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ABSTRACT

This thesis examines the evolution of colonial policy within
British West Africa, and 1s based largely on unpublished
correspondence between the Colonial Office and colonial
governors, held 1in the Public Record Office i1in London. It
argues that the colonial states were unable to generate or

implement a satisfactory strategy for capitalist development.
In the first twenty years of colonial rule, various projects
were outlined, which assumed the introduction of private
property 1n land, the encouragement of direct investment by
European capital, and the formation of a class of wage
labourers. The absence of a working class, and the political
1mpossiblity of the disruptions necessary to create such a
class, forced a retreat from these projects, and led to the
articulation of a West African Policy, premised on peasant
production. This reversed the earlier commitment to private

property and proposed a defence of communal property relations,

with Africans restrained from buying, selling or mortgaging
land. With the exception of mining, private capital was to

be restricted to a merchant role, and discouraged from setting

up plantation production.

In the decades between the First and Second World Wars,

this conception of West African development provided the
framework for colonial practice, but became increasingly

incoherent and untenable. The colonial states were unable,
within the confines of a peasant strateqgy, to promote desired
changes 1n agricultural productivity, and could not offer

adequate support to attempts to introduce mechanical processing



into palm oil production. They came i1nto conftlict with mining
companies over labour supplies, and with Lever over his
attempts to introduce capitalist relations i1nto the cultiva-
tion and processing of palm fruits. The commitment to
communal ownership of land was challenged by Africans who
demanded the right to buy and mortgage, and these demands

were supported in the 1920s and 1930s by some key administra-
tors who saw the West African Policy as a constraint on
agricultural development. The world crisis of the 1920s and
1930s undermined the wviability of African farming, and produced
unemployment. By the time of the Second World War, the
colonial states were forced to recognise African wage labour,

and abandon the original model of a peasant economy.

The thesis argues that the fragility of colonial control
prevented pursuit of coherent strategies. The policies adopted
should be viewed as a product of compromise between conflicting
pressures, rather than as a pure strategy for capital. The
thesis thus challenges the assumptions of underdevelopment
theory, which has claimed the failure to create conditions
for capitalist development 1n the African colonies as a

deliberate product of capitalist interests.



CHAPTER ONE
THE ENIGMA OF COLONIALISM

As colonialism was dismantled in Africa, assessments of 1ts

record divided into two schools: apologetics or condemnation.
The 'imperial balance sheet' (1) was added up; an arithmetic
used by some to demonstrate the benefits colonialism brought
to its subjects; and by others to show the exploitation 1t
practiced on them. In this world of moral judgements,
defenders of colonialism relied on a contrast between pre-
and post-colonial conditions, stressing the advantages of
roads, railways or schools over the uncertainties of earlier
existence (e.g. Gann and Duignan, 1968). From this perspec-
tive, the 'failures' of colonialism were only those revealed
by subseguent history: with hindsight, i1t could be said that
more was heeded to develop social services, promote political
participation, or establish the basis for i1ndustrialisation:
but colonial officials at the time were understandably slow
to recognise such possibilities. By the new development
criteria which entered the common-sense of the post-war
world, Africa fell short of target, but criticisms based on
such criteria could be dismissed as anachronistic. Where
failures were too evident for evasion, defenders of colo-
nialism tended to emphasise its ad hoc nature, substituting
a mild critigue of colonial incompetence for the more
devastating attacks on colonial brutality. 'Had the British
been able to forsee how quickly they would devolve power to
the indigenous people after World War II, and had they not,
as 1t were, decolonised so absentmindedly, they might have

equipped their charges in a more adequate fashion for future



independence.' (Gann and Duignan, 1968:375).

In the debate over colonialism, those sympathetic to 1ts
achievements had one powerful point in their favour: for
Africa at least, it was hard to present the colonial experi-
ence as one of subordination to the demands of capital. By
the end of the colonial era, capital had made 1little headway.
Investment was low, and what there had been was concentrated
in a few mining enclaves. Gold and diamond mines 1n South
Africa had attracted private capital, but beyond this, most
investment was public. Investment in the British colonies
was estimated in 1936 as £941m.: of this £523m. was 1n the
Union of South Africa, and of the total, approximately 48%
came from government funds (2). Lord Hailey used these
figures in 1938 to appeal for a new development initiative,
but in 1956, he was still painting a gloomy picture (Hailey,
1956) . Africa had not attracted significant capital from
America, and as a 1953 report to the President of the United
States indicated, this pattern seemed likely to continue:

'with the exception of petroleum reserves and

mineral deposits elsewhere, the opportunities

for profitable employment of capital on this

continent (i.e. America) are too numerous and

too great to induce any large outflow on private

account into enterprise overseas.' (3)
The i1nvestments undertaken by the Colonial Development Cor-
poration (4), set up partly 1n response to Hailey's earlier
warnings, were not successful and by 1955, only one of the

African enterprises financed by the Corporation was making

a net trading profit (Hailey, 1956:1344). Last ditch

attempts to promote development came too late, and when the



colonial experiment was formally concluded, Africa was all

too obviously marginalised 1n the world economy.

The problem was not just a gquantitative one, of too little
investment. Africa emerged from colonial rule with few ot
the pre-conditions for sustained capital accumulation.
Colonialism undoubtedly established the dominance of commo-
dity production, transforming previous subsistence farmers
into producers of export commodities, but beyond this, 1ts
services to capital seemed negligible. In most of the con-
tinent, pre-colonial property relations had survived, at
least to the extent of providing relatively easy access to
land. Producers were not separated from their means of pro-
duction, and the capitalist wage relation was not prevalent.
The forms of exploitation practiced in colonial Africa were
more akin to those which characterised early capitalist
development 1n Europe: the 'robbery' of mercantile capital,
which buys cheap and sells dear; or the extraction of an
absolute surplus value from labourers paid a bare subsistence.
In the political economy of colonialism, the extraction of

relative surplus value was a rare exception.

Yet in the advanced countries, the differentia specifica
of capitalist development has been the separation of pro-

ducers from their means of production, and the extraction

from them of a relative surplus value. Capitalism does not
effect exploitation by dragging down living standards - a
strategy which 1s limited by nature - but by increasing the

productive powers of labour. With control of the labour

process, capital can harness the productive forces to the
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task of accumulation. It can break those natural barriers
which constrain mercantile capital, and 1mpose limits to the
extraction of absolute surplus value. By raising the pro-
ductivity of labour, capital can reduce labour costs without
destroying subsistence, and embark on the process of continual

expansion which has characterised i1ts most dynamic periods.
But to achieve this, capital demands certain conditions:
primarily, the creation of 'free' wage labour - freed from
ownership of the means of production, freed from control over
the production process, and freed to sell its labour-power

as a commodity. Only with these conditions, can capital

shake off the limitations of its earlier forms of exploitation.

Such conditions did not exist 1in the colonies, and those
first critics who talked of colonialism as the forced creation
of a proletariat (e.g. Woddis, 1960) carried little convic-
tion. Forced to recognise this, Marxist analysis came to
rest its case on the backwardness of the exploitation
colonialism had imposed. Thus Suret-Canale, in the most
impressive of the early critiques, argued:

'The very limited funds provided by capitalist

investment were applied not to progress in pro-

duction or 1n technical fields, but essentially
to the extraction of high profits with no

modification of pre-colonial technigues - in

other words, principally by intensifying the work

demanded of the population.' (Suret-Canale,
1971:294)

Colonialism's crime, 1n this view, was that it failed to

impose normal capitalist exploitation, and relied instead

on the brutalities of i1ntensifying work, reducing the level



of subsistence, and lengthening the working day. Defenders
of colonialism could turn this on 1ts head, as when Gann and
Duignan replied to Marxist critics that 'the real trouble
with many colonies was not the extent of enterprise but 1ts
relative absence; there were usually too few capitalists,

rather than too many' (Gann and Duignan, 1968:375).

The paradox of colonialism was heightened by the seemingly
anti-capitalist bias of 1ts officials. Not only did colo-
nialism fail to 1mpose capitalist relations, but more than
this, 1ts practitioners gloried in their role as guardians of
a pre-capitalist order. As Hetherington (1978) has arqgqued,
colonial officials practiced a form of paternalism, premised
on the dangers of the modern economy for African communities.

'Sometimes the emphaslis was on the administrative

policy of indirect rule, which was supposed to

prevent too rapid change; sometimes 1t was on the

necesslity for a restraint on commercial and

industrial activity so that teachers and mission-

aries could undertake the transformation of

African sociliety beftfore the i1ndividual 1lost

contact with the economic and social security of

tribal life.’ (Hetherington, 1978:71)
With all the wvariations, colonial practice seemed to draw on
the values of feudalism rather than those of capitalism, and
to judge from official attitudes, the task of colonialism

was to retard capitalist development, rather than to hasten

1t.

Policies in British West Africa, where economic develop-
ment centred on African commodity production, seem to

exemplify this 'autocratic paternalism' (McPhee, 1971).
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The colonial era was celebrated for its enlightened encourage-
ment of peasant production, and 1ts avoidance of the evils

of wage labour. In his i1nfluential testament to The Economic
Revolution in British West Africa, first published in 1926,
Allan McPhee praised this policy, and contrasted 1t favourably
with the excesses of the Belgian Congo. Resistance to
European plantation estates, restriction of capital to a
merchant role, discouragement of private property 1n land -
all these were central planks 1n the West African Policy as
perceived 1n the inter-war years. The phenomenal rise of the
cocoa industry, entirely on African initiative (5), and
supposedly within peasant relations of production, was cited

as proof of this 'policy', and successive Governors affirmed

West Africa as the antithesis to the 'capitalistic policy'.
Far from imposing capitalist relations, the colonial states
seemed committed to protecting Africans from the depredations
of European capitalists, and the debates which dominated the
1920s centred around the problems of preserving West Africa
from the destructive tendencies of modern individualism.

Thus 1n a language which recurred throughout these inter-war
discussions, McPhee trusted that 'the spirit of individualism'
which had triumphed 1n England, would not become dominant in
West Africa. He hoped that 'the survival of the communal
splirit among the natives' would be strong enough to counteract
'the Anglicised and individualistic tendencies of the Coastal
natives'. He looked forward to a 'nmew species of regional
development ... confirming the truth of the o0ld saying "Ex

Africa semper aligquid novi'"' (McPhee, 1971:311).

11



In this conception, the task of colonialism was not to
separate producers from the means of production and trans-
form them into wage labourers. On the contrary, the priority
was to ensure that Africans were protected from that priva-
tisation of land which characterised the development of
capitalism 1n Britain. The colonial governments, McPhee
urged, should prohibit free sale and mortgaging of land,
since otherwise 'the land system of British West Africa will
slide down the slippery slope into landlordism and native
expropriation, which 1s the very antithesis of the present
"West African" policy of development' (McPhee, 1971:308).
The preferred ideal was that of a peasant community, pro-
ducing commodities for the world market. Capital was to be
limited to a merchant capacity, except in the mining sector
which was assumed to require foreign investment. In British

West Africa at least, 1t seemed that colonialism deliberately

withdrew from the project of i1mposing capitalist relations

of production.

This marked pattern in colonial thinking has been attri-
buted to the accidents of colonial recruitment. Heussler
(1963) has argued that officials were recruited from the
younger sons of the landed aristocracy, people whose own
class position left them uneasy with the values of contemporary
caplitalism. Sir Ralph Furse, who controlled recruitment to
the colonial service 1n the 1nter-war years, was 'unswervingly
aristocratic' in his assumptions (Heussler, 1963:69), and

preferred applicants who were what Heussler describes as

the 'organisation eccentric':

12



'modern industrialisation and urbanisation were

anathema to him, as were the nouveaux who epito-

mised these trends. He cared little for money

as such: he preferred the country to the city,

and was usually happy 1n an exclusively male

society'. (Heussler, 1963:104)
The description 1s apt, as examination of official thinking
in British West Africa will demonstrate, but the explanation
is unsatisfactory. However ad hoe colonial policies appear,
they cannot be reduced to the accident of one man's dominance

in official recruitment. The apparently anti-capitalist bias

of colonial policies demands further explanation.

For those who rejected such idealist interpretations ot
history, the arguments of underdevelopment theory provided
a welcome relief. Beginning in the work of Baran (1957),
and continuilng through Frank's analyses of Latin America
(Frank, 1969a; 1969b) and Amin's analyses of Africa (Amin,
1973; 1975; 1977), underdevelopment theory argued that capital
accumulation characteristically 'blocks' development in the
peripheries. Capitalism necessarily divides the world into
two parts: that which enjoys 'normal' capitalist development,
and that which suffers underdevelopment. Countries in the
former category extract a surplus from the latter - whether
through direct investment, as Frank argues, or through trade,
as Emmanuel (1972) argues - and in the process generate
structures of underdevelopment which induce further stagna-
tion. From this perspective, 1t 1s no paradox that colonialism

failed to develop capitalist relations in Africa; this very

'failure' proves the dynamics of world capitalism.

13



Crucial to the argument 1is the assumption that capital

asserts jts dominance through a variety of relations of
production. The differentia specifica of capitalism is not
the extraction of relative surplus value from wage labour.
Rather it is this division of the world i1nto two; monopoly
and satellite; centre and periphery; developed and under-
developed. Capitalism exists wherever a region 1s 1ntegrated
into the world market and whenever producers are forced to
serve the needs of this market. The precise relations of
exploitation - whether serf labour, petty commodity production
or wadge labour - are of secondary significance. The
mechanisms of 'primitive accumulation' are as much a part

of modern capitalism, or even, 1n the strongest versions, the
most effective means of exploitation. Thus, 1f colonialism
relied on 'backward' forms of exploitation, this 1s no sur-
prise to underdevelopment theorists. Capitalism thrives on
what may appear 'traditional' or pre-capitalist forms; far
from imposing 'normal' capitalist development on the colo-
nised territories, capital will seek to block such in the

interests of world accumulation (6).

As long as this paradigm dominated analysis, the enigma
of colonialism escaped attention. It was possible to explain
away the absence of capitalist development, without falling
back on Heussler's thesis of the aristocratic recruitment
procedures. The defence of pre-capitalist property relations,
or the glorification of a commodity-producing peasantry no
longer appeared paradoxical; on the contrary, they served as

evidence for the process of underdevelopment.

14



In recent years, underdevelopment theory has fared less
well. TIts assumptions have been widely challenged, and 1ts
solution to the enigma of colonialism correspondingly under-
mined. Criticisms 1nhclude:

(1) underdevelopment theory's confusion of relative and
absolute surplus value, and hence 1ts false i1dentification
of intense poverty (which does characterise ex-colonies) with
high rates of exploitation (which does not) (Kay, 1975);

(2) its reference to an often unspecified standard of
'development', which draws partly on the past history of the
advanced countries, and partly on an idealised version of
'desirable' development, and which as a consequence defines
a combination of conditions which no contemporary country
could achieve (Phillips, 1977);

(3) its anachronistic insistence on a cycle of under-
development, 1n a period marked by a massive shift of capital
investment from the advanced to 'underdeveloped' countries
(Warren, 1973; 1980; Frdébel, Heinrichs and Kreye, 1980);

(4) its simplistic assumption that local capital must
play a dependent role in accumulation, and 1ts misperception
of the complexity of class relations in underdeveloped

countries (7).

For the analysis of colonialism, the crucial weakness was
underdevelopment theory's assumption that capital 1s both

rational and omnipotent. Born as 1t was out of the successes
of post-war capitalism, when the advanced countries at least

seemed to have discovered the key to crisis-free accumulation,

15



and when the conflicts between capital and labour seemed
temporarily moderated by decades of growth, underdevelopment
theory accepted the new consensus of a capitalism without
contradiction. What capitalism - and by extension colo-
nialism - had created, must be what capitalism desired.

The classical 1mages of a system torn by contradictions,
unable to fulfil even i1ts own limited objectives, doomed to
promote the very forces which would destroy it, these 1mages
were abandoned i1in the post-war gloom and capitalism was pre-
sumed to be only too successful 1n 1ts pursuits. Under -
development was what capitalism had produced; hence,

underdevelopment was what capitalism must have wanted.

While this assumption 1s increasingly abandoned in
analyses of contemporary Africa, 1t 1s less frequently
challenged in analyses of colonialism. Such work has too
often contented 1tself with documenting the underdevelopment
which resulted from colonial rule (e.g. Howard, 1978) and
has rarely posed the gquestion: why was colonialism unable to
promote capitalist production? Colonialism has been pre-
sented as a relatively straightforward phenomenon, and it
has been left to more orthodox historians to emphasise its
makeshift nature. Debate has remained frozen within the

confines of underdevelopment thinking.

One major exception to this has been 1in the work of

Rey (1971), who has produced a different version of the

colonial experience 1n the French Congo. Rey rejects the

underdevelopment assumption, and starts from the thesis that

16



capitalism does indeed require the separation of producers
from their means of production. The problem in Africa, was
that such a separation could be effected only through vio-
lent disruption of the existing order. In contrast to

feudal relations 1in Europe, which generated out of themselves
a transition to capitalism, the societies of pre-colonial
Africa contained no historical movement towards capitalist
production. The historical task of colonialism was to pro-
vide the disruption necessary to shake these pre-capitalist
relations; and the brutalities of railway construction, the
vears of forced labour, the technically irrational waste of
human labour in the building of the Congo railway, were a
cruclial part of this process. Within this analysis, 'under-
development' indicates the resistance of pre-capitalist modes
to the imposition of capitalist relations. Colonialism had
to destroy i1n order to rebuild, and the stagnation described
1n works on underdevelopment testifies only to the 1ncom-

pleteness of the project (8).

In similar vein, Taylor (1979) attributes underdevelopment
to the contradictory reguirements of capital in 1ts different
phases of penetration. In the mercantile phase, capital
simply reinforcing existing - non-capitalist - modes of
extracting surplus labour, and concentrated on increasing
the gquantity of the surplus. It was not until the second
phase, under the dominance of commodity export, that non-

capitalist modes were first challenged. At this point, they

were required to provide commodities for export, and simul-

taneously markets for imports; the basis of their own

17



reproduction was undermined (the classic example being the
destruction of the Indian textile industry under the impact
of English manufactures). The last and imperilalist phase
now demands the transition to fully capitalist relations of
production, but since previous penetration has shored up

non-capitalist modes, underdevelopment has been the unintended

result.

The argument of this thesis begins, with Rey and Taylor,
from the assumption that a failure to develop capitalist
relations requires investigation, and cannot be explained
away as the expected consequence of world accumulation. But
in contrast to their work, it takes the relationship between
state and capital as problematic, and argues that the
development of colonial policies must be examined i1n the
context of the political constraints which faced colonial
officials. In one 1mportant respect, the arguments of Rey
and Taylor have merely mirrored those of underdevelopment
theory. For the latter the colonial state i1intervened as an
agent of capital to obstruct the development of indigenous
capitalism; for the former i1t intervened as an agent to
promote the development of capitalist relations. In both
cases the colonial state 1s presented as simple agent of
capital, and capital as a logic which dictates determinate

forms of either development or underdevelopment.

Thus at a time when Marxism has largely retreated from

a crude identity of state and capital in the advanced

countries (e.g. Poulantzas, 1969; Miliband, 1970; Holloway

18



and Picciotto, 1978), discussions of colonialism have accepted
a version of the state as mouthpiece of capital. The i1intri-

cacies of modern state theory have bypassed the analysts of
colonialism. The colonial state was i1mposed externally at

the instigation of European capitalists, and was relieved ot
the burdens of universal franchise; on such tenuous grounds,

it appears, critics of colonialism have presumed a state

which could serve unconditionally the interests of capital.

Yet as Lonsdale and Berman (1979) have argued in analysis

of Kenvya, 'the state cannot be the obedient servant of capital'’
a claim which 1s no less true of the colonial state than ot

1ts progenitor 1n Europe.

The constraints on the colonial state were greater than
those which operate in Europe, precisely because 0Of the vio-
lence 1t required to carry through any transformation. 1In
Britain, the compulsion to labour was constructed over cen-
turies. One by one, alternative means of subsistence were
stripped away, and the necessity of wage labour imposed.
Subsistence came to depend on the consumption of commodities,
and money became the only medium through which needs could
be met. Once this situation became routine, and only then,
could the state enjoy 1ts liberalism. With needs defined
through commodities, and wages the only access, the compul-
sion to labour appeared as natural necessity. The force

which had created, and continued to i1mpose, 'free' labour,

was generalised throughout society and became virtually

invisible.
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In Africa, this generalised force which guarantees the
wage relation was absent. Needs were still expressed 1in
terms of use-values, and dependence on a money l1ncome was
limited. Relatively free access to land ensured subsistence
to most Africans, and for those producing cash crops, pro-
vided some money earnings. As Rey correctly emphasises,
wage labour could be 1mposed only through direct coercion.
Yet the state which 1nherited this task was i1ncomplete and
undeveloped: a political power which was 1n many ways a mere
facsimile of a state. Colonial rule could be sustailned only
through a complex of shifting alliances with 1local rulers,
and colonial officials were acutely aware of the limitations
of their control. Colonialism was necessarily a makeshift.
Its history was one of adjustment to conditions 1t could
not dictate, and the abruptness of decolonisation gave open

expression to a lack of control which had existed all along.

It is agalnst this background that the formation of
colonial policies must be understood. The anti-capitalism
which apparently characterised so much of colonial thinking
arose out of the constraints of local conditions. It was
determined neither by the demands of capital accumulation,
nor by the peculiarities of colonial recruitment. Rather
it was forged out of the experience of colonial administra-
tion, and emerged as an uneasy resolution to the often

conflicting requirements of colonial rule.

In particular, the political weakness of the colonial

state limited 1ts capacity for direct coercion, and this

20



soured its relations with private capital. The state was
forced into an alliance with local chiefs as the only
reliable guarantors of labour, which in turn dictated the
terms on which colonialism operated. The recurrent problems
of land and labour revolved around this alliance with chiefs.
Free access to land precluded the formation of a landless
proletariat, and was ensured by relations of communal land
tenure which installed the chiefs as agents of political
order. The coercive powers of these chiefs provided the
colonial state with the means to recruit labour, but to
sustaln these powers, the right to alienate land had to be
curtailled. There was no way out of this circle. The pro-
letarianisation which could 1n principle have broken through

1t, was well bevond the capacity of the colonial states.

The 1mportance of local constraints 1n determining the
course of official thinking is confirmed by the discontinuilty
in colonial policies. The history of British West Africa
divides, I argue, 1nto two phases. The first, from effective
colonisation 1n the 1890s to the outbreak of the First World
War, was one of experimentation, 1n which the colonisers
pursued projects for importing private property and wage
labour wholesale into Africa. At this point, the anti-

capitalism described by Heussler was rarely evident. The

British arrived 1n West Africa confident that they could
write history. The viewed their new estates as a tabula rasa
on which entirely novel relations of production could be
inscribed. They expressed i1mpatience with the backwardness

of local conditions, and viewed communal property relations
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as a constraint on development. They anticipated a trans-
formation of ex-slaves into wage labourers, and when such
dreams proved a chimera, they toyed with the alternative otf
importing wage labourers from other colonies. At this stage,
it was accepted that the colonial administrations should
serve private capital, and the future development of the

colonies was assumed to rest on attracting further private

investment.

The recalcitrance of local conditions soon forced a
retreat to what I call the West African Policy. This was
most clearly articulated in the deliberations of the West
African Lands Committee (set up in 1912), and affirmed the

peasant road of development. By this time, private land

tenure was regarded as a problem rather than a solution; and
private capital as a disturbance, except when 1t restricted
itself to merchant activities. The report of the West African
Lands Committee never achieved the official stamp of approval,
but its basic principles informed colonial practice in sub-
sequent years. History was re-written, to provide an
apparent continulty with earlier policies; but as I argue,
thlis new consensus was a recognition of previous defeats,
rather than a continuation of original proposals. Capital
did find a niche for itself in these newly constrained
surroundings. Merchant firms continued to dominate 1n West
Africa, as they had before the advent of colonial rule, and
industrial capital largely mimicked these firms by leaving
production in the hands of African peasants. At certain

points, capital sought to push beyond these limits, but in
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the crucial case of Lever Brothers (discussed in Chapter 5),

was thwarted by the state.

In this second phase, between the two world wars, the
colonial states confronted the inadequacies of theilr new
policy, which began to fall apart from the day of its formu-
lation. The model of West Africa never fully corresponded to
the reality, and colonialism became a series of ad hoe adjust-
ments to the changes which threatened political order. The
favouring of peasant production deprived both capital and the
state of control over colonial production, and efforts to
force peasants to act as thelr masters desired were generally
unsuccessful. The i1ndependence which peasants retained may
have been partly illusory, since what they produced and when,
was determined by the market. But they continued to control
their own labour process and resisted proposals for 'improved'
techniques. Colonial officials (and after them African
politicians) were convinced that the peasants were wrong:
they set up commissions on 'quality control' to grapple with
the task of introducing improved methods of production. But
to enforce such improvements, they had at their disposal
only market prices and administrative decrees. They could
not enter directly i1nto production and dictate the changes
they desired. These disadvantages of peasant production were
supposed, 1nh the colonial conception, to be balanced by the
political stability of a peasant order. But here too the

model barely approximated to real conditions. The development

of commodity production refused to remain within the confines

of an idealised peasantry. African farmers accumulated land,
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employed wage labour, got themselves into debt, and generally
refused to remain model peasants. The colonial states were
attempting to freeze the development of commodity production
at that utopian point which allowed them to maintain their
control. They were forced to contain the process, as 1it
threatened to get out of hand, and much of the i1nter-war
policy deliberations were concerned with this problem of
re-establishing the i1deal equilibrium. As a consequence,
they were unable to promote even their compromise solution
of a peasant road. The Chief Census Officer of the Gold
Coast admitted in 1931, 'it 1s probable that the nation 1is
advancing faster than may seem good to the Government, who

actually has had occasion to act as a brake rather than as

an accelerating force' (Cardinall, 1931:75).

This second phase then, was one of adjustment, compro-
mise and ultimately defeat, as the 1mpossibility of the
colonial balancing act became clear. By the time of the
Second World War, the failure of colonialism was apparent,
as the forces it had unleashed threatened to destroy the
fragile political order on which 1t relied. The pace of
accumulation was outstripping the capacities of the state,
and the colonisers abandoned their territories when they could
no longer paper over the cracks. Decolonisation was a
recognition of the failures of colonialism, rather than a
response to the powers of nationalism. The 1ndependence

movements which took over 1n Africa did not inherit a stable

polity, but one which was already coming apart at the seams.

The resultant chaos, partially described in the literature

24



on underdevelopment, was only to be expected.

Colonialism, in this analysis, was essentially a make-
shift settlement. And to this extent, 1ts character has been
more readily perceived by orthodox historians, with their
insistence on the ad hoe nature of colonial rule, than by
radical critics, who have too easily assumed a logic of capi-
tal behind the manoeuvres of local officials. Policy was
formulated against a backdrop of recalcitrant conditions, and
was, as a result, marked by discontinuilities and 1nconsis-
tencies. 1 argue, nevertheless, that there was a policy,
articulated i1in Colonial Office writings, 1n statements by
Governors, and ultimately in a public version (such as
McPhee's book) of what the West African colonies represented
1n comparison to colonial policy elsewhere. But within this
policy there were disagreements, and 1n colonial practice,
1t was 1mpossible to find a consistent expression of the
supposed objectives of colonial rule. The variations and
inconsistencies do not undermine the claim that there was a
West African Policy: rather they i1ndicate the makeshift
nature of the colonial consensus, which could not provide
solutions to every problem that arose. Tensions and conflicts
existed throughout the formation of colonial policy, and
indeed 1t is only possible to explain the rapid shift in the
1940s by reference to these. The West African Policy was a

consensus built on shifting sands. It was an attempt to hold

together in harmony a number of conflicting processes, a

complex of objectives which were often denied in colonial

practice, frequently challenged by administrators, and
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ultimately incompatible. But the incompatibility does not

detract from the persistence with which it was prosecuted.

The thesis 1s based on examination of Colonial Office
correspondence, supplemented by published material such as
Legislative Council Debates, Departmental Reports, Blue Books,
and Sessional Papers. It focusses on changing policies with
regard to land and labour issues, as and when they were con-
sidered of sufficient moment to demand consultation by
Governors and Colonial Office. It 1is not a complete study
of the effects of colonial policy. Since Governors were
notoriously 1ill-informed of developments within their colonies,
it can be assumed that the actual consequences of colonialism,
those changes which from a distance will appear as of greatest
historical importance, may not have surfaced directly 1in this
correspondence. In terms of an overall analysis of colo-
nialism, these unreported developments are crucial. But ftor
an analysis of the strategies pursued by the colonial states,

and the dilemmas confronted i1n this process, what matters are

the terms of reference provided by the Governors themselves.

The thesis concentrates on the experience of the Gold
Coast and Nigeria, which between them accounted for the over-
whelming proportion of the British West African trade. The
economically marginal colonies of the Gambia and Sierra
LLeone are discussed only at those points where their experi-
ence was significant to the formation and tensions of the

West African Policy 1n general: 1.e. 1n the first twenty

vears, when the principles of land and labour policy were

being forged, and 1n the case study of Lever and the palm
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0il industry, when Sierra Leone became one of the sites for
Lever's projected developments. Beyond these, the analysis
of the West African Policy in the inter-war years, as 1t

pursued 1its troubled course through a territory 1t could not

control, 1s based on the tensions which arose i1n the two

major West African colonilies.

This selectivity 1nevitably limits the conclusions
which can be drawn. The thesis deals only with land and
labour issues, and not with the entire range of concerns
which could come under the rubric of 'development'. 1In
addition, 1t focusses on parts of British West Africa, and
derives from these an argument on the nature of British West
African policy 1n general. That there was i1ndeed a pattern
to official thinking, will I hope become clear, but since the
argument of the thesis 1s that colonial policies developed
in response to local constraints, a more detailed study otf

local variations can be expected to throw up further com-

plexities.
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CHAPTER TWO
PRE-COLONIAL WEST AFRICA

As has been indicated, West Africa came to be regarded as
the home of peasant production, and by the twentieth cen-

tury the 'myth of the amorphous peasantry' (Hill, 1968) was
born. This characterisation soon established itself as
orthodoxy, and West Africa was presented as a world of
homogeneous communities, made up of a mass of small farmers,
engaged 1n a compbination of subsistence farming and pro-
duction for export (1) Central to the colonial version

of this mythology was the favouring of communal land tenure
over private, and family labour over waged work; production
of export crops for the modern world could build on tradi-
tional African relations of production. One argument of
this thesis i1is that a commitment to peasant production arose
1n the course of colonial rule. It was not dominant in
earlier colonial thinking, which by contrast assumed the
development of both wage labour and private property 1n
land as normal elements i1n the expansion of colonial trade.
The commodity producing peasantry was largely a product of
colonialism. Neither the idealised version which informed
colonial policies, nor the more complex reality which
troubled local administrators, existed at the time of
colonisation. Commodity production certainly pre-dated
colonialism, but the relations under which it operated were

varied, and relied more extensively on slave labour than

the first officials liked to admit. The aim of this chapter

1s to sketch out some of these variations.
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Africa in the nineteenth century had already experi-
enced several centuries of trade with the outside world.
West Africa in particular had supplied gold for European
expansion from the eleventh to the seventeenth centuries,
and later been a source of slaves for the plantation econo-

mies of the West Indies and the Americas. Internal and

external trade were well developed. Local markets - largely
under the control of women traders - existed throughout
most of West Africa. Long distance trade between West and

North Africa dated from at least 1000 B.C.: by the Middle
Ages, a flourishing trans-Saharan trade had been established,
with gold, cotton goods and slaves from the south being
exchanged for cowries, salt, and weapons from the north.
Trade with Europe began i1n the eleventh century, and though
small 1n volume, was crucial in content, since West Africa
became a major source of gold. By the sixteenth century,
the Gold Coast was providing the bulk of the world's gold
supply, and competition for 1t resulted by the end of the
seventeenth century 1n the establishment of a number of
trading outposts along the coastline. But 1t was the
creation of the sugar plantations 1n the West Indies which
transformed West African trade. From the seventeenth cen-
tury onwards, slaves replaced gold as the major export,

and Portuguese and Dutch traders, representatives of the
'old' world economy, gave way to the French and British.

Millions of Africans were tracked down, captured and

exported over the next two centuries, to provide the labour

for plantation economies across the Atlantic.
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The increased demand for slaves stimulated slave-
raiding and slave-dealing, and while African slavery long
pre-dated the Atlantic trade (Goody, 1980), the new con-
ditions undoubtedly intensified the reliance on slave labour.
Slave wars became a profitable option, and under the influence
of the new markets, military aristocracies rose to power.
The creation of a complex infrastructure for the procurement
of slaves simultaneously i1ncreased the numbers available

for local use, and as Rodney (1966) has argued, provoked

the employment of slaves in local production (2). The slave
ships set off at lengthy intervals; periods between capture
and export were often prolonged; 1inevitably the mass labour
force accumulated for export was set to work in the i1nterim
within West Africa. The Atlantic trade did far more than
increase the volume of trade between Africa and the rest

of the world: 1t generated new political structures 1n the

more centralised states, and 1ncreased the reliance on

slaves 1n domestic production.

In the kingdoms and states of pre-colonial West Africa,
slave labour was widely used 1n agriculture, mining, and war.
In the Ashanti empire, which by the early nineteenth century
claimed formal control over an area of 125,000 - 150,000
square miles, and jurisdiction over a population of 3-5
million people (Hymer, 1970), slaves played an important

role within the domestic economy. Some spheres, such as

gold-mining, depended entirely on slave labour, since free-
born Africans refused to work in them (Wilks, 1975). Slaves

made up the core of the standing army. They were used 1n
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the manufacture of armaments (mainly bullets), and were a
ma Jor source of labour for clearing uncultivated land and
setting up plantations. Estimates of the slave population
of West Africa are notoriously ureliable, since early
European travellers rarely distinguished between slaves and
low status Africans, and probably exaggerated the extent

of slavery to justify colonial intervention (3). Neverthe-
less, the recurring estimate that slaves made up one quarter
to one half of the total population, gives some 1ndication

of the magnitude (Miers and Kopytoff, 1977:60-61).

Arguments over the extent of slavery continue to be
clouded by the suggestion that West African slavery was a
peculiarly 'benign' version, which allowed the slaves
considerable freedom and the possibility of redemption.

'What gives African "slavery'" its particular stamp in con-

trast to many other slave systems', wrote Miers and Kopytoff,
'is the existence of (the) "slavery'-to-kinship continuum'
(4) . According to this view, slaves were merely the most

marginalised 1n societies with many gradations of kinship

and quasi-kinship, and were ultimately likely to be inte-
grated. The argument derives from what was i1ndeed a
peculiarity of African slavery - the limitations conventionally
1mposed on the rights of masters to re-sell their slaves.

In West African slave societies, a slave captured 1in the

course of a military campaign, or purchased at a slave

market, was simply a commodity, to be bought or sold at

will. But a slave born 1n servitude could not normally be

separated from his/her family except as punishment for
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serious acts of disobedience. In addition, slaves had the
right to purchase their freedom, and favoured slaves would
be granted land which they were free to work 1in the two

days a week when their labour was not required. The picture
was further complicated by the intermediate relationship

of 'pawning'. Indebtedness could lead a free African to
pawn himself (or more freqguently, his girl children into a
relationship of slave prostitution), and agree to work as

a slave for a number of yvears, or until the debt was can-
celled. Much has been made of the parallel between this
form of 'voluntary servitude' and non-slave forms of patron-
client relationship. A recent study of Sierra Leone defends
this as a form of dependence voluntarily sought 'in order

to escape the dangerous exposure that not i1nftfrequently
resulted in involuntary servitude' (Abraham, 1978:20).

The argument 1s self-defeating, since 1t has to acknowledge
the extent of slavery proper 1n order to explain the so-
called voluntary servitude. Moreover, the defence of West
African slavery on the grounds that 1t was no more oppressive
than the normal relations between chiefs and commoners can
be turned on its head, and employed to i1llustrate the degree

of coercion embodied in 'normal' non-slave relationships.

The form of domestic slavery which features 1n such
defences was, 1n addition, only one of the many wvariants
of slavery found 1n pre-colonial West Africa. Domestic
slaves did work alongside freeborn Africans and lived 1in
similar conditions; they could reasonably hope that their

descendants would be assimilated into the community as free
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members even though these descendants were excluded from
becoming chief, and cultural prejudices agalnst them sur-
vived their formal liberation. But where clear distinctions
were made between the work of slaves and that of free
Africans, even this i1ncomplete assimilation did not occur.
Where slaves were made to work part of the week on their
master's land, and the rest on a personal plot which pro-
vided means of subsistence, the extraction of labour rent
continued from generation to generation. The only relaxation
was that the proportion of time demanded for the master's
land cou<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>