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Abstract 

 

Commentators, journalists and social scientists argued that the causes of the backwardness of 

African development lays in the irrationality, in the archaic tribalism of its tradition and in local 

cultural or natural factors. 

The deconstruction of this characterization of the Africa crises has been the leitmotiv of this essay. 

Looking at the long-term process of interaction between pre-capitalist modes of production with the 

expansion, in space and time, of the capitalist mode of production, the work has structured an 

historically grounded social analysis to reveal the interconnectedness of the processes of articulation 

of the capitalist mode of production with the pre-capitalist/indigenous modes of production.  

The analysis of the longue durée of the historical transformation has been approached through an 

historical comparison of the processes of social change between the social formations in Egypt and 

South Africa. The relevant conclusions we have drawn from this essay is that the process of 

primitive accumulation can be inferred also in contemporary patterns of accumulation in the 

peripheries of the world system where the transition to full fledged capitalist relation has been 

blocked since the colonization. Today this mechanism is permanent and reflects the tensions 

associated with capitalist crisis, inter-imperialist rivalry and various resulting forms of barbarism.  

Commodification and privatization of land and the forceful expulsion of peasant populations, 

conversion of various forms of property rights (common, communal) into exclusive private property 

rights; commodification of labour power and the suppression of alternative indigenous forms of 

production and consumption; colonial, neo-colonial and imperial processes of appropriation of 

assets (including natural resources), taxation and national debt are all demonstration effects of the 

enduring and permanent process of primitive accumulation that continue to hold African 

populations in a state of misery, underdevelopment and endemic social conflicts.    
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Introduction and Objectives 

 

The contemporary characterization of African crises has proceeded along different vectors. 

Economic decline, increasing indebtedness, debt service servitude, external dependency, growing 

inequality and poverty, endemic political coercion, corruption and instability are now more the 

norm than an exception. The process however still continue to be represented by academics and 

experts of international institutions solely and mainly in terms of failure of the African state and 

political process to create stability and a friendly environment to promote economic growth and 

human development.  

 Bayart (2000) defines the “politics of belly” as an intrinsic part of the African “historicity”. 

Robert Jackson’s characterization of the African states as  “quasi-states”  or “soft states” puts in 

evidence the contradiction between their juridical existence and the political inability to develop the 

fundamental functions of the statehood (1990). Another attempt at a single representation of African 

politics is that of conceiving it as “personal rule” (Jackson & Rosberg, 1982). 

While we agree that repressive, incompetent and corrupt governments and political classes 

imposed an unbearable burden on Africans, inducing to patronage forms of access to, and 

redistribution of, public resources to private ends, and draining away efficiency and legitimacy from 

the political institutions, we should seriously look, to explain the African tragedy, at the dynamics 

of the international economic and political context where African policies have been shaped and 

avoid to accept so readily this internalist and state-minimalist approach. Thus we should distrust of 

simplistic interpretations and generalizations about the African crises since “there is not one but 

many Africas” (Chazan, 1992:14).  

Another way to interpret the African crises, is that one promoted by those elites of African 

rulers who use to affirm that African continent is marginalised, i.e. only partially integrated in the 

global economy. The purpose of the South African president Mbeki, expressed in the presentation 

of New Partnership for African Development to the heads of state at the G-8 summit in Canada in 
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2002, consisted of  setting up a global “New Deal” for Africa with the aim to enhance the growth of 

the African GDP to 7% each year: 

 

“ the advantages of an effectively regulated integration represent the best perspective 

for a future economic prosperity and for the reduction of poverty... through the role of 

national authorities and private institutions in driving the globalisation agenda on a 

path of sustainability,..if resources will be properly utilised, the economic growth, 

equitable and sustainable, of the continent as its rapid integration in the world economy 

could be achieved” (Mbeki, 2001).   

 

The idea that Africa’s underdevelopment derives from its the not-complete integration in the 

world economy is however misleading and not supported by a historical-empirical scrutiny. To 

overcome both those particularistic interpretations, which rise as totalizing models of 

interpretation and explanation of social change, and those a-historical assumptions of the 

marginalization of the African continent, we need to structure an historically grounded research 

strategy. The aim of the work is to look at the African crises as a consequence of the mechanisms 

of incorporation of Africa in the interstate system and in the international division of labour of the 

capitalist world economy. The project wants to examine the contradictions of the incorporation 

process, its historical foundations and modalities since the existing views on African tragedy 

misunderstand or simply take little in consideration the “longue durée” of the social, political and 

economic interrelation between the West and the African continent. We want to analyze the 

dynamic interaction between the stimulus/penetration of external factors/forces and its 

reception/reformulation by internal forces - in opposition to the reduction of this relationship to a 

one-way logic - to comprehend, through a long historical perspective, the political economy of the 

contradictions that underpins and shapes the structure of the historical transformation of the 

continent. Following Lionel Cliffe’s suggestion that “the full task of political economy of Africa 

must start with an analyses of the pre-capitalist modes ”(Cliffe, 1976:127), the starting point of 

our analyses is comprehending the nature and composition of the pre-capitalist social formations, 
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the ways in which these were affected, if not necessarily restructured by colonial penetration and 

mercantile capital, and the impact on Africans of the colonial experience and methods of social 

control.  

The task of this paper is to address these questions through an historical comparative 

analyses of the transformations of rural relations of production in social formations in Egypt and 

South Africa during the process of capitalist penetration. 

The historical experience of South Africa’s and Egypt’s people needs to be explored not 

only in their points of interaction/articulation with the capitalist world economy but also in terms of 

the internal dynamic of their various social formations. We mean by social formations the exact 

nature of the particular diversity and unity of economic and social relations which characterise a 

society during a specific epoch (Terray, 1972:177-179). Any given social formation may be 

understood through the abstract concept of a mode of production, which structure and specific form 

is the combination of forces and relations of production, division of labour and class relations, 

together with the mechanisms which make possible its (re)production and that includes with its 

definition economic, juridico-political and ideological structures (Hindess & Hirst, 1975:9-12).       

A mode of production is something that is socially produced by human beings, it refers the way 

people produce and reproduce their means of subsistence so it can be potentially changed. Thus the 

economic forms in which men produce, consume and exchange are transitory and historical.  

The analysis of the process of transformation of different social formations and their mode 

of production must thus be rooted in their specific place/time settings. Here the cases of reference 

are not constructed in isolation from the spatial-temporal context, rather they are analyzed as the 

product of the evolving general historical process. Historical comparison must not be thus an 

appendix of social enquiry, rather it must be subordinated to a historical substantive problems to 

make it reveal the interconnectedness of social phenomena. We will use a methodological tool 

called incorporated comparison. Against  the idea of an encompassing comparison, in which the 

similarities and differences between cases/parts are always reconstructed in terms of the relationship 
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of the parts to the whole (Tilly, 1982), McMicheal constructs this analytical instrument focusing on 

the construction of causal historical analysis for the development of an historically grounded social 

theory. In this comparison an alternative to a pre-conceived concrete totality in which parts are 

subordinated to the whole is the idea of an emergent totality where the juxtaposition of parts as 

relational categories reveal and realize the changing whole (McMicheal 1992).  

The analysis will be at the same time synchronous and diachronic: it will look respectively 

at variations across the spaces in world historical conjunctures (colonialism and capitalist crisis) and 

at instances analyzed as products of a continuous evolving process in and across time. For the sake 

of heuristic value  it is important to define a model through which to represent the historical 

comparison. In the first part of the essay presents an analysis of the differences in the process of 

rural transformation and economic penetration, while in the second part we will stress on the 

analysis of the similarities across the two cases in the period after 1945. Since this is a 

simplification that we use for purpose of representation we assume this not to be a rigid subdivision 

but a flexible instrument within an approach which will try to be dialectical.  
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Understanding modern social change: South Africa  

 

 

To understand the genesis of the modern South African society is fundamental to know the 

nature and the character of its pre-colonial social formations. Notwithstanding the difficult to offer a 

complete description of the various societies who inhabited South Africa before the arrival of Dutch 

and British colonizers, we will try to simplify the historical background of South Africa to define 

the wide spectrum of political and economic relations which acted as a means of resistance to the 

penetration of white settlement.  

The indigenous inhabitants were organized into three basic modes of production consistent 

with the level of their material development (Magubane, 1979:22-23). There were “hunters and 

herders” organized in chiefdoms and confederations with structures very decentralized and 

fluctuating designated as Khoikhoin from the native languages; the “hunters and gatherers”, known 

as San, organized into bands of great mobility, that the whites called “Bushmen”; the Nguni 

speaking groups (Xhosa and Zulu) organized in highly developed states which mode of production 

combined in a complex relationship cattle herding, agriculture and hunting. A mode of production 

does not involve merely relations of production but it includes the understanding about how the 

resources are allocated, which relations of power are created and maintained, which mechanisms 

rule the division of labour between males and women, elders and young men. 

The social formations observed were arranged in lineages, clans and chiefdoms with the 

extended family as pivot of the production and consumption. Observance of hierarchy and political 

obligations was largely conterminous with kinship, the Nguni, as example, were socially organized 

and ordered by kinship ties: property rights and the social relations of the individual were 

determined by the membership of a particular kinship group (Bundy, 1979:14-15). In primitive 

economies most of the production is geared to use of the producers or to discharge of kinship 

obligations, rather than to exchange or gain (Wolf, 1966:3, quoting Sahlins, 1960).   



 9 

Consequence of this pattern of social organization is that the de facto control of the means of 

production assumes a decentralized and familial form. In these societies market exchange 

transactions are absent or negligible, trade and production for the market play only a limited role 

and no appreciable amount of land or labour was hired or sold. The family organizes the growing of 

food, its processing and storage. However this do not imply that the family is a totally self-sufficient 

unit or a totally self-contained work unit since it depends marginally on the exchange of goods with 

its neighbourhood while labour is expended collectively in some occasions. The division of labour 

within the household is based on the sexual division of the social roles. The existence of certain 

redistributive tenets and mechanisms within the kinship ties - the “military” protection of its 

members; support for the ailing, the aged and the indigent; redistribution of resources – is a 

powerful feature that reinforces the non-stratified nature of tribal society. These key features, 

emerged in the case of Nguni people, have been ascribed as important elements common to all the 

other social formations in South Africa (Bundy, 1979). This complex relationship of mutual 

obligation which characterizing the pre-colonial economy in South Africa has been defined as a 

redistributive mode of production (Legassick 1974:288). However far from describing them as 

egalitarian societies we want to underline that there were many poor families who depended on the 

patronage of those more strong families, the men exerted the social control on the women and 

“client” “patron” relationship could exist within kinship networks even though the effects of the 

inequalities were attenuated and contained. The local modes of production of native communities 

were inclined to the production for subsistence and grounded on principles of reciprocity and 

redistribution and only randomly based on market relations (Polany, 1974:49-50).   

Such a system of production operated against sharp economic stratification or differentiation 

of the society into classes since the stimulus for the production of a surplus which could be sold on 

the market was tenuous or marginal. The land was “communal property” of the political 

community: individual rights in property were not recognized, individual usage was. This system of 

social and economic organization did not constitute a “static”, “primitive” or worst “irrational” form 
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of management of resources: among Sotho groups the chiefs ensured that operations of sowing were 

based on a knowledge of soil-types and performed at a time which the experienced elders of the 

tribe knew the most suitable (Schapera, 1928); in the case of Mpondo, Beinart (1982) has pointed 

out, looking at the social organization after the shock of mfecane, which created a heavy loss of 

cattle, that the pre-colonial economy was able to shift its balances between the two main sources of 

subsistence, agriculture and herding and that the division of labour between males and women was 

not so rigid as it was presumed but it adapted itself to the changing environmental circumstances.   

We must thus reject a-historical explanations of poverty and underdevelopment which stress 

on the “backwardness” and immobility of natives modes of production in general and of African 

agriculture in particular since the weight of tribal practices was never so restricting as to preclude 

change. They fail to understand that those groups who interacted with the peculiar ecology of South 

Africa could not survive without a full exploitation of available natural and human resources since 

the physical environment of Southern Africa was undoubtedly a harsh one. The tropical soils are 

proper more fragile than those of temperate regions and they lack sufficient humus and regular rain 

falls to facilitate the growth of plants (Palmer & Parson, 1977:6-7, quoting Gurus, 1958:13).  

One of the striking elements of the economic and political history of South Africa has been 

the linkage between the extension of economic exchange relationships and the creation of a colony 

of white settlement. The Khoisan and Bantu speakers, with redistributive forms of social 

organization, were linked indirectly with transoceanic market prior to the establishment of a Dutch 

colony at the Cape of Good Hope in 1652. Through the Dutch East India Company (VOC is the 

Dutch acronym), an half-government and half private trading company, the Dutch ruled the colony.  

Even though the entry of African pastoralist-cultivators into the market economy engendered in the 

long-term unfavourable terms of trade (Amin, 1974:137-168), in the short-term it seemed to pose no 

threat to their social, economic and political organization (Bundy, 1979:29). The demand for 

European merchandise was to be meet by trading goods as cattle, hides, horns and the products of 

the hunt like ivory. However the limited rate of reproduction of cattle and the social and cultural 
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function they covered meant that the number of cattle they could trade was never so large. As the 

network of trade extended through a variety of middlemen - Swahili and Portuguese merchants and 

the merchant houses of the South African ports -  the exigencies of European markets have been 

more directly bound to the African people. The trade tended to sap the productive capacities of 

indigenous society and its impact extended to the extent that colonists used coercion and raiding to 

supplement trade, hunted on their own account, and brought indigenous land under the colonial 

system of private property relations.  

The process of class differentiation between rich and poor within indigenous societies, 

which was widely unequal across the space, was encouraged, while the regional transfer of surplus, 

combined with the political and cultural domination of indigenous societies, promoted 

underdevelopment (Legassick, 1977:176-177). 

The main task of the VOC’s officials was to create a self-sufficient and fortified colony to 

protect the monopolistic control of commercial networks on the routes of the East Indies, to trade 

with the indigenous groups and to develop a commercial agriculture. These ambitious tasks, which 

required the availability of land and labour, were solved through the creation of a class of 

vrijburghers (independent cultivators, later citizens) who started armed campaigns of conquest 

towards the hinterland searching for arable and grazing lands. This represented a qualitative and 

quantum leap in the process of colonization and of becoming sedentary. The Khoikhoin resistance 

was valiant even though it was frustrated by the Dutch military superiority (Marks, 1972). 

Khoikhoin and San were integrated in the European areas of settlement to the conditions established 

by the VOC  becoming a servile labour force (Guelke & Shell, 1992:810).  

The success of the agriculture accrued the demand for land and the VOC, managing the 

land’s assignment through a policy of patronage and favouritism, favoured the extension of the 

frontier of conquest. The privatization of the land and the alienation of the water courses, which has 

gone hand in hand with the juridical and political control of the practices which legitimized the 

occupation of the lands and the immediate introduction of commodities within the commercial 
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monopoly of the company (Keegan, 1989), posed the most relevant threat to the indigenous political 

structures and to the system of transhumance. The rising mode of production in the colony was thus 

characterized by the quasi-feudal relations between master and servants, moreover it came to 

interact in its frontier area with pre-capitalist forms of production, incorporating them or curbing 

them to the exigencies of merchant capital of the VOC (Marks & Atmore, 1980:21-22).  

The  success of this mode of production/accumulation consisted in transforming great part 

of the social product in commodities to be sold on the international market. The imperatives of the 

mercantile-commercial and capitalist/imperialist systems sustained the creation of the world market 

through plunder, seizure by tricks, pressure or violence (Mandel, 1968, II:433). 

With the end of the Napoleonic wars the Cape Colony, after the military and financial 

decadence of the VOC and the meanwhile emergence of the British maritime hegemony (Braudel, 

1981), passed under the British control. The political and economic expansion of Western societies 

and the ineluctable creed about the potential benefices of the “free trade” augmented exponentially 

the spur  to control  areas of influence, resources and commercial networks (Arrighi, 1996). The 

long years of war and the loss of the American colonies weakened the financial resources of the 

British empire, accruing the geopolitical and strategic importance of Cape Colony.  

Under the metropolitan umbrella in the Cape Colony emerged a class of import/export 

merchants who, as inheritors of the political authority, allied asymmetrically with the white farmers 

and acted in the behalf of the metropolitan capital. Roughly coterminous with the replacement of 

Dutch control by the British administration came the period of frontier warfare between colonists 

and indigenous African societies for land and resources. The import-export sector of the Cape 

economy demanded an increased production of agricultural and natural resources in return for the 

expanded sale of manufacturing goods.  

In the first three decades of the occupation the colonial government attempted to control and 

manage the indigenous labour power engendering rebellion and resistance between Khoisan and 
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Xhosa, but a combination of coercion, induction and negotiation compelled indigenous groups to 

work in the settlers farms (Marks & Atmore, 1980). 

The physical struggle of conquest against African societies was only part of a more 

sophisticated process which involved ideological activities which buttressed and institutionalized 

that dominance.  On the racial front, the era of British dominance was not only an era of white 

supremacist policies but also of cultural activity. Everyone, including the Afrikaner was subjected 

to the “civilizing” process  and was compelled to accept British institutions, language and culture as 

superior. The subjugated people had the traditions of their conquerors forced upon them and their 

own customs and beliefs reformulated or re-invented (Ranger, 1983). As Magubane (1979: ch. 3) 

pointed out the British had to win “hearts and minds” to instill in their converts a belief in the 

virtues of work, private property and respect for order and authority thus they acted to transform 

African peasant life in a methodical way to the life of industrial capitalism. The mission schools 

were assigned the task of creating a spirit of harmony and cooperation to mask the relations 

between exploiters and exploited.  

Between 1812 and 1853 the military conquests and dispossessions undermined the 

sustainability of African political systems of Eastern Province. The wars for the land were indeed 

also struggles on native labour force for the growing imperatives of the agrarian capitalism. A 

growing presence of traders or storekeepers, “ backed” by the merchant houses in Cape Town and 

Port Elizabeth made commercial networks more dense and direct extending the scope of the cash 

economy. The volume of trade of agricultural produce for the export increased especially with the 

growing demand of British manufacturers of South African wool in the 1830s and 1840s (De 

Kiewiet, 1941:69-72). The increase in the value of the land gave rise to the growth of speculation, 

concentration of large holdings of land in white hands and the extension of cash-crops compelling 

the Nguni people after the Khoikhoin and the San to enter the labour sector of the colonial economy 

(Bundy, 1979:32). The fact that Cape and Natal had become enclaves for cash-crops production, 

especially after the introduction of sugarcane plantations, revealed, on one hand, the function that 
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South Africa accomplished in the international division of labour of the capitalist world economy, 

on the other hand the increasing process of alienation of the means of production of African 

peasants. However the rate of growth of labour demand did not match with its supply since the 

process of exploitation of capitalist relations of production encountered the resistance of many 

Africans who retained their means of production. Even though the property relations were 

insinuating across the economic and political frontier of the colonial expansion, many Africans 

occupied land in other forms as sharecropping or land tenants.  

Modern Southern African historians agree that the phase between the last three decades of 

the 19th century and the first decades of the 20th century represented the period of the incorporation 

of the region within the capitalist world economy. The events which followed the discovery of 

diamonds at Kimberley in the 1867 and of gold in the Witwatersrand in 1886 completely altered the 

productive and reproductive structures in the region and the strategic role it played within the 

British Empire. This period, which was characterized by the rivalry between imperialist powers in 

the era of monopoly capitalism, coincided with the scramble for African territory: the political 

domination by European colonial powers of the African continent.  

The years between the 1848-1875, a period known as the Age of Capital (Hobsbawn, 1976), 

created vast sums of money that looked for a profitable investment. The Berlin conference (1884-

85) ratified the partition of the continent according areas of economic and geopolitical influence  

(Ratcliffe, 1981). As a result of the new role that South Africa was going to accomplish in the 

international division of the labour and the domination of metropolitan capital in mining gold, 

diamonds and other minerals transformed the ruling alliance of merchants and farmers in what 

Trapido has termed the alliance of “gold and maize” – the Chamber of Mines and the emerging 

class of capitalist farmers in the highveld (Trapido, 1971).   

This process implied, on one hand, the transformation of the productive sphere and thus of 

its relations of production, to create production activities integrated in the international division of 

the labour, on the other hand, the alteration in the sphere of the governance to structure state 
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institutions that worked as an integral part of the interstate system (Arrighi, 1978). The mining 

process, which required huge flows of capital and technologies from Europe and constant and cheap 

labour supply, had been from the beginning prerogative of few companies, the De Beers, owned by 

Cecil Rhodes, controlled all the operation on the diamond fields at Kimberley (Gentili, 1996:173-

175). From the 1890s until the World War II, gold mining has been the fulcrum of South Africa’s 

political economy. The British capital owned the diamond and gold mines and the railways that 

transported these minerals, moreover they gained earnings also from transports, insurance and 

freights (Van Helten, 1982). The boom in mining development and in the national infrastructure of 

transports and communications required simultaneously that the new potential (or actual) labour 

force had to be fed and nurtured.  

In these circumstances, as the works of Bundy �1979; 1977) showed, the South African 

conversion of labour, land and subsoil to the imperatives of the world economy did not represent 

ipso facto a marginalization of African peasantry rather it positively responded to the market 

opportunities and fuelled the industrial expansion grasping the benefices of their position in the 

market of agricultural produce and their better knowledge of the peculiar ecology of the South 

African countryside. An adapted, “flexible” form of the “traditional” subsistence method was 

providing sustainable alternatives for Africans to wage employment.  

The transformation of the pattern of accumulation based  on agricultural exploitation to a 

more complex and interrelated pattern of industrial capitalism on a regional scale required new 

institutions – the Anglo-Boer War (1899-1902), the assumption of British hegemony over South 

Africa and the creation of the unified South African State - and new policies. The labour issues was 

crucial since both mines owners and commercial farmers demanded a stable and cheap labour 

supply. Although by the turn of the century thousands of Africans were working on the Southern 

African mines, between the 1903 and 1905 the South African Native Affairs Commission estimated 

a shortage of 300.000 labourers each year to match the necessary growth of the production forces 
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and affirmed besides that “natives looked for a wage employment only as a mere supplement to 

their subsistence means” (Wallerstein, Martin, Dickinson, 1982).   

To solve this scarcity and to reduce the competition for labourers the Chamber of Mines 

created the Witwatersrand Native Labour Association which established a monopsony in the 

recruitment of labourers within and outside South Africa (First, 1976). It imposed a collective 

discipline to the companies with the task of reducing wage rates and establishing constant and 

cheap labour supply.     

In the colonies the capitalist mode of production encounters the resistance of the producers 

who own their means of production, thus it tries with forcible means, extra-economic, to clear away 

the other modes of production who are based on the independent labour of the producers (Marx, 

1957, I:848-850). The effort-price that the peasant had to face entering a wage labour employment 

was higher than obtaining its subsistence and that of its family through the flexible articulation of 

livelihood strategies (Arrighi, 1973). 

The means used to mobilize labour force were numerous, articulated and coordinated by the 

colonial state: the imposition of taxes to force the sales of the means of subsistence and 

transforming the discretionary character of the African participation in the money economy in a 

necessary one ; the restriction of the access to the land; pass laws and compounds to control the 

movement of labourers before, during and after the labour contract (Marks, Rathbone, 1986); forms 

of indebtedness that to be extinguished required a seasonal participation of Africans to the mines or 

plantations or in the settlers estates works; forms of forced labour; legal discriminations in the 

allocations of provisions and grants in the form of implements, seeds and agrarian assistance only 

for the white capitalist agriculture.  

The Land Act of 1913 forbade the purchase or the rent of land for African outside the 

“scheduled African areas”, i.e. “native reserves” and African locations that amounted to the 7.3% of 

the national land, and abolished the farming-on-the-half system that allowed the Africans who 

owned their own ploughs and oxen to cultivate and live on the white settler property in exchange 
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for half the harvest (Magubane, 1979: ch. 4). In 1922 the Native Taxation and Development Act 

forced all the Africans males between sixteen and sixty-five to pay a poll tax and a hut tax. Political 

measures of control, segmentation and recruitment of the labour force and of differentiation of the 

jobs for “white” and “blacks” ensured a racial division of the labour force in the mines and 

plantations. More qualified jobs were reserved, thanks to the legislative and repressive action of the 

state, to white workers, which organized in chauvinist trade unions, pressed the state to hold the 

colour bars and preserve their privileged positions in the division of the labour. The colour bars and 

the system of pass laws erected a system of control and segmentation of the mobility of different 

sections of the labour force (Legassick, 1975). Those also recreated a sexual division of labour in 

the household through the separation of the place of maintenance of labour force from its renewal 

(Burawoy, 1980). The Industrial Conciliation Act  (1924), the Master and Servant Act, the Native 

Labour (Settlement of Disputes) Act (1953), the Native Act  Abolition of Passes and Coordination 

of Documents) all together expressed in racial terms the ideological content of the law (Wolpe, 

1980: 308-310).   

This regulation of the circulation of the labour force intended to separate the workers from 

the household and the place of the production from the place of social reproduction. In this way the 

capitalists could avoid to afford the welfare and social costs of the reproduction of the labour force 

externalizing them on the women labour, not monetised, in rural areas and pay wages below the 

minimum standard.  

As Palmer, Parson wrote:  

“ elements of the pre-capitalist system were deliberately permitted to survive under 

capitalism...between the first decade of twentieth century in the south and the third decade in 

the north of Southern Africa, there were created variations of the “dual economy” which kept 

African families split but constantly moving between rural and urban “reserves” or settler 

estates” (Parson, Palmer, 1982: 4-5). 
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Egypt 

 

Throughout Egypt’s history the peculiar ecology of the Nile valley has influenced the 

patterns, modalities and rhythms of the rural life. The Egypt, which Herodotus defined as the “gift 

of the Nile”, has nurtured one of the world’s oldest peasant peoples. A big surplus could be 

therefore appropriated by the ruling class, providing the basis of civilization. State centralization 

was both precocious and extreme, a necessity engendered by the need to organize huge irrigation 

works and to defend the oasis against the menaces of the nomads.   

I will start from sketching out the main feature of the political and socio-economic 

structures, the social relations of production and trade patterns, of Mamluk or Ottoman Egypt 

(1516-1798), which characterizes the pre-capitalist order.  

Egyptian agriculture, which was entirely dependent upon the waters of the Nile and its 

system of irrigation, was the product of millennia of experience. Most arable land was contained 

within huge basins of thousand of feddans (approximately acres) enclosed by large dikes. The basin 

system of irrigation took advantage from the flood cycle of the Nile. The height of the flood 

indicated the area which would have received water and hence to be cultivated and taxable in the 

coming year. The villages adjacent to the system of dikes provided labour for their organization and 

maintenance and each village was responsible for the lesser dikes and canals within its own landed 

area (Kuno, 1992:17). To provide an adequate but not excessive amount of water for irrigation was 

a complex task which depended on the fact the flood had to reach a certain minimum height without 

greatly surpassing it.   

The land was sown differently with winter and summer crops according to the relative 

availability of water. Main winter crops were wheat, barley, beans, clover, sorghum and flax while 

the summer crops (rice, sugarcane, indigo, cotton), which were possible only when it was possible 

to obtain sufficient summer water and required greater cost in terms of investments and labour, 

were grown mainly for the market and provided an handsome return than the winter crops (Issawi, 



 19 

1966). However most farmland produced only a single winter crop  using the basin method of 

irrigation (Owen, 1969:7-11).  

The principle of possession of land being contingent on its cultivation and payment of its tax 

(in coin or kind) was introduced in the early eighth century, a peasant’s share of the tax assessed on 

his village was determined by the headmen and notables, according to the amount of land he held 

(Cuno, 1992:19).   

Egypt had two principal functions in the Ottoman imperial system: it supplied foodstuffs 

both in form of tribute or commodities to Istanbul and the Holy Places of Arabia; it was the focal 

point of an extensive transit trade between Africa, Asia and the Mediterranean countries (Pamuk, 

1987). The economic expansion of the sixteenth and eighteenth century appears to have stopped 

before the beginning of the eighteenth century. According to Raymond the economic crises of the 

end of the eighteenth century was a combination of political conditions, natural disaster and 

movements in international trade (Raymond, 1973, I:239-241). The decline of the trade, as a 

consequence of the emersion of aggressive European competition, undermined the Ottoman 

authority. The fiscal and political crises of the Ottoman state required decentralizing provincial 

administration. In Egypt such decentralization took the form of grants of iltizam or tax farming.  

Under this system the Mamluks were responsible for supervising tax collection. Under 

Egypt’s new masters the greater part of the cultivated land was classifies as miri, that is as 

belonging to the state. By the eighteenth century most of Egypt ‘s lands was held under the iltizam 

or tax-farming system.  

The tax farmer (multazim) acquired the land by public auction, upon payment of a sum of 

money. The difference between the tax he raised from villagers and the land tax (miri) he paid to 

the government was kept by him (Issawi, 1966: ch.3). By the end of the eighteenth century state 

lands, which were almost universally distributed throughout Egypt, fell into the hands of the 

wealthiest and most powerful men, most of whom were Mamluks. Of 6,000 multazims, it was 
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estimated that 300 were Mamluks who held more than 2/3 of the cultivated lands in Egypt (Rivlin, 

1961:21).  

The multazims of eighteenth-century Egypt were the latest groups to succeed in taking up an 

intermediary position between a weakened central government and its source of revenue. The use of 

the land was divided between multazims  and the peasants. The latter’s land (‘ard al-fellah) was 

reserved for their use and they paid a variety of taxes on it to the multazim. The land reserved to the 

exclusive use of multazims (‘ard al-wasiya) was under-taxed and used in different ways: he could 

rent out the land to village sheikh or headmen who would direct the agricultural operations of other 

peasants; the land could be directly exploited by the multazim by hiring labour; he might use a 

corvée labour. Multazims were not alone in building up this form of administration of the 

agriculture on tributary lines, he was assisted by village sheikh and other officials in the supervision 

of the operations of cultivation and other agricultural activities. All these individuals received tax 

exemptions and payments in kind (Rivlin, 1961:ch.2). Peasant labour was paid in cash (for 

cultivation), in kind (for harvest), or not at all (if corvée labour) (Richards, 1977: 13). 

The increased attractiveness of iltizams as a field of investment was spurred by the 

conversion of iltizam into inheritable life holdings. This combination of factors favoured the 

transformation of their holders into a semi-hereditary rentier class. This class was supported by the 

development of a market in selling, renting and mortgaging of iltizam rights (Cuno, 1992: ch.2).    

However the role and influence of multazims over the social life of the village was never complete 

and differed according to the region and to the different pattern of allocation of land: in Upper and 

Middle Egypt lands were held communally and assigned to individual cultivators as soon as the 

extent of the Nile flood became apparent; in Lower Egypt instead individual families cultivated a 

fixed area of ‘ard al- fellah (Shaw, 1968:101). The multazims or their representatives had never 

much to do directly with the peasants rather they dealt with the village sheikhs (Rivlin, 1961). 

 The struggle on the agricultural surplus that could be extracted under form of tax, rent or 

credit never influenced the kind of crops that peasants choose to cultivate. The kinship system 
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played a large role in the allocation of political authority and economic resources while the 

communal nature of land ownership and its redistribution at various times secured the rights of all 

members of the village community (Rivlin, 1961). However this is not to say that villages should be 

interpreted in terms of isolation from the wider network of the commercial relations in the 

countryside. Relations of exchange and the spread of moneylenders were integral to the rural 

economy of Ottoman Egypt since late antiquity, when the Greeks introduced the use of coins in 

exchange, influencing the development of rural economy and society (Cuno, 1992). In Lower Egypt 

the land tax, mainly collected in coin, presupposed a high degree of monetization and an intimate 

contact between peasants cultivators and the market (Owen, 1969:6).  

Rural economy has been depicted as the village units were nearly entirely self-sufficient, 

producing what they consumed and consuming what they produced. This interpretation has been 

disproven empirically by Cuno (1992) who has aptly observed that urban-rural commerce in 

Ottoman Egypt was more developed, its structures were more complex and its techniques more 

sophisticated, than is compatible with the thesis of an isolated village and of a pure subsistence 

economy (Cuno, 1992:48-63). An historical empirical scrutiny showed that villages were linked by 

urban rural commerce in a countrywide marketing system to the export markets (Larson, 1985).  

After Muhammad Ali’s massacre of the Mamluks, the “founder of modern Egypt”, imposed 

his programme of reforms in a rural society that was not communal and egalitarian but highly 

stratified. Large, medium and small landholding strata were extant before the impact of the Pasha’s 

reforms was felt, while the presence of a landless class who farmed as tenants could be inferred 

(Cuno, 1992:85).   

The need to defend his position against Egyptian rivals and the Porte made imperative the 

construction of  new military organizations based on conscription rather that on mercenaries. It was  

necessary to acquire colonies and to withstand the increasingly dangerous threat of political and 

military intervention by British or other continental countries. His principal goal, independence, 

implied a conflict with the Ottoman Sultan and since the great part of Egypt’s trade had been with 
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the Empire, Muhammad ‘Ali proceeded to reorient Egyptian trade towards the West (Richards, 

1977:17). By 1823, some 76 percent of Egyptian exports were going to Europe (Owen, 1969:169).  

This re-orientation required a strong administrative and agrarian reform to strengthen the 

control over land. In very short time between 1811 and 1814 he destroyed the Mamluks, abolished 

the iltizams system and appropriated all land held as iltizam reasserting the state‘s right of 

ownership of miri land and transferring the tax income to the Cairo Treasury. The process intended 

to dispossess all the landowners and multazims and remove their role as intermediaries between the 

state and the fellah. After having become the actual owner of almost all agricultural land in Egypt, 

Muhammad ‘Ali carried a cadastral survey to reorganize administratively the countryside (Rivlin, 

1961:53-60). He was able to use the services of village sheikhs whose combination of local power 

and long tradition of subservience to external authority made them the ideal agents of the central 

government (Baer, 1969:63).   

An ingenious system of solidarity established that each fellah was responsible for the taxes 

of any and all his neighbours in his village and each village for the other villages in its district. 

When after years of evasion and procrastination a village reached the end of its means and 

succumbed beneath the burden of its own taxes and those of its neighbours, the state confiscated 

livestock and tools of its inhabitants. Peasants were reduced to the status of tax-paying serf to that 

of sharecroppers or salaried workers calculated as to permit a sort of existence on the border 

between malnutrition and starvation (Rivlin, 1961:ch.3). Their power of decision making was 

harshly reduces: peasants sowed what, when and as he was told and when after some exertion, he 

brought in his crop, he could not sell it but was forced to turn it to the government at arbitrarily 

imposed prices that barely sufficed to cover taxes. The Pasha was able to gain control over the 

major source of Egyptian revenue: the land tax represented the mainstay of his financial system, 

usually supplying at least half of total receipts (Owen, 1981:69).    

A second source of revenue could be made by the exports of agricultural produce.  A 

systems of monopolies in internal and external trade on crops like cereals, rice, sugar  and on all the 
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cash crops of the country as sesame, indigo and long staple cotton, the Jumel, allowed the 

government to appropriate the bulk of rural surplus purchasing produce at price fixed well below 

the free market level thanks to the combination of regulation, price fixing and taxation (Owen, 

1969:19-21).    

Moreover the government embarked upon a large scale programme of public works to 

supply the necessary summer water using  corvée of peasant labour – in effect an extra tax on the 

cultivating populations. The corvée had existed for centuries as a means to maintain dikes and 

canals of the basin system however under Muhammad Ali peasants were dragooned to work far 

from their homes for giant public works, like the Mahmudiyya Canal, receiving little or any 

payment. The work conditions were brutal, the soldiers acted as overseers and high rates of 

mortality engendered harsh resistance and rebellion by the peasants (Baer, 1969:98). Moreover the 

benefices of the increasing amount and regularity in water supply went only to royal estates and to 

land of rural notables. These policies not only stimulated land loss but also created a new class of 

large landholders and strengthened a middle group, the village sheikhs. However whether the rise in 

the demand of agricultural products from Europe, especially cotton but also wheat, had sustained 

the process of economic growth and private accumulation, the effects of world economic crises of 

1836-37 (Hobsbawm, 1972), the decline in revenue due to the diminished European demand of 

cotton and to the increasingly difficulties in collecting land taxes because of peasant fled and 

resistance, impelled Muhammad Ali to abandon the monopoly system and to decentralize his power 

(Owen, 1969:ch.3).     

The withdrawal of the central government from a large proportion of the cultivated land 

under the diplomatic pressures of the London Treaty (1840), which called for opening Egyptian 

economy to foreign activities including investment in agricultural land and rural urban estates, 

corresponded with the reallocation of plots to members of his own family (5.000 –10.000 feddans 

each), top aides and army commander (2.000 feddans each),  high officials (500-100 feddans each), 

middle state functionaries and local notables (Ibrahim, 1994:21). All in all this land amounted to 
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half the land of all Egypt’s  cultivated land at the time and involved some two thousand individual 

grants (Rivlin,196). Except for his family, those grants were not outright legal properties,  they had 

in fact right to hold, utilize and rent but not to sell.  

In the following years the unfolding of massive full property rights under Said (1854-1863), 

Ismail (1863-1879), Tawqif (under British occupation) marked an important turning point in the 

land tenure system and its social relations of production. 

The introduction of large estates has been interpreted as an attempt to create a class of big 

landowners to circumvent the possible fall out of the implementation of the treaty and at the same 

time to forward renewed efforts to collect arrears, by compelling new proprietors to pay off the 

back-taxes of villages they received as estates (uhdas) (Rivlin, 1961:132).   

The state was divested from rural cost administration while maintaining its ability to profit 

from the selling of agricultural produce which was delivered to the government or sent on his 

account to privileged merchants to Alexandria. 

However not only financial and political imperatives were at work rather, as Mitchell as 

argued with sophistication, processes of “enframing” were taking place to open up and inscribe 

what was hidden, unbroken and inaccessible through localized processes of order and discipline: 

villages were to be organized as personal estates employing the same regime of spatial confinement, 

discipline and supervision to infiltrate, re-order and “colonize” the rhythms and forms of rural life 

through disciplinary powers aimed to control the processes of production (Mitchell, 1991:ch.2). 

Moreover new methods of spatial order worked by producing and codifying a visible and 

determined social hierarchy  rebuilding an ordered countryside of “containers and contained”.  

(Mitchell, 1991:44-49). The estates marked indissolubly the origin and rise of a system of private 

landownership in modern Egypt, on which production for the European market would now depend 

(Cuno, 1980). It has been estimated that before 1860 the most part of the cotton was grown on 

larger estates and that only a fraction of the total cotton crop was grown on peasant held base. 

(Owen, Cotton, 93).  
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The estates were never mere agencies of the central power, rather the complete rights of 

ownership, of sale and transfer of land culminated in the creation of a privileged class of rural 

notables - rural lords, provincial merchants and tribal heads - (Baer, 1962:16-17).  Whether the 

beneficiaries of these policies were the new emerging landowning class, those who suffered and 

were heavily subordinated to these were without doubt the peasants. 

During Ismail’s reign the increase in land tax combined with outright seizure, flight from 

land to escape corvée , conscription or taxes, failure to pay taxes and foreclosures for non payment 

of private debt where the main causes that sustained the process of expropriation of peasant land.  

Different ways of organizing of rural relations had coexisted: the ezbah and metayage 

(sharecropping) (Richards, 1977:35). The former was organized as an agricultural village and 

provided houses for a permanent labour force (Owen, 1981:228): the workers resided in the estate 

spending the most part of their working-time for the estate owner and the remnant to their “own” 

plot working for family reproduction. In the second they shared the work with the owner of the 

estate dividing the harvest. In both cases labour was not “free” since small peasants, resident ezbah 

workers and migrant workers were often in debt with the landowners or with the moneylenders thus 

they were embedded in relations of personal dependence and debt-peonage. Moreover the change in 

the technical relations of production that sustained the shift from basin irrigation to perennial 

irrigation, the construction of road, railways, the electric telegraphs, bridges, ports and the huge 

works required by the construction of the Suez Canal demanded both labour and capital on a large 

scale. The control of large bodies of migrant workers through corvée labour and an increasing 

borrowing from European financial networks constituted the solution. 

As Landes  (1958) has described, the breakout of the American Civil War cut off Britain 

from the major source of its  most important import, cotton, enhancing the importance of Egypt as 

an agricultural supplier of raw materials for British manufacturing textile. Following the boom of 

the cotton, which transformed the Nile in a new Klondike, an huge number of foreign mercantile 

firms and banks flowed into the country: the total British holdings abroad increased of 50% while 
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commercial ties with Britain intensified starting from the 1850s when it become to take roughly half 

Egypt’s total exports (Owen, 1969:82); by 1860 Egypt had become the sixth most important 

supplier of the British market (Landes, 1958:85); from 1863-1865 fifty new banks and twenty-four 

mercantile and trading ventures had been established (Landes, 1958: 60-68); foreigners flocked into 

Egypt at a rate of 30.000 a year (Landes, 1958:85-87).    

Financing commercial transaction represented now a minor part of the Bank’s business, in 

fact they became involved with vice-regal finances, lending money to other members of the 

landowning class and dealing in government’s bonds (Baster:1934:79). Moreover the Capitulations 

system, which prevented that cases which involved European citizens or any foreign properties 

would be treated in local courts, constituted a security against the “political risk” of the investments 

of capital.  

Ismail, differently from Muhammad Ali who left Egypt without any debt, heavily borrowed 

for his reforms programme, mortgaging most of country’s resources to European financiers.   

The adoption of Western techniques, foreign investments of capital, spread of property relations in 

the countryside and the formation of a rural proletariat could be considered as “demonstration 

effects” of the extension of the capitalist mode of production in Egypt.  

In the 1870s the previous boom in the cotton terms of trade was reversed. The verge of 

bankruptcy compelled Ismail to sell his important remaining asset, the Egypt’s shares of the Suez 

Canal Company (Owen, 1980, ch.10). However  this gave only  momentary and partial relief. 

 The economic as well as political turbulences spurred the main European powers to exert 

pressures over Egyptian government to secure the repayment of the debt. In the  1876 a financial 

body, the Caisse de la Dette, where all main European interests were represented was en-charged to 

receive Egyptian revenues for the interest payment (Tignor, 1966:11). In the following years this 

institution became an important and ubiquitous factor in the government of Egypt.  

The near-bankruptcy of the government produced a chaos situation which exploded in the 

Urabi revolt. The Law of Liquidation (1880) fixed the Egypt’s debt at Egyptian ₤ 98.370.000 while 
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debt service and tribute to Constantinople absorbed half the budget (Issawi, 1966:305). In 1882 

British troops bombed the Egyptian forts at Alexandria to protect bondholders interests and re-

establish order in the country, which became an important trade and strategic nexus with India.  

Political and economic motivations represented the spur for the country’s occupation.   

Even though Egypt maintained the formal political sovereignty, it became a de facto colony 

with British and French controlling the fundamental levers of the country. They administered the 

public finance and the minister of Public Works in order to stabilize the fiscal balance of the 

country while maintained the alliance with the supposedly conservative rural classes. No land 

reform was promoted to balance the unequal distribution of land rather between 1882 and 1914 the 

proportion of land held in large properties grow from 42,5 of the total cultivated land to 44,2 (Baer, 

1962:214-225). Moreover the cotton role in the international trade increased from 72% of the total 

value of export to 92% while the foreign imports rose of 350% in the same decades (Owen, 1980 

:219). The establishment of a Stock Exchange in Cairo in 1903 forwarded capital investments in a 

variety of Egyptian banks, land companies and other enterprises. The companies connected with the 

sale, reclamation and mortgaging of rural and urban land provided two-thirds of total Egyptian 

capital in 1907 and over 70% in 1914 (Owen, 1980:235).   

The British occupation seemed to have even more pivoted the country’s economy on the 

cotton monoculture and worsened the already unequal distribution of resources.  By 1917 no less 

than 53% of population of Upper Egypt and 36% of the population of Delta was landless (Owen, 

1969:240). In the interwar period (1918-1939) the big landowner classes which came to be 

strengthened by the British occupation and emerged as a major part of the national grande 

bourgeoisie after the Independence (1920), engaged in bourgeois-like economic activities (Ibrahim, 

1994:19). In this long-term process the upper class had engaged in a complex interplay with the 

state, the rest of society and the outside world. 
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A Historical Comparison: differences 

 

With the task to underline differences between the historical experiences of social change in 

South Africa and Egypt the first one we want to underline refers to the different nature and interplay 

of the peasant social formations with the outside world. 

Both social formations shared a communal form of land tenure with the household as a unit 

of production and consumption and kinship relations had a strong centrality. However while the 

South Africa’s character of social formation can be defined as a agricultural-pastoralist, in Egypt 

the dominant feature of the social formation was peasant-tributary (Amin,1978:18-20).  

Another important difference concerns the spread of cash economy and land tax: in Egypt 

both had been precocious, the former had been introduced as a consequence of the interaction with 

the Hellenic culture, being Egypt part of the Mediterranean world-economy, while the land tax was 

introduced in the early eighth century (Cuno, 1992:19). In the case of South Africa these elements 

have been a peculiar feature of the contact with the expansion of the capitalist world economy and 

the extension of white settlement colony.   

For what concerns the transformation of the social relations of production in general and the 

change in private property, Egypt has been subjected to this change in the Muhammad Ali’s era 

(1810-1848), in the case of South Africa, instead, until 1913, the peasants still owned the means for 

the social reproduction of the family.    

Muhammad ‘Ali’s reign traces out a fundamental watershed  in the process of 

integration/incorporation of Egypt and South Africa into the capitalist world-system.  

In the first case the integration is initiated by the state as attempt to promote a process of primitive 

accumulation in which the government entered for the first time directly in the social life of 

peasants through oppression and violence. The emergence of private property rights was not the 

culmination of claims of private rights against the excessive power of the state but an arrangement 

created by the state to bring order to the system of landholding and increase its own powers over 
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rural society (Mitchell, 2002). In the South African case the mining revolution and the pressures of 

capitalist and imperialist forces combined to include South Africa within the international division 

of labour of the capitalist world economy. The emerging white class of settlers played an important 

role to expand British colonization and to include the Africans in the internal division of the labour 

of the colony. However in both cases labour was not “free” rather corvée labour and debt peonage 

represented the base for the labour extraction in Egypt while in South Africa the system of passes, 

forced recruitment and compounds assured the management and control of the labour force. 

Work relations were in both cases coercive, based on migrant work and combined with the 

dispossession from the autonomous producers of their means of production moreover both cases 

experienced the formation of a rural proletariat employed on white settlers estates and mines in 

South Africa or on landowners estates and public and irrigation works in Egypt. 

Another striking difference between the two cases regards the nature and the scope of 

colonialism. In South Africa the colonialism corresponded roughly with the extension of the 

capitalist mode of production since the expansion of merchant capital during Dutch hegemony and 

the enhancement of the frontier of conquest of white settlements since 1652. Weather in South 

Africa colonialism has been a long-term process of transformation culminated with the complete 

incorporation of the country within the capitalist world economy (1875-1915), in Egypt, where it 

represented only a momentum in the long-term relationship the Pashas had with European powers, 

we can speak of pre-emptive colonialism (Hobson, 1938).  

Both case share an important similarity in the way they have been ruled. As in Egypt the 

colonial administration used native traditional structures of power to increase control over material 

and human resources and to produce discipline and order, in South Africa, notably in Natal and 

Transkei, methods of Indirect Rule were promoted to maximize the use of customary law and to 

catch up in the face of capitalist development producing what Mamdani has called decentralized 

despotism (Mamdani, 1996). Another important similitude we should underline concerns the range 

of answers to the process of imperialist penetration. In South Africa the election of 1924 
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crystallized politically the emergence of an Afrikaner nationalist class which combined competition 

and cooperation with the imperialist power. In Egypt, on the other hand, the independence of 1922 

expressed the strengthening of a landowning class which started to control the parliament in favour 

of its interests and begun to invest in manufacturing and urban estates.  

 

 

South Africa and Egypt during the Post- II World War Order: similarities. 

 

When the global market pivoted on Great Britain felt down in the thirties, in consequence of 

the international financial crises (the demise of the gold-standard sterling), the global capital to use 

Hobsbawm’s words “retreated in the igloos of  nation states economies and their associated 

empires” (Hobsbawm, 1991:157). In the dawn of the second world war there was no global market 

to speak of. United States emerged from the inter-war period as the hegemonic state. The judicial, 

political, economic and military foundations of the new world order can be so summarized: at 

Bretton Woods  new institutions - FMI and World Bank – were set up to grant monetary stability 

and financial liquidity around the new dominant position of the dollar; at San Francisco new norms 

and rules were laid out in the charter of United Nations for the legitimization of state making and 

war-making; at Hiroshima and Nagasaki the United States paraded their military superiority through 

new means of mass destruction; a new trade regime was established under the political umbrella of 

GATT (Arrighi, 1999). All these institutions intended to reconstitute a world market and its rules 

under the US hegemony through politics of harmonization between rates of exchange, trade barriers 

and standardization of production. 

Even though the emphasis on western institutions and techniques, functional to legitimate 

the idea of a western model of development as an universal model,  had been a concern of colonial 

administrators,  the newness here, enunciated in Truman’s speech of 1949, is that development was 

modelled as a national process (McMicheal , 2001:24).   
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The development project was, as McMicheal (2001) defined it, a political and intellectual 

response to the state of the world at the historical moment of decolonization. The process of 

decolonization was the outcome of the combination of pressures to liberalize from United States 

and of nationalist and anti-colonial struggles. With the process of decolonization and therefore of 

independence of countries with their different nationalist and developmentalist ideologies, African 

nationalist leaders seemed to be confident that the rates of growth of their countries would increase 

and the gap between Africa and the industrialized world would have been progressively reduced. 

Despite major  problems there had been a degree of growth in a number of countries. This 

encouraged the optimism that rational and coherent policies could be devised by states and 

international agencies to promote development. The United Nations declared the sixties to be the 

decade of development. The political independence of  numerous former colonies made nationalism 

an economic as well as political goal. For the first time development became a self-conscious end, 

the subject of purposive political action and economic strategy.    

In this broad ideological, political as well as economic framework we want to locate one of 

the main similarities in the historical comparison. Even though there are important differences in 

the political character of the South Africa’s apartheid regime and the nationalist-populist Nasser’s 

regime both shared a common concern in interventionist policies of the state to regulate the 

economy of the country and to catch up the opportunities of the emerging world market.   

 In the case of Egypt, the July Revolution cemented an alliance which combined the petit 

bourgeoisie, the urban working classes and the rural poor. The key features were a major agrarian 

reform in 1952, the disbanding of political parties and the abolition of monarchy which lead to the 

establishment of the Egyptian Republic in 1953. The expansion of the state apparatus (civil 

bureaucracy, the armed forces and public sector) and the process of nationalization of foreign assets 

was aimed to strengthen the position of the middle class against the dominant landed bourgeoisie 

(Ibrahim, 1994:30-31). The control of the state by the middle-class military-technocratic elite 

obtained through the nationalization was employed domestically for socio-political mobilization 
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and rapid economic development. Moreover the state controlled tightly prices, incomes and 

composition and marketing of agricultural output. This period witnessed an incrementalist approach 

to generating growth by seeking dialogue with the private sector (Bush, 1999:11, quoting Aliboni et 

al. 1984). The main task of the agricultural reforms was removing political power from the 

landowners in the countryside while at the same time draining surplus from agriculture to subsidize 

urban growth and industrialization. An incredible and successful effort has been made at changing 

Egypt’s economic structure  in favour of manufacturing. During the period of Nasser’s and Egypt’s 

first five-year plan (1959/60-1964/65) investments in industry and electricity was about 37.3 of 

total, compared with 21% of agriculture  (including the High Dam). Industrial output grew at 8.5% 

annually, compared with 3.3% in agriculture, the share of manufacturing in GDP increased, 

therefore form 17% in 1956 to 23% in 1965 and the share of industry, electricity, and construction 

in employment from 13% in 1959/60 to 16% in 1964/65 (Hansen, 1968:22-35). The social contract 

that Nasser was able to promote by extracting political repression from the working class and 

peasantry in return from the government’s delivery of basic social services created a compact of 

interests that sustained an high rate of economic growth between 1955 to 1965  at 7% and an high 

rate of investment (Bush, 1999:14). 

In the case of South Africa the victory of the Nationalist Party in the 1948 cemented an 

explicit social alliance. The petit bourgeois elites linked to financial and commercial activities, but 

largely excluded form the industrial sector, built up an alliance with the Afrikaner agricultural and 

workers strata. The protection of Afrikaner workers became the sine qua non of Nationalist power 

politics. Its repressive legislation not only provided cheap black labour and white-labour aristocracy 

but split black workers on a regional and sectoral scale. As Wolpe (1982) explained the apartheid 

regime was not simply the extending of the policy of separate development, it expressed the will to 

maintain the rate of surplus value in the face of the intensification of the pressures of white workers  

and of the deterioration of pre-capitalist economies that sustained the overall reproduction of the 

labour force. The new division and control of the territory and populations corresponded to the 
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conflicting demands of wage and labour processes differentials that existed between mine and 

agricultural sectors and the industrial production (Martin, 1990). The first two needed an unskilled, 

temporary and prevalently foreign semi-proletarian labour force, the latter needed a more qualified, 

stable and permanent urban workers (fully proletarianized). Although the classical colonial 

commodities of minerals, raw materials and  cash-crops continued to dominate South African 

exports, the country was becoming a medium sized industrial power like Brazil, Mexico, Korea.   

The interest of different capital fractions of capital, which required different and 

contradictory solutions, marked the emergence of growing contradictions within the structure of the 

relation of exploitation of South African capitalism. Influx controls carefully prevented the lure 

exerted by the industrial sector where better wages were paid. By far the most important laws in this 

area were the 1950 Groups Area Act and the Bantu Self-Government Act (1955) which intensified 

the residential segregation, preventing Africans to obtain residential rights in urban areas 

(Magubane, 1979:ch.6). This meant that the relation of exploitation of African labour force would 

remain based on the migrant labour system. In the 1970s migrant labourers accounted for the 80% 

of the blacks employed (Wilson, 1972:109-110). Thanks to the monopolistic access to the labour 

reservoirs, as Malawi, Mozambique, Botswana, Lesotho and Transkei migrant labour was able to be 

reproduced by the concomitant and coordinated actions of the different states and recruiting 

agencies. 

All this measures intended to grasp the benefices of his new diversified integration in the 

international division of labour. In the period 1948-1963 the South African rate of growth of GDP 

stood at 4.6% (Moll, 1991). As a consequence of its draconian measures of control of African 

labour force and for it was considered a place with low political risk for investments and with the 

presence of an entrepreneurial status motivated to benefit from the economic opportunities emerged 

from the reconstruction of the world market, flows of investment spread towards South Africa 

(Martin, 1990:216). At that time South Africa do not offered only a high rate of profit for foreign 
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investments which amounted to 12-15 % while the world average rate stood at 8% (Benot, 

1976:531-532) rather it represented a stable base for expanding capital throughout Africa. 

Frenetic centralization and inter-penetration of capital not only in the mineral sector but also in 

industrial and financial activity followed the flow of foreign capitals and its combination with the 

class structure of South African capitalism. Eight corporations (Anglo-American Corporation, 

SANLAM, Barlow Rand, Rembrandt, Volkskas, South African Mutual, Anglovaal), the leading 

forces of non-state South African capitalism, together with the some MNCs and some state 

corporations as ISCOR and South African Transport Service controlled the bulk of capitalist 

production with exception of agricultural production (Davies, O’Meara, Dlamini 1991:29).   

In both countries the rapid change in the economic structure, which was an essential element 

in fulfilling the national goals, required a greater integration of the national economies into the 

international economic system. The dependency from western technology and aid and the vagaries 

and uncertainties  of the cyclical processes of growth and decline of capitalist production, 

notwithstanding the attempt at strategies of import-substitution, turned into a structural feature of 

peripheral economies.   

 Africa would still be expected to earn its way by playing its traditional role of primary-

produce exporter: the “developmental state” was to accumulate surpluses from the agricultural 

sector and apply them to the infrastructural and other requirements of import-substitution-driven 

industrialization.   

For various reasons, internal and external, this project has not been successful, even in 

mineral rich countries. Globally by the 1980s, indeed also in two previous decades, the terms of 

trade – the long tem trends of African primary commodities prices in relation to prices of 

manufactured goods, had turned significantly against African agricultural products (Barrat Brown & 

Tiffen, 1994:ch.4).  

Under these circumstances the developmental state became primary a site for opportunist 

elements to pursue spoils and rentier politics. Loans, both public and private, advanced in the 
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heyday of African optimism, became crippling burdens as the era of high interest rates set in. 

 Both state developmental policies could be unified according to their pattern of surplus 

absorption, which fostered the conspicuous consumption of urban elites and sub-elites in 

bureaucratic employment, the relative high rates of consumption of labour aristocracies and the 

transfer abroad of profits, interests, dividends and fees of various kind.  

Those attempts to stimulating the “take off”  under the logic of the of comparatives 

advantages have not been enough to attract sufficient amount of capital, to employ Africans 

productively enough to create relative surplus value and to reinvest those surplus (Saul & Leys, 

1999). In the case of Egypt various regimes have been unable to generate either the levels or the 

quality of investments needed to move the economy away from a dependency upon rents in the 

form of foreign loans and grants, Canal fees, oil earnings, workers remittances and tourism 

(Bromley & Bush, 1994).  In the case of South Africa, the process of segregation and 

impoverishment of Africans in the Reserves - engendered by the need to prevent Africans to 

became a permanent and fully proletarianized class and to guarantee a labour supply for the 

capitalist farmers - the pressures of Afrikaner working class, organized in chauvinist trade unions,  

to prevent Africans to accede more skilled job,  and the repatriation of  profits by foreign 

multinationals stunted South Africa in a pattern of unequal development, unfair distribution of 

resources and racial segregation between underdeveloped, overpopulated reserves areas, and urban 

areas.  

Arrighi and Saul (1973) defined  this pattern of growth as “perverse growth”: a growth that 

undermined rather than enhance the potential of long-term growth of African economies restraining 

the growth of agricultural production and domestic markets and making the economy even more 

dependent on the growth of world demand for primary commodities. We could speak of growth 

without development.  

As Leys (1994) has underlined this pattern of “distorted” accumulation, inherited from the 

failure of colonial regimes to fully transform the relation of production and from the nature of its 
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incorporation within the world capitalist system, where expansion of output was achieved 

extensively and not intensively, and household production of commodities replaced household 

production for subsistence and local exchange, prevented most of the continent from starting at all 

the key transition to self-sustaining capital accumulation.       

 The linkages of dependence and interdependence of African economies with the world 

capitalism forces revealed the contradictory and dependent form of accumulation which developed 

in Africa. The influences of the global crises, a crises of over-production and over-accumulation of 

systemic nature (Arrighi, 2003), combined with the two oil shocks of 1972 and 1979,  manifested in 

a period of permanent stagflation 1973-1993 (Brenner, 1998). 

The crises of accumulation and profitability on a global scale, which different countries and 

different sectors within countries have experienced differently, has been particularly severe in its 

impact on the poorest and most peripheral societies of that order. It depended largely on the world 

wide increase of competing pressures on business in general and on industrial firms in particular, 

that ensued form the world expansion of trade and production in 1950-60s.    

 In Africa the crises has gone far beyond the industrial decline, intensified exploitation, 

unemployment and inflation experienced in the core countries of the capitalist world system. 

Disruption of industrial and agricultural production, the creation of a spiralling debt burden, rising 

prices and falling incomes, hunger and even famine have sharpened  the social conflicts, social and 

political protests, violence and war (Szeftel, 1988). According Arrighi (2002) the African crises 

should be interpreted according to its world systemic and regional dynamics. The decline of United 

States hegemony, in terms of profitability and legitimacy, engendered the necessity to compete 

aggressively on mobile capital from all over the world to finance its military world wide operations, 

especially Vietnam, and a growing trade and current account deficit in its balance of payments. That 

in turn has determined an increase in the interest rates and drained away the financial resources 

from Africa (Arrighi, 2002). The reason that transformed the African crises in tragedy has been the 

regional economic collapse (Adedey, 1993). The situation was further aggravated by the fact that 
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African countries were borrowing in a crises which reduced their capacity to generate production 

capable of servicing (let alone repaying) these debts. The crises was moreover characterized by an 

escape in the financial speculation engendered by the process of demonetarization of the gold 

(Bracking, 1999), and by the decisions of the International Financial Institutions to rise the interest 

rates, which linked with the tendency of the elites to perpetuate politics of borrowing to sustain the 

developmentalist/nationalist projects, gave in turn life to the enormous burden of the debt.  

In both cases we examined, the growth of foreign debt and aid were both structural features 

of the economies of African countries. In Egypt, the US food aid was a major factor shaping the 

relation between the two countries. It disposed surplus US food commodities on concessionary 

terms to client states. The US food aid programme and agricultural trade policies have been two 

major factors in shaping the character of the international food regime (Friedman & McMicheal, 

1993). They were intended to obtain political compliance by supporting the balance of payments to 

finance the import of US agricultural commodities. After the 1974 Egypt became the world ‘s third 

largest importer of grain. The US grain linkages with Egypt played a fundamental role in changing 

the diets and enhancing the Egyptian dependence on US wheat (Mitchell 1995:134).  

The 1970-80s were decades of agricultural neglect marked by the substitution of locally produced 

foodstuffs by imports (Bush, 1999:26-27). After Nasser’s death, the growth of external debt is 

particularly striking. During 1970s, i.e. the Sadat rule, the public external debt was multiplied of six 

times accounting 30 billion of dollars, and it increased of 50% during the first nine years of 

Mubarak’s term on office (Amin, 1987:71-72). The rapid growth of debt is largely the result of the 

very poor performance agricultural and manufactured exports when compared with growth of 

imports. Today the servicing of the debt has gone beyond Egypt’s capacity to pay: in 1990 the debt 

service obligations amounted to 54% of the total value of Egypt exports of goods and services 

(Amin, 1994: 126, see table 1). 

In South Africa the crises, which was linked to the constantly dropping real revenue, 
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could not be refrained neither by the exponential augmentation of the gold value. It was the result of 

the increasingly expensive exploitation of low grade ore in relation to the competition of North 

American and Australian gold and to the general tendency of declining terms of trade (Saul & Gelb, 

1973). Notwithstanding the international banner on financial aid to the apartheid regime, the World 

Bank and the International Monetary Fund, provided South Africa with the necessary liquidity to 

cover the expenses for the mine sector and for the construction of ports and railways, electricity and 

to support financial imbalances before and during the Soweto uprising in 1987 (Marais, 1998:124-

127). In the late seventies the “debt” issue turned into the “debt crises” which had always been 

identified as a characteristic of the world crises.  

The official response to the crises was summarized in the World Bank Berg Report which attacked 

the inefficient and corrupt state intervention in the economy and supported the need for market-

based development. Currency devaluations, dismantling industrial protection, freeing of prices, 

import liberalization, price incentives for agricultural production and exports and substitution of 

public with private enterprise were singled out as the contrasting “good policies” which would have 

rescued the Sub-Saharan Africa from its woes. The Structural Adjustments Programmes, which aim 

was to increase the role of the exports in the economy and stimulate the private sector through a 

combination of wage and price stabilization policies and austerity measures, were individuated as 

the means to induce countries to follow these receipts (Chossudovsky, 1998). The condition for the 

concession of new credits and rescheduling the old debt was given by the acceptance of political 

conditionalities.  

The era of Structural Adjustment and liberalization has opened new opportunities for land 

grabbing at the expense of peasants in many parts of Africa, by local and foreign interests or 

alliance between them. The international forces restructured international investments patterns 

through investments in highly capital-intensive production facilities on a global scale, including 

food production, giving a push in the globalization of markets, privatization of land tenure and in 

the commercialization of agriculture. 
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In Egypt the programme of structural adjustment (1991) led to a significant reduction of 

social subsidies, liberalization of interest rates and new sales tax. Here the removal of two corner 

stones of Egypt’s post-independence social reforms, the control of agricultural rents and the security 

of tenant farmers against eviction, increased the growing unemployment and the loss of economic 

security.  Its aim was to open the economy to international capital and boost Egypt’s agricultural 

exports. Indeed it did the opposite. After the decline in the prices of cotton of 47 percent in the last 

two decades (UNCTAD, 1999), its share of world export dropped by more than half leaving the 

country dependent on petroleum products for 52 percent of export income (Mitchell, 1999:457). By 

the end of 1998 the situation was still worse with the collapse of world petroleum price. The great 

part of government revenue came from the rent derived from public resources, which paid in hard 

currency, gave a greater value because of the devaluation of the Egyptian pound. The result of neo-

liberal programme was to turn state resources away from agriculture and industry and the 

underlying problem of training and employment to subsidize the financiers. It did not remove the 

state form the market rather its major impact was to concentrate public funds in private hands  

(Mitchell, 1999).  Moreover Egypt was able to attract only speculative flows of “hot money”, which  

attracted by artificial high interest rates, not as the result of “market fundamentals” but of state 

intervention, determined the collapse of Cairo Stock Market (Mitchell, 2002:301). The social costs 

of the reforms programme were most hardly felt mainly in the countryside. Growing 

unemployment, falling real wages, higher prices for basic goods and services and widespread loss 

of economic security combined with stagnant agricultural growth increased the proportion of people 

who lived below the poverty line from about 40 percent  (urban and rural) to 45 percent in urban 

areas and over 50 percent in rural (Mitchell, 1999).      

In South Africa, the imposition of neo-liberal politics has benefited  the great business 

multinational and national corporations and the new emerging black bourgeoisie: the former 

benefited of fiscal concessions, programmes of privatization, liberalization of foreign exchanges 

and from the opening of export markets and investments in Africa; the latter has gained benefits 
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from the privatization of public enterprises and from the partnership established with foreign 

partnership (Habib & Padayachee, 2000:25). The analysis of the land reform (Cliffe, 2000) shows 

the different interests mediated in this reform and the logic they obeyed. The claims of 

redistribution, restitution and change in the racial bias of land tenure have been simply disregarded 

adopting a “market-led” approach. The principle which regulated the land reform has been the 

respect of the property rights. The reform was based on the logic willing buyer/willing sellers and 

the state simply mediated this relation through the conditional concessions of grants. The poor and 

landless people where de facto excluded since they would have to bring the risk, face the up front 

costs, build on their own education and farming skills required for modern farming. In eight years 

only 1.2% of the land, previously occupied by Afrikaners, had been redistributed (Lebert, 2001). 

This process excluded the 70% of the rural population from the redistribution process: for 7 

millions of people which live on 65.000 commercial white farms and for 12 millions of African 

who still live in the homelands nothing changed (Braeckman, 2003). From the end of apartheid rule, 

South Africa has been more polarised than ever before: the ratio between the total income of white 

and black households has increased from 4 to 6. (Bond, 2003).  

Far from adopting land reform programmes which would favour the access to the land for 

the landless people, the female headed households and the dispossessed, both governments 

undertook the modernization of the rural system centred on the exportation of primary commodities, 

delivered by highly technologic (capital-intensive) farms towards the international markets.  

As Bush and Cliffe (1984:87) argued land reforms should be concentrated on the overwhelming 

majority of rural dwellers, job-less and land-less people rather than, as in the colonial era, on rich 

peasants. 
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Conclusions 

 

Comparative analysis has presented many advantages: it allowed to link causes and outcomes 

across the cases; it revealed the specific instances of a given phenomena as a means of grasping the 

peculiarities of each case; it has defined an universalizing logic in which every instance of a 

phenomena follows the same path. This essay has showed that conditions of poverty and 

malnutrition are not the result of local factors whether political, social, cultural or natural rather a 

modern world historical product: the outcome of five centuries of global capitalist expansion under 

imperialist relations. We have underlined that the peculiar mechanism of permanent and enduring 

primitive accumulation has blocked the complete transformation to full fledged capitalist social 

relations giving a clear and common mark of the functioning of contemporary capitalism in the 

peripheries of the capitalist world system.  

Moreover it is important to understand that the solution to the African crises cannot be achieved by 

following “good policies” or iron laws through the unrestricted action of the “market forces” as 

expression of abstract principles of rationality and efficiency. Rather as the cases we have examined 

have shown, markets do not work spontaneously, rather they are determinations of power relations 

and they express relation of domination and subordination within the global order (Bush & Szeftel 

1994:155). 
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