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INTRODUCTION 

This paper develops a simple model of the inner workings of the African agrarian household as a means 

of analyzing how exploitative policies, including land grabs, affect household heads, dependent males, 

and women differently.  It argues that the analysis of the relations of production and distribution within 

household is highly relevant to understanding the reactions of these three different groups both to land 

grabs and to different proposals for land reform.  Defining surplus as that part of a product or service 

that is not retained by the producer, the second part of the paper tries to show just how the agrarian 

surplus has been extracted from households. It argues that the concentration of the rural household 

surplus in the hands of a patriarchal household head both facilitates surplus extraction by external 

agents (states and transnational corporations) and exacerbates differences in interests between women 

and men.  The third part of the paper attempts to show how an analysis of household relations of 

production can help us better understand differences in how household heads, dependent males and 

women farmers are likely to perceive their own interests when threatened by different types of land 

grabs  and when assessing differing proposals for land reform. The framework helps clarify why women 

farmers’ interests are so often ignored in land reform processes and how risky it can be for women 

farmers from poor households to join the struggle for women’s land rights.1 

PART ONE:  HOUSEHOLD RELATIONS OF PRODUCTION AND DISTRIBUTION  

The model of the agrarian household that undergirds this analysis posits three distinct groups of actors 

who engage in social relations of production and exchange with one another: household heads, male 

dependents and female dependents.  This section discusses each group’s ideologically framed access to 

land and labor, describes variants in their customary responsibilities for provisioning the household, and 

begins to suggest their differing vulnerabilities to surplus extraction. 

The household head has customary rights and responsibilities toward the household as a whole, 

including the right to allocate parcels of land to his dependents and to expect specific labor services 

from them.  I will use the term patriarch interchangeably with household head to indicate that the 

                                                           
1
 The paper owes much to the literature from several fields (especially feminist economics, economic 

anthropology, colonial/post-colonial economic history) as well as to the political economy tradition of peasant 
studies that analyzes what Henry Bernstein’s excellent summary of this literature calls the “Class Dynamics of 
Agrarian Change” (Bernstein 2010).  Unfortunately, if we are to post anything on the conference website before 
the conference, we are forced by lack of time to do the unthinkable – fail to fully acknowledge our debt to our 
ancestors.  We will make amends in the paper’s next draft.  
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position of household head ideologically “belongs” to the family’s senior male, its patriarch.  Even 

though female-headed households exist and are increasing in numbers, they are always marginalized in 

the customary conception of households and the rights and responsibilities of household heads. The 

paper hopes to throw some light on why this happens.  

Dependent males are primarily sons in the contemporary period, but in extended family compounds, 

but the category may also include unmarried or even married junior brothers and other male kin of the 

household head.  Beginning in the colonial period, dependent males have increasingly left the rural 

household, although they may continue to support it with remittances and/or part-time labor. 

 Dependent females are the household head’s wife (or wives), unmarried daughters, divorced sisters 

and widowed mothers.  In patrilineal societies, the household head’s wives are most often from outside 

the local community, although not always. In the case of matrilineal societies, women remain in their 

natal villages and their husbands come to farm the matrilineal land to which the women have rights.  

This arrangement is often temporary, however, because when a woman’s husband inherits land in his 

matrilineal village, his wife usually moves there with him and farms his family fields.2 

Rights and responsibilities of patriarchs, dependent males, and women 

The patriarch’s core responsibilities are to provide for the welfare of both working and non-working 

members of the household unit.  It is his customary responsibility to make sure that there is adequate 

food, shelter clothing, health and education for all his dependents.  The patriarch’s rights include control 

over the allocation of household landholdings, which is the critical right that undergirds his access to the 

labor of his male and female dependents.  The patriarch’s access to this “family labor” is, however, 

constrained by cultural specificities that define the types of labor (tasks) each dependent group can be 

required to provide and the periods of labor time that the household head can justifiably demand of his 

dependents.   

The dependent males’ responsibilities are to work under the direction of the household head on tasks 

like field clearing on both the household fields and the patriarch’s and women’s personal fields. In 

return, the dependent male expects to gain access to family land as allocated by the patriarch as well as 

the social sanction to marry and set up his own independent production/consumption unit.  Thus, the 

                                                           
2
 A note on terms: households, lineages, and patrilinal/matrilineal societies. African nuclear families are linked in 

lineage-based family structures wherein ancestry is traced for several generations either through the male or the 
female line. Lineage membership has considerable import for the determination of household land rights. In 
patrilineal societies, land rights derive from paternal ancestors. In matrilineal societies, land passes mainly from 
uncles to nephews (sisters’ sons), but women can also inherit or be bequeathed land rights to a far greater extent 
than in patrilineal societies. In the past, residential units or compounds composed of grandparents and several sets 
of parents and children often farmed or managed livestock as a production unit controlled by the oldest male. 
Under the pressures of surplus extraction, however, in many societies compounds have broken down into nuclear 
family households. Nuclear families are sometimes polygamous. In order to simplify the presentation, I will use the 
term household to refer to both nuclear family and extended family production/consumption units.  
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male dependent can anticipate his eventual social and economic emancipation, an event that allows him 

to move into the patriarchal position at some point in his life. 

Dependent females are responsible for providing the domestic labor that assures the daily and 

generational reproduction of everyone in the household unit. They are also required to work under the 

patriarch’s supervision on the family fields and on his personal fields.  Further, when women are 

individually responsible for provisioning the household with certain foods, they often have the right to a 

personal field from which they must produce subsistence crops, but which may also serve as a means of 

producing crops and income that the woman farmer can dispose of on her own account.  In many cases, 

and increasingly so, women are responsible for feeding and clothing their own children, a responsibility 

they fulfill by means of agricultural or non-agricultural enterprises carried out on their own account.  

This reality, however, is rarely acknowledged in the cultural perception of women’s responsibilities.   

A fundamental difference in the “positions” of male and female dependents in patriarchal relations of 

production is that young men will eventually grow out of their dependent status to become household 

heads on their own. Women will not. In customary ideologies, women must remain in the dependent 

position for life. This customary “rule” is subject to contestation and to very partial exceptions, such as 

the allocation of land to women that they can farm on their own account.  These women’s fields are, 

however, based on the requirement that women remain in their marital households – which, of course, 

is the basis of their dependent status.  Matrilineal communities, where land is inherited through the 

female line, have produced more exceptions, including one case recorded by Kojo Amanor in Ghana 

where women argued that they should have the right to manage lineage land. Such rights for women 

are ‘unthinkable’ in patrilineal communities (Amanor 2001, Okali 1983).  

In the past, the male and female dependents were more numerous than in the contemporary period.  In 

some contemporary households, the position of dependent male is essentially empty, although there 

may be an absent son or nephew who sometimes returns during certain cropping seasons or sends 

remittances (when he is able) to the household head. In such cases, the rural household production unit 

shrinks to only two positions – a male household head and dependent women.   

Resource control and resource access: the link between land and labor 

Land:  permanent and impermanent land rights 

At the community level, land is claimed as customary property by the descendents of the families that 

first cleared it or of those who conquered the area.  Hereditary land rights include permanent rights to 

cultivate the land and to pass it on to patrilineal or matrilineal descendents.  Households of lower social 

status, such as the descendents of the founding families’ slaves or migrants from other areas have only 

impermanent land access via borrowing, sharecropping, rents or labor payments. These households are 

rarely if ever recognized as legitimate landholders with rights to pass land on to their heirs.3  Women 

from patrilineal landowning households also have only impermanent land rights based on marital status.  

                                                           
3
 Amanor (2012) cites a case from Ghana (that will be explored further in part two of the paper) in which foreign 

migrants obtained permanent land rights, but this is highly exceptional. 
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It is the rare woman in a patrilineal community who receives a gift or bequest of land from her father or 

husband – and women’s right to retain this land may be contested by male family members when the 

benefactor dies.  Matrilineal systems are fundamentally different in that women do inherit land 

(especially from their mothers).  In practice, however, the land women actually control is far smaller 

than the parcels of household and lineage land inherited by men (Amanor 2001). 

Land:   family fields, personal fields, and the commons  

The cultural designation of piece of land as a family field requires that the household head manage the 

production process by using his capacity to mobilize the labor of the male and female household 

dependents.  He also controls the harvest. He is customarily constrained to allocate as much of the 

family field’s output as is needed to household consumption, but he can also use any surplus product as 

he pleases.   

Household heads also usually have personal fields whose produce they control and can use however 

they wish.  Patriarchs have the customary right to mobilize the labor of dependents on their personal 

fields. The patriarch’s personal fields have most often been the site of export crop production.  When 

the land used for cash crops was culturally identified as the personal field of the head of household, it 

was easy for the colonial state to limit its interactions with household members to only the culturally 

legitimate crop owner. 

Women in many types of African farming systems have the customary right to a personal field for food 

production. This field may be strictly for the production of household food, but in most cases women 

can also use it to produce commodities they themselves control. Typically, however, women allocate 

any earnings from this field to meeting female-specific household obligations (providing cooking 

utensils, children’s school supplies).  Still, a successful farmer usually also earns enough to make modest 

personal purchases.  

Male dependents may also be allocated a personal field, from which they can earn cash incomes that 

they can control. It must be emphasized, however, that in exchange for receiving these often-termed 

‘secondary land rights’ women and male youth owe a certain amount of labor to the head of household 

on his personal fields.  

To better understand the ideological grounding (and ideological negotiability) of land control, it is 

important to note that the same physical field can change its cultural definition.  A field that has 

traditionally been seen as a woman’s personal field may become a family field under the household 

head’s control.  In a famous example for the Gambia, household heads used this type of cultural 

manipulation to take control of women’s swamp rice fields after the United Nations agency, IFAD, 

drastically raised the land’s value by providing irrigation infrastructure (Carney and Watts 1990).  A 

woman’s personal field can also become a man’s personal field. In the cocoa producing areas of 

southern Cameroon, for example, what starts out as a woman’s food field, cleared by men, regularly 

becomes the patriarch’s personal field as cocoa is planted over women’s food crops.  As the cocoa trees 

grow, they gradually deprive the food crops of adequate sunlight and forcing the woman farmer to seek 

a new food field.  Still, as long as the household had additional land and husbands were willing to clear it 
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for their wives, women did not lose much when her personal field evolved into her husband’s cocoa 

plantation; women could even gain because the new land cleared for her was likely to be fertile.  But, if 

all the household land has already been converted to cocoa, a woman has to borrow or rent land for her 

food fields from other households.  When I asked a middle aged woman who had suffered such a fate if 

she had not still benefited from the household’s rising cocoa income, aware that her husband was 

listening just outside the open door, she shot back, “No!  I’m still as nude as a pig!” (Koopman interview, 

October 1985). 

The commons, a term used to designate the non-farmed pastures, forests, and wetlands in the 

landscapes surrounding rural settlements, has critical importance in the construction of livelihoods in 

African agrarian and pastoralist systems.  The commons is sometimes the location of women’s 

temporary food fields.  But it also has a more universal importance to women as a source of gathered 

foods, medicines, dyes, firewood, and water.  Male or female fishers and male hunters also make 

considerable use of the commons.   

In the pre-independence period, common land was often controlled by a land chief who was responsible 

for balancing the interests of its different users.  In Senegal, for example, the lamane set the agricultural, 

pastoral, and fishing calendars, allowing these three very different groups to use the commons on a 

sequential basis (Niang 2002; Koopman 2009).  Studying these traditional practices gives insight into 

methods for managing the ecological health of the commons.  Today, the commons are most likely to be 

under the control of decentralized state-based institutions, which under pressure from states eager to 

attract foreign agricultural investment, have come under considerable pressure to see the commons as 

“unused” or “marginal” land that can quite readily be given to “investors”. 

Land and labor: a summary 

In customary ideologies, control over land provides household heads with access to family labor. 

Patriarchs can demand labor from their male dependents for field clearing, planting, harvesting. Male 

dependents are motivated to provide this labor because of the cultural expectation that at a certain 

point in his life trajectory, a young man will receive a parcel of land that he can farm with his own family 

dependents.   Recent developments, however, especially in areas where “good” land is scarce (as in dry 

areas where the state has stopped investing in irrigation) have made it more difficult for patriarchs to 

provide land for all their sons. The diminishing prospect of receiving land on which it is possible to make 

a living has promoted considerable rural emigration among male youth. 

 Household heads can also customarily demand labor from their wives and other female dependents.  

The increased absence of male youth has broken down the gender division of labor in many farming 

systems, so that apart from heavy field clearing, women tend to do most tasks needed for cash crop 

production on men’s personal fields as well as for food crop production on family fields.  Women’s 

access to small patches of land to farm on their own account is based on the expectation that she will 

use it to provide subsistence food as well as purchased inputs for family consumption.  In most cases, 

however, women are still required to work for their husbands before tending to their personal fields 

(Kevane and Gray 1999, others). 
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The impact of patriarchal land control on labor times: an example from Cameroon 

It is essential to remember that women’s customary land rights are conditioned by culturally prescribed 

duties to provide labor on household and personal fields controlled by their husbands, individual 

contributions to household subsistence food, and the ubiquitous domestic labor, which has been 

pertinently analyzed by feminist economists as the essential work that provides for both daily and 

generational reproduction of all household members (sources).  The amount of labor involved in all 

women’s labor obligations can be substantial – far and away enough to compromise women’s own 

agricultural enterprise and to prevent them from earning enough income to invest in technology or in 

male labor that could allow them to use their considerable agricultural knowledge to increase 

production.  We illustrate this point with data and labor and incomes that Koopman collected in a 

random sample of 80 households in southern Cameroon.  The survey was conducted in 1985, a period of 

relative prosperity due to high prices for cocoa on global markets.  The Cameroonian cocoa producing 

household averaged only 5.5 persons in size.  Very few had dependent males of working age.  

As in most African agrarian systems, Cameroonian women’s access to land depends on the terms of her 

culturally defined ‘conjugal contract’ (Ann Whitehead 1981). In southern Cameroon, the conjugal 

contract stipulates that in addition to working on her husband’s cocoa plantation, a woman has to 

produce the bulk of her husband’s and children’s food needs from the fields she is allocated as a wife.  

She also has to find a way to earn the cash needed to purchase commodities, like cooking utensils and 

kerosene, needed to feed the household and its guests.  Last, but certainly not least, she is expected to 

produce and care for several of children who will eventually provide their parents with “family labor”. 

 In 1985, the southern Cameroon conjugal contract resulted in wildly different labor times and cash 

earnings for men and women.  Rural women worked a total of 64 hours a week (27 in agriculture and 31 

in domestic work).  Men’s work week was only half as long -- 32 hours (12 in agriculture, 7 collecting 

palm wine, and 4 in domestic work).  Both men and women made considerable use of the commons 

where men spent about an hour each week hunting and women spent an hour fishing. Finally we want 

to stress the collaborative aspects of the relations of household production:  women helped on men’s 

cocoa plantations for an average of 2.2 hours a week, and men helped women clear food fields for an 

average of 2.3 hours a week (Koopman 1992).  This collaboration is very important for women who, 

without family-based male assistance, would be compelled to hire labor to clear forest fields.   

Women’s annual net monetary earnings (largely from the sale of food) were $577. Men earned twice as 

much, almost entirely from cocoa -- $1362. The data on incomes do not include an estimate of the 

market value of food and other goods like palm wine that were produced for household consumption, 

so we are not able to compare women’s and men’s total contributions to household consumption.  But 

the data do illustrate in quantitative terms several important points often made in the extensive 

literature on African women farmers (O’Laughlin 2007, Kevane and Gray 1999, Whitehead 1981, and 

many others):  

 The social relations of African household production inevitably reduce the amount of time women 

have to work in their personal fields where they control the output. 
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 Given the necessity to spend most of the cash they earn on commodities associated with their 

household responsibilities, women have far too little cash income to purchase labor-saving or 

productivity enhancing technology. 

 Overall, the household’s net cash income, at about $1.50 a day in 1985 in a relatively well off area of 

Cameroon, is abysmally low. This, combined with the fact that 1985 was a very good year for global 

cocoa prices, suggests that before structural adjustment policies dismantled state control of prices 

and exports, the state was taking a substantial surplus from the cocoa growing household.4   

The insecurity of women’s access to land  

In patrilineal systems, women’s land rights are contingent on their marital status.  A woman can lose 

access to both family fields and her personal fields if her husband divorces her or if he dies.  In the latter 

case, the husband’s family can mobilize traditional arguments to take over the land the widow has been 

farming, although widows can also push back culturally in a struggle to retain their fields, especially if 

they have male children with inheritance rights to this land (Guyer 1985). It is nonetheless extremely 

difficult to overcome the long-standing patrilineal cultural tradition of female dispossession when their 

marriages end.  In Senegal, for example, even today some male leaders of the otherwise progressive and 

participatory national peasant federation argue that if women get permanent land rights, even as 

widows, they may cede their land to husbands from other ethnicities, thereby breaking down ethnically 

based control over land (Koopman interviews, February-March 2011).5   

Patriarchs and dependents:  different and common interests  

Looked at from the point of view of women and youth who gain access to land only on the condition 

that they provide labor on enterprises controlled by the household head, it isn’t hard to see the 

structural underpinnings of their exploitation. Furthermore, as the Cameroonian comparison of men’s 

and women’s labor times suggests, inequality within households can be substantial. On the other hand, 

however unequal their labor burdens, because there are strong social expectations regarding the intra-

household distribution of food and basic necessities, in normal times dependents in agrarian households 

can count on being provided with a basic level of security and wellbeing. This fundamentally 

differentiates the agrarian household from an agribusiness organized on capitalist lines.  

The patriarchal household also incorporates important principles of collaboration in the production of 

household subsistence and commodities --men clear women’s fields, women work on male controlled 

crops.  Finally, patrilineal and matrilineal social contracts – as inexplicit and subject to varying 

interpretations and negotiation as they are – do provide socially recognized limits to the levels of surplus 

extraction that patriarchs can legitimately subject their dependents to.  Exceeding these limits, for 

                                                           
4
 The size of the “state surplus” from cocoa in the 1970s is estimated in Koopman, 1978. 

5
 Interestingly, Kojo Amanor found that women in one of the matrilineal areas he studied are trying to use the 

ideology of keeping land in the matrilineal lineage to pursue female claims to household land that has traditionally 
been inherited by nephews of the male landholder (Amanor 2001). As fascinating as this case is, it is also extremely 
rare. 
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whatever reason, can deprive the patriarch of community respect and of family labor (as when 

dependent males leave on their own account).  

The fact that patriarchal relations of agrarian production are expected to provide basic security for 

household members does not mean that the patriarch and his dependent males and females do not 

have different interests. This point has been widely and strongly argued by feminist economists and 

economic anthropologists (Deere 1995, Whitehead and Tsikata 2003, among many others).  The men 

and women occupying different positions in peasant production systems may well have fundamentally 

different interests when it comes to land reform.  Women have an interest in greater security in the land 

they farm to support their families and in land that they can farm on their own account.  Patriarchs tend 

to see demands for women’s independent access to land as a threat to the age-old functioning of the 

patriarchal production unit which authorizes senior male control of production and output.  

It is important to stress, however, that a real people’s attitudes and actions on issues of land reform and 

land grabs cannot simply be read off from their position in the patriarchal relation of production. People 

have multiple identities, and they can be torn among them when contemplating taking action.  Struggles 

and strategies of male and female household dependents also reflect differences in the social class 

position of their households. Richer commercially-focused farmers, ordinary peasants with family-based 

access to land, poor landless peasants burdened with a socially despised heritage, and rich or poor 

pastoralists are likely to have very different interests with respect to land reform and even land grabs 

(Dahou and Ndiaye 2008). For women peasants, in particular, the priority they may give to different 

kinds of struggles over land cannot be read off their relatively disadvantaged position in the household’s 

patriarchal relations of production.  We return to this issue in part three of the paper.   

Finally, while we strongly support movements to improve the security of women farmers’ secure access 

to land, we do not believe that this change alone is likely to have a substantial impact on the economic 

situation rural households and communities. This will take, in Bridget O’Laughlin’s words, a major 

government commitment to “restructuring the long-term and deeply unequal process” by which 

agrarian households are being integrated into the global market (O’Laughlin 2007: 21). To focus only on 

intra-household gender tensions and peasant women’s access to land can only result in giving women “a 

bigger piece of a very small pie” (ibid.). We turn now to an examination of historical processes of surplus 

extraction and how they have affected household heads, male dependents, and women.  

PART TWO:  HOW IS SURPLUS EXTRACTED FROM RURAL HOUSEHOLDS?   

This section reviews colonial and post-colonial state methods of rural surplus extraction before turning 

to an examination of an intensifying post-structural adjustment method by which multinational 

corporations extract surplus via their monopoly control over inputs and increasing control over local as 

well as global markets.  Finally it places land grabs in the context of the weakening of the household 

production unit that we argue takes place as a direct result of surplus extraction.  It is extremely ironic 

and deeply distressing to us that powerful transnational corporations and their state allies are using the 

poverty of peasant production units as a rationale for taking peasant land for foreign investment and 

claiming that this the best way to foster economic growth and food security.    



9 
 

Surplus extraction in the colonial period  

Two basic colonial methods of surplus extraction are still relevant today.  The first involved extracting a 

surplus directly from workers whom patriarchs and chiefs were compelled to send as cheap labor to 

colonial plantations and other colonial projects. The payment of  what were euphemistically called 

“bachelor wages” meant that the wage laborer only made enough to keep his body fit enough for work -

- and at times not even that as high death rates attest. The women left behind in the rural areas were 

required to take over much of the missing males’ customary work in farming.  In some areas women 

were also forced to produce food directly for the colonial state. Given the importance of their work in 

allowing the household to survive without younger men and their work in bringing up a new generation 

of cheap laborers, it is not surprising that women were rarely allowed to leave their villages during the 

colonial period (Bryceson 2000). Indeed, even now women are strongly discouraged from migrating in 

many rural areas. 

The second colonially introduced method for extracting a surplus was to compel peasant households to 

produce export crops that could only be sold in markets controlled by the colonial state. Both male and 

female dependents worked on the production of export crops. When prices were good, as in the 1920s, 

patriarchs could earn enough to marry a second or third wife and to provide themselves and their 

households with clothing and other purchased commodities.  But when the colonial state demanded 

greater surpluses during the depression and World War II, the amounts of surplus extracted increased to 

levels that could drastically reduced household nutrition, in part because too much household labor 

time had to be transferred from food crop production to export crop production. 

In a study of colonial surplus extraction from Cameroonian patriarchal households, Henn (1978) 

estimated the number of weekly hours that each the three household groups -- patriarchs, dependent 

males, and women—spent providing labor that was extracted by the colonial state in the form of head 

taxes.  In 1924, global commodity prices were good and head taxes moderate.  But by 1934, at the 

height of the depression, the head tax jumped to 4.6 times its 1924 level.  The impact on peasant 

consumption was huge. Colonial administrators reported that the household could buy nothing but salt.  

Clothing had to be crafted from bark cloth for men and leaves for women .  

This drastic increase in surplus extraction affected the labor times of all household members 

substantially, but in very different proportions. In 1924, the patriarch worked a total of 17 hours a week.  

In 1934 his total was 25 hours.  These labor times, however, were both far less than the minimum 

number of hours that women worked just to produce the food  consumed in the household (35 hours a 

week in 1924 and 34 in 1934). Both male and female dependents performed far more labor than 

household heads. Male dependents worked a total of 49 hours a week in 1924 and 55 hours in 1934.  

Women worked far more -- a total of 62 hours a week in 1924 and 71 hours in 1934.  

The point of calling up these data is to demonstrate how the patriarchal relations of production and 

distribution resulted not only in very unequal labor times between men and women, but how changes in 

the severity of surplus extraction from the rural family fell even more heavily on women than on 

dependent men. The same is very likely to be true today, especially since the locus of rural household 
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surplus extraction has shifted increasingly to women due to the withdrawal of male dependents from 

the agrarian household (Bryceson 2000, Amanor 2001, 2012, others).   

Surplus extraction in the post-colonial period  

Post-colonial methods of surplus extraction from export crop producing rural households were initially 

very similar to those used in the colonial period – state control of input and output prices in export crop 

sectors where state agents were the only legal buyers. The rationale for the concentration of the surplus 

in the state was, however, very different – the need to support industry as the road to economic 

development and the need to support the state itself (Bryceson 2000). With the rising post-World War II 

prices of commodities on world markets, the strategy of state surplus accumulation via export crop 

control worked quite well (for the state), although it is important to emphasize that it severely limited 

the ability of rural households to invest in any of their own projects or productivity increasing 

technology.  

With the good international commodity prices of the 1960s, many African governments decided to 

invest in “modernizing” their export sectors by providing yield increasing inputs (fertilizers, pesticides).  

In some cases, as in Senegal, governments focused on food, but rarely on traditional foods. The 

Senegalese government made extensive and very expensive investments in modern irrigation 

infrastructure for growing rice, the grain that is heavily imported to feed the cities. But all too soon, the 

oil shocks of the 1970s drastically changed the global market.  As international commodity prices fell and 

producer prices with them, the amount of surplus retained by households often declined to untenable 

levels.  To prevent widespread bankruptcy among export crop producers, especially those who had been 

persuaded to adopt “modern” inputs, governments had to subsidize those inputs. The widespread need 

for subsidies quickly pushed many African governments into near bankruptcy.  By the mid-1980s, the 

great majority were forced to accept the conditions for loan rescheduling imposed by the international 

financial institutions.  Thus opened the era of structural adjustment, during which international 

corporations found new methods to extract an agrarain surplus. 

Neo-liberal surplus extraction through the control of inputs:  an example from Senegal 

The case of high tech, irrigated rice production in the Senegal River Valley illustrates the appearance in 

the 1980s of a new mode of surplus extraction that has become increasingly prevalent: the direct 

expropriation of surplus from agrarian households by monopolistic transnational producers of 

agricultural inputs. In the 1970s, the Senegalese government began a period of massive investments in 

dams and pump irrigation systems. Over the next 30 years, the state found itself in the midst of a 

complex problem that it has never been able to overcome --the costs of inputs (seeds, fertilizers, 

pesticides, fuel) are far higher than the value of the rice actually produced (even with internationally 

competitive yields) can support.  So, from the beginning, the state had to provide subsidies to the 

producers simply in order to allow them to survive as rice farmers. This was dramatically shown when 

subsidies and other forms of marketing and credit support were withdrawn under structural adjustment.  

Without subsidies, the two billion dollar edifice for irrigated rice production built by the state imploded 

(Koopman 2009, other sources to be added).  After a few years, the state was forced to rescue its high 
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cost irrigated rice production system by reinstating subsidies. The share of the costs of production falling 

on households remains high, however, as do the risks of taking credit which is never secured with crop 

insurance – a situation that poses high risks of bankruptcy to producers. The rice that is retained by the 

producer after paying input costs barely covers six months worth of household consumption.  If families 

have dependent males, they are usually sent to the cities or abroad to try to cover the costs of 

production. The state is locked into a state of permanent subsidies.  And it is multinational corporations 

who are the big winners. 

Neo-liberal surplus extraction:  resource grabs of everything but land 

Kojo Amanor’s (2012) brilliant analysis of the transnational food monopoly takeover of cocoa processing 

and exporting in Côte d’Ivoire by is an even more chilling example of the determination of global 

monopolies to extract a surplus.  This extraordinary power play seriously weakened not only household 

production units, but the state itself.  We begin the story in 1985, when Koopman conducted the 

research on cocoa producers in Cameroonian.  In 1985, global cocoa prices were good. This situation, 

however, was not to last. The liberalization policies of the World Bank in the mid-1980s opened a period 

of severe price volatility in global commodities.  Major international corporations engaged in a price war 

as they tried to control the global market for cocoa. Cocoa prices totally collapsed in 1986. The Cote 

d’Ivoire, then the world’s largest cocoa producer, tried to fight back by keeping Ivorian cocoa off the 

world market for over three years. The strategy failed and essentially bankrupted the state.  That 

brought the infamous structural adjustment agreements.  The state’s empty coffers and the economic 

decline that followed structural adjustment totally undercut the southern cocoa planters’ alliance with 

the state. This alliance had been based on allowing planters to attract cheap northern labor by 

promising them small amounts of land for their own cocoa plantations, on the one hand, and providing 

education and urban jobs to the cocoa planters’ own sons, on the other. In the 1990s, when the urban 

economy faltered, dependent males from the cocoa region came back “home” seeking the old family 

land now occupied by northern migrants, planting the seeds that soon erupted into Ivory Coast’s long 

civil war.   

Amanor’s analysis suggests that the huge disruptions in the international cocoa market unleashed by 

monopolistic competition and forced upon Africa by neoliberalism were highly implicated in Cote 

d’Ivoire’s trauma.  During this period, structural adjustment policies imposed by the World Bank forced 

the Ivoirian state to sell its parastatal cocoa marketing boards as well as the new cocoa processing 

enterprises that represented the state’s attempt to capture more value added from cocoa.  The very 

willing buyers in these forced transactions were the international conglomerates that had conducted the 

cocoa price wars in the first place! So today, it is Cargill, Archer Daniels Midland, and Barré Callebaut 

that control the entire chain of cocoa marketing and processing. This resource grab transferred the 

sizeable rents originally captured by the state to the global food monopolies, which seem to be more 

rapacious in their pursuit of profit than was the state. These powerful monopolies have forced both the 

migrant and the few remaining indigenous cocoa farmers to absorb both the rising costs of production 

(due to monopoly control over input prices) and the ravages of international price volatility.  The 

combination of these factors, as Amanor remarks, have far too often have caused cocoa producing 

households’ incomes to decline below socially acceptable levels (Amanor 2012).    
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As suggested by this paper’s analysis of the patriarchal peasant household, the decline in producer 

prices for cocoa has surely also severely affected the workloads of the migrant cocoa planters’ 

dependents – the women, the dependent males, and even the children.  Indeed, Amanor points out that 

the rise of the Burkinabe cocoa farmer coincided with international allegations of the use of ‘child slave 

labor’ in the Cote d’Ivoire.  Finally, it is surely not just cocoa planters living in Cote d’Ivoire who are being 

savagely exploited, but also the families of the Burkinabe migrant cocoa planters. These families live in 

the non-commodity producing areas of the Sahel that send their male dependents to the coast to work 

in the cocoa plantations (mimicking a pattern started in the colonial period). They are also undoubtedly 

experiencing a serious intensification of their labor times and possibly a decline in their subsistence food 

production as well.  

Land grabs that weaken but do not dispossess the peasant household. 

In many African rural communities, caste and class positions among households are still salient – 

especially in relation to land access and control.  These historically based relationships often make non-

landholding groups (ex-slaves and artisanal castes in the Sahel for example) dependent on making an 

arrangement with customary landholding patriarchs to gain access to land as borrowers, sharecroppers 

or renters.  Women whose husbands do not give them enough land to fulfill their responsibilities to 

produce subsistence food must also borrow or rent land from an outside landholder.  In the past and 

especially in areas with large areas of arable land, inter-household relations of this type were largely 

non-monetary transactions, but today monetary payments are much more common.  These payments 

are rapidly increasing in some areas due to what might be called an “anticipatory land grab” effect.  In 

rural areas where land prices are rising due to state or international interest in the land, customary 

landholders are increasingly reluctant to allocate their land to non-kin for fear that they may receive no 

compensation if the state claims their land (Diop et al. 2011).  

There are also larger-scale land grabs that only partially dispossess agrarian households.  Land grabs that 

take over large swaths of the common land around villages and pastoral hamlets are among the most 

frequent of all types of land grabs. They have become a major threat to household welfare and to 

women’s and young men’s incomes. In many African agrarian systems, women have long made 

extensive use of the commons for both household provisioning and for the accumulation of a personal 

surplus.  Research reported by Lucy Emerton (2012) has shown that in a forested area of Tanzania an 

astonishing 40 percent of per capital GDP in her sample was obtained from forest goods. The share was 

more than 50 percent for the poorest households.  These contributions to household consumption and 

income are rarely quantified and therefore easily ignored in land deals. 

Land grabs for large-scale industrial agriculture focused on exports.   

 Land grabs by medium scale national and international commercial producers of food and agro-fuels 

tend to go through global markets, but the largest of these land and water grabs are being undertaken 

precisely to avoid global food markets.  Saudi Arabia, for example, wants to grow rice on mega-farms 

managed by their agents for direct sale in its home market.  It’s an incredibly ironic that some of the 

world’s richest nations and transnational corporations are increasingly avoiding global markets in order 
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to avoid global price volatility at the same time that northern the World Bank and the Gates 

foundation’s Alliance for a Green Revolution contend that they are working to make African household 

producers more ‘competitive’ by drawing them further into MNC dominated global food networks.    

In large scale international land grabs, the main levers of surplus extraction are cheap access to land, 

water and labor – all of which are made cheaper by dispossessing local farmers of their land. Mega-

farms of 20,000 to 100,000 hectares or more also inevitably have severe environmental consequences.  

While the costs of this ecological destruction are far too often ignored by governments and foreign 

investors, the loss of wetlands, forests, grasslands and their biodiversity are severely felt by rural 

communities.  Finally, since most these mega-farms require irrigation, water grabbing and extraction 

from African family farmers using the same rivers and aquifers will certainly be substantial – leading to 

increasing bankruptcy in small commercial farms and the decline of output from family farmers relying 

on village irrigation schemes. 

Where does this analysis lead? 

 The paper’s analysis of surplus extraction from the rural household suggests several conclusions. 

 First, surplus extraction from African agrarian households has been a process of surplus extraction 

from all the working members of the household.  “Family labor” makes it possible for the head of 

household to increase the production of export crops, not only from the work of his dependents on the 

crop itself, but from their work as subsistence producers of food. Economists evaluating ‘development 

projects’ far too often misuse this reality. Since the work of dependent males and females is seen as free 

family labor, it is shockingly often ignored in calculations of the cost of production of cash crops, a trick 

that gives a seriously inflated estimate of the household’s return (often glossed as profit).  Similarly 

when surplus is extracted via migrant labor paid below the costs of the worker’s own reproduction, 

surplus is also being extracted from the women who feed and care for the household’s children as well 

as from the women farmers who take over the migrant’s tasks in household production. 

Second, when colonial, post-colonial, and neo-liberal global modes of surplus extraction have been 

imposed on rural households, they have driven an increase in the customary modes of surplus 

extraction from household dependents – especially from women.  This is most easily seen in increases 

in women’s and dependent male’s labor times. It is also seen in reductions in household welfare. The 

analytical framework advocated in this paper helps explain these changes.  In the case of women 

farmers, the intensification of their indirect exploitation by outside surplus extractors is structured by 

the fact that the surplus they produce must be transferred to their respective heads of the household.  

Women are denied permanent access to land to farm on their own account because in the customary 

ideology, a woman’s position is that of permanent dependent.  This, then, is the terrain on which 

women are forced to negotiate, both on a daily basis (over how much surplus she has to transfer to her 

husband) and on a periodic basis (when she needs additional land).  When negotiating their access to 

personal fields, women may have to convince their husbands that their personal access to resources will 

not only improve social and economic welfare of the household, but that their increased autonomy will 

not threaten the husband’s control over the bulk of household resources. 
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Third, increased surplus extraction from households makes women’s household provisioning 

obligations much harder to fulfill.  While traditional farming systems are, of course, highly varied across 

Africa’s massive expanse of landscapes, there are a few constants that are very widely encountered in 

the real world. One is that if the dominant male-controlled household provisioning system fails or falls 

short, women have the obligation to feed their own children.  While this feature of customary 

patriarchal relations of production is not articulated in the customary ideology, women in many rural 

areas have told us and many other researchers that this reality increases the pressure they feel to earn 

cash incomes. 

Fourth, for dependents the process of negotiating a more egalitarian situation within the household 

becomes more difficult as surplus extraction from the household intensifies.  Close observers of 

household relations of production have suggested that the conditions on which household dependents 

gain access to resources can be negotiated and often are if dependents see an opening (Sara Berry 1993, 

others). While this is surely true, we must also recognize that as the African household has come under 

increasing pressure to produce an extractable surplus, household heads are very hard pressed to 

improve the labor and incomes of women and male youth.  Indeed, patriarchs may be forced to 

negotiate the terms on which they get labor from dependents in a negative direction – for example, by 

silently withdrawing or drastically delaying the promise of land allocations to sons or nephews.  As Kojo 

Amanor (2010) has demonstrated for matrilineal cocoa producing households in Ghana, the household’s 

dependent males have increasingly refused to provide labor under the culturally sanctioned matrilineal 

“household contract”6.  This has forced landholders to let out matrilineal family land to non-family 

members under shareholding contracts.  In particularly difficult circumstances, patriarchs have even 

resorted to selling the lineage land because it no longer provides enough of a return to allow them to 

fulfill their customary responsibilities to lineage members.    

Fifth, the fact that household heads control the great bulk of surpluses generated and distributed 

within agrarian households helps explain why the powers that control foreign “aid” and other 

interventions in African farming systems have not, despite all their rhetoric on gender equity and 

poverty alleviation, supported programs that are likely to have a significant impact on patriarchal land 

management in Africa.  As argued by Abdoulaye Niang (2002) for the Senegal River valley, African 

women have not gained secure access7 to parcels of land that they can farm on their own account 

whose size and quality is similar to the parcels managed by men.  The reason, he suggests and we agree,  

is that here has been a widespread reluctance by both states and international actors to disturb what 

has long been a very efficient means of getting hold of the agricultural surplus.  

Finally, the old approach to the extraction of an agrarian surplus which left the peasant household 

production unit intact appears to be breaking down.  This, we suggest, is because the African peasant 

                                                           
6
 I use this term in the same way feminist economists and anthropologists used the term conjugal or marriage 

contract. 
7
 We use the term secure access to denote the ability to control land use and to manage production on one’s own 

account as well as the ability to leave that land to those of their choosing as a legacy. 
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household has been so extensively weakened by surplus extraction that it can no longer produce a 

substantial surplus. The extraction of surplus has weakened food production for both household 

consumption and rural markets as well as the production of export crops. But instead of actually trying 

to shore up rural household production in cost effective ways (like promoting agro-ecological production 

methods), the World Bank and its associated think tanks seem to be articulating a major conceptual and 

policy break – abandoning the agrarian household altogether (several sources to be cited here).  The 

new “donor” approach is to argue that since the household farming unit is increasingly unable to 

provide food security, much less economic growth, it must be supplemented, if not totally replaced by 

technologically advanced industrial agriculture.  Even FAO and IFAD, whose raison d’être is to reduce 

rural poverty have embraced this approach (sources). It is hard not to see the wildly powerful 

multinational corporations acting behind the scenes of this chilling scenario. 

PART THREE.  LAND REFORM AND LAND GRABS:  DIFFERING RESPONSES IN SENEGAL 

This section reduces the geographic focus to Senegal where we are more familiar with the land reform 
and land grab issues affecting women farmers and can therefore attempt a tentative analysis of what 
appear to be women farmers’ strategies with respect to land reform and land grabs. 

Senegal’s land reform issues  

 Customary land management merges with state-sanctioned land management 

In the customary landholding system, household heads allocate household land as family and personal 

fields. Village chiefs, in consultation with village notables, manage and allocate unclaimed land. The 

state system is managed by elected Rural Councils that are authorized to allocate land to persons who 

can put it into “productive use”.  The allocated land, however, is still owned by the state, and the state 

can take it away from peasant farmers and pastoralists under conditions that are vaguely defined 

enough in law to mean in practice almost “at will”.  Indeed, in areas where land is especially valuable 

due to its proximity to urban markets or to water sources, some Rural Councils, under pressure from the 

state, have dispossessed local households with impeccable customary land rights in order to allocate 

their land to powerful outsiders. 

Rural council members are elected, but paradoxically this leaves the councils prone to two undemocratic 

tendencies:   a proclivity to capture by local rural elites who are the major traditional land and power 

holders, and a shifting control by the prevailing political party (Sall and Thioune 2012, Dahou and Ndiaye 

2008). Some analysts suggest that rural elites, by taking over majority positions in rural councils have 

circumvented the putative egalitarian intents of the 1964 land law (Hesseling, 2009, Sall and Thioune 

2012).  

The insecurity of women’s land tenure 

The customary land management system, although giving women access to land to farm, does not 

afford them security of tenure (Diop et al. 2011). The same is true of dependent males, but to a lesser 

degree.  A study in Senegal’s groundnut basin (Golan 1990) examined people’s perceptions of the tenure 

security for each field they farmed.  Household heads reported that over two thirds of the fields they 
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managed (family and personal fields) were held securely or moderately securely.  The one third they 

considered insecure held had been borrowed from larger landowners.  In comparison, dependent males 

considered only about half of their personal fields as ‘relatively secure’ (Golan 1990: 44).  

Women’s perception of the security of their fields presents a striking contrast.  Women farmers felt that 

that only 7 percent of their fields were held securely, 22 percent were moderately secure, but that 70 

percent were insecure.  While 20 percent of women’s fields had been borrowed from other households, 

fully 50 percent of the fields that women reported to be insecurely held had been allocated by 

household heads. Given the importance of women’s food production to household welfare, it is a 

powerful reminder of the continuing power of the ideology surrounding the place of women as 

dependents who must not own land, that as late as 1990, women felt that 70 percent of the fields they 

farmed were insecure (ibid).   

Women farmers and land reform   

The main federation of peasant organizations in Senegal, the CNCR, has actively and extensively 

engaged its several million members in developing proposals for improving the security of rural 

household landholdings.  It initially presented these proposals to the government in 2004, but the Wade 

government ignored them and stalled work on land reform for several years.  The CNCR recently 

presented an updated version of their proposals to the newly elected Macky Sall government.  Their 

timing was good.  On October 2, 2012, the ministry of agriculture convened a workshop to gather 

“concrete proposals” for land reform (Seydou Ka 2012). None of the CNCR peasant federation proposals 

deals with women’s security in the land that they farm as members of male-headed households or even 

as heads of women-headed households.  The failure of the CNCR to address women’s land security most 

likely reflects the continuing power of customary ideology surrounding land among its predominantly 

male membership.8  One prominent CNCR leader told Koopman in 2011 that most members wanted to 

retain community land in the hands of the descendents of the original families who claimed the area via 

clearing or conquest.  That meant, he explained, that they are against granting land to women in their 

own right since women may come from other communities.  If a young widow or divorcee holds on to 

the land she has farmed in her husband’s family, she may hand over its control to a new husband and 

thereby possibly break the local clan’s control over “their” land.  This argument, of course, makes short 

shrift of women farmers’ arguments that they too need secure land rights.   

As the analysis of the relations of production in part one of this paper suggests, there is more behind 

male opposition to women’s secure control of land in their own right than ethnic based land claims.  

What seems to be most at stake is patriarchal control over women’s labor.  Because contemporary rural 

households have very few dependent males, household heads need women’s labor more than ever.  But 

perhaps the most challenging issue of all is the question of who will make decisions as to how land is 

managed and its output distributed.  If divorce cannot deprive a woman farmer of her access to land, 

                                                           
8 At the World Social Forum in Dakar in 2011, much to the male leadership’s discomfort, women members of the 

CNCR publicly voiced their frustration at their lack of representation on the CNCR’s executive committee.   
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she may not be willing to farm according to her husband’s wishes.  Thus, the issue of the security of 

women’s rights to land raises many difficult issues that create gender tensions in rural households.   

The fact that women’s independent access to land is so threatening to customary household relations of 

production suggests that it is perhaps not surprising that recent research (Sall and Thione 2012, Diop et 

al. 2011) has found that in Senegal, at least, rural women have not made their own land rights a focus of 

their activism. Indeed, women’s gender-based insecurity in land rights, at both the customary and state 

institutional levels, are issues that rarely enter the public debate, and when they do, the patriarchal 

community almost always refuses to enter into a serious dialogue on the topic. Rural women’s 

organizations and their NGO allies have sponsored a few regional discussions around women’s land 

issues and their pertinence for land reform, but lack of financial resources to pursue such meetings 

more widely as well as patriarchal resistance to public advocacy for women’s permanent land rights 

seem to have blunted the impact of the efforts that have taken place. It is also possible that rural 

women themselves are divided on the urgency or priority of land reform proposals that could give them 

access to land outside the household framework (Diop et al 2011). Women are far more active in 

protests against land grabs than in advocacy efforts to improve the security of their own land rights. 

Women farmers and land grabs 

Large and smaller scale land grabs by local elites have been extensive in Senegal.  For a very long time, 

religious leaders of the Muslim brotherhoods have been allocated very large estates (often over 1000 

hectares) directly by the state.  More recently, the former Wade government put heavy pressure on 

rural councils to allocate land to national elites and foreign investors “who have the means to develop 

it”.  In a famous case in Mbane, the rural council officially gave out more land to national elites that the 

area actually had. Overall, it has been estimated by a group of NGOs that about a quarter of Senegal’s 

arable land has already been taken over.  And looming on the horizon is a potential mega-grab of 

perhaps 100,000 hectares by Saudi Arabia9, a land and water grab in the Senegal River Valley that could 

threaten downstream irrigators as well as the communities immediately targeted. As these land grabs 

increasingly encroach on people’s cultivated land, they have sparked large and growing protests.  

Protests against international land grabs 

International land grabs in Senegal have been focused on the commons where pastoralists, fishers, non-

landholding households, and women are most heavily involved in livelihood generating activities.  

According to the protest participant profile we have pieced together from news reports and from Iba 

Mar Faye’s research, there is a difference in people’s reaction that tends to reflect their ‘positions’ in 

patriarchal households as well as the social and economic power of their households in communities.  

For example, some household heads and many powerful community patriarchs seem to have relatively 

little interest in the commons.  Several cases have shown that the powerful families that control rural 

councils are apparently quite willing to trade the promise of a personal or community return (school 

class rooms, a well, a clinic) in return for the allocation of what can be very large swaths of land.   

                                                           
9 As of October 2012, the actual location of the Saudi “investment” is apparently still secret information. 
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Younger men’s activism is split on the land grab issue. In the Senegal River Valley, for example, young 

men who have little hope of inheriting an irrigated plot as well as male youth who see their future as 

urban and international migrants rather than farmers tend to difficult to bring into anti-land grab 

coalitions trying to preserve their commons from encroachment by industrial agribusiness. In the Fanaye 

rural community, some younger males from farming households told reporters that the commons was 

“empty”, even though it was, in fact, part of a landscape in which local pastoralists raise the largest 

concentration of livestock in Senegal.  On the other hand, many other young farmers also joined anti-

land grab protests.  In the Fanaye case, the community meeting with the Prime Minister that followed 

serious violence and death during earlier protests was highly attended by younger men and by women.   

Women have been vigorous in fighting the Fanaye land grab, turning up for meetings, making 

statements for videos that are shown on television, joining the delegation that prompted the former 

president, Abdoulaye Wade, to remove the project from Fanaye.  The new Macky Sall government has 

not abandoned this project however, probably because its local investors reportedly include high 

officials in his government.  The project has been moved to a designated environmental protection area 

that forms the commons of another set of 45 villages.  Here the government has just announced that 

the contract with the foreign/national investor group will be subject to a participatory vetting process.  

The land clearing machines, however, are already in place.   

In a second case, when common land was taken over by French and Italian run industrial farms in 

another part of the Senegal River Valley, communities were again divided.  People interested in saving 

the area for local youth, many of whom had been forced into migration, in part because they could not 

get irrigated land in the village, had opposed giving land to the foreign investor and had demanded that 

the state construct irrigation schemes for the population as it had in the pre-structural adjustment era 

(Faye interviews, 2012). Supporters of the project in the rural council, however, prevailed.  A year after 

the foreign owned agribusinesses were launched, we both interviewed several young men and women 

who had taken jobs there.  All told us that they were highly disillusioned by the wages those jobs 

provided.  One woman complained that she earned less than the cost of providing a daily meal for her 

large family.  She also feared that working with pesticides with little if any protection was dangerous for 

future childbearing.  Young men said that wage levels were far below what they could earn on irrigated 

fields, if they had them (Faye and Koopman field notes 2012). 

Protests against land grabs by national elites  

Until the last two or three years, protests against national land grabs were relatively muted; few if any 

creating enough interest to be reported in the Senegalese press.  In the last two years, however, 

protests against land grabs by national elites have become much more organized and passionate.  

Protests against the Mbane land grab, in which the rural council gave out more land than the many 

villages making up this area even had,  were widely covered in the press and on television.  A video in 

which women spoke vividly about their losses was shown on television and has been posted on the 

internet.  
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The contrast between women’s strong activism on land grabs weak activism on land reform 

Organized peasant activism in Senegal against land grabs is well developed and growing in 

sophistication.  Both men and women have taken part. There are as yet no formal studies focused 

specifically on women’s activism, but from Iba Mar’s research and press reports on recent protests over 

land grabs, it is clear that women are highly involved in anti-land grab actions. In contrast, women’s 

organized activism to promote a more woman farmer friendly land reform has been less visible. 

Women’s interests in secure access to land in communities where their access to land is threatened by 

the instability of their marriages have rarely been mentioned in the land reform debate in Senegal.  

Little has been covered in the press or uncovered in the recent definitive study of women’s access to 

land conducted throughout the country by researchers associated with the University of Gaston Berger 

(Sall and Thioune 2012).  

How to we explain this paradox?   

It is not hard to understand why women take part in major anti-land grab protests.  Large-scale and 

widespread land grabs immediately threaten both women and their entire households.  Women farmers 

risk losing access not only to family and personal fields, but to the entire landscape they use to construct 

their contributions to household livelihoods.  The current land rush threatens to eliminate community 

access to the commons which are a critical source of inputs for current livelihoods of farming 

households, an essential resource for pastoral livelihoods, and a potential site for what both farmers 

and pastoralists hope will be new irrigation projects that they and their children will own.  The 

increasing frequency of land grabs of people’s actual farms during the Wade presidency has also 

become alarming to many farmers. In short, land grabs thus present a far more menacing and 

immediate danger to rural women and their children than the more ‘individual’ problem of women’s 

loss of land upon divorce or widowhood.   

It is perhaps a bit harder, especially for outsiders, to understand why women’s activism to secure better 

land rights for their own farms has been relatively timid. This paper’s analysis suggests that a factor that 

cannot be discounted is the continuing power of patriarchal relations of production.  Women farmers 

who need more land to feed their children and fulfill other household responsibilities face serious 

dilemmas in deciding how to proceed.  A woman’s request for more land to farm on her own account 

can result in a wide range of responses within the patriarchal household.  If land is short, a woman’s 

demand for land may be seen as going directly against the interests of all the men in her husbands’ 

family.  It may even become an excuse to frame her ideologically as an outsider who sets her personal 

interests above those of the family and community.  The great majority of rural women are in no 

position to give up the collaborative relationships within their households that ultimately create a 

modicum of security, albeit with drastically different workloads and sometimes very different levels of 

consumption as well.  As a result of these complex intra-household and community gender tensions, we 

rarely see cases of village-based women applying for or received land from the rural councils in Senegal 
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as individuals.10  Such a move is just too far outside prevailing socio-economic relations in patrilineal 

villages.  

It is important to realize that for rural African women to demand land on their own account 

fundamentally challenges the patriarchal male power structure at both the household and rural 

community levels.  This poses huge risk for women because in the current situation of deep rural 

poverty, the great majority of women require strong collaborative relationships with husbands and 

fathers for the construction of daily livelihoods, for the welfare of their children, and for obtaining 

access to a personal field to farm.  Women who have the temerity to demand a parcel of land from a 

government body largely controlled by powerful rural men not only risk failure, but even more 

importantly, they risk losing the social support and economic collaboration of their male in-laws and of 

women in the village who are not ready to challenge traditional mores in such a bold manner.  They may 

even risk divorce, a calamity that can deprive them of both their personal fields, access to household 

fields and subsistence, and even of their children.  Finally, the power of patriarchal customs and of rural 

landholding elites clearly suggests that mere legal and institutional change are unlikely, in themselves, to 

create the kinds of socio-economic change toward more egalitarian land holdings , either by gender or 

by class (Golan 1990, Hesseling 2009, Sall and Thioune 2012).  

Over the past three decades rural Senegalese women have been working out other ways to improve 

their access to land they can farm on their own account.  The major one is to seek communal plots of 

land from local landholders as members of a women’s group and then to farm what are usually tiny 

plots with intensive production methods, including agro-ecological methods.  Women in these groups 

sometimes received assistance for fences, tools, well construction, and even irrigation from foreign 

NGOs. Women farmers have also found that they are more likely to obtain group based land allocations 

from rural councils and even credit by forming themselves into production based cooperatives known as 

GIEs (Sall and Thioune, 2012). Still, progress is slow.  Abdoulaye Niang’s important study of half the rural 

communities in the entire Senegal River Valley found that only 1-3 percent of land allocated by rural 

councils—which themselves only adjudicate a small portion of land that passes to men through the 

customary system – has gone to women’s groups (Niang 2002). Thus, despite the provisions in the 1964 

Land Law that make women eligible for land allocations, rural councils, dominated as they are by the 

communities’ largest landholders, have not, over their three to four decades of existence, afforded 

anything beyond tiny areas of land to women.   

On a more positive note, there is a new thrust to women’s political voice and representation in Senegal.  

In a clear political bid for female support, former President Wade, whose popularity was plummeting at 

the end of his last term but who still controlled Senegal’s last parliament, instructed the legislators from 

his party to pass a law requiring gender parity in the lists of candidates for the 2012 election.  This move 

                                                           
10

 The rare woman who does apply to a rural council for her own land is likely to be from an elite family of large 
landholders from the area’s founding families. These women also have educational and wealth advantages over 
most women farmers. Indeed, wealthy women with natal or marital ties to an area may be part of the national 
elite land grab. Interestingly, over twenty years ago, researchers studying land tenure in the groundnut basin 
found that even male heads of compounds who complained that they were short of land said that they would 
nevertheless not approach the rural council for land for fear of being ostracized in their villages (Golan 1990). 
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didn’t gain Wade the electoral support he needed to win the election, but it was immediately and 

heartily seized upon by women leaders as an important step in realizing their demand for increased 

participation in decision-making bodies.  One might even hope that the achievement of parity in 

national legislature may lead to a demand for gender parity in rural councils. This would surely face 

strong resistance from the patriarchal power structure that now controls both land and politics in rural 

areas, but with a new government and a renewed push by women’s organizations, it would surely bring 

women’s land problems into more prominence in the land reform debates. 

FINAL OBSERVATIONS 

This paper has argued that patriarchal dominance in agrarian households facilitates surplus extraction 

by state and corporate agencies.  Because governments and transnational corporations have monetary 

interests in the continuation of patriarchal dominance in rural households, it has not been in their 

interests to sponsor programs that would encourage women’s independent food farming.  Even in the 

1960s and 1970s when governments and their foreign funders were investing heavily in African 

agriculture, women’s food production, which in some cases fed not only the countryside, but the cities 

as well (Guyer 1987) was never considered an area for major investment.  Indeed, it was all but totally 

ignored (Fortmann 1981). Why? Our analysis suggests that both colonial states and post-colonial aid 

agencies (most from the former colonial powers, of course) knew that since young men could leave the 

rural household, women’s labor was crucial to most processes of surplus extraction. If women had been 

helped to expand production under their own control, they might have been tempted to withdraw labor 

from their husbands’ export crop fields. Thus, to have encouraged a whole new set of decision makers 

(women farmers) in a system in which surplus extraction from patriarchal households was working well 

was not a prudent option. The risk of disrupting the patriarchal household production system was too 

great.  So women’s “projects” were relegated to the margins of agrarian development.  And women’s 

reputation as “marginal farmers” or mere “family laborers” was not challenged. 

In some ways, this may prove to have been a blessing.  Women’s own account farming, as distinct from 

the work women do on male controlled fields, has remained far less impacted by capitalist interventions 

to harness the African agrarian household into global product chains and to make them dependent on 

foreign controlled inputs.  Given the negative impact of capitalist methods of surplus extraction on the 

welfare of agrarian households, women’s expertise in agro-ecological farming methods that are not 

dependent on transnational corporation’s inputs or on corporate dominated global markets can be seen 

as critical assets for strengthening the family farm, reducing its exposure to global exploitation, and 

hopefully saving it from being swallowed up by industrial agriculture.   

Some of the more promising ways forward for peasant agriculture, we would argue, are programs to 

support low cost farming in ways that farmers who use agro-ecological methods suggest.  Among the 

programs that have proven popular are farmer-to-farmer training, investments in village level 

processing and storage facilities, and the development of improved low-cost transport links from farms 

to local and national.  Multinational corporations and major funding sources are not going to take this 
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route, but progressive organizations in African civil society are already showing how to build a 

prosperous future for peasant farming.  And women farmers are leading the way.11 

Today the rural household faces an even more destructive threat than the old forms of surplus 

extraction – the outright takeover of their land by industrial agriculture.  Women farmers, who have not 

left the rural economy nearly to the extent that men have, are acutely vulnerable to the potential loss of 

their entire livelihoods, including not only farming, but artisanal food processing and trading. (Industrial 

agriculture needs none of these small scale processes that underlie local food security.) Thus, women’s 

strategy of fighting land grabs alongside men is not only understandable, but may have the added bonus 

of affording women a greater possibility of articulating their own concerns as farmers in a manner that 

will encourage men, including men with patriarchal mind sets, to listen. The old patriarchal model needs 

to change. If the agrarian household is to become strong enough to withstand the onslaught of 

transnational corporations that want to draw all its members into capitalist forms of production as 

cheap labor or as price-taking contract farmers, it needs to restructure itself both socially and 

economically on a more egalitarian basis.  

  

                                                           
11

 There are several civil society organizations supporting farmers practicing agro-ecological and organic farming in 
Kenya, Zimbabwe, and Senegal, among others.  An important book describing the actions that are being pursued in 
Senegal is Sow, et al., 2010. 
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