love and the post-modernist’s agnosticism and cynicism of human values and 

decency crowds out knowledge and ethics. The fleeting cartoon images none of which lasts 

more than a few seconds become the daily TV diet of kids. Teachers and university professors 

constantly complain of lack of concentration and focus in their students. Essay writing is 

replaced by multiple-choice questions while sustained research is mutilated at the hands of 

rapid appraisals. Opinion polls are presented as voices of the people while people’s votes are 

stolen, crudely in “young democracies”, sophisticatedly in “mature democracies”. Our 

erstwhile consultant-analysts attribute rigged elections in an African periphery to cultural-

deficit or tribal proclivities of Africans. Machine-stolen votes in a Florida or an Ohio go 

unnoticed. Instead, the verdict of an unelected body, the court, is hailed as the triumph of 

democratic institutions. At worst, the blame is laid on a neo-con Bush and his cronies, not on 

                                                 
14 A case in point is the recent example in Tanzania where the pressure exerted by the Confederation of 
Industries of Tanzania (CIT), which, strictly, is not even an employers’ organization, forced the government to 
change unilaterally the minimum wage recommended by the tripartite wage boards. 
15 Some $133 million thus disappeared from the External Payment Arrears (EPA) account of the Bank of 
Tanzania in 2008.  
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Texans or Americans, and much less, on the undemocratic proclivities of the oil oligarchy. 

Umpteen tabulation of “yes, no, don’t know” answers goes under the name of analysis. 

Theory is eschewed, struggle is demonised; instead unguided short-term fixes are elevated to 

solutions of human plight and poverty.16 Abstraction, a scientific method of building 

theoretical knowledge, mega-narratives, whether in social sciences or art; historical analysis 

of global processes and social tendencies are all considered passé. Instead, academics 

gravitate to consultancies and advertise themselves as policy analysts churning out reams, or 

rather flash-disks, of cut-and-paste reports, which repeat the same things over and over again 

in different styles and colours of power-point presentations.  

True, the trends described here apply only to narrow elites in Africa, (and that too in a 

caricatured form), where the large majority of the people are too burdened with basic survival 

to be thus enamoured. Nonetheless, people are neither marginal nor unaffected because it is 

the poor majority that ultimately bear the burden of their elite’s frivolities and vulgarities.  

While the processes of commodification, privatisation, and militarization described above 

have been worldwide, including in the countries of advanced capitalism, their effect in Africa 

has been devastating. In the language of accumulation, we could sum up by saying that the 

destruction of accumulation by dispossession is imposed on African societies without having 

enjoyed the historical fruits created by the development of accumulation by expanded 

reproduction. In this sense, imperialism in its neoliberal phase continues to be a plunderer, 

rather than ‘the pioneer of capitalism’ (Warren 1982). Paul Baran’s graphic description of the 

effects of the encounter between the peoples of the underdeveloped countries and Western 

capitalism penned half a century ago could well be repeated, mutatis mutandis, for today’s 

Africa under globalization: 

Thus the peoples who came into the orbit of Western capitalist expansion 
found themselves in the twilight of feudalism and capitalism enduring the 
worst features of both worlds, and the entire impact of imperialist subjugation 
to the boot. … . Their exploitation was multiplied, yet its fruits were not to 
increase their productive wealth; these went abroad or served to support a 
parasitic bourgeoisie at home. They lived in abysmal misery, yet they had no 
prospect of a better tomorrow. They existed under capitalism, yet there was no 
accumulation of capital. They lost their time-honoured means of livelihood, 
their arts and crafts, yet there was no modern industry to provide new ones in 
their place. They were thrust into extensive contact with the advanced science 

                                                 
16 In principle, I do not see a fundamental difference between “cash transfers” to alleviate poverty and individual 
charity to alleviate the plight of a beggar. In the latter case, at least, there is a veneer of altruism; the former is a 
straight foreign-policy tool for the donor government, and another opportunity for private accumulation for the 
receiving-government’s bureaucrats.  
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of the West, yet remained in a state of the darkest backwardness.  (Baran 1957: 
144) 

Thus, the character of exploitation (that is surplus extraction) and accumulation (that is 

surplus disposal) assume a ‘distorted’, or, a disarticulated form in the African periphery 

leading to its underdevelopment. To this, we turn next.  

1.4 Accumulation in an African Periphery  

1.4.1 The perverted logic 
Both the capitalist logic of exploitation and accumulation and the territorial logic of state 
administration and jurisdiction were introduced to Africa by capitalist imperialism. The early 
encounter of Africa with Europe was not commercial involving a mutual exchange of 
commodities, but rather the unilateral looting of human resource. African slavery was neither 
a trade nor a mode of production. It was simply a robbery of a people on a continental scale 
perpetrated over four centuries through force of arms. In the Americas, too, there was massive 
looting of resources by the Europeans, but there it was looting of gold and copper and other 
treasures while the human being was simply destroyed, or driven into zoos called reserves, to 
make way for European settlement (Galeano 1971). On the treasures looted from indigenous 
people and on their death and destruction, and with the emulation of science and technology 
developed in their ‘motherland’ Europe, the capitalism of the ‘new world’ was built, to which 
African slave labour made a huge, albeit forced, contribution. The history of plunder and 
looting in the encounter between Africa and Europe has continued to bedevil the relationship 
between the Northern centre and the African periphery.  

The colonial encounter, which introduced the capitalist economic logic and the territorial state 
logic, is of a much shorter period seen from the vantage point of history. In Asia, for example, 
where the European commercial empire did loot and distort the internal logic of development, 
it did not manage to destroy it, thus leaving the possibility of the reemergence of the internal 
logic, even though the colonial encounter there was much longer than in Africa.  

The logic of primitive accumulation is plunder, meaning expropriation of values without 
exchange. The logic underlying capitalist accumulation is exchange of equivalent values, at 
least in form. Primitive accumulation in Marx’s schema therefore was a prior condition to 
enable the functioning of capitalist logic. In the periphery, even in the historic stage before 
neo-liberalism, primitive accumulation was not completed in the sense of fully separating the 
producer from his means of production, land. As a prior condition of capitalism, primitive 
accumulation is distorted, such that it is constantly reproduced. In that respect, accumulation 
by dispossession in the sense of Harvey has always existed in the periphery taking different 
forms in different historical periods. Yet, to the extent that capitalism introduces commodity 
exchange, and production of values in the periphery is integrated in the global commodity 
circuits, however partially, the capitalist logic of accumulation by expanded reproduction also 
operates as a tendency. The relationship between the two tendencies, that is, accumulation by 
dispossession and accumulation by expanded reproduction, and the territorial terrain (national 
or international) on which they operate, determines the character of accumulation in the 
periphery. In investigating the political economy of accumulation in the periphery, therefore, 
one must identify the two tendencies, their relationship and their specific forms as well as the 
terrain of their operation and the contradictions thus generated. The contradiction between the 
capitalist and the territorial logic presents itself in the periphery as the contradiction between 
accumulation by dispossession and accumulation by expanded reproduction on the one hand 
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(capitalist logic), and the contradiction between nation and imperialism (territorial logic), on 
the other. These contradictions underpin the developmental debates of the post-independence 
period to which we now turn.  

1.4.2 The developmental debates 
The developmental debates, whether from the Right or the Left, were evidently structured on 
the understanding of the capitalist development in the centers of capitalism in the West. 
Development meant capitalist development along the path supposedly traversed by the West. 
The difference between the mainstream economists and radical political economists lay in 
their understanding of the nature of the contact between the capitalist West and the 
undeveloped South and its effect on the latter. Stages-of-growth theorists like Rostow saw 
underdeveloped societies at some stage on the linear path of development that Western 
countries had supposedly travelled. Their analysis revolved around identifying forces, which 
would pull them along this developmental path and obstacles and constraints that impeded the 
journey. Typically, in the typologies of mainstream economists, the forces that would pull the 
undeveloped countries out of their underdevelopment were external (foreign capital, 
technology, Weberian rationality, education, expertise, Western educated elites or the 
modernizers, as Iliffe (1973) called them) while the obstacles to development were internal 
(traditions, ignorance, peasant irrationalities, ‘economies of affection’, as Goran Hyden 
(1980) characterized it). Among Marxists and neo-Marxists, too, (including Marx himself) 
there were those who believed that in its expansionist drive capital would tear down 
traditional barriers in the periphery and bring about progressive development in the image of 
Western societies (Warren ). On the other hand, the thrust of the dependencia school of Latin 
America and African political economists like Samir Amin and historians like Walter Rodney, 
was to understand the development of capitalism as a worldwide phenomenon in which the 
peoples of the South had been drawn in. For the ‘development-of-underdevelopment’ school 
the process of the development of the centre and the underdevelopment of the periphery was 
linked organically. The laws of motion of the worldwide system produced development at the 
centre and underdevelopment at the periphery. The periphery was the site of generating 
surplus; the centre the site of its accumulation. Their theories revolved around the law of 
unequal development which was characteristic of capitalism, but in its imperialist stage, it 
assumed a specific form whereby development in the periphery was blocked, or distorted, or 
perverted (Rweyemamu 1973, 1980). Accumulation was disarticulated, thus incapable of 
bringing about sustained, self-generating development which would lift the majority of the 
people out of their backwardness. Beyond this, Marxists and neo-Marxists differed among 
themselves in identifying the causes, that is, whether the causes were internal or external, 
whether they were structural or social, or both, and, more importantly, what would be an 
alternative path, and forces of autocentric (to use Amin’s phrase) development. It is not 
necessary for us to review those debates, nor to come to a definite resolution of differences at 
a general abstract level. These are matters of concrete analysis of concrete conditions and 
answers could well differ across countries and historical periods. Suffice to identify some of 
the important theoretical insights on disarticulated accumulation generated by the debates and 
relevant for us to provide a framework of analysis.  

1.4.3 Conceptual framework of disarticulated accumulation 
Structural disarticulation: The point of departure invariably is the colonial, extraverted, 
vertically integrated economies dependent on primary commodities, agricultural and mineral. 
One of the important characteristics of this type of economy is that it answers to the 
accumulation crises and needs of the centre, thus introducing a series of distortions and 
disarticulation in the economy of the periphery. First, there is disarticulation between the 
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structure of production and the structure of consumption. What is produced is not consumed 
and what is consumed is not produced. Africa continues to export large proportion of its 
coffee, cocoa, cotton, tea, palm oil, and gold, diamonds, copper, iron, etc., very little of any of 
these products has internal markets. Meanwhile, the import structure is typically characterized 
by consumer, intermediate and capital goods in that order of proportions. Majority of 
imported consumer goods, moreover, is for the narrow urban and elite markets catering for 
their internationalized consumption patterns. The needs, particularly food, of the large 
majority are catered for by subsistence production or food aid. There are competing demands 
on peasant labour between producing cash crops for export and food crops for subsistence. It 
is food production which gives way as less effort is spent on food, leading to food 
insufficiency both in quantity and nutrition. Food deficiency is typically addressed by either 
food dumping from the North (destroying home markets) or food aid thus further reinforcing 
the dependency syndrome and the disarticulation between food crops and export crops.  

The development of agro-fuels, supported by the US and Europeans, is witnessing 
multinational agribusiness in a new scramble for land in Africa (Third World Resurgence 
2007). Ironically, the victim of this scramble will be the peasant and the pastoralist as their 
minifundia are turned into latifundia cultivating sugarcane, maize, cassava, palm oil, etc. This 
is likely to lead to another round of massive primitive accumulation, displacing producers 
from their lands, destroying forests and ecology, introducing genetically modified crops with 
far-reaching implication on food chains and, generally, further integrating the African 
periphery into ‘the Atlantic agro-industrial complex’ (Moyo & Yeros 2005:16). 
Disarticulation between structures of production and structures of consumption will further 
deepen, this time around the very basic human need, food.  

Second, there is disarticulation between agriculture and industry. There are no, or very few, 
forward and backward linkages between these two main sectors. Industries exist as enclaves 
bearing little relation to agriculture while both are integrated in the global circuits. Import-
substitution industrialization of the post-independence period was characterized by heavy 
dependence on imports for raw material, machinery and intermediate inputs while its 
products, mainly consumer and intermediate products, catered for narrow urban and elite 
markets. In absolute terms, Africa’s contribution to manufacturing has been low and sub-
Saharan Africa’s much lower. The spurt of import-substitution industrialization between late 
1950s and 1960s, was itself distorted and biased. It was biased against producer and capital 
goods in favour of consumer and intermediate goods; it was biased against mass consumer 
goods in favour of narrow elite consumption goods; it was biased against labor-intensive 
techniques in favour of capital-intensive techniques thus generating very little employment 
compared with value added. Rweyemamu described this pattern of industrialization as 
perverse (1973) and argued that this type of ‘dependency industrialization … does not enable 
an economy to generate self-sustaining development and to cerate an economic system that 
displays a reasonable symmetry between the structure of production and the structure of 
consumption.’ (1980: 2). With the crisis of late seventies and early eighties and the imposition 
of SAPs even this type of industrialization faced crisis resulting in a spate of 
deindustrialization in much of Africa. The growth rate of value added in manufacturing 
industry fell from 3.7 per cent in the first half of 1980s to a little more than 1 per cent in the 
early 1990s. (Sangare in Adėsiná 2006: 140). Together with the national project, the industrial 
project of the post-independence regimes was virtually given up.  

Agro-industries involved in processing of agricultural products have remained minimal and 
elementary with very little value added. In any case, even this processing takes place mainly 
for export rather then for the domestic markets. With neoliberalism, and the influx of 
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supermarkets importing processed foods and other agricultural products, agro-processing, 
however rudimentary it was, faces extinction.  

Lack of industrialization and its organic link with agriculture has persistently reproduced the 
backward nature of the agrarian sector in Africa. While the conditions for an agrarian 
revolution (for example, land reform) are created within agriculture, Marx and Kautsky 
argued long ago that agriculture on its own cannot advance to the next stage of its 
transformation without machinery, that is, without a simultaneous industrial revolution (Shivji 
1987: Amin 1990: 1 et. Seq) ‘Modern industry alone, and finally, supplies, in machinery, the 
lasting basis of capitalistic agriculture, expropriates radically the enormous majority of the 
agriculture population, and completes the separation between agriculture and rural domestic 
industry… ‘ (Marx 700). Colonial capital fares even worse because it destroys rural domestic 
industry (Kjekshus 1977) and turns the agricultural producer into a pure peasant. The 
disarticulation between industry and agriculture and the backward nature of agriculture lie at 
the root of disarticulated structures of peripheral capitalism. 

Third, there is intra-sectoral disarticulation in industry as well as between productive sectors 
and other supportive sectors such as infrastructure, energy and water. Choice of industries and 
their geographical location are not integrated with other linked industries or sources of inputs. 
Typically, industrial plants are put up as turnkey projects, which bear little relation to the 
overall development of the industrial sector.17 Samir Amin has summed up structural 
disarticulation by schematically proposing a four sector model: 1) production of the means of 
production; 2) production of the goods for mass consumption; 3) luxury 
production/consumption; 4) exports. In the autocentric or articulated model, sectors 1 and 2 
are linked while the disarticulated model is characterized by interlinkage between sectors 3 
and 4. ‘This analysis leads to a major conclusion: in the autocentred model labour 
remuneration (wages and peasants’ incomes) must necessarily increase according to the pace 
of the progress of productivity; in the extraverted model the labour remuneration can be 
delinked from the productivity growth.’ (Amin 1990: 7-8) 

Exploitation and transfer of surplus: Contrary to the dominant celebration of flow of 
resources to Africa in the form of aid and investment, radical political economists have 
showed repeatedly that the flow of resources is in the opposite direction. Surplus produced in 
the African periphery is extracted and siphoned off to the centre through various mechanisms. 
Adverse terms of trade between the commodities traded by Africa and the products imported 
are legendary. Between 1986 and 1990 alone Africa lost $50 billion in export earnings 
because of declining prices although there was an increase in the volume of its exports by 7.5 
per cent. Taking 1980 (=100), the average terms of trade for 1981-5 were 75.5 per cent which 
declined further to only 53.7 during 1986-90 (Rasheed 1993:50). According to UNCTAD: 
‘Between 1970 and 1997, cumulative terms of trade losses for non-oil exporting countries in 
SSA amounted to 119 per cent of the regional GDP in 1997 and 51 and 68 per cent of the 
cumulative net resource flows and net resource transfers to the region, respectively.’ (quoted 
in Adesina 2006). UNCTAD has computed that had it not been for the losses incurred through 

                                                 
17 For example, when Tanzania decided to establish a cement plant in 1964, it could have been located in any of 
the four potential areas – Dar es Salaam, Kilwa, Tanga and Mbeya. For the long-term development of the 
country, Kilwa was most suited because it has vast gypsum deposits. The plant could have produced sulphuric 
acid, which is one of the most used acids in industries. The chemical process of making cement from gypsum 
requires coke. Thus, coal deposits in the south of the country could have been exploited to provide fuel. This 
could have been linked to the exploitation of iron ore also in the south. Instead, in the interest of foreign 
shareholders, the plant was located 25 kilometers from Dar es Salaam, using imported oil for fuel and electricity 
for energy (Kuuya 1980: 79-82).  



 

 

29

29

terms of trade, the per capita income of SSA countries would have been 50 per cent higher in 
1997 (ibid. 49).  

Debt servicing is another means by which Africa continues to pay tribute to its erstwhile 
overlords in the North. Between 1982 and 1991, for ten years, sub-Saharan Africa paid $1 
billion every month in debt service (Rasheed ibid.: 60) In spite of this transfer, by the end of 
1990s, SSA’s debt stock had more than doubled (ibid.:61). International debt as a means of 
exacting usurious tribute was noted by Marx as one of the means of primitive accumulation 
(Marx 1887: 707). It continues to this day and has become a powerful lever used by imperial 
centers to not only exact tribute from the periphery but also use it as a stick to ram down their 
policies on African rulers. Debt relief plans are used to achieve a two-fold purpose; to 
maintain the integrity of imperial financial systems so that they do not collapse from 
unpayable debts, while at the same time, unilaterally, lay down conditions to keep the debtor 
countries within the global economic and political orbit. The example of Nigeria is typical. 
Over a period of 18 years, Nigeria had taken loans worth US$13.5 billion. During the same 
period it had paid back US$42 billion, almost four times the original loans, while still owing 
US$36 billion.  

In the preliminary debt negotiations with the Paris Club of creditor countries, 
in June 2005, Nigeria was required to make an upfront payment of US$12 
billion in order to qualify for an US$18 billion debt write-off. In the period 
2000 to 2004, annual external debt service payment averaged US$1.7 billion; 
the ‘debt-write off deal’ amounted to collecting in one year what might have 
taken a little over 7 years to collect! After making the upfront payment, the 
country’s outstanding debt stock would be US$18 billion. Measured against 
the federal expenditure for 2004, the upfront payment that the Paris Club was 
demanding would be the equivalent of nearly 10 years’ spending on ‘social and 
community services’ – education health, etcetera. (Adesina 2006: 24). 

According to one UNCTAD study, Africa received US$540 billions in loans between 1970 
and 2002 and paid back US$550. Yet in 2002 the continent still owed US$295 billion because 
of imposed arrears, penalties and interests (Loong 2007).  

Various debt-relief programmes, including HIPC, framed by do-gooders and ‘make-poverty-
history’ advocates are no different. At the end of G8 conference in 2005, the debt relief was 
far less than what had been promised. Instead of 100 per cent cancellation of the debt of all 
poor sub-Saharan African countries, cancellation applied only to 14 SSA countries and it 
covered debt to multilateral institutions only, not bilateral debt owed to governments. The 
deal came with strings attached. Gordon Brown, then Britain’s Chancellor underscored that 
the beneficiaries must maintain their neoliberal reforms to ‘boost private sector development 
and … the elimination of impediments to private investment, both domestic and foreign’. 
(quoted in Adesina 2005: 23) 

Profit repatriation and various other direct and indirect means (manipulation of transfer prices, 
for example) are used by multinational companies to extract resource flows from the African 
periphery. All said and done, Africa is a net exporter of resources to the centre rather than the 
other way round. According to one UNCTAD estimate, in every US$1 of net capital inflow, 
there is an outflow of 106 cents, 51 cents of which is in trade of terms losses, 30 cents in 
capital outflow and reserve build-up, and 25 cents in net interest payment and profit 
remittances (ibid. 49).  

Ultimately, it is the peasant and semi-proletarian labour that bears the brunt of exploitation of 
surplus. The incomplete expropriation of the peasant producer from his/her land in the system 
of infamous migrant labour was a means by which the peasant family subsidized capital 
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during the colonial period. Mining, road-building, plantations and settler farms employed  
men and youth paying them bachelor wages since the burden of reproduction of labour power 
fell on the peasant woman left behind (Shivji 1986 (a)). Thus labour power was never paid 
according to its value. It was consistently undervalued. To be able to keep body and soul 
together, peasant labour exploited itself by reducing its necessary consumption. A 
combination of monopoly ownership and/or control of land through the state, control over the 
market and deployment of extra-economic coercion, enabled the colonial state to maintain and 
reproduce a system of super-exploitation.  Behind the process of what appeared on the surface 
as commodity exchange, there laid the process of primitive accumulation or accumulation by 
dispossession.  

In the post-independence and then neoliberal period, the process of labour subsidizing capital 
continues in different forms. The peasant sector is the reservoir of cheap seasonal, casual, 
forced and child labour under various disguises. Unable to survive on land, peasants seek 
other casual activities – petty trading, craft-making, construction, quarrying, gold-scrapping 
etc. Foreign researchers document and celebrate these ‘multi-occupations’ as diversification 
of incomes and ‘end of peasantry’. It is nothing of the sort. These are survival strategies, 
which at the end of the day mean that peasant labour super-exploits itself by intensifying 
labour in multiple occupations and cutting down on necessary consumption (Moyo & Yeros 
2005:84). Directly, or ultimately, the beneficiary is the dominant capital. The so-called 
informal sector, for example, providing meager and fragile livelihoods to thousands of people 
in any African city is a kind of subsidy to capital. By over-exploiting itself, the so-called self-
employed labour in the informal sector produces cheap wage goods thereby enabling 
proletarian labour in factories and farms, in turn, to provide cheap labour. Cheap labour and 
cheap food are the twin pillars on which stands the system of super-exploitation yielding 
superprofits. Hundreds of rural youth migrating to the streets of African cities, the so-called 
wamachinga,18 as they are called in Tanzania, are in effect subsidizing the costs of circulation 
of commodities thereby enhancing the profits of merchant capital. The phenomenon of labour 
subsidizing capital, as opposed to the capitalist logic of labour-power exchanging at value 
underlying expanded reproduction, lies at the heart of the disarticulated process of 
accumulation, or accumulation by dispossession. Devaluation of peripheral labour and 
resources is the lynchpin in the exploitation and transfer of surplus from the periphery to the 
centre. To understand further we must examine the character of international and local 
capitals.  

Foreign and domestic capitals: Concentration and centralization of capital giving rise to 
monopoly capital is the central tendency of capitalism under imperialism. This is not to say 
that monopoly capital does away totally with competition. Competition between different 
capitals does exist but it is characterized by ‘unity and struggle’. Cartelization and syndication 
among big capital is one form of unity. Mergers and acquisitions is a form of struggle 
resulting in the defeat of some and victory for others (Mandel 1962). With neoliberal opening 
up of national economies, the ‘unity and struggle’ of transnational capital becomes a 
worldwide phenomenon. Significant portion of foreign investment in African countries goes 
into mergers and acquisitions. In an African periphery, monopoly capital is able to extract 
even greater concessions and super profits given the weakness of internal forces and the state. 
                                                 
18 They are street hawkers, between 16 to 25 years of age, fresh from the countryside. They walk anything 
between 15 to 25 kilometers a day; drink water for their lunch or sniff hard substance to kill appetite; live in 
single rooms in Swahili houses; in some cases doubling up as pimps and providers of sexual pleasures to their 
landladies in lieu of rent; exploit every opportunity during the day to steal and mug while hawking; suppress 
their pains and injuries with heavy doses of panadols and cafenols and eventually end up in some city mortuary 
buried by the municipality for lack of next of kin Is this is the kind of multi-occupational diversification of the 
informal sector that researchers celebrate?  
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With opening up of their economies under neoliberalism at the behest of the IFIs and imperial 
states, African economies have become more vulnerable as neoliberal elites have assumed 
state power.  

The configuration of internal classes and their alliance with foreign capital is evidently a 
concrete question requiring concrete investigation. Nonetheless, on a broad canvas, we may 
attempt some generalization at the level of SSA countries. The central question of political 
economy in SSA is agriculture or the producer on land. The locus of contradictions and the 
unfolding of the capitalist logic is the trilateral relationship between the State, the peasant and   
capital. Two broad categories of countries may be identified; one where plantation agriculture 
dominates, the other where peasant agriculture is prevailing. The first case involved massive 
alienation of land to settlers under the hegemony of the colonial state (Kenya, Zimbabwe). 
The peasant producer was not fully proletarianised; rather he/she became a reservoir of cheap 
labour whether as a squatter or as a semi-proletarian in his reserve or on ‘communal land.’ 
Peasant labour thus subsidized settler capital. The land question was central to the struggle for 
national liberation. Formal independence from colonialism never fully resolved the land 
question. In post-independence Zimbabwe, the land question remained racialized with the 
continued domination of white settlers. In Kenya, the mantle of the settler was taken over by 
the yeoman farmer or politicians and bureaucrats turned farmers, of a particular ethnic group 
thus ethicizing the land question. In both cases, it has exploded in violence. The land question 
is thus back on the historical agenda. 

In the countries where peasant agriculture prevails, the debates have been on the social 
character of the peasantry and modes of exploitation of peasant labour. Nineteenth centuries 
writers of the agrarian question in Europe noted the continued existence of the peasant, the 
petty commodity producer, side by side with the development of capitalist agriculture. They 
argued that this was not because small production in agriculture was more viable or efficient 
but rather because ‘small peasants reduce the level of their requirements below that of wage 
workers and tax their energies far more than the latter do …’ (Lenin 1966: 27). However, they 
expected the peasant to disappear with further development of capitalist agriculture. It must be 
added, however, that Lenin’s position had a political purpose. He was debunking the 
Narodniks who celebrated the small peasant (in modern discourse ‘small is beautiful’) and 
saw him as the harbinger of socialism thus skipping or bypassing the capitalist stage. Neither 
the context nor the rationale of that debate applies to the continued existence of the African 
peasant.19 In our case, the peasant is not the remnant of the past but integrated in the perverse 
capitalist logic of disarticulated accumulation.  

I agree with Moyo and Yeros that there is no such thing as a peasant mode of production nor 
does the peasant constitute a class. However, they over-simplify somewhat when they 
characterize the whole of the peasantry as semi-proletarian. The tendency for the 
differentiation of the peasantry into poor, middle, and rich peasant a la Mao does exist. This 
represents the so-called American path of the development of capitalist agriculture or 
accumulation from below, which, is not the characteristic African agriculture. In the periphery 
the American path is blocked or distorted or perverted by the domination of various forms of 
compradorial capitals (merchant, state, petty bourgeois, etc.) which mediate between peasant 
labour and monopoly capital. To this, must be added the disarticulation between agriculture 
and industry, the perverse nature of the latter being a major obstacle to ‘accumulation from 

                                                 
19 Ironically, during the debates of the sixties and seventies at the University of Dar es Salaam, Rodney came 
close to Narodnik position when he tried to prove Ujamaa based on small peasant as ‘scientific socialism’.   
(Rodney   
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below’. The result is that agriculture is the site of generating, but not accumulating, surplus. It 
is accumulated outside agriculture reproducing stagnation and impoverishment in agriculture. 

The intermediate compradorial capital may take different forms, including state or private, 
depending on the state of class struggles and the nature of global political economy but its 
logic is grounded in accumulation by dispossession, that is, non-equivalent exchange. 
Financialization of capitalism under neoliberalism has spawned new forms of compradorial 
capitals, which exist in its interstices. This involves making quick money through 
expropriation of resources, which were hitherto in public domain or belonged to the commons 
such as birds and wildlife, timber, forest products and biological resources. A new wave of 
enclosures is also in the making with enclosing of beaches and mountains, waterfalls and 
streams, rare bio-species etc. for ecotourism. In this expropriation, the State as the ultimate 
custodian of public domain is closely involved. The political-bureaucratic class thus reaps 
political rents (corruption, bribes) by alienating the commons. They are compradors in the 
original Chinese sense of the word. The money thus obtained is not productively invested but 
either expatriated to foreign banks or laundered in dubious financial institutions or speculative 
real estate markets. State positions, including its coercive powers, become the means of 
extracting surplus from producers, or expropriating values from weaker capitals. Enormous 
amounts of money thus obtained is frittered away in conspicuous consumption by local elites, 
some of which borders on the absurd like air freighting expensive motor vehicles for personal 
use, sending girlfriends to Paris for shopping, buying vacation bungalows in Dubai or sending 
suits to London for dry-cleaning! Adebayo Adedeji describes this class well: 

A tiny group of actors in the unproductive and often illegal sector of the 
economy is setting the beat. They account for not more than 0.1 per cent of the 
population and are not only economically but also socially and culturally 
alienated from conditions in their countries. In fact, they are an international 
class20, whose capital assets move swiftly in and out of countries around the 
globe. They ride on the restless wave of high-turnover financial capital. 
(Adedeji 1993: 7) 

The short-term horizon of this wajisiriamali or entrepreneurs, as they are called in Tanzania, 
means that their ‘investments’ are geared to making quick profits such as entering into one-
sided contracts, on utterly unequal terms, with the state or state companies (for example. 
Kiwira mines); using state positions or contacts to obtain lucrative tenders (TICS); colluding 
with dubious ‘local and foreign investors’ to establish front banks, or exchange bureaus and 
housing condominiums. It is amazing how massive skyscraper construction suddenly changes 
the skyline of cities in neoliberalised economies from Thailand to Tanzania. Tearing down of 
old but durable and, in some cases, beautiful buildings in the city centre of Dar es Salaam is 
an example of how speculative real estate markets work. It is driven by the supply of capital 
rather than a demand (not need, of course) for housing. Of course, the consequence of pulling 
down buildings is to render occupants homeless thus increasing the pool of unsheltered, who 
swell the numbers in ghettoes and slums. At the same time apartments and offices in newly 
built, fully-furnished, concrete-and-glass blocks end up in the hands of a few wealthy 
speculators who buy them up and horde them with a view to rent or sell for higher gains. In 
the meantime, there are empty apartments waiting to be sold or rented existing side by side 
with a multitude of homeless. From the point of view of housing the seventy per cent of city 
inhabitants who ‘live’ in slum or unplanned areas, this real estate boom is irrational. It does 
not address the housing need; very often, it is not even demand-driven. The supply itself 

                                                 
20 This is slightly exaggerated although the sentiment is correct. The neoliberal African elites are more a 
caricature of their international counterpart rather than a part of it.  
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creates the demand and then the demand is speculative rather than need-based. Ironically, it is 
also unplanned because the existing infrastructure - water, electricity, roads, sewage, etc. – is 
simply inadequate and dilapidated to support high-rise buildings. The irrationality of such real 
estate development, from the point of view of social need, is epitomized by the recently 
announced multibillion water front project on the seashores of the city of Dar es Salaam. 
Hundreds of square kilometers of the Indian Ocean will be reclaimed to create a new city 
centre of shopping malls and offices and presumably entertainment and gambling centres. In 
its own way, this form of real estate development also illustrates the disarticulated nature of 
accumulation in the periphery – disarticulation between the need and the demand for housing, 
and disarticulation between demand and supply.21 Just as other bubbles, the real estate bubble 
is built on quicksand; it is bound to collapse, as happened in Thailand during the Asian crash. 

A disarticulated home market: The development of the home market was integral to the 
development of capitalism in advanced countries. It is not surprising therefore, that most of 
these countries adopted protective tariffs and related policies to fence off their home markets 
from external competition in the early period of their development. In extraverted economies, 
on the other hand, production is primarily for export. There is a decisive disjuncture between 
production and consumption in an export-enclave and import-substitution economies. The 
demand for the products of the primary productive sector (minerals, coffee, cotton, tea, etc) 
lies outside. There is no critical home market for these products. At the same time, the 
majority of the demand for the products of industry is the small elite, which means it comes 
from profits and rents rather than wages. The return to labour does not turn into a demand for 
the products of the modern sector, partly because they are expensive and partly because 
import substitution industries produce luxury goods rather than goods for mass consumption. 
Wage goods come largely from the ‘traditional’ sector (food) or cheap imports like second 
hand clothing. Under neoliberalism, the ‘home market’ is virtually destroyed as even staple 
foods like flour, oil, potatoes, tomatoes, vegetables etc. are imported from outside by 
supermarket chains to the detriment of small domestic producers. Few local industries 
producing for mass consumption (textiles, leather, oil, soap etc.) go under with liberalization. 
Income distribution becomes skewed in favour of small elites; salary bills rise in proportion to 
wage bills. The composition of imported consumer goods changes catering for elite tastes, 
including their gas guzzling four-wheel vehicles. Import bills rise; balance-of-payment 
problems ensue. IMF-type economists further advise increasing exportables by diversifying 
and exporting whatever is available, ostrich meat and eggs, cut flowers and game meat, 
precious stones and exotic timber. The ironic nature of the extraverted economy can be seen 
in ‘middle-class’ homes decorated with cheap plastic flowers imported from China while 
fresh flowers are exported to Europe! De Janvry sums up the dilemma of the home market in 
peripheral capitalism thus: ‘The key difference between social articulation and disarticulation 
thus originates in the sphere of circulation – in the geographical and social location of the 
market for the modern sector. Under social articulation, market expansion originates 
principally in rising national wages; under disarticulation, it originates either abroad or in 
profits and rents.’ (De Janvry 1981: 34).  

                                                 
21 The housing boom has pushed up the cement prices between 70 to 100 per cent in Tanzania within the last 4-5 
years. Real estate construction is not affected because contractors pass on the increase to their clients who in turn 
pass it on to their customers. Public works (roads, bridges, schools) and lower middle class homebuilders suffer. 
Thus the sufferers are not real estate developers, whose demand was responsible for price rise in the first place, 
but the public. So much for rational allocation of resources by the invisible hand of the market! Mkapa’s 
demagogic minister for lands visibly deployed the fist of the state in favour of dubious real estate developers. 
They went so far as to create an artificial demand for housing by the government for public servants after selling 
off government houses to their occupants at fire-sale prices.  
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1.5 Summing up: The national and the agrarian questions 
The contradictory relationship between the African periphery and imperialism constitutes the 

national question. At the heart of this relationship lies the crisis of overaccumulation, which 

characterises capitalist imperialism. The agrarian question consists in the disarticulated 

accumulation that characterises peripheral capitalism. As we have seen, the two are linked 

inextricably in the worldwide process of capitalist expansion. In the immediate post-

independence period, these questions were at the forefront of scholarly debates and political 

thought. The neoliberal intervention entailed a paradigmatic shift. Grounded in the categories 

of the market and monetarism, neoliberals had no way of problematising the processes of 

accumulation on the global or local level. The national and agrarian questions disappeared 

from the mainstream discourse. Among the left political economists, the debate simmered on 

but there too there was a crisis of the theory of historical materialism, particularly among the 

Western based left political economists. Some of the so-called internationalist left, as Moyo 

and Yeros characterise them (2007), argued that the national question had been either resolved 

or no longer relevant. Meanwhile, the agrarian question had been resolved because the 

peasantry was fast disappearing. The peasant was no longer a pure agriculturalist; he/she was 

involved in multi-occupations and or thriving in the informal sector. What are essentially 

survival strategies reinforcing the disarticulated forms of accumulation in response to the 

predatory financialization of capitalism, are presented as a progressive dissolution of the 

peasant. Moyo and Yeros have succinctly discussed these debates in a number of their articles 

(2005, 2007a, 2007b). They take the position, with which we agree, that (a) the national and 

the agrarian questions remain unresolved; (b) they are inseparably linked and inserted in the 

global process of imperialist accumulation, which is characterised by (c) polarisation 

producing articulated accumulation at the centre and disarticulated accumulation at the 

periphery. Under disarticulated accumulation capital shifts the burden of social reproduction 

to labour, thus neither the peasant nor the proletarian labour is fully proletarianised. Instead, 

the dominant tendency is for the semi-proletarianisation of labour in which the peasant or the 

worker (in the rural or urban area, in the formal or informal sectors) super-exploits 

himself/herself by cutting into his/her necessary consumption, a form of accumulation by 

dispossession.  

On the transition to capitalism in agriculture, Lenin identified two paths of development, the 

American and the Junker. The American path refers to a situation of the accumulation by the 

peasantry resulting in its differentiation. This is accumulation from below. The Junker path is 
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where landlords, or former feudal lords, turn capitalists thus extracting surplus value from 

wage-labour as opposed to various forms of labour-rents from serfs.22 In the former settler 

colonies like Kenya and Zimbabwe, where there was massive alienation of land to settlers, 

agriculture development comes close to the Junker path except that it does not lead to a full 

scale development of capitalist agriculture but rather exists as an enclave of super-exploitation 

and racial privilege under the overall domination of imperialist capital. Directly or indirectly, 

through the market or the state, settler agriculture is subsidised by semi-proletarian labour in 

the reserves and ‘communal lands’ or squatter labour on latifundias. The post-independence 

land resettlement program in Kenya, which was in effect a kind of market-based land reform, 

resulted in the Kenyanisation of settler farms. It did not change the fundamental relationship 

or the pattern of disarticulated accumulation in agriculture. Racial privileges were replaced by 

ethnic preferences underwritten by the neo-colonial State. In Zimbabwe, the Kenyan model 

did not take off, partly because of the intransigence of the former colonial state, Britain, and 

partly because of the deeper entrenchment of the settler class in the local political economy. In 

the plantation-settler African countries, the agrarian question is closely linked to the land 

question. Land reform has thus posed itself as a question of land redistribution. The 

immediate post-independence contestation was between the colonial/neo-colonial position 

advocating state-led, but market-based, land redistribution and a more nationalist position of 

radical ‘expropriation of the exproriators’. The limits of the former can be seen in the Kenyan 

case. At the minimum, it can be said that the Kenyan model of ‘land reform’ fails to break the 

stranglehold of disarticulated accumulation and resolve the agrarian question. It does not fully 

unleash the Junker path of capitalist development in agriculture either; rather it assumes a new 

form of compradorial path. This is a further substantiation of the argument that the agrarian 

question cannot be resolved outside of, and separated from the national question. This brings 

us to the second, radical model of land reform – ‘expropriation of the exproriators.’ The vivid 

illustration of this ‘model’ is the land reform in Zimbabwe, which happened in the situation of 

crisis of the late 1990s and early 2000s in that country.  

Moyo and Yeros (2007a roape0, 2007b) are probably the only writers on the Left who have 

provided a consistent analysis of the Zimbabwe question rooted in the method of historical 

materialism and approached from the perspective of the national and agrarian questions. It is 

not necessary for our purpose to go into the details of their argument or position. More 

relevant is to pose the question: what would be the trajectory of accumulation after land 

                                                 
22 For a succinct summary of Lenin’s position, see Neocosmas (1993).  
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redistribution and the creation of a small peasantry where the ultimate title and control of land 

is vested in the state? This question is not posed, much less answered, by the authors. This is 

so because there is considerable ambiguity in their analyses and position on the Zimbabwe 

question on the following issues: 1) Does the resolution of the land question also mean that 

the agrarian question is resolved? Land redistribution is necessary but not sufficient for the 

resolution of the agrarian question. We have already argued that the agriculture revolution is 

not possible without industrialisation of agriculture, which in turn means the resolution of the 

national question to address the question of disarticulated accumulation. 2) The relation 

between the state, peasant, and land cannot be fully grasped without a clear analysis of the 

social character of the state and class and its relation with imperialism. To their credit, Moyo 

and Yeros, clearly recognise and emphasise that the transformation of peripheral capitalism is 

not simply a question of the structures of political economy but fundamentally a political 

question of class struggle. Yet, they fudge over the class character of what they call the 

“radicalised state” in Zimbabwe. Their failure to differentiate between a comprador and a 

national bourgeoisie leads them to identify the whole of black bourgeoisie, except for ‘a small 

section of the unaccommodated black bourgeoisie’ (2007b: 35) on the side of the pro-land 

reform nationalist bloc. While at the same time the working class (including farm labourers?) 

are part of the pro-imperialist “‘post-national’ alliance” (Ibid.) The ambivalent attitude of the 

authors on these issues leads them unwittingly to fuse the national and race questions thereby 

coming close to imply that the expropriation of land from white settlers and its occupation by 

black peasants has resolved the national question. The characterisation 
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c. Land is regulated by a hierarchical legal regime of customary and statutory law where 
statutory law prevails in case of conflict;24 

d. Land sizes are small, minifundia; 

e. The unit of production is a ‘pure agriculturalist’, 25 peasant household with a functional 
division between cash crops (mainly primary commodities for export) and food crop 
production and a patriarchal division of labour between gender; 

f. The household produces most of its subsistence while relying on the market for some 
critical items of consumption (salt, oil, clothing, etc) and inputs (chemicals, hoes etc.); 

g. There is very little use of machinery, inorganic fertilisers, and irrigation in production; 
agriculture is largely rain-fed and labour-intensive;  

h. Typical source of energy is firewood. 

 

The state stands in the position of a landlord in relation to the peasant producer. It may not 

directly extract ground rent but does so indirectly through taxes, price differentials, adverse 

terms of trade, forced labour etc. Sovereignty and property merge in the state. State’s 

monopoly of violence, through law or otherwise (development conditions, minimum acreage 

laws, flat rate tax paid in cash etc.) is exerted to keep the peasant chained to the capitalist 

system, although the process of peasant production itself is not capitalist. Extra economic 

coercion thus plays a central role in the process of peasant production.  

Both land and labour productivity on peasant farms is low. While commodity production 

generates some differentiation within the peasantry, the process of accumulation is stuck at 

the level of rich peasant. For its further development and accumulation, the productivity has to 

rise. This can only happen by use of modern machinery and inorganic inputs both of which 

are too expensive for the peasant and for the peripheral economy as a whole. Thus, surplus 

extracted from agriculture is not accumulated within agriculture to propel its industrialisation; 

rather it is accumulated as merchant capital to reproduce the extraverted economy. Merchant 

capital plays the role of intermediate capital between peasant labour and imperial capital. It 

can be private or state. Accumulation from below is thus blocked. It is merchantised taking 

the path of ‘accumulation from above’, which is the characteristic feature of disarticulated 

accumulation.   

Land reform in peasant economies presents itself as a land tenure reform. While the land 

question does not exist in the classical sense, it is not correct to say that in peasant economies 

it is only the agrarian question that needs to be addressed. Contestation over the type of land 
                                                 
24 In legal circles wrongly called legal pluralism.  
25 Colonialism destroyed the incipient domestic manufactories and craft industry, that is, the beginnings of 
division between agriculture and manufacturing (Hjekshus ).  
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tenure reform represents different paths of development and trajectories of accumulation. The 

East African Royal Commission in the 1950s recommended individualisation, titling, and 

registration (ITR) as these countries approached independence. The argument was based on 

the inefficiency of peasant production. Individualisation and titling would enable land to be 

used as collateral thus enabling investment in land. It would facilitate transfer of land from the 

inefficient to efficient farmers. It would penalise the lazy and the indolent while acting as an 

incentive to the hardworking. In Tanzania, Nyerere opposed the recommendation on the 

ground that if land became a commodity to be bought and sold like a shirt, it would create a 

class of landlords and landless. It would be ‘iffy’ history to speculate on what would have 

happened had the recommendation been adopted. Fifty years later, the Peruvian neo-liberal 

Hernando de Costa came out with a new edition of that argument under his thesis of 

formalising property, which will be discussed fully in my forthcoming work. 

Meanwhile, neighbouring Kenya did adopt the recommendations and embarked on the 

programme of consolidation and registration of land. The Commission’s report came in the 

wake of Mau Mau rebellion, which was centrally a struggle for land. In Kenya, the 

implementation of the Commission’s recommendation was to create a yeoman farmer class, 

which would be the bulwark against radical change. It paved the way for the transition from 

colonialism to neo-colonialism but failed to address the national and agrarian questions and 

put the country on a path of autocentric development. Instead, it ethnicised the land question. 

Fifty years later Kenya had its own land Commission that brought out the social inequities 

and the explosive nature of the land question. The post-election explosion in 2007-2008 

resulting in the deaths of over 1000 people and bringing the country on the brink of collapse 

once again brought the land and the national questions back on the agenda just as it is 

happening in many African countries in different forms.  

Under neo-liberalism, predatory financial capital is heralding a new wave of commodification 

and expropriation of land. As predatory capital seeks over and underground natural resources, 

including massive amounts of land for agro-fuels, we can expect a new wave of expropriation 

of peasant lands and new forms of accumulation by dispossession. In spite of the neo-liberal 

rhetoric, this process of primitive accumulation may not be disguised behind the invisible 

hand of the market. All indications are that the fist of the state backed by both the declining 

and the rising hegemonic powers will be deployed freely. The African peasantry is proving 

too resistant to the World Bank’s pet project of ITR or De Sotto’s mantra of formalising 

informal (customary) land tenure. The peasant wants the loans to develop his/her land but 
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does not want it to be foreclosed on default. After 50 years of ITR in Kenya, Moi had to 

change the rules of foreclosure because bailiffs carrying court orders either faced peasants 

branding spears to defend their lands or did not know which lands to foreclose. The land 

registry in Nairobi did not reflect the real ownership situation on the ground where people 

continued to apply their customary laws in spite of having formally registered the land. So the 

path of commoditising land is proving to be too difficult. In practice, even the likes of World 

Bank privately support forced alienations by the state to “capture” the peasant (Hyden’s 

phrase) for the market while making ITR noises in public.  

The land question is an intricate component of the agrarian question, which cannot be 

addressed without addressing the national question. At the end of the day, the real question is 

how to move from the disarticulated forms of accumulation to socially articulated form. This 

question/s cannot be answered in the abstract. They require a concrete analysis of the agency 

of change in the context of the state of international and national class struggles, which we 

hope to do in the ongoing study of the political economy of Tanzania.  
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