
Peasants, Commodities, Colonialism 
 
The late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries witnessed an enormous expansion in 
peasant commodity production in the colonized tropics of Asia, Africa, Latin America and 
the Caribbean. Peasant smallholders began devoting more and more of their land and labor 
to producing plant-based raw materials and calories for European industry and industrial 
workers: for example, rice, wheat, sugar, cotton, cocoa, peanuts, coffee, jute, hemp, rubber, 
cocoa and peanuts. During this period, Ghanaian cocoa production increased from 95 pounds 
to 100,000 tons between 1890 and 1920, Senegalese peanut production increased from 5 
metric tons in 1850 to 95,000 metric tons in 1898, in the Philippines, peasant production of 
abaca, or Manila hemp, increased from 18,000 tons during the 1850s to more than 160,000 
tons during the 1920s, in colonial Malaya, peasant households planted 918,000 acres of 
rubber trees between 1910 and 1922, Burmese peasants increased their rice lands from 
700,000 to five million acres and increased rice export from 162,000 tons to 2,000,000 tons 
between 1855 and 1905, and India’s exports of raw cotton rose from about 76,500 tons 
during the 1830s to 310,500 tons during the 1880s.1 This session will examine how these 
commodities knitted peasant farms across the colonized tropics into a global countryside, 
subjecting peasant smallholders across the world to the speculations of global capital.  
 
This was a new phase in the history of global capital, as peasant land and labor steadily 
replaced plantations and slave labor in America and the Caribbean as the source of plants 
that fueled European industry. European, especially, British imperialists and capitalists 
imagined peasant commodity production as indicating progress. They claimed that a global 
economy constituted by markets, prices, and the entrepreneurial peasant smallholder was 
truer to the spirit of capitalism than the brute violence of slavery. This session will critically 
evaluate British imperialists self-serving claims that peasant commodity production 
represented progress and advancement towards a truly capitalist global economy. 
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