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Preface 

AMADOU-MAHTAR M ' B O W 

Director-General of Unesco 

For a long time, all kinds of myths and prejudices concealed the true history 
of Africa from the world at large. African societies were looked upon as 
societies that could have no history. In spite of important work done by 
such pioneers as Leo Frobenius, Maurice Delafosse and Arturo Labriola, 
as early as the first decades of this century, a great m a n y non-African 
experts could not rid themselves of certain preconceptions and argued that 
the lack of written sources and documents m a d e it impossible to engage 
in any scientific study of such societies. 

Although the Iliad and Odyssey were rightly regarded as essential sources 
for the history of ancient Greece, African oral tradition, the collective 
m e m o r y of peoples which holds the thread of m a n y events marking their 
lives, was rejected as worthless. In writing the history of a large part of 
Africa, the only sources used were from outside the continent, and the 
final product gave a picture not so m u c h of the paths actually taken by 
the African peoples as of those that the authors thought they must have 
taken. Since the European Middle Ages were often used as a yardstick, 
modes of production, social relations and political institutions were visual­
ized only by reference to the European past. 

In fact, there was a refusal to see Africans as the creators of original 
cultures which flowered and survived over the centuries in patterns of 
their o w n making and which historians are unable to grasp unless they 
forgo their prejudices and rethink their approach. 

Furthermore, the continent of Africa was hardly ever looked upon as 
a historical entity. O n the contrary, emphasis was laid on everything likely 
to lend credence to the idea that a split had existed, from time immemorial, 
between a 'white Africa' and a 'black Africa', each unaware of the other's 
existence. T h e Sahara was often presented as an impenetrable space pre­
venting any intermingling of ethnic groups and peoples or any exchange 
of goods, beliefs, customs and ideas between the societies that had grown 
up on either side of the desert. Hermetic frontiers were drawn between 
the civilizations of Ancient Egypt and Nubia and those of the peoples south 
of the Sahara. 

It is true that the history of Africa north of the Sahara has been more 
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closely linked with that of the Mediterranean basin than has the history 
of sub-Saharan Africa, but it is n o w widely recognized that the various 
civilizations of the African continent, for all their differing languages and 
cultures, represent, to a greater or lesser degree, the historical offshoots 
of a set of peoples and societies united by bonds centuries old. 

Another phenomenon which did great disservice to the objective study 
of the African past was the appearance, with the slave trade and coloniza­
tion, of racial stereotypes which bred contempt and lack of understanding 
and became so deep-rooted that they distorted even the basic concepts 
of historiography. F r o m the time when the notions of 'white' and 'black' 
were used as generic labels by the colonialists, w h o were regarded as 
superior, the colonized Africans had to struggle against both economic 
and psychological enslavement. Africans were identifiable by the colour 
of their skin, they had become a kind of merchandise, they were earmarked 
for hard labour and eventually, in the minds of those dominating them, 
they came to symbolize an imaginary and allegedly inferior Negro race. 
This pattern of spurious identification relegated the history of the African 
peoples in m a n y minds to the rank of ethno-history, in which appreciation 
of the historical and cultural facts was bound to be warped. 

T h e situation has changed significantly since the end of the Second 
World W a r and in particular since the African countries became inde­
pendent and began to take an active part in the life of the international 
community and in the mutual exchanges that are its raison d'être. A n 
increasing number of historians has endeavoured to tackle the study of 
Africa with a more rigorous, objective and open-minded outlook by using -
with all due precautions - actual African sources. In exercising their right 
to take the historical initiative, Africans themselves have felt a deep-seated 
need to re-establish the historical authenticity of their societies on solid 
foundations. 

In this context, the importance of the eight-volume General History of 
Africa, which Unesco is publishing, speaks for itself. 

T h e experts from m a n y countries working on this project began by laying 
d o w n the theoretical and methodological basis for the History. They have 
been at pains to call in question the over-simplifications arising from a 
linear and restrictive conception of world history and to re-establish the 
true facts wherever necessary and possible. They have endeavoured to 
highlight the historical data that give a clearer picture of the evolution 
of the different peoples of Africa in their specific socio-cultural setting. 

T o tackle this huge task, m a d e all the more complex and difficult by 
the vast range of sources and the fact that documents were widely scattered, 
Unesco has had to proceed by stages. T h e first stage, from 1965 to 1969, 
was devoted to gathering documentation and planning the work. Opera­
tional assignments were conducted in the field and included campaigns 
to collect oral traditions, the creation of regional documentation centres 
for oral traditions, the collection of unpublished manuscripts in Arabic 
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and Ajami (African languages written in Arabic script), the compilation 
of archival inventories and the preparation of a Guide to the Sources of 
the History of Africa, culled from the archives and libraries of the countries 
of Europe and later published in eleven volumes. In addition, meetings 
were organized to enable experts from Africa and other continents to discuss 
questions of methodology and lay d o w n the broad lines for the project 
after careful examination of the available sources. 

T h e second stage, which lasted from 1969 to 1971, was devoted to 
shaping the History and linking its different parts. T h e purpose of the 
international meetings of experts held in Paris in 1969 and Addis Ababa 
in 1970 was to study and define the problems involved in drafting and 
publishing the History: presentation in eight volumes, the principal edition 
in English, French and Arabic, translation into African languages such 
as Kiswahili, Hausa, Fulani, Yoruba or Lingala, prospective versions in 
G e r m a n , Russian, Portuguese, Spanish and Chinese, as well as abridged 
editions designed for a wide African and international public.1 

T h e third stage has involved actual drafting and publication. This began 
with the appointment of the 39 -member International Scientific C o m ­
mittee, two-thirds African and one-third non-African, which assumes 
intellectual responsibility for the History. 

T h e method used is interdisciplinary and is based on a multi-faceted 
approach and a wide variety of sources. T h e first among these is archae­
ology, which holds m a n y of the keys to the history of African cultures 
and civilizations. Thanks to archaeology, it is n o w acknowledged that Africa 
was very probably the cradle of mankind and the scene - in the neolithic 
period - of one of the first technological revolutions in history. Archaeology 
has also shown that Egypt was the setting for one of the most brilliant 
ancient civilizations of the world. But another very important source is 
oral tradition, which, after being long despised, has n o w emerged as an 
invaluable instrument for discovering the history of Africa, making it 
possible to follow the movements of its different peoples in both space 
and time, to understand the African vision of the world from the inside 
and to grasp the original features of the values on which the cultures and 
institutions of the continent are based. 

W e are indebted to the International Scientific Committee in charge 
of this General History of Africa, and to its Rapporteur and the editors 
and authors of the various volumes and chapters, for having shed a new 
light on the African past in its authentic and all-encompassing form and 
for having avoided any dogmatism in the study of essential issues. A m o n g 
these issues w e might cite: the slave trade, that 'endlessly bleeding wound ' , 
which was responsible for one of the cruellest mass deportations in the 
history of mankind, which sapped the African continent of its life-blood 
while contributing significantly to the economic and commercial expansion 

1. Volumes I and II have been published in Portuguese and Spanish, and Volume I 
in Arabic. 
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of Europe; colonization, with all the effects it had on population, economics, 
psychology and culture; relations between Africa south of the Sahara and 
the Arab world; and, finally, the process of decolonization and nation-
building which mobilized the intelligence and passion of people still alive 
and sometimes still active today. All these issues have been broached with 
a concern for honesty and rigour which is not the least of the History's 
merits. B y taking stock of our knowledge of Africa, putting forward a variety 
of viewpoints on African cultures and offering a new reading of history, 
the History has the signal advantage of showing up the light and shade 
and of openly portraying the differences of opinion that m a y exist between 
scholars. 

B y demonstrating the inadequacy of the methodological approaches 
which have long been used in research on Africa, this History calls for 
a n e w and careful study of the twofold problem areas of historiography 
and cultural identity, which are united by links of reciprocity. Like any 
historical work of value, the History paves the way for a great deal of further 
research on a variety of topics. 

It is for this reason that the International Scientific Committee, in close 
collaboration with Unesco, decided to embark on additional studies in an 
attempt to go deeper into a number of issues which will permit a clearer 
understanding of certain aspects of the African past. T h e findings being 
published in the series 'Unesco Studies and Documents - General History 
of Africa'2 will prove a useful supplement to the History, as will the works 
planned on aspects of national or subregional history. 

T h e General History sheds light both on the historical unity of Africa 
and also its relations with the other continents, particularly the Americas 
and the Caribbean. For a long time, the creative manifestations of the 
descendants of Africans in the Americas were lumped together by some 
historians as a heterogeneous collection of Africanisms. Needless to say, 
this is not the attitude of the authors of the History, in which the resistance 
of the slaves shipped to America, the constant and massive participation of 
the descendants of Africans in the struggles for the initial independence 
of America and in national liberation movements, are rightly perceived 
for what they were: vigorous assertions of identity, which helped forge 
the universal concept of mankind. Although the phenomenon m a y vary 
in different places, it is n o w quite clear that ways of feeling, thinking, 
dreaming and acting in certain nations of the western hemisphere have 

2. T h e following eight volumes have already been published in this series: The peopling 
of ancient Egypt and the deciphering of Meroitic script; The African slave trade from the 
fifteenth to the nineteenth century; Historical relations across the Indian Ocean; The his­
toriography of Southern Africa; The decolonization of Africa: Southern Africa and the Horn 
of Africa; African ethnonyms and toponyms; Historical and socio-cultural relations between 
black Africa and the Arab world from igjs to the present and The methodology of contemporary 
African history. 

xxii 



Preface 

been marked by their African heritage. T h e cultural inheritance of Africa 
is visible everywhere, from the southern United States to northern Brazil, 
across the Caribbean and on the Pacific seaboard. In certain places it even 
underpins the cultural identity of some of the most important elements 
of the population. 

T h e History also clearly brings out Africa's relations with southern Asia 
across the Indian Ocean and the African contributions to other civilizations 
through mutual exchanges. 

I a m convinced that the efforts of the peoples of Africa to conquer or 
strengthen their independence, secure their development and assert their 
cultural characteristics, must be rooted in historical awareness renewed, 
keenly felt and taken up by each succeeding generation. 

M y o w n background, the experience I gained as a teacher and as chair­
m a n , from the early days of independence, of the first commission set 
up to reform history and geography curricula in some of the countries 
of West and Central Africa, taught m e h o w necessary it was for the education 
of young people and for the information of the public at large to have 
a history book produced by scholars with inside knowledge of the problems 
and hopes of Africa and with the ability to apprehend the continent in 
its entirety. 

For all these reasons, Unesco's goal will be to ensure that this General 
History of Africa is widely disseminated in a large number of languages 
and is used as a basis for producing children's books, school textbooks 
and radio and television programmes. Young people, whether school­
children or students, and adults in Africa and elsewhere will thus be able 
to form a truer picture of the African continent's past and the factors that 
explain it, as well as a fairer understanding of its cultural heritage and 
its contribution to the general progress of mankind. T h e History should 
thus contribute to improved international cooperation and stronger 
solidarity among peoples in their aspirations to justice, progress and peace. 
This is, at least, m y most cherished hope. 

It remains for m e to express m y deep gratitude to the members of the 
International Scientific Committee, the Rapporteur, the different volume 
editors, the authors and all those w h o have collaborated in this tremendous 
undertaking. T h e work they have accomplished and the contribution they 
have made plainly go to show h o w people from different backgrounds but 
all imbued with the same spirit of goodwill and enthusiasm in the service 
of universal truth can, within the international framework provided by 
Unesco, bring to fruition a project of considerable scientific and cultural 
import. M y thanks also go to the organizations and governments whose 
generosity has m a d e it possible for Unesco to publish this History in 
different languages and thus ensure that it will have the worldwide impact 
it deserves and thereby serve the international community as a whole. 
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B. A. O G O T 

Former President, International Scientific Committee 
for the Drafting of a General History of Africa 

T h e General Conference of Unesco at its 16th Session instructed the 
Director-General to undertake the drafting of a General History of Africa. 
T h e enormous task of implementing the project was entrusted to an Inter­
national Scientific Commit tee which was established by the Executive 
Board in 1970. This Committee, under the Statutes adopted by the Execu­
tive Board of Unesco in 1971, is composed of thirty-nine m e m b e r s (two-
thirds of w h o m are African and one-third non-African) serving in their 
personal capacity and appointed by the Director-General of Unesco for 
the duration of the Committee's mandate. 

T h e first task of the Committee was to define the principal characteristics 
of the work. These were defined at the first session of the Committee 
as follows: 

(a) Although aiming at the highest possible scientific level, the history 
does not seek to be exhaustive and is a work of synthesis avoiding d o g m a ­
tism. In m a n y respects, it is a statement of problems showing the present 
state of knowledge and the main trends in research, and it does not hesitate 
to show divergencies of views where these exist. In this way, it prepares 
the ground for future work . 
(b) Africa is considered in this work as a totality. T h e aim is to show 
the historical relationships between the various parts of the continent, too 
frequently subdivided in works published to date. Africa's historical con­
nections with the other continents receive due attention, these connections 
being analysed in terms of mutual exchanges and multilateral influences, 
bringing out, in its appropriate light, Africa's contribution to the history 
of mankind. 
(c) The General History of Africa is, in particular, a history of ideas and 
civilizations, societies and institutions. It is based on a wide variety of 
sources, including oral tradition and art forms. 
(d) T h e History is viewed essentially from the inside. Although a scholarly 
work, it is also, in large measure, a faithful reflection of the way in which 
African authors view their o w n civilization. While prepared in an inter­
national framework and drawing to the full on the present stock of scientific 
knowledge, it should also be a vitally important element in the recognition 
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of the African heritage and should bring out the factors making for unity 
in the continent. This effort to view things from within is the novel feature 
of the project and should, in addition to its scientific quality, give it great 
topical significance. B y showing the true face of Africa, the History could, 
in an era absorbed in economic and technical struggles, offer a particular 
conception of h u m a n values. 

T h e Committee has decided to present the work covering over three 
million years of African history in eight volumes, each containing about 
eight hundred pages of text with illustrations, photographs, maps and line 
drawings. 

A chief editor, assisted if necessary by one or two co-editors, is responsible 
for the preparation of each volume. T h e editors are elected by the C o m ­
mittee either from a m o n g its members or from outside by a two-thirds 
majority. T h e y are responsible for preparing the volumes in accordance 
with the decisions and plans adopted by the Committee. O n scientific 
matters, they are accountable to the Committee or, between two sessions 
of the Committee, to its Bureau for the contents of the volumes, the final 
version of the texts, the illustrations and, in general, for all scientific and 
technical aspects of the History. T h e Bureau ultimately approves the final 
manuscript. W h e n it considers the manuscript ready for publication, it 
transmits it to the Director-General of Unesco. T h u s the Committee, or 
the Bureau between committee sessions, remains fully in charge of the 
project. 

Each volume consists of some thirty chapters. Each chapter is the work 
of a principal author assisted, if necessary, by one or two collaborators. 
T h e authors are selected by the Committee on the basis of their curricula 
vitae. Preference is given to African authors, provided they have requisite 
qualifications. Special effort is also m a d e to ensure, as far as possible, that 
all regions of the continent, as well as other regions having historical or 
cultural ties with Africa, are equitably represented a m o n g the authors. 

W h e n the editor of a volume has approved texts of chapters, they are 
then sent to all members of the Committee for criticism. In addition, the 
text of the volume editor is submitted for examination to a Reading 
Committee, set up within the International Scientific Committee on the 
basis of the members ' fields of competence. T h e Reading Committee 
analyses the chapters from the standpoint of both substance and form. T h e 
Bureau then gives final approval to the manuscripts. 

Such a seemingly long and involved procedure has proved necessary, 
since it provides the best possible guarantee of the scientific objectivity 
of the General History of Africa. There have, in fact, been instances when 
the Bureau has rejected manuscripts or insisted on major revisions or even 
reassigned the drafting of a chapter to another author. Occasionally, 
specialists in a particular period of history or in a particular question are 
consulted to put the finishing touches to a volume. 
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T h e work will be published first in a hard-cover edition in English, 
French and Arabic, and later in paperback editions in the same languages. 
A n abridged version in English and French will serve as a basis for trans­
lation into African languages. T h e Committee has chosen Kiswahili and 
Hausa as the first African languages into which the work will be translated. 

Also, every effort will be m a d e to ensure publication of the General 
History of Africa in other languages of wide international currency such 
as Chinese, Portuguese, Russian, G e r m a n , Italian, Spanish, Japanese, etc. 

It is thus evident that this is a gigantic task which constitutes an immense 
challenge to African historians and to the scholarly community at large, 
as well as to Unesco under whose auspices the work is being done. For 
the writing of a continental history of Africa, covering the last three million 
years, using the highest canons of scholarship and involving, as it must 
do, scholars drawn from diverse countries, cultures, ideologies and historical 
traditions, is surely a complex undertaking. It constitutes a continental, 
international and interdisciplinary project of great proportions. 

In conclusion, I would like to underline the significance of this work 
for Africa and for the world. At a time when the peoples of Africa are 
striving towards unity and greater cooperation in shaping their individual 
destinies, a proper understanding of Africa's past, with an awareness of 
c o m m o n ties a m o n g Africans and between Africa and other continents, 
should not only be a major contribution towards mutual understanding 
a m o n g the people of the earth, but also a source of knowledge of a cultural 
heritage that belongs to all mankind. 
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Note on chronology 

It has been agreed to adopt the following method for writing dates. 
With regard to prehistory, dates m a y be written in two different ways. 

O n e way is by reference to the present era, that is, dates B P (before 
present), the reference year being + 1950; all dates are negative in relation 
to +1950. 

T h e other way is by reference to the beginning of the Christian era. 
Dates are represented in relation to the Christian era by a simple + or 
— sign before the date. W h e n referring to centuries, the terms B C and A D 
are replaced by 'before our era' and 'of our era'. 

S o m e examples are as follows: 

(i) 2300 B P = - 3 5 0 
(Ü) 29OO BC = — 29OO 

AD 180O = +180O 
(iii) 5th century B C = 5th century before our era 

3rd century AD = 3rd century of our era 



Africa and the colonial 
challenge 

A. A D U B O A H E N 

Never in the history of Africa did so m a n y changes occur and with such 
speed as they did between 1880 and 1935. Indeed, the most fundamental 
and dramatic - though tragic - of these changes took place in the m u c h 
shorter period from 1890 to 1910, the period that saw the conquest and 
occupation of virtually the whole continent of Africa by the imperial powers 
and the establishment of the colonial system. T h e period after 1910 was 
essentially one of consolidation and exploitation of the system. T h e pace 
of this drama was truly astonishing, for as late as 1880 only very limited 
areas of Africa had come under the direct rule of Europeans. In the whole 
of West Africa, only the island and coastal areas of Senegal, the town of 
Freetown and its environs (now in Sierra Leone), the southern parts of 
the Gold Coast (now Ghana) , the coastal areas of Abidjan in Ivory Coast 
and Porto N o v o in D a h o m e y (now Benin) and the island of Lagos (in 
what is n o w Nigeria) had come under the direct rule of Europeans. In 
North Africa, it was only Algeria that had by 1880 been colonized by the 
French. Not an inch of the whole of East Africa had come under the control 
of any European power, while only the coastal stretches of Mozambique 
and Angola of the whole of Central Africa were being ruled by the 
Portuguese. It was only in Southern Africa that foreign rule had not only 
been firmly implanted but had even been extended a considerable distance 
inland (see Fig. 1.1). In short, by as late as 1880, about as m u c h as 
80% of the continent of Africa was being ruled by her o w n kings, queens, 
clan and lineage heads, in empires, kingdoms, communities and polities of 
various sizes and shapes. 

However, within the next thirty years, this situation underwent a phe­
nomenal and indeed a revolutionary change. By 1914, with the sole exception 
of Ethiopia and Liberia, the whole of Africa had been subjected to the 
rule of European powers in colonies of various sizes which were generally 
m u c h larger physically but often bore little or no relationship to the pre­
existing polities. But it was not African sovereignty and independence alone 
that had been lost at that time. It represented also an assault on established 
cultures. As Ferhat Abbas pointed out in 1930 in reference to the French 
colonization of Algeria, for the French, colonization was 'simply a military 
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and economic venture defended thereafter by the appropriate adminis­
trative regime'. But for the Algerians, it was 'a veritable revolution, over­
throwing a whole ancient world of beliefs and ideas and an immemorial 
way of life. It confronts a whole people with sudden change. A n entire 
nation, without any preparation, finds itself forced to adapt or perish. This 
situation is bound to lead to a moral and physical disequilibrium, the barren­
ness of which is not far from total disintegration." T h e nature of colonial­
ism depicted here is true not only of French colonialism in Algeria but 
of European colonialism throughout Africa; the difference being one of 
degree not of kind, one of style not of substance. In other words, then, 
during the period 1880 to 1935, Africa did face a very serious challenge, 
the challenge of colonialism. 

T h e state of African preparedness 
W h a t was the attitude of the Africans themselves to the establishment of 
colonialism, involving as it did such a fundamental change in the nature 
of the relationships that had existed between them and the Europeans over 
the preceding three hundred years? This is a question that has so far not 
been seriously considered by historians, African or European, but it needs 
to be answered. T h e answer is quite clear and unequivocal: an overwhelming 
majority of African authorities and leaders were vehemently opposed to 
this change and expressed their determination to maintain the status quo 
and, above all, to retain their sovereignty and independence, an issue on 
which virtually all of them were not in any way prepared to compromise. 
This answer can be documented from the very words of the contemporary 
African leaders themselves. In 1891, when the British offered protection 
to Prempeh I of Asante in the Gold Coast, he replied: 

T h e suggestion that Asante in its present state should come and enjoy 
the protection of Her Majesty the Queen and Empress of India I 
m a y say is a matter of very serious consideration, and which I a m 
happy to say we have arrived at this conclusion, that m y kingdom 
of Asante will never commit itself to any such policy. Asante must 
remain as of old at the same time to remain friendly with all white 
m e n . I do not write this in a boastful spirit but in the clear sense 
of its meaning . . . the cause of Asante is progressing and there is 
no reason for any Asante m a n to feel alarm at the prospects or to 
believe for a single instant that our cause has been driven back by 
the events of the past hostilities.2 

In 1895, W o b o g o , the M o r o Naba, or King of the Mossi (in modern 
Upper Volta), told the French officer, Captain Destenave: 

1. F. Abbäs, 1931, p. 9; quoted by J. Berque in Chapter 24 below. 
2. Quoted by J. Fynn in M . Crowder (ed.), 1971, pp. 43-4. 
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I know that the whites wish to kill m e in order to take m y country, 
and yet you claim that they will help m e to organize m y country. 
But I find m y country good just as it is. I have no need of them. 
I know what is necessary for m e and what I want: I have m y o w n 
merchants: also, consider yourself fortunate that I do not order your 
head to be cut off. G o away n o w , and above all, never come back.3 

Similar sentiments were expressed by Lat Dior, the Darnel of Cayor 
(in modern Senegal) in 1883 (quoted in Chapter 6 below), by King 
M a c h e m b a of the Yao in what is n o w mainland Tanzania in 1890 (quoted 
in Chapter 3 below) and by Hendrik Wittboi, a king in what is n o w 
Namibia (quoted in Chapter 3 below). But the last and most fascinating 
piece of evidence I would like to cite here is the moving appeal addressed 
by Menelik of Ethiopia to Queen Victoria of Great Britain in April 1891. 
Similar letters were sent to the heads of state of France, Germany, Italy 
and Russia. In this appeal, Menelik first defined the then boundaries of 
Ethiopia, and - expressing personal expansionist ambitions - declared his 
intention to re-establish 'the former boundaries of Ethiopia as far as 
Khartoum and the Niza Lake, including all of the territories of the Gallas', 
and added: 

/ have no intention at all of being an indifferent spectator, if the distant 
Powers hold the idea of dividing up Africa, Ethiopia having been for 
the past fourteen centuries, an island of Christians in a sea of Pagans. 

Since the All-Powerful has protected Ethiopia up until n o w , I a m 
hopeful that H e will keep and enlarge it also in the future, and I 
do not think for a momen t that H e will divide Ethiopia among the 
other Powers. 

Formerly the boundary of Ethiopia was the sea. Failing the use 
of force and failing the aid of the Christians, our boundary on the 
sea fell into the hands of the Muslims. Today we do not pretend 
to be able to recover our sea coast by force; but w e hope that the 
Christian Powers, advised by our Saviour, Jesus Christ, will restore 
our seacoast boundary to us, or that they will give us at least a few 
points along the coast.4 

W h e n in spite of this appeal, the Italians launched their campaign against 
Ethiopia with the connivance of Britain and France, Menelik issued a 
mobilization proclamation on 17 September 1895 in which he stated: 

Enemies have n o w come upon us to ruin our country and to change 
our religion . . . Ou r enemies have begun the affair by advancing and 
digging into the country like moles. With the help of G o d I will not 

3. Quoted by M . Crowder, 1968, p. 97. 
4. Archives of the Ministère degli Affari Esteri (Rome), A S M A I , Ethiopia Pos. 36/13-

109 Menelik to Queen Victoria, Addis Ababa, 14 Miazia, 1883, encl. in Tarnielli to M A E , 
London, 6 August 1891. 
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deliver up m y country to them . . . Today, you w h o are strong, give 
m e of your strength, and you w h o are weak, help m e by prayer.5 

These are the very words of the m e n w h o were facing the colonial 
challenge and they prove beyond any doubt the strength of their deter­
mination to oppose the Europeans and to defend their sovereignty, religion 
and traditional way of life. 

It is equally clear from all these quotations that these rulers were con­
fident of their preparedness to face the European invaders, as well might 
they have been. First, they were fully confident that their magic, their 
ancestors and certainly their gods or god would come to their aid, and 
m a n y of them on the eve of the actual physical confrontation either resorted 
to prayers or sacrifices or to herbs and incantations. As Elliot P. Skinner 
has recorded: 

It is generally believed by the Mossi that when the French attacked 
Ouagadougou, the deposed M o g h o Naba W o b o g o made sacrifices to 
earth shrines. Tradition has it that he sacrificed a black cock, a black 
ram, a black donkey, and a black slave on a large hill near the White 
Volta River, beseeching the earth goddess to drive the French away 
and to destroy the traitor Mazi w h o m they had placed upon the 
throne.6 

A n d as will be seen in m a n y of the following chapters, religion was indeed 
one of the weapons used against colonialism. Moreover, many African rulers 
had been able to build empires of varying size only a couple of decades 
back, and some were still in the process of expanding or reviving their 
kingdoms. M a n y of them had been able to defend their sovereignties with 
the support of their people using traditional weapons and tactics. S o m e 
of them, like Samori Ture of the Mandinka empire in West Africa, and 
Menelik of Ethiopia, had even been able to modernize their armies. Because 
of this, the African rulers saw no reason why they could not maintain 
their sovereignty at that time. Furthermore, some thought they could stave 
off the invaders through diplomacy. As we shall see below, in 1889, while 
Cecil Rhodes was preparing to occupy the land of the Ndebele, their king, 
Lobengula, dispatched a delegation to London to see Queen Victoria; and 
while the British invading army was marching towards Kumasi in 1896 
to seize Prempeh five years after he had turned down the British offer 
of protection, he dispatched a powerful diplomatic mission to Queen 
Victoria. As seen above, Menelik addressed a similar appeal to the same 
monarch as well as to other European heads of state. 

It is also obvious from some of the quotations above that many African 
rulers did in fact welcome the new changes that were steadily being intro­
duced from the third decade of the nineteenth century since these changes 
had hitherto posed no threat to their sovereignty and independence. In 

5. Quoted in H . Marcus, 1975, p. 160. 
6. E . P. Skinner, 1964, p. 133. See also E . Isichei, 1977, p. 181. 
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West Africa, for instance, thanks to the activities of the missionaries, Fourah 
Bay College had been founded as early as 1827 in Sierra Leone, while 
elementary schools and a secondary school each in the Gold Coast and 
Nigeria had been established by the 1870s. Indeed, a call for the establish­
ment of a university in West Africa by the Caribbean-born pan-Africanist, 
Edward Wi lmot Blyden had already gone out. As early as 1887 some of 
the wealthy Africans had even begun to send their children to Europe 
for further education and professional training and some of them had 
returned to the Gold Coast as fully qualified barristers and doctors. 

Above all, following the abolition of the hideous and inhuman traffic 
in slaves, the Africans had been able to change over to an economy based 
on the exportation of cash crops - palm oil in Nigeria, groundnuts in 
Senegal and T h e Gamb ia — all before 1880 and cocoa had just been re­
introduced into the Gold Coast by Tetteh Quashie from Fernando Po in 
1879. A n d all this had occurred without the establishment of any direct 
European rule except in small pockets on the coast. Indeed, the relatively 
small group of West Africans w h o had benefited from European-style 
education were—by 1880 - doing extremely well. T h e y were dominating the 
few civil service posts offered by European administrations; on the coast, 
some of them were running their o w n import-export businesses and were 
monopolizing the internal distribution of imported goods. It was in East 
Africa that European influences were still minimal, although after the 
epoch-making journeys of Livingstone and Stanley and the subsequent 
propaganda by missionary societies, it was only a matter of time before 
churches and schools, and with them roads and railways, would m a k e their 
appearance. 

A s far as Africans were concerned, then, they did not see any need for 
any radical change in their centuries-old relations with Europe, and they 
were confident that if the Europeans wanted to force any changes on them 
and push their w a y inland, they would be able to stop them as they had 
been able to do for the last two or three hundred years. Hence the note 
of confidence, if not of defiance, that rings through the words quoted above. 

But what the Africans did not realize was that by 1880, thanks to the 
diffusion of the industrial revolution in Europe, and the subsequent tech­
nological progress signified by the steamship, the railway, the telegraph, 
and, above all, the first machine gun - the M a x i m gun - the Europeans 
w h o m they were about to face n o w had new political ambitions, economic 
needs and a relatively advanced technology. That is, they did not k n o w 
that the old era of free trade and informal political control had given way 
to, to borrow Basil Davidson's words, 'the era of the new imperialism and 
rival capitalist monopolies'7 and therefore that it was not only trade that 
the Europeans n o w wanted but also direct political control. Secondly, the 
African leaders were not aware of the fact that the guns that they had 
used hitherto and stockpiled, the muzzle-loading muskets - the French 

7. B. Davidson, 1978(a), p. 19. 
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captured 21365 muskets from the Baule of Ivory Coast after the suppression 
of their final revolt in 19118 - were totally outmoded and no match for 
the new breech-loading rifles used by the Europeans, which had about 
ten times the rate of fire at six times the charge, and the new ultra-rapid-
fire Max ims (see Plate 1.1). T h e English poet Hilaire Belloc s u m m e d up 
the situation aptly: 

Whatever happens w e have got 
The max im-gun and they have not9 

It is here that African rulers miscalculated, in m a n y cases with tragic con­
sequences. A s will be seen later, all the chiefs quoted above, except one, 
were defeated and lost their sovereignty. Lat Dior, moreover, was killed; 
Prempeh, Behazin and Cetshwayo of the Zulu were exiled and Lobengula 
of the Ndebele died in flight. Only Menelik, as will be seen in a later 
chapter, defeated the Italian invaders and thereby maintained his 
sovereignty and independence. 

The structure of Volume VII 
It is evident, then, that relations between Africans and Europeans did 
undergo a revolutionary change and Africa was faced with a serious colonial 
challenge between 1880 and 1935. W h a t then were the origins of this 
phenomenal challenge, the challenge of colonialism? O r put differently, 
h o w and w h y did the three-centuries-old relations between Africa and 
Europe undergo such drastic and fundamental change during this period? 
H o w was the colonial system established in Africa and what measures, 
political, economic, psychological and ideological, were adopted to underpin 
the system? H o w prepared was Africa to face and h o w did she face this 
challenge and with what success? Which of the new changes were accepted 
and which were rejected? W h a t of the old was retained and what was 
destroyed? W h a t adaptations and accommodations were made? H o w many 
institutions were undermined, or how m a n y disintegrated? W h a t were the 
effects of all this on Africa, its peoples and their political, social and 
economic structures and institutions? Finally, what is the significance of 
colonialism for Africa and her history? These are the questions that this 
volume will attempt to answer. 

For the purpose of answering these questions, and explaining African 
initiatives and responses in the face of the colonial challenge, this volume 
has been divided, apart from the first two chapters, into three main sections. 
Each section is preceded by a chapter (3, 13, 22) in which the theme of 
the section is surveyed in a general way and from a continental perspective, 
and the subsequent chapters are dealt with on a regional basis. T h e intro­
ductory section comprising this and the next chapter discusses African 

8. T . C. Weiskel, 1980, p. 203. 
9. Quoted by M . Perham, 1961, p. 32. 
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attitudes and preparedness on the eve of this fundamental change in the 
relations between Africa and the Europeans, and the reasons for the par­
tition, conquest and occupation of Africa by the European imperial powers. 
It should be pointed out, since this is often ignored, that the phase of 
actual conquest was preceded by years of negotiation and treaty-making 
between the imperial powers and African rulers. This phase of negotiation 
shows that the European powers originally accepted their African counter­
parts as their equals, and, secondly, that the former did recognize the 
sovereignty and independence of the African states and polities. 

T h e second section deals with a theme that had until the 1960s either 
been grossly misrepresented or entirely ignored by the colonial school of 
African historiography, namely, African initiatives and reactions in the face 
of the conquest and occupation of Africa. T o the members of this school 
such as H . H . Johnston, Sir Alan Burns and, more recently, Margery 
Perham, Lewis H . G a n n and Peter Duignan,1 0 Africans in fact welcomed 
the establishment of colonial rule since not only did it save them from 
anarchy and internecine warfare but it also brought them some concrete 
benefits. Thus Margery Perham: 

most of the tribes quickly accepted European rule as part of an irresist­
ible order, one which brought m a n y benefits, above all peace, and 
exciting novelties, railways and roads, lamps, bicycles, ploughs, new 
foods and crops, and all that could be acquired and experienced in 
town and city. For the ruling classes, traditional or created, it brought 
a new strength and security of status and new forms of wealth and 
power. For m a n y years after annexation, though there was m u c h 
bewilderment, revolts were very few, and there does not appear to 
have been m u c h sense of indignity at being ruled. ' ' 

Such ideas are also reflected in the use of such Eurocentric terms as 
'pacification', Pax Britannica and Pax Gallica used to describe what 
amounted to the conquest and occupation of Africa between 1890 and 1914. 

Those historians w h o did pay some attention to this subject mentioned 
it almost accidentally or casually. In their A Short History of Africa which 
first appeared in 1962, one of the very first modern professional surveys 
of the history of Africa, the English historians, Roland Oliver and J. D . 
Fage, devoted only a single paragraph to what they termed 'bitter resistance' 
by Africans in a chapter of fourteen pages dealing with what has become 
known as the European Scramble for African colonies. It is to correct this 
wrong interpretation of the colonial school and to redress the balance and 
highlight the African perspective that w e have devoted as m a n y as seven 
chapters to this theme of African initiatives and reactions. 

It will be seen from these chapters that the view that Africans received 

10. H . H . Johnston, 1899, 1913; A. C . Burns, 1957; M . Perham, 1960(a); L . H . Gann 
and P. Duignan, 1967. 

11. M . Perham, 1960(a), p. 28. 
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the invading soldiers with elation and quickly accepted colonial rule is 
not borne out by the available evidence. In fact, African reactions were 
the very reverse. It is quite evident that Africans were faced with only 
two options, either to readily surrender their sovereignty and independence, 
or to defend them at all costs. It is most significant that the great majority 
of them, as will be amply demonstrated in this volume, irrespective of 
the political and socio-economic structures of their states and in the face 
of all the odds against them, did decide to defend their sovereignty and 
independence. T h e weight of the odds against them on the one hand and 
the strength of the determination to resist at any price on the other are 
both captured by the relief reproduced on the jacket of this volume. This 
relief, painted on one of the walls of the palace of the kings of D a h o m e y 
in A b o m e y , depicts an African armed with only a b o w and arrow defiantly 
and squarely facing a European armed with a gun. 

John D . Hargreaves, for instance, poses this interesting question. Given 
the: 

range of possible attitudes on the part of the European invaders, a 
number of options might be open to African rulers. A m o n g the short-
term advantages obtainable from treaties or from collaboration with 
Europeans were not merely access to fire-arms and consumer goods, 
but opportunities to enlist powerful allies in external or internal 
disputes. W h y then did so m a n y African states reject such opportuni­
ties, choosing to resist the Europeans in battle?12 

This m a y sound enigmatic, but only so to somebody looking at the whole 
issue from a Eurocentric point of view. T o the African, the issue at stake 
was not short-term or long-term advantages but rather the fundamental 
question of his land and his sovereignty, and it is precisely because of 
this that virtually all African polities, centralized and non-centralized alike, 
sooner or later chose to maintain or defend or try to regain their sovereignty. 
T o them, there could be no compromise on that, and indeed m a n y of 
the leaders of these states chose to die on the battlefield, go into voluntary 
flight or face exile rather than surrender their sovereignty without a 
struggle. 

A great majority of African rulers, then, did opt for the defence of their 
sovereignty and independence. It is in the strategies and the tactics that 
they adopted to achieve this universal objective that they differed. Most 
African rulers chose the strategy of confrontation, using either diplomatic 
or military weapons or both. A s will be seen below, Samori Ture, and 
Kabarega of Bunyoro resorted to both weapons while Prempeh I and 
M w a n g a of Buganda relied on diplomacy. Others such as Tofa of Porto 
N o v o (in what is n o w Benin) chose the strategy of alliance or co-operation, 
not of collaboration. 

This question of strategy should be highlighted here because it has been 

12. J. D . Hargreaves in L . H . Gann and P. Duignan (eds), 1969, pp. 205-6. 
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grossly misunderstood hitherto and this has led to the classification of some 
of the African rulers as collaborators and their action as that of collaboration. 
W e are opposed to the use of this term collaboration not only because 
it is inaccurate but also because it is derogatory and Eurocentric. As w e 
have seen above, the fundamental issue at stake between the 1880s and 
the 1900s as far as the African rulers were concerned, was that of sove­
reignty, and on this, it was quite clear that nobody was prepared to 
compromise. Those African rulers w h o have been mistakenly termed 
collaborators were those w h o thought that the best way of safeguarding 
their sovereignty or even regaining the sovereignty that they might have lost 
to some African power previous to the arrival of the Europeans was not 
to collaborate but rather to ally with the European invaders. A collaborator 
is surely one w h o betrays the national cause by colluding with the enemy 
to pursue the goals and objectives of the enemy rather than the interests 
of his o w n nation. But as w e have seen, the Africans were all faced with 
the question of surrendering, retaining or regaining their sovereignty. 
Those w h o threw in their lot with the Europeans therefore had their o w n 
objective, and it is therefore totally wrong to call them collaborators. 

In any case, since the Second World W a r , the term collaborator has 
assumed very pejorative connotations and the interesting thing is that some 
of the historians w h o use it are aware of this. R . Robinson, for example, 
stated: 'It should be stressed that the term [collaborator] is used in no 
pejorative sense'.13 T h e question then is if it can be so used, w h y 
use it at all, especially in the African case where it is so inaccurate? W h y 
not use the word ally which is indeed the more appropriate term? Tofa, 
the king of the G u n kingdom of Porto N o v o has always been cited as 
a typical example of a collaborator. But was he? As Hargreaves has clearly 
shown, 1 4 Tofa was facing three different enemies at the time of the arrival 
of the French - the Yoruba to the north-east, the Fon kings of D a h o m e y 
to the north and the British on the coast — and he must have seen the 
arrival of the French as a god-sent opportunity for him not only to protect 
his sovereignty but even to m a k e some gains at the expense of his enemies. 
H e naturally chose, therefore, not to collaborate but to ally with the French. 
Surely only those historians w h o are not aware of the problems with which 
Tofa was confronted at that time, or w h o deny the African any initiative 
or an awareness of his o w n interests, or w h o see the whole issue from 
a Eurocentric viewpoint, would describe Tofa as a collaborator. Moreover, 
the fallacy of this term is further demonstrated by the fact that the so-
called collaborators w h o at some points were prepared to ally with Euro­
peans often later became the opposers or resisters of the Europeans: 
W o b o g o , the king of Mossi, Lat Dior, the Darnel of Gayor, and even the 
great Samori Ture himself are examples of such rulers. This makes the 
classification quite absurd. 

13. R. Robinson in R . Owen and B . Sutcliffe (eds), 1972, p. 120. 
14. J. D . Hargreaves, in L . H . Gann and P. Duignan (eds), 1969, pp. 214-16. 
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Finally, only those historians w h o are really ignorant of or hold very 
simplistic views about the political and ethno-cultural situation in Africa 
on the eve of the European partition and conquest would use that term. 
They assume that all African countries, like m a n y European countries, 
are inhabited by the same ethno-cultural group or nation, and therefore 
that any section of that group that allied with an invader could be termed 
a collaborator. But no African country or colony or empire was m a d e up 
of any such single ethnic group. Each country or empire was populated 
by numerous ethno-cultural groups or nations w h o were as different from 
each other as, say, the Italians are from the Germans or the French. M o r e ­
over, prior to the arrival of the European invaders, relations between these 
different groups were often hostile while some might even have been sub­
jugated by others. T o label such subjugated or hostile groups w h o chose 
to join the invading European group against their former foreign enemies 
or rulers as collaborators is to miss the point. Indeed, as will be d e m o n ­
strated in some of the chapters of this volume, the nature of African 
reactions and responses to colonialism was determined not only by the 
ethno-cultural and political situation with which the Africans were con­
fronted but also by the very nature of the socio-economic forces at work 
in the particular society at the time of the confrontation, and the nature of 
its political organization. 

M a n y European historians have condemned the opposers as being 
romantic and short-sighted and have praised the so-called collaborators 
as being far-sighted and progressive. A s Oliver and Fage put it in 1962: 

If these [African rulers] were far-sighted and well-informed, and more 
particularly if they had had access to foreign advisers such as mission­
aries or traders they might well understand that nothing was to be 
gained by resistance, and m u c h by negotiation. If they were less far-
sighted, less fortunate or less well-advised, they would see their 
traditional enemies siding with the invader and would themselves 
assume an attitude of resistance, which could all too easily end in 
military defeat, the deposition of chiefs, the loss of land to the native 
allies of the occupying power, possibly even to the political fragmen­
tation of the society or state . . . A s with the slave trade in earlier 
times, there were gainers as well as losers, and both were to be found 
within the confines of every colonial territory.ls 

Ronald E . Robinson and John Gallagher have also described opposition 
or resistance as consisting of 'romantic reactionary struggles against the 
facts, the passionate protests of societies which were shocked by the n e w 
age of change and would not be comforted'.16 But these views are highly 
questionable and the dichotomy between resisters and so-called collabor­
ators is not only mechanistic but simply unconvincing. There were certainly 

15. R . Oliver and J. D . Fage, 1962, p. 203. 
16. R . E . Robinson and J. Gallagher in F. H . Hinsley (ed.), 1962, pp. 639-40. 
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losers and gainers in the slave trade, but there were no gainers this time. 
Both resisters and so-called collaborators lost in the end, and what is 
interesting is that it is the so-called romantic leaders and diehards w h o 
are still remembered, and have become a source of inspiration to the 
nationalist leaders of today.17 I entirely agree with the conclusion of 
Robert I. Rotberg and Ali A . Mazrui that 'there is no gainsaying that 
the introduction of western norms and power, and accompanying controls 
and constraints, was everywhere in Africa questioned by the peoples 
affected'.18 

However, whatever strategy the Africans adopted, all of them - with 
the sole exception of the Liberians and Ethiopians - failed, for reasons 
that will be discussed below, to maintain their sovereignty, and by the 
beginning of the First World W a r , the cut-off date for the first section 
of this volume, Africa had been subjected to colonial rule. H o w and w h y 
the Liberians and Ethiopians managed to survive in the face of this colonial 
onslaught is treated in Chapter n . 

W h a t then did these colonial powers do with their new colonies in the 
political, social and economic fields after the interlude of the First World 
W a r ? It is this question which is answered in the second section of this 
volume. Here, since the various political mechanisms devised for the 
administration of their colonies, and the ideologies behind them, are well 
covered in m a n y of the existing works surveying colonialism in Africa,19 

only a single chapter has been devoted to this theme. Instead, m u c h more 
attention is given to the economic and social aspects of the colonial system 
and its impact on Africa so as to redress the balance. It will be seen from 
these chapters that the period after the First Wor ld W a r and up to 1935, 
the period which has been described by some recent historians as the high 
noon of colonialism, did see the building of an infrastructure of roads and 
railways and the introduction of some social changes such as primary and 
secondary schools. However, the colonial rulers had one principal end in 
view, namely, the exploitation of the resources of Africa, 'animal, vegetable 
and mineral', for the sole benefit of the colonial powers and their mercantile, 
mining and financial companies in the metropolitan countries. O n e of the 
chapters in this section to which particular attention should be drawn is 
the one dealing with the demographic aspects of colonial rule, a theme 
which is not normally found in existing surveys of colonialism in Africa. 

W h a t were African initiatives and reactions in the face of this consoli­
dation of colonialism and the exploitation of their continent? This is the 

17. For further developments of this point see A . A . Boahen, 'Towards a new cate­
gorization and periodization of African responses and reactions to colonialism' (unpublished) 
on which parts of this chapter are based. 

18. R . I. Rotberg and A . A . Mazrui (eds), 1970, p. xviii. 
19. See S. H . Roberts, 1929; Lord Hailey, 1938 and 1957; S. C . Easton, 1964; L . H . 

Gann and P. Duignan (eds), 1969 and 1970; P. Gifford and W . R . Louis (eds), 1967 and 
1971; J. Suret-Canale, 1971. 
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question which is answered in the third section of this volume and a great 
deal of attention is paid to this question in conformity with the philosophy 
underlying this work, that is, to view the story from an African standpoint 
and to highlight African initiatives and reactions. African attitudes in this 
period were certainly not characterized by indifference or passivity or ready 
acceptance. If the period has been described as the classic era of colonialism, 
it is also the classic era of the strategy of resistance or protest in Africa. 
A s will be shown both in the general survey as well as in the subsequent 
regional surveys, Africans did resort to a number of devices and measures -
and indeed a whole variety of these were devised — to resist colonialism. 

It should be emphasized that the objectives at this time were, with the 
exception of those of the North African leaders, not to overthrow the 
colonial system but rather to seek its amelioration and an accommodation 
within it. T h e main objectives were to render the colonial system less 
oppressive, less dehumanizing and to make it beneficial to the Africans 
as well as the Europeans. African leaders sought the correction of such 
specific measures and abuses as forced labour, high taxation, compulsory 
cultivation of crops, land alienation, pass laws, low prices of agricultural 
products and high prices of imported goods, racial discrimination and 
segregation, and to improve inadequate facilities such as hospitals, pipe-
borne water and schools. 

These grievances against the colonial system were felt, it should be 
emphasized, a m o n g all classes of society, the educated as well as the illiterate 
and the urban as well as the rural dwellers, and generated a c o m m o n con­
sciousness among them as Africans and black m e n as opposed to their 
oppressors, the colonial rulers and the white m e n . It is during this period 
that w e see the strengthening of African political nationalism which had 
its beginnings immediately after the completion of the establishment of 
the colonial system in the 1910s. 

T h e articulation of this feeling and the leadership of the movement , 
which during the period up to the 1910s was the responsibility of the 
traditional authorities and developed within the framework of the pre-
colonial political structures, was n o w assumed by the n e w educated elite 
groups or members of the new middle class. Those n e w leaders were, rather 
paradoxically, the products of the colonial system itself, created and sus­
tained through the schools and the administrative, mining, financial and 
commercial institutions that it introduced. It is the concentration of the 
leadership of the nationalist and anti-colonialist activities in the hands of 
the educated Africans w h o lived mainly in the n e w urban centres which 
has led to the incorrect identification of African nationalism in the inter-war 
period exclusively with that class and its characterization as primarily an 
urban phenomenon. 

Numerous groups and associations were formed for the articulation of 
these nationalist aspirations. A s is evident in the chapters in this section, 
the strategies and tactics that were devised during this period in order 
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to give expression to these aspirations were equally diverse. A s B . O . 
Oloruntimehin and E . S. Atiento-Odhiambo have shown (Chapters 22 and 
26 below), these groups included youth associations, ethnic associations, 
old boys' associations, political parties, political movements of both a 
territorial and inter-territorial nature and inside as well as outside the con­
tinent, trade unions, literary clubs, civil servants' clubs, improvement 
associations, and various religious sects or movements. S o m e of these had 
been formed in the period before the First World W a r but there is no 
doubt that they proliferated during the period under review, as the chapters 
show. 

T h e weapons or tactics adopted during the period, unlike those of the 
pre-First World W a r period when rebellions and so-called riots were more 
prevalent, were petitions and delegations to the metropolitan and local 
governments, strikes, boycotts, above all the press and international con­
gresses. T h e inter-war period was easily the hey-day of journalism in Africa 
in general and in West Africa in particular, while pan-African congresses 
also became a typical feature of the anti-colonial movement . These con­
gresses were calculated to give nationalist and anti-colonial movements 
in Africa an international flavour; they hoped also to draw the attention 
of the metropolitan powers to events in the colonies, and it was for this 
reason that the pan-African congresses organized by the American black, 
D r W . E . B . D u Bois were held in Paris, London, Brussels and even Lisbon. 
This theme is taken up in greater detail in Chapter 29, which deals with 
the interactions between the blacks of Africa and the blacks of the diaspora 
in the Americas during the entire period under review. 

However , despite the diversity of associations and the complexity of 
the tactics they developed, with the sole exception of Egypt, very little 
real impact had been m a d e on the colonial system by the early 1930s. 
A n d w h e n in 1935, the imperial forces of Fascist Italy under Mussolini 
seized and occupied Ethiopia, one of the two remaining bastions of hope 
and the main symbol of Africa's future revival and rejuvenation, it looked 
as if the continent of Africa was doomed to be for ever under the yoke 
of colonialism. But this was not to be. T h e resilience of the African people, 
the occupation of Ethiopia itself, the intensification of African nationalism 
and anti-colonialist sentiment after the Second World W a r , coupled with 
the emergence of new mass political parties and a new radical leadership 
dedicated not to the amelioration but rather the complete uprooting of 
colonialism - all these factors combined, as Volume VIII of this work 
will show, to bring about the liquidation of colonial rule from the continent 
at a rate as quick, and within about the same twenty-year period, as it 
took to establish it. However , between 1880 and 1935, colonialism appeared 
to be firmly imprinted on Africa. W h a t marks then did it leave on Africa? 
This is the question that is answered in the last chapter of the volume. 
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Sources for the writing of Volume VII 
T w o final topics should be considered in this introductory chapter. These 
are the sources for the study of, and the periodization for, the history 
of colonialism in Africa. A s far as sources are concerned, the authors and 
research students enjoy some advantages as well as disadvantages over those 
of the other volumes. T o take the latter first, this volume and Volume 
VIII cover periods in which, unlike those of the other volumes, part of 
the archival materials is still inaccessible to scholars. Indeed, some archival 
material in several metropolitan countries such as that in France for the 
period up to 1930 was opened to scholars only after some of these chapters 
had already been completed. Moreover, with the partition and the entry 
of so m a n y different European powers into Africa, the problem of language 
that faces research students becomes a difficult one. 

T o compensate for this, more journals and periodicals become available 
and published parliamentary papers, debates, commissions of inquiries, 
papers of private companies and associations, and published annual reports 
become more numerous than in the periods before; all of these are available. 
Above all, some of the actors in the colonial drama themselves are still 
alive and can be and have been interviewed. Others, both African and 
European, have also begun to publish their memoirs and autobiographies 
or to recall them in novels, plays and learned treatises. In all these respects, 
the authors of this volume enjoy some advantages over most of the authors 
of the other volumes. 

Finally, it appears far more research has been and is still being done 
on the subject of colonialism and far more has been published and is still 
being published on it than on any other theme in African history. Indeed, 
within the last ten years, a five-volume history of colonialism in Africa 
edited by L . H . G a n n and Peter Duignan and published by the Cambridge 
University Press has appeared. T h e theme has also attracted far more 
attention in the Eastern European countries than probably any other theme. 
This of course makes the work of synthesis relatively easier as far as sources 
are concerned but rather more exacting with respect to the mass of material 
to be absorbed by authors. 

Periodization of colonialism in Africa 
T h e question of the periodization of the history of colonialism in Africa, 
which has been ignored by m a n y historians but was raised by A . B . 
Davidson and Michael Crowder in the 1960s, should be briefly looked at. 

S o m e historians have proposed 1870 as the date for the beginning of 
the European Scramble for Africa and the imposition of colonial rule. This 
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date, however, seems to be too early. A s G . N . Uzoigwe shows in Chapter 2, 
it was the activities of the French in the Senegambia region, of King 
Leopold of the Belgians represented by H . M . Stanley, and the French 
represented by Pierre Savorgnan de Brazza in the Congo region, and of 
the Portuguese in Central Africa that touched off the Scramble and all 
these activities surely did not commence until the late 1870s and early 
1880s. It seems, therefore, that 1880 would be a more appropriate date 
than 1870.20 F r o m 1880 to the collapse of colonialism in the 1960s and 
1970s, therefore, the study of colonial rule,and African initiatives and 
reactions should be divided into three eras: 1880-1919 (subdivided into 
1880-1900 and 1900-19, the periods of conquest and occupation respect­
ively), which w e would term the era of the defence of African sovereignty 
and independence using the strategy of confrontation or alliance or tempor­
ary submission; the period 1919-35 which w e would call the period of 
accommodation using the strategy of protest or resistance; and the period 
since 1935 which is the period of the independence movements using the 
strategy of positive action.21 

It is our contention that the period from 1880 to about 1919, the so-called 
era of pacification in the view of some historians, was the period which, 
from the European perspective, saw the completion of the partition on 
paper, the deployment of troops to effect the partition on the ground, and 
the effective occupation of the conquered areas, signified by the intro­
duction of various administrative measures and an infrastructure of roads, 
railways and the telegraph for the exploitation of the resources of the 
colonies. 

F rom the African perspective, as w e have seen already, this period saw 
African kings, queens, lineage and clan heads all dominated by one over­
riding consideration, that of maintaining or regaining their sovereignty, 
patrimony and culture by the strategy of confrontation or alliance or sub­
mission. By 1919, in practically the whole of Africa, with the conspicuous 
exception of Libya and some parts of the Sahara, and Liberia and Ethiopia, 
the confrontation had been resolved in favour of the Europeans, and all 
Africans, the so-called resisters and the so-called collaborators alike, had 
lost their sovereignty. 

T h e second phase is from 1919 to 1935, and this is the phase in which 
w e can properly categorize African reactions in terms of resistance, or as 
w e would prefer to call it, of protest. W e have chosen 1919 not only 
because it succeeds influential events such as the end of the First World 
W a r , the October Revolution in the Russian empire and the calling of 
the first Pan-African Congress by D u Bois — all of which had a revolutionary 
impact on the course of world history — but also because by that date 

20. See M . Crowder, 1968, pp. 17-19. 
21. For different periodizations, see A . B . Davidson, in T . O . Ranger (ed.), 1968(c), 

pp. 177-88. Also M . Crowder, 1968, pp. 17-19. 
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opposition to the European occupation of Africa as such had ended in 
most parts of the continent. 

W e also chose 1935 rather than 1945 as the terminal date of the volume 
because that was the year of the invasion and occupation of Ethiopia by 
the Fascist forces of Mussolini. That crises shocked and outraged Africans, 
especially the educated Africans, and blacks the world over. It also awakened 
them more dramatically to the inhuman, racist and oppressive nature of 
colonialism far more than the Second World W a r did. As K w a m e N k r u m a h , 
later first President of Ghana, described his reactions on hearing the news 
of that invasion, 'At that m o m e n t it was almost as if the whole of London 
had declared war on m e personally';22 and as he confessed, that crisis 
exacerbated his hatred for colonialism. Indeed, it seems most likely that the 
struggle for the liberation of Africa from colonialism would have been 
launched in the late 1930s but for the outbreak of the Second World W a r . 

T h e final period from 1935 to the era of the independence revolution 
belongs properly to the next and final volume of this work and should 
not be discussed here. 

22. K . Nkrumah, 1957, p. 27. 
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European partition and 
conquest of Africa: 
an overview 

G. N . U Z O I G W E 

Introduction: a generation of war and revolutionary change 

T h e generation following 1880 witnessed one of the most significant his­
torical movements of modern times. During this period Africa, a continent 
of over 28 million square kilometres, was partitioned, conquered and occu­
pied effectively by the industrialized nations of Europe. Historians have not 
yet come to grips with the deleterious impact of this generation of con­
tinuous war on both the colonized and the colonizer. But that it was a 
generation of revolutionary change of a fundamental nature is generally 
stressed. 

T h e great significance of our period, however, goes beyond the war and 
the change that it witnessed. Empires have risen and fallen in the past, 
conquests and usurpations are as old as history itself, and models of colonial 
administration and integration have been tried and tested in days gone 
by. Africa was the last continent to be subdued by Europe. W h a t is most 
remarkable about our period is the co-ordinated manner, speed and c o m ­
parative ease - from the European point of view - with which the occupation 
and subjugation of so vast a continent was accomplished. Nothing like 
it had happened before. 

W h a t gave rise to such a phenomenon? O r , to put it another way, w h y 
was Africa partitioned politically and systematically occupied in the period 
that it was? A n d w h y were Africans unable to keep their adversaries at 
bay? These questions have exercised the skills of historians of the partition 
and of the n e w imperialism since the 1880s. N o generally acceptable ex­
planation exists; on the contrary, the historiography of the partition has 
become one of the most controversial and emotive issues of our time. It 
presents the historian with the awesome task of making sense of an extra­
ordinary phantasmagoria of conflicting interpretations. 

T h e partition of Africa and the n e w imperialism: a review 

There is need, therefore, to bring sanity to the jumble of theories regarding 
this crucial movement in African history. T h e y m a y be conveniently cate-
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gorized as follows: economic, psychological, diplomatic, and the African 
dimension. 

T h e economic theory 

T h e popularity of this theory has changed, like fashion, with the times. 
Before commun ism became a threat to the capitalist system of the West, 
no one seriously questioned the economic basis of imperial expansion. It 
was no accident, therefore, that Joseph Schumpeter's attack upon the notion 
of capitalist imperialism1 was extremely popular among non-Marxist 
scholars. T h e onslaught against this theory which he initiated has been 
pressed home so devastatingly that, today, it has reached the point of dimin­
ishing returns. Consequently, the theory of economic imperialism, in 
modified form, has begun increasingly nowadays to win acceptance. 

W h a t is the meaning of economic imperialism? Its theoretical roots can 
be traced back to 1900 when the G e r m a n Social Democrats .placed the 
subject of Weltpolitik, that is, the policy of imperial expansion on a global 
scale, on the agenda of their annual party congress held at Mainz. It was 
here that Rosa Luxemburg first pointed out that imperialism was the final 
stage of capitalism. It was here also that George Ledebour noted that 'the 
central point of the Weltpolitik'' was 'an upsurge of all capitalism towards 
a policy of plunder, which takes European and American capitalism into 
all parts of the world'.2 T h e classic and clearest statement of this theory, 
however, was provided by John Atkinson Hobson. H e argued that over­
production, surplus capital, and under-consumption in industrialized 
nations led them 'to place larger and larger portions of their economic 
resources outside the area of their present political domain, and to stimulate 
a policy of political expansion so as to take in new areas'. This he saw 
as the 'economic taproot of imperialism'. Admitting that non-economic 
forces did play a part in imperial expansion, he was nevertheless convinced 
that although ' A n ambitious statesman, a pushing trader, m a y suggest or 
even initiate a step of imperial expansion, m a y assist in educating patriotic 
public opinion of the urgent need of some fresh advance . . . the final deter­
mination rests with the financial power'.3 

Borrowing freely from the central arguments of the G e r m a n Social 
Democrats as well as from those of Hobson, V . I. Lenin emphasized that 
the new imperialism was characterized by the transition of capitalism from 
a 'pre-monopolist' orientation 'in which free competition was predomi­
nant . . . to the stage of monopoly capitalism to finance capital' which 'is 
connected with the intensification of the struggle for the partition of the 
world'.4 Just as competitive capitalism thrived on the export of c o m m o d i -

1. J. Schumpeter, 1955. 
2. Quoted in L . Basso, in N . Chomsky, et al., 1972, p. 114. 
3. J. A . Hobson, 1902, pp. 59, 80-1. 
4. V . I. Lenin, 1916, p. 92 (emphasis in original). 
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ties, so monopoly capitalism thrived on the export of capital derived from 
the super-profits amassed by the cartel of banks and industry. This 
development, according to Lenin, was the highest stage of capitalism. 
Following Luxemburg , and in opposition to Hobson, Lenin believed that 
capitalism was doomed to self-destruction because having finally par­
titioned the world, the capitalists, n o w rentiers and parasites living on 
incomes from their investments, would be threatened by the growing 
nations w h o would demand a repartition of the world. T h e capitalists, 
greedy as ever, would refuse to comply. T h e issue, therefore, would be 
settled by war which they would inevitably lose. W a r , then, is the inevitable 
consequence of imperialism, the violent death of capitalism. 

It is not surprising that this rousing propaganda has been accepted by 
m a n y Marxist scholars. 'Third World ' nationalists and radicals also 
accepted the views of Hobson and Lenin as a matter of course. A n d in 
alliance with radical western scholars, they portray imperialism and 
colonialism as the outcome of blatant economic exploitation.5 

Although Hobson and Lenin were not particularly concerned with Africa, 
it is obvious that their analyses have fundamental implications for its 
partition. Consequently, a disparate army of non-Marxist scholars has, 
more or less, demolished the Marxist economic imperialism theory as it 
relates to Africa.6 A typical reaction of Marxist scholars to this apparent 
victory is that although the criticisms of Hobson and Lenin are basically 
correct, they are nevertheless misdirected. ' The target', writes B o b 
Sutcliffe, 'is often a mirage and the weapons inappropriate' because im­
perialism, conceived as a general phenomenon, views the value of empire 
as a totality, and therefore 'a national balance sheet has very little meaning'.7 

A more compelling argument, however, is that even a thorough demolition 
of the classic theory of economic imperialism does not necessarily refute 
the conclusion that imperialism was essentially economic in its fundamental 
impulses. T o belittle other economic views of imperialism and then to 
jubilantly hang their proponents because of their suspected association with 
Hobson and Lenin is rather unscholarly. It is n o w clear from more serious 
investigations of African history in this period that those w h o persist in 
trivializing the economic dimension of the partition do so at their o w n 
peril.8 

T h e psychological theories 

I discuss these theories - usually classified as Social Darwinism, evangelical 

5. W . Rodney, 1972; also Chinweizu, 1975, especially Chapter 3. 
6. Representative of these criticisms are D . K . Fieldhouse, 1961; M . Blaug, 1961; 

B . Sutcliffe in R . O w e n and B. Sutcliffe (eds), 1972, pp. 316-20. 
7. B . Sutcliffe in R . O w e n and B . Sutcliffe (eds), 1972, p. 318; cf. idem, pp. 312-23. 
8. See, for example, A . G . Hopkins, 1968, 1973; C . W . Newbury and A . S. Kanya-

Forstner, 1969; J. Stengers, 1962. 
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Christianity, and social atavism — in psychological terms because of their 
proponents' c o m m o n belief in the primacy of the 'white race'. 

Social Darwinism 
T h e appearance in November 1859 of Charles Darwin's The Origin of 
Species by Means of Natural Selection or the Preservation of Favoured Races 
in the Struggle for Life9 seemed to some to provide scientific backing for 
the belief in the primacy of the European race, a theme that has figured 
continuously, in various guises, in European writing since the seventeenth 
century. T h e later Darwinians, therefore, were elated to be able to justify 
the conquest of what they called 'subject races' or 'backward races' 
by the 'master race' as the inevitable process of'natural selection' by which 
the stronger dominates the weaker in the struggle for existence. They 
preached, therefore, that might was right. T h e partition of Africa was con­
sequently seen by them as part of this inevitable, natural process. T h e 
interesting aspect of this flagrant racial jingoism which has been described 
appropriately as 'Albinism' is its affirmation of imperial responsibility. ' ° 
T h e fact remains, however, that Social Darwinism, applied to the conquest 
of Africa, was more a rationalization after the event than its originator. 

Evangelical Christianity 
Evangelical Christianity, in whose eyes the Origin of Species was damnable 
heresy, had no qualms, nevertheless, in accepting its racial implications. 
T h e racial content of evangelical Christianity was, however, tempered with 
a generous dose of humanitarian and philanthropic zeal - sentiments wide­
spread among European policy-makers during the conquest of Africa. It 
has been argued, therefore, that the partition of Africa was due, in no 
small measure, to a 'broader missionary' and humanitarian impulse which 
aimed at the regeneration of African peoples. ' ' It has been asserted, more­
over, that it was the missionaries w h o prepared the ground for the im­
position of colonialism in East and Central Africa as well as in Madagascar. ' 2 

Although it is true that missionaries did not resist the conquest of Africa, 
and that they did, in some areas, actively pursue that conquest, the 
missionary factor cannot be sustained as a general theory of imperialism 
because of its limited application. 

Social atavism 
It was Joseph Schumpeter w h o first explained the new imperialism in 

9. C . Darwin, 1859. 
10. For more details of these views see R . Maunier, trans, and ed. by E . O . Lorimer, 

1949; and G . Himmelfarb, i960. 
11. See J. S. Galbraith, 1961, pp. 34-48; G . Bennett, (ed.), 1953; C . P. Groves in L . H . 

Gann and P. Duignan (eds), 1969, for surveys of the missionary impulse towards imperial 
expansion. 

12. R . Oliver, 1965; R . I. Rotberg, 1965; P. M . Mutibwa, 1974. 

22 



European partition and conquest of Africa: an overview 

sociological terms. T o h im, imperialism was the consequence of certain 
imponderable, psychological elements and not of economic pressures. His 
argument, couched in humanistic rather than in European racial terms, 
is based on what he saw as the natural desire of m a n to dominate his 
fellow m e n for the sake of dominating them. This native impulse to 
aggression is governed by man 's universal thirst for usurpation. Imperial­
ism, therefore, is a collective national egotism: 'the objectless disposition 
on the part of a state to unlimited forcible expansion'.13 T h e new imperial­
ism, he argued, was also atavistic in character,I * that is, it was a reversion 
to earlier primitive political and social instincts in m a n which m a y have 
been justified in pre-modern times but were certainly not in the modern 
world. H e then demonstrated how capitalism was, by its nature, 'anti-
imperialistic' and benign. Presided over by innovative entrepreneurs, it 
was opposed entirely to the aggressive, imperialistic motivations of the 
ancient monarchies and warrior classes, whose ambitions had no clear 
objects. Capitalism, on the contrary, had clear objects and was, therefore, 
opposed completely to this atavistic behaviour characteristic of ancient 
regimes. T h u s he concluded that the economic explanation of the n e w 
imperialism, based as it was on the logical development of capitalism, 
was invalid. In spite of the attraction of this argument, its major weakness 
is its nebulous and ahistorical quality. While the psychological theories 
m a y have an element of truth in them as an explanation of the partition, 
they do not explain w h y the partition occurred when it did. They do 
suggest, however, w h y it was possible and considered desirable. 

T h e diplomatic theories 

These constitute the purely political, and perhaps the most popular, ex­
planations of the partition. But in an interesting way they provide specific 
and concrete backing to the psychological theories. In these diplomatic 
theories w e see the national egotism of European states either in conflict 
with one another, or acting in concert to ensure self-preservation, or reacting 
decisively against the forces of primordial African nationalisms. It is pro­
posed, therefore, to treat these theories in the following terms: national 
prestige; balance of power; and global strategy. 

National prestige 
T h e greatest exponent of this theory is Carlton Hayes. In a perceptive 
passage he contends: 

France sought compensation for European loss in overseas gain. 
England would offset her European isolation by enlarging and glorify­
ing the British empire. Russia, halted in the Balkans, would turn anew 

13. J. Schumpeter, 1955, p. 6. 
14. ibid., p. 65. 
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to Asia, and Germany and Italy would show the world that the prestige 
they had w o n by might inside Europe they were entitled to enhance 
by imperial exploits outside. T h e lesser powers, with no great prestige 
at stake, managed to get on without any new imperialism, though 
Portugal and Holland displayed a revived pride in the empires they 
already possessed and the latter's was administered with renewed 
vigor.1S 

Hayes concludes therefore that 'the n e w imperialism' was basically 'a 
nationalistic phenomenon' and that its proponents hankered after national 
prestige. European leaders, in short, having consolidated their nations and 
realigned their diplomatic forces at h o m e , were propelled by a nebulous 
or atavistic force which expressed itself in a 'psychological reaction, an 
ardent desire to maintain or recover national prestige'. Thus , he concludes, 
the partition of Africa was not an economic phenomenon. 1 6 

Balance of power 
F . H . Hinsley,17 on the other hand, emphasizes Europe's need for peace 
and stability at h o m e as the primary cause of the partition. According to 
him, the decisive date for the shift towards an extra-European age - an 
age of imperialism - was 1878. F rom that year, at the Congress of Berlin, 
Russian and British rivalries in the Balkans and the Ottoman Empire 
brought the nations of Europe to the very verge of conflagration. European 
statesmen averted this crisis in power politics and drew back. Power politics 
from that point on to the Bosnian crisis of 1908 were removed from Europe 
and played out in Africa and Asia. W h e n conflicting interests in Africa 
threatened to destroy European peace, the European powers had no choice 
but to carve up Africa in order to preserve the European diplomatic balance 
that had stabilized itself by the 1880s. 

Global strategy 
There is a third school which maintains that the European interest in Africa 
which gave rise to the Scramble was a matter of global strategy, not 
economics. T h e foremost exponents of this view, Ronald Robinson and 
John Gallagher, w h o stress the strategic importance of Africa to India 
for Britain, blame the partition of Africa on the impact of atavistic 'proto-
nationalist' movements in Africa which threatened the global strategic 
interests of European nations. These 'romantic, reactionary struggles' — 
gallant anachronisms in their view — compelled reluctant European states­
m e n , hitherto content to exercise informal paramountcy and moral suasion 
in Africa, to partition and conquer the continent. Africa was occupied, 

15. C . J. H . Hayes, 1941, p. 220. 
16. ibid. 
17. F. H . Hinsley, 1959(a), 1959(b) in E . A . Benians, J. Butler and C . E . Carrington 

(eds), 1959. 
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therefore, not because of what it could offer materially to the Europeans -
for it was economically worthless - but because it was threatening European 
interests elsewhere.18 

O n e primary aim of the psychological theories as well as of their cousins, 
the diplomatic theories, has been to debunk the notion that the partition 
of Africa was motivated by economic impulses. But the prestige argument 
only appears unconvincing w h e n its economic concomitant is eliminated 
or unduly played down. Hayes, for example, has documented in detail the 
tariff war which took place between the European nations during the crucial 
period of the partition. ' 9 H e even concedes that, 'Wha t actually started 
the economic push into the "Dark Continent" and the sun-baked islands 
of the Pacific was not so m u c h an overproduction of factory goods in Europe 
as an under-supply of raw materials';20 and that therefore 'to prevent too 
m u c h of the world from being . . . monopolized by France, Germany , Italy, 
or any other protectionist power, Great Britain moved mightily to gather 
the lion's share into her o w n free-trade empire'. In other words, neo-
mercantilism, once established, had very important consequences for the 
emergence of imperial rivalries.21 A n d yet, on the very next page, Hayes 
sets out to argue confidently, as w e have seen, against the economic under­
pinnings of the new imperialism. H . Brunschwig, too, while positing a 
non-economic interpretation of French imperialism was faced with the stark 
economic dimension of empire, and was thus compelled to assign it some 
role. Thus , while he sees Anglo-Saxon imperialism as economic and 
philanthropic, that of France is seen as being motivated by prestige.22 

With respect to the global strategy thesis, informed reactions have been 
largely negative. Its attraction, however, for non-Africanist historians -
or for the lay reader - has been simply overwhelming. Yet w e know that 
this thesis, developed from the more eclectic assumptions of Langer23 and 
the more considered analysis of Hinsley, is too neat and too circumstantial 
to be acceptable. It has been tested in West, Central, Southern and East 
Africa and found wanting.24 A n d with respect to Egypt and North Africa, 
it has been shown that there were strong reasons unconnected with Britain's 
Indian imperial strategy necessitating a British presence.25 It is gratifying 
to note that Robinson, at any rate, has begun to de-emphasize the exagger-

18. See J. Gallagher and R . Robinson, 1953; R . E . Robinson and J. Gallagher in 
F . H . Hinsley (ed.), 1962. R . E . Robinson and J. Gallagher, 1961. 

19. C . J. H . Hayes, 1941, pp. 205-8. 
20. ibid., p. 218. 
21. ibid., p. 219. 
22. H . Brunschwig, 1966, pp. 4-13. 
23. W . L . Langer, 1935. 
24. See J. Stengers, 1962; C . W . Newbury and A . S. Kanya-Forstner, 1969; G . N . 

Uzoigwe, 1974 and 1977; W . R . Louis (ed.), 1976. 
25. G . N . Uzoigwe, 1974. 
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ated repercussions of the baton Egyptien on the Scramble elsewhere in 
Africa.26 

T h e African dimension theory 

T h u s far, the theories of the partition have treated Africa in the context 
of European history. Clearly, this is a major flaw. Even the 'proto-
nationalist' atavism approach of Robinson and Gallagher is not fully 
developed precisely because the focus of their interest is Europe and Asia. 

T h e need, therefore, to look at the partition from the African historical 
perspective becomes crucial. Contrary to general belief, such an approach 
is no ingenious discovery of the 'new ' African historiography. J. S. Keltie's 
remarkable book, The Partition of Africa,27 published in 1893, does note 
perceptively that the Scramble of the 1880s was the logical consequence 
of the nibbling at the continent which started some 300 years ago. It 
also gives a nodding acceptance to the view that the partition was economic­
ally motivated although that is not its central argument. In the 1930s, 
George Hardy, the prolific French colonial historian, also demonstrated 
the local African dimensions of the partition, and he treated Africa very 
m u c h as a historical unity. Like Keltie, he argues that although the 
immediate cause of partition was the economic rivalry of the countries 
of industrial Europe, it was at the same time an important phase in the 
longstanding contact between Europe and Africa. H e suggests that African 
resistance to increasing European influence precipitated the actual conquest 
just as the increasing commercial rivalry of the industrialized nations led 
to the partition.28 

For a long time such views of the partition were ignored. But with the 
publication in 1956 of K . O n w u k a Dike's classic Trade and Politics in the 
Niger Delta,29 the African dimension of the partition was resurrected. 
Although Dike's book is limited in its time span and geographical range, 
it nevertheless encouraged a generation of historians to begin to treat the 
partition in the context of a long period of contact of different races and 
cultures. Unfortunately, while Roland Oliver and J. D . Fage demonstrate 
this extended relationship in their very popular Short History of Africa,30 

they still emphasize the European rather than the African dimension of 
the partition. It is therefore refreshing that A . G . Hopkins' important 
study,31 although limited in its geographical scope, should attempt an 
African-oriented reinterpretation of imperialism in West Africa. His con­
clusion is worth quoting: 

26. R . Robinson in R . O w e n and B . Sutcliffe (eds), 1972. 
27. J. S. Keltie, 1893. 
28. G . Hardy, 1930, pp. 124-37. 
29. K . O . Dike, 1956. 
30. R . Oliver and J. D . Fage, 1970. 
31. A . G . Hopkins, 1973. 
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At one extreme it is possible to conceive of areas where the transition 
from the slave trade was m a d e successfully, where incomes were main­
tained, and where internal tensions were controlled. In these cases 
an explanation of partition will need to emphasise external pressures, 
such as mercantile demands and Anglo-French rivalries. At the other 
extreme, it is possible to envisage cases where the indigenous rulers 
adopted reactionary attitudes, where attempts were m a d e to maintain 
incomes by predatory means, and where internal conflicts were pro­
nounced. In these cases an explanation of imperialism will need to 
place more weight on disintegrative forces on the African side of the 
frontier, though without neglecting external factors.32 

T h e present writer agrees with most of the views of members of this 
school.33 Like them, he explains the partition in both African and European 
terms, and therefore sees the African dimension theory as supplementing 
the Eurocentric theories already discussed. H e sees the partition and con­
quest as the logical consequence of European nibbling at Africa which 
started well before the nineteenth century; he accepts that the essentially 
economic impulse that necessitated that nibbling changed drastically during 
the last quarter of the nineteenth century; that the change was caused by 
the transition from slave to legitimate trade and the subsequent decline 
in both the export and import trade during that period, and that it was 
this economic change in Africa and the consequent African resistance to 
increasing European influence that precipitated the actual military con­
quest. It would appear, indeed, that the African dimension theory provides 
a better rounded, more historically focused theory of the partition than 
any of the purely Eurocentric theories. 

T h e beginnings of the Scramble 

Although by the end of the third quarter of the nineteenth century, the 
European powers of France, Britain, Portugal and G e r m a n y had acquired 
commercial interests and were exercising considerable influence in different 
parts of Africa, their direct political control there was extremely limited. 
Both Germany and, especially, Britain were able to wield all the influence 
they wanted, and no statesmen in their right senses would have freely 
elected to incur the costs, and court the unforeseen contingencies of formal 
annexation when they could derive the same advantages from informal 
control. 'Refusals to annex', it has been remarked perceptively, 'are no 
proof of reluctance to control'.34 This explains both the attitudes of 

32. ibid., pp. 165-6. 
33. T h e African dimension theory is more fully developed in A . G . Hopkins, 1973 and 

in G . N . Uzoigwe, 1973. 
34. J. Gallagher and R . Robinson, 1953, p. 3. 
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Salisbury and Bismarck and indeed of most of the major actors in the 
partition. 

But this attitude began to change as a result of three major events which 
occurred between 1876 and 1880. T h e first was the new interest which 
the Duke of Brabant, crowned a constitutional king (Leopold I) of the 
Belgians in 1865, proclaimed in Africa. This was signified by the so-called 
Brussels Geographical Conference which he convened in 1876 and which 
resulted in the setting up of the African International Association and the 
employment of H . M . Stanley in 1879 to explore the Congos in the name 
of the Association. These moves culminated in the creation of the Congo 
Free State, whose recognition by all the great European nations Leopold 
managed to obtain before the Berlin West African conference had ended 
its deliberations.35 

T h e second significant series of events was the activities of Portugal 
from 1876 onwards. Piqued by the fact that it was invited to the Brussels 
conference only as an afterthought, Portugal sent out a flurry of expeditions 
which by 1880 had resulted in the annexation to the Portuguese crown 
of the practically independent estates of the Afro-Portuguese rulers in 
Mozambique. So far as the Portuguese and King Leopold were concerned, 
then, the Scramble was under way by 1876. 

T h e third and final factor which helped to set the partition in motion 
was undoubtedly the expansionist m o o d which characterized French 
colonial policy between 1879 and 1880. This was signified by her partici­
pation with Britain in the dual control of Egypt (1879), the dispatch of 
Savorgnan de Brazza into the Congo and the ratification of his treaties 
with Chief M a k o k o of the Bateke, and the revival of French colonial 
initiative in both Tunisia and Madagascar.36 

These moves on the part of these powers between 1876 and 1880 gave 
a clear indication that they were all now committed to colonial expansion 
and the establishment of formal control in Africa, and it was this that 
finally compelled both Britain and Germany to abandon their preference 
for informal control and influence in favour of a formal policy leading 
to their annexations in Southern, East and West Africa from the end of 
1883 onwards.37 T h e G e r m a n initiative, for instance, resulted in the annex­
ation of South West Africa, Togoland, the Cameroons, and G e r m a n East 
Africa, which in turn further accelerated the pace of the Scramble. 

By the early 1880s, the Scramble was well under way, and it was out 
of fear of being pushed out of Africa altogether that Portugal proposed 
the calling of an international conference to sort out the territorial disputes 
in the area of Central Africa. It seems evident from the above, then, that 

35. P R O F O 403/192, 'Memorandum by Sir E . Hertslet on the most important Political 
and Territorial changes which have taken place in central and East Africa since 1883 (with 
Additional Notes by Sir P. Anderson)', February, 1893. Confidential. 

36. P. M . Mutibwa, 1974, Chapters 6 and 7. 
37. See G . Cecil, 1932, pp. 225-6; F. D . Lugard, 1929, p. 13. 
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it was not the British occupation of Egypt in 1882 that triggered off the 
Scramble, as has been argued by Robinson and Gallagher,38 but rather 
the events of the period 1876 to 1880 in different parts of Africa. 

T h e Berlin W e s t Africa Conference, 1884-5 

T h e idea of an international conference to settle the territorial disputes 
arising from European activities in the Congo region, first suggested by 
Portugal, was later taken up by Bismarck w h o , after sounding the opinions 
of the other powers, was encouraged to bring it about. T h e conference 
was held at Berlin between 15 November 1884 and 26 November 1885. 
T h e news that such a conference was to be held increased the intensity 
of the Scramble. T h e conference did not discuss seriously either the slave 
trade or the lofty humanitarian idealism that was supposed to have inspired 
it. It nevertheless passed empty resolutions regarding the abolition of the 
slave trade and the welfare of Africans. 

It was not, ostensibly, the initial intention of the conference to attempt 
a general partition of Africa. It nevertheless ended up disposing of territory, 
passing resolutions pertaining to the free navigation of the Niger, the Benue, 
and their affluents; and laying down 'the rules to be observed in future 
with regard to the occupation of territory on the coasts of Africa'.39 Accord­
ing to Article 34 of the Berlin Act, the document signed by the participants 
in the conference, any European nation which, in the future, took possession 
of an African coast or declared a 'protectorate' there, had to notify such 
action to the signatory powers of the Berlin Act in order to have its claims 
ratified. This was the so-called doctrine of spheres of influence to which 
was linked the absurd concept of the hinterland, which came to be 
interpreted to mean that possession of a coast also implied ownership of 
its hinterland to an almost unlimited distance. Article 35 stipulated that 
an occupier of any such coastal possessions had also to demonstrate that 
it possessed sufficient 'authority' there 'to protect existing rights, and, as 
the case m a y be, freedom of trade and of transit under the conditions 
agreed upon'. This was the so-called doctrine oí effective occupation that 
was to make the conquest of Africa such a murderous business. 

In recognizing the Congo Free State, permitting territorial negotiations, 
and by laying d o w n rules and regulations for the 'legal' appropriation of 
African territory, the European powers had arrogated to themselves the 
right of sanctioning the principle of sharing out and conquering another 
continent. There is no precedent in world history where a group of states 
in one continent felt justified in talking about the sharing and occupation 
of the territory of another continent in such a bold manner. This is the 
major significance of the conference for African history. T h e argument 

38. R . Robinson and J. Gallagher, 1961. 
39. P R O F O 403/192, M e m o by Sir E . Hertslet, February 1893, p. 1. 
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that the conference, contrary to popular opinion, did not partition Africa40 

is correct only in the most technical sense. T o all intents and purposes 
the appropriation of territory did take place at the conference and the 
question of future appropriation is clearly implied in its decisions. B y 1885, 
in fact, the broad lines of the final partition of Africa had already been 
drawn. 

Treaty-making 1885-1902 

Prior to the Berlin Act, European powers had acquired spheres of influence 
in Africa in a variety of ways — through settlement, exploration, the 
establishment of commercial posts, missionary settlements, the occupation 
of strategic areas, and by making treaties with African rulers.41 Following 
the conference, influence by means of treaty became the most important 
method of effecting the paper partition of the continent. These treaties 
took two forms — those between Africans and Europeans, and bilateral 
agreements between the Europeans themselves. T h e African-European 
treaties were basically of two kinds. Firstly, there were the slave trade 
and the commercial treaties; these had generated friction, which in turn 
led to European political interference in African affairs. Secondly, there 
were the political treaties by which African rulers either purportedly 
surrendered sovereignty in return for protection, or undertook not to enter 
into treaty obligations with other European nations. 

These political treaties were in vogue during our period. T h e y were 
m a d e either by representatives of European governments or by those of 
private organizations w h o later transferred them to their respective govern­
ments. If a metropolitan government accepted them, the territories in 
question were usually annexed or declared a protectorate; if, on the other 
hand, it suspected their authenticity, or if it felt constrained by the vicissi­
tudes of Weltpolitik to exercise caution, these treaties were used for 
bargaining purposes during the bilateral European negotiations. Africans, 
on the other hand, entered into these arrangements for a variety of motives, 
but particularly because of the interests of their people. In some cases, 
they desired treaty relations with Europeans because they hoped that 
the prestige of such a relationship would endow them with certain 
political advantages in dealing with their neighbours. Sometimes a weak 
African state would desire a treaty with a European power in the hope of 
using it to renounce allegiance to another African state that claimed 
sovereignty over it. A n African sovereign would also desire a treaty in 
the hope of using it to keep recalcitrant subject states in line. A n d sometimes 
a treaty with one European nation was seen by some African states as 
a means of preserving their independence which was being threatened by 

40. S. E . Crowe, 1942, pp. 152-75. 
41. G . N . Uzoigwe, 1976(a), pp. 189-93. 
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other European nations.42 Whatever was the case, the African-European 
political treaties played an important role in the final partition of Africa. 

T h e treaties between the Imperial British East Africa C o m p a n y ( I B E A C ) 
and Buganda represent an instance w h e n an African sovereign sought the 
help of the representative of a European c o m p a n y in his dispute with his 
o w n subjects. K a b a k a M w a n g a II had written to the c o m p a n y asking that 
it should 'be good enough to c o m e and put m e on m y throne' and 
had promised to repay the c o m p a n y with 'plenty of ivory and you m a y 
do any trade in U g a n d a and all you like in the country under m e ' . 4 3 W h e n 
he received no reply to this request, he sent two ambassadors, Samue l 
M w e m b a and Victor Senkezi, to Zanzibar to request the assistance of the 
British, French, and G e r m a n consuls. 'If they want to help us', he instructed 
his ambassadors to ask, 'what repayment should w e m a k e them? Because 
I do not want to give them (or you) m y land. I want all Europeans of 
all nations to c o m e to U g a n d a , to build and to trade as they like.'44 It 
is clear that in mak ing a treaty, M w a n g a did not m e a n to give u p his 
sovereignty. Later, he was to discover, to his cost, that the Europeans 
thought otherwise. Captain F . D . Lugard's treaties with M w a n g a in 
D e c e m b e r 1890 and M a r c h 1892, which offered M w a n g a 'protection', were 
imposed upon h im rather than negotiated with h im . It is true that the 
I B E A C did help to restore h im to his throne but the victory of the Baganda 
Protestants (decided by Lugard's M a x i m gun) over the Baganda Catholics 
at the Battle of M e n g o (24 January 1892) had left the Kabaka in a very 
weak position. W h e n the c o m p a n y ceased operations in Buganda (31 M a r c h 
1893) it then transferred these treaties to the British government. Colonel 
H . E . Colvile's final treaty with M w a n g a (27 August 1894) confirmed all 
the previous treaties. But it went further than them. Colvile d e m a n d e d 
and secured for his country 'control of Foreign affairs and revenue and 
taxes' which passed from M w a n g a 'to H . M . G o v t . , whose representative 
should also be the supreme court of appeal on all civil cases'.45 In the 
same year Britain declared a protectorate over Buganda . 

It is revealing that Lugard should later on write in his diaries with respect 
to treaties offering c o m p a n y protection as follows: 

N o m a n if he understood would sign it, and to say that a savage chief 
has been told that he cedes all rights to the c o m p a n y in exchange 
for nothing is an obvious untruth. If he has been told that the c o m p a n y 
will protect h im against his enemies, and share in his wars as an ally, 
he has been told a lie, for the c o m p a n y have no idea of doing any 
such thing and n o force to do it with if they wished.46 

42. S. Touval, 1966, p. 286. 
43. P R O F O 84/2061, M w a n g a to Jackson, 15 June 1889 (emphasis added). 
44. P R O F O 84/2064, M w a n g a to Euam-Smith, 25 April 1890. 
45. P R O F O 2/72, Colvile to Hardinge, 28 Aug. , 1894 (encl.) contains text of this treaty. 
46. M . Perham and M . Bull (eds), 1963, Vol. I, p. 318. 
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Lugard was saying, in essence, that his o w n treaties were fraudulently 
obtained! W e do not have space to discuss the numerous other African-
European treaties. But a passing mention may be m a d e of the requests 
m a d e by the Emir of N u p e in what is n o w Nigeria to Lieutenant L . A . A . 
Mizon to form an alliance with him against the Royal Niger C o m p a n y , 
with w h o m he had quarrelled,47 as an example of an African sovereign's 
desire to seek the help of one European power against another European 
power threatening his independence. 

T h e bilateral European partition treaties 

T h e acquisition of a sphere of influence by treaty was usually the first 
stage in the occupation of an African state by a European power. If such 
a treaty was not contested by any other European power, the incumbent 
power gradually turned its treaty rights into sovereign rights. A sphere 
of influence arose, therefore, in the first instance, by a unilateral declaration; 
it became a reality only when it was accepted or not contested by other 
European powers. Often spheres of influences were contested, but these 
territorial difficulties and boundary disputes were eventually settled and 
ratified as a result of mutual agreements between two or more imperialist 
powers operating in the same region. T h e limits of these territorial settle­
ments were determined, as closely as possible, by a natural boundary, or, 
where no such boundary existed, by longitude and latitude. Occasionally 
they took account of indigenous political boundaries. 

T h e Anglo-German Treaty of 29 April (and 7 M a y ) 1885 which defined 
the 'spheres of action' of the two countries in certain parts of Africa is 
regarded as perhaps the first serious application of the spheres of influence 
theory in modern times.48 By a series of similar treaties, agreements and 
conventions, the paper partition of Africa was virtually concluded by the 
end of the century. W e can deal only briefly here with the most significant 
of them. 

T h e Anglo-German delimitation treaty of 1 November 1886, to take 
one example, is particularly significant. It placed Zanzibar and most of 
its dependencies within Britain's sphere of influence; on the other hand, 
it assured Germany's political influence in East Africa, thereby providing 
official recognition of the breach of Britain's monopoly in the area.49 In 
effect the treaty thus partitioned the O m a n i empire. B y the terms of the 
subsequent clarificatory agreement of 1887, Britain undertook 'to dis­
courage British annexations in the rear of the German Sphere of Influence, 
on the understanding that the German Government will equally discourage 
G e r m a n annexations in the rear of the British Sphere'. It was further agreed 

47. For details see R . A . Adeleye, 1971, pp. 136-9. 
48. S. Touval, 1966, p. 286. 
49. P R O F O 403/192, M e m o by Sir E . Hertslet, February 1893. 
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that if either country occupied the coast, 'the other could not, without 
consent, occupy unclaimed regions in the rear'.50 T h e vagueness of these 
hinterland arrangements regarding the westward 'sphere of influence' of 
both countries led to the famous Heligoland Treaty of 1890 which con­
cluded comprehensively the partition of East Africa. Most significantly, 
it reserved Uganda for Britain; but it also destroyed Britain's grand illusion 
of a Cape-to-Cairo route, surrendered Heligoland to Ge rmany and put 
an end to the independence of Zanzibar. 

T h e Anglo-German Treaties of 1890 and 1893 and the Anglo-Italian 
Treaty of 1891, taken together, recognized the Upper Nile as falling within 
the British sphere of influence. T o the south, the Franco-Portuguese Treaty 
(1886), the German-Portuguese Treaty (1886), and the Anglo-Portuguese 
Treaty (1891 ) both recognized Portugal's influence in Angola and 
Mozambique as well as delimiting the British sphere in Central Africa. 
T h e Anglo-Congo Free State Treaty (1894) is equally significant because 
it settled the limits of the Congo Free State in such a way that it acted 
as a buffer between French territories and the Nile valley and provided 
for the British a Cape-to-Cairo corridor from Uganda via Lake Tanganyika 
(withdrawn in June because of Ge rman protest). In West Africa, the most 
important arrangements were the Say-Barruwa Agreement (1890) and the 
Niger Convention (1898)51 by which Britain and France concluded the 
partition ofthat region. Finally, the Anglo-French Convention of 21 March 
1899 settled the Egyptian question while the Peace of Vereeniging (1902) — 
which ended the Anglo-Boer war - confirmed, temporarily, at any rate, 
British supremacy in South Africa. 

H o w legitimate were the political treaties with African rulers, and the 
bilateral European agreements on which were based the partition and 
conquest of Africa? A n examination of the political treaties suggests the 
conclusion that some of them were legally indefensible, some morally bank­
rupt, while others were procured legally. Nevertheless, they were essentially 
political acts defensible only in the context of European positive law which 
saw force as the basis of all law. Even where Africans openly sought treaty 
arrangements with Europeans, their decisions were invariably based on 
their perceptions of European strength. There were occasions, too, when 
Africans w h o suspected the Europeans' motives for seeking treaties and 
refused to enter into such a relationship, were induced, through unbearable 
pressures, none the less to do so. There were also numerous instances in 
which the Africans and the Europeans disagreed on the interpretation of 
the arrangements between them. In such cases, as far as the African rulers 
were concerned, these political treaties did not imply any loss of sovereignty. 
They tended to regard them as co-operative arrangements, forced or u n ­
forced, which might prove to be of mutual advantage to the parties con-

50. P R O F O 403/142, Salisbury to Malet, 14 June 1890. 
51. For the most detailed account of the Niger Convention see G . N . Uzoigwe, 1974, 

Chapters 5 and 6; cf. B . I. Obichere, 1971,' Chapter 8. 
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cerned. European views on the question of the legitimacy of these treaties 
varied. While some regarded them as legitimate, others, like Lugard, were 
convinced that nearly all of them were fraudulently obtained, some were 
outright forgeries, some were plainly bogus, and most were illegally 
executed.52 A n d yet, in most cases, these absurd treaties were accorded 
recognition in terms of European diplomatic convention - including, for 
example, Karl Peters' bogus East African treaties and the I B E A C treaties 
which Lugard himself dismissed as 'utter fraud'.53 There were only very 
few instances when , on closer scrutiny, such treaties were found wanting 
and - as was the case with Lugard's treaties with Nikki - were invalidated 
at the conference table. 

T h e idea, too, that the European bilateral treaties, which disposed of 
African territory in some European capital without the presence or approval 
of those whose future was being determined, could be held to be valid, 
was explained in terms of European positive law. T h e European leaders 
were quite aware that a sphere of influence by treaty between two European 
nations did not affect the rights of the African sovereigns within that sphere. 
But because a sphere of influence was a political rather than a legal notion, 
a friendly power might choose to respect this fact while an unfriendly power 
might choose to ignore it. T h e same was true of the hinterland doctrine, 
notorious for its evocation of the principle of 'manifest destiny' and the 
wild claims m a d e on its behalf. Both doctrines, in short, had no legitimacy 
in international law.54 ' T h e modern doctrine of Hinterland', Salisbury 
observed in 1896, 'with its inevitable contradictions, indicates the un ­
informed and unstable condition of international law as applied to territorial 
claims resting on constructive occupation or control.'55 In other words, 
'a claim of sovereignty in Africa can only be maintained by real occupation 
of the territory claimed'.56 A n d since the notion of effective occupation -
with which the vast majority of the African states were unfamiliar - and 
the African notion of the real meaning of these treaty relations with Euro­
peans were in fundamental contradiction with one another, the situation 
of conflict was bound to be intensified. T h u s the stage was set for the 
systematic military occupation of the hinterland by the European powers. 

Military conquest, 1885-1902 

For whatever reason, the French were the most active in pursuing this 
policy of military conquest. Advancing from the upper to the lower Niger, 
they promptly defeated the Darnel of Cayor, Lat Dior, w h o fought to the 

52. See F . D . Lugard, 1893, II, p . 580; M . Perham and M . Bull (eds), 1963, Vol. I, p. 318; 
J. M . Gray, 1948. 

53. M . Perham and M . Bull, 1963, Vol. I, p. 318. 
54. M . F . Lindley, 1926, pp. 234-5. 
55. Quoted in G . N . Uzoigwe, 1976(a), pp. 196-^7. 
56. Quoted in F . D . Lugard, 1929, p. 13. 
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death in 1886; they beat M a m a d o u Lamine at the battle of Touba-Kouta 
(1887), thus ending the Soninke empire he had founded in Senegambia; 
they succeeded in breaking the prolonged and celebrated resistance of the 
great Samori Ture when they finally captured him (1898) and exiled him 
to Gabon (1900); and by a series of victories - Koundian (1889), Segu 
(1890), and Youri (1891) - Major Louis Archinard brought to an end the 
Segu Tukulor empire although its ruler, A h m a d u , continued a stubborn 
resistance until his death in Sokoto in 1898. Elsewhere in West Africa 
the French conquered the Ivory Coast and the future French Guinea where 
they set up colonies in 1893. And between 1890 and 1894 the conquest 
and occupation of the kingdom of D a h o m e y was accomplished. B y the 
late 1890s, the French had completed the conquest of Gabon, consolidated 
their position in North Africa, completed the conquest of Madagascar 
(exiling Queen Rana valona III in 1897 to Algiers), and in the eastern 
Sahara-Sahel borderlands ended the obstinate resistance of Rabih of Sennar 
when he was killed in battle in 1900. 

Britain's military imperialism was equally spectacular and bloody; the 
African response, as will be seen in the following chapters, was also resolute 
and often prolonged. Operating from its coastal possessions on the Gold 
Coast (now Ghana) and in Nigeria, Britain halted effectively French 
expansion towards the lower Niger and into the Asante hinterland. T h e 
last Kumasi expedition (1900) was followed up in 1901 by the annexation 
of Asante, and Nana Prempeh was exiled to the Seychelles. T h e Northern 
Territories to the north of Asante were also formally annexed in 1901, having 
been occupied between 1896 and 1898. F rom the Lagos colony, Britain 
launched its conquest of Nigeria. By 1893 most of Yorubaland had been 
proclaimed a protectorate; the conquest of Itsekiriland was accomplished 
in 1894, and Nana O lomu , its resourceful 'merchant prince', was exiled 
to Accra; and while apparently unable to challenge King Jaja of O p o b o 
in open battle, Harry Johnston, the British Consul, tricked him into attend­
ing a meeting aboard a British warship, where he was made prisoner and 
shipped to the West Indies in 1887. Both Brass and Bini were duly con­
quered by the end of the century. By 1900, British supremacy in southern 
Nigeria was more or less assured. T h e effective occupation of Igboland 
and some other areas of the eastern hinterland, however, were not accom­
plished until the first two decades of this century. T o the north, British 
conquest was accomplished from Nupe , where — by 1895 — George Goldie's 
Royal Niger Company exercised influence from Lokoja to the sea. Ilorin 
was occupied in 1897; and after the establishment of the West African 
Frontier Force in 1898 the Sokoto sultanate was conquered by Lugard 
in 1902. 

In North Africa, Britain, already in a commanding position in Egypt, 
waited until 1896 when the reconquest of the Sudan was authorized. This 
was achieved in 1898 with savage and unnecessary bloodshed. Over 20000 
Sudanese, including their leader, Khalifa 'Abdallah, died in battle. France's 

36 



European partition and conquest of Africa: an overview 

occupation of Fashoda in the south of the Sudan (1898) was understandably 
not countenanced by Lord Salisbury, and the French were forced to 
withdraw. 

T h e formal declaration of a British protectorate over Zanzibar in 
November 1890, and the efforts then made to abolish the institution of 
slavery, led to revolts which were easily crushed. It was from Zanzibar 
that the rest of British East Africa was conquered. T h e major prize sought 
by Britain in this region was Uganda, where the battle of M e n g o (1892) -
in Buganda, the centre of operations - led eventually to the formal 
declaration of the Uganda Protectorate (1894). T h e way was thus cleared 
for the conquest of the rest of Uganda which was accomplished with the 
capture of King Kabarega and King M w a n g a and their exile to the 
Seychelles in 1899. In Kenya, however, it took Britain some ten years 
before it established effective rule among the Nandi. 

In Central and Southern Africa, Cecil Rhodes's British South Africa 
C o m p a n y ( B S A C ) undertook the occupation of Mashonaland without 
Lobengula's sanction. In 1893 the king was forced to flee from his capital, 
and he died the following year. His kingdom was not conquered finally, 
however, until the bloody suppression of the Ndebele-Mashona revolt of 
1896-7. T h e conquest of what is now Zambia was less eventful and was 
completed in 1901. T h e last of Britain's partition wars was fought against 
the Boers in South Africa. T h e particular interest of the Anglo-Boer war 
( 1899-1902) is that it was fought between the Europeans themselves. 

T h e other European powers found effective occupation equally arduous. 
T h e Germans, for example, were able to establish their rule effectively 
in South West Africa by the end of the century, primarily because of the 
more than one hundred years of hostility that had prevented the N a m a 
and the Maherero from working together. In Togoland, the Germans allied 
themselves with the small kingdoms of the Kotokoli and the Chakossi to 
facilitate the crushing of the resistance of the non-centralized K o n k o m b a 
(1897-8) and Kabre (1890). In the Cameroons, the German commander, 
Major Hans Dominik, encountered the greatest difficulty in the north, 
but by 1902 he had managed to subdue the Fula principalities. T h e conquest 
of German East Africa, however, proved to be the fiercest and most pro­
longed of all these effective wars of occupation. It lasted from 1888 to 
1907. T h e most notable expeditions were those sent against the celebrated 
Abushiri, the lion-hearted (1888-9); the Wahehe (1889-8); and the leaders 
of the Majï Majï resistance (1905-7). 

Portugal's military occupation of its territories, which started in the 
1880s, was not completed until well into the twentieth century. For the 
Portuguese it was a particularly arduous enterprise but it nevertheless led 
eventually to the consolidation of Portuguese authority in Mozambique, 
Angola and Guinea (now Guinea-Bissau). T h e Congo Free State, too, faced 
very grave problems before it was able to accomplish a military occupation 
of its sphere of influence. It started by allying with the Congo Arabs who 

37 



Africa under Colonial Domination 1880-1Q35 

were particularly hostile to it. W h e n the futility of this alliance became 
obvious, Leopold ordered an expedition against them. It took some three 
years (1892-5) before they were subdued. But the conquest of Katanga, 
initiated in 1891, was not completed until early in this century. 

Italy fared worst in its wars of effective occupation. In 1883 it had 
managed to occupy a part of Eritrea. It also obtained the eastern coast 
of Somalia during the first partition of the O m a n i empire in 1886. T h e 
Treaty of Wuchale (or Uccialli) (1889), signed with Emperor Menelik II 
of Ethiopia, later defined the Ethiopian-Eritrean boundary. It was a result 
of a curious interpretation placed upon this treaty that Italy informed the 
other European powers that Ethiopia was an Italian protectorate. Although 
Italy's attempt to occupy its fictitious protectorate ended in ignominious 
defeat at A d o w a (1896), it managed, nevertheless, to retain its portion of 
Eritrea and Somalia. In North Africa, it was not until 1911 that Italy was 
able to occupy the coastal areas of Cyrenaica and Tripolitania (Libya). 
Morocco managed to preserve its independence until Spain and France 
ended it in 1912. B y 1914, therefore, only Liberia and Ethiopia remained -
at least nominally - independent. 

W h y were European powers able to conquer Africa? 

European powers were able to conquer Africa with such relative ease 
because in virtually every respect the dice was so heavily loaded in their 
favour. In the first place, thanks to the activities of European explorers 
and missionaries, Europeans were by 1880 far more knowledgeable about 
Africa and its interior - its physical appearance, terrain, economy and other 
resources and the strength and weakness of its states and societies - than 
Africans were about Europe. 

Secondly, owing to the revolutionary changes in medical technology and 
in particular the discovery of the prophylactic use of quinine against malaria, 
Europeans became far less fearful of Africa than they had been before 
the middle of the nineteenth century.57 

Thirdly, as a result of the uneven nature of the trade between Europe and 
Africa up to the 1870s, and even after, as well as the increasing pace of 
the industrial revolution, the material and financial resources available to 
Europe were overwhelming in comparison with those of Africa. T h u s while . 
European powers could afford to spend millions of pounds on overseas 
campaigns, African states were unable to sustain any protracted military 
confrontation against them. 

Fourthly, while the period after the Russo-Turkish war of 1877-8 was 
marked, according to J. Holland Rose, by 'a state of political equilibrium 
which made for peace and stagnation in Europe',58 the same period in 

57. P . Curtin, S . Feierman, L . Thompson and J. Vansina, 1978, p. 445; J. H . Rose, 
1905, PP- 508-72. 

58. J. H . Rose, 1905. 
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Africa was marked by inter-state and intra-state conflict and rivalry - the 
Mandingo against the Tukulor, the Asante against the Fante, the Baganda 
against the Banyoro, the Batoro against the Banyoro, the Mashona 
against the Ndebele, etc. Thus , while Europe could focus her attention 
militarily almost exclusively on her imperial activities overseas without any 
distraction at h o m e , African states and countries had their attention divided. 
Moreover, in addition to enjoying peace at h o m e , however divided the 
European powers were on imperial and colonial issues, throughout the 
era of partition and up to 1914 they always managed to resolve these 
questions without resort to war. Thus, in spite of the intense competition 
and the numerous crises in Africa, the European powers involved in the 
partition displayed a remarkable spirit of solidarity which not only elimi­
nated wars among them but also prevented the African rulers and c o m ­
munities from effectively playing one European power against the other. 
Throughout the period under review, various European powers took on 
the African states one at a time, and on no occasion was an African state 
assisted by one European power against another. 

By contrast, the behaviour of the African states was not only marked 
by lack of solidarity, unity or co-operation but some of them did not hesitate 
to ally with the invading European forces against their neighbours, only 
to be vanquished later themselves. T h e Baganda allied with the British 
against the Banyoro, and the Barotse with the British against the Ndebele, 
while the Bambara teamed up with the French against the Tukulor.59 A s 
a result of all this, the heroic and memorable stands which the Africans 
took against the European invaders were - as will be seen in subsequent 
chapters60 — more often than not, isolated forms of uncoordinated resist­
ance, even at the regional level. 

T h e final and easily the most decisive factor was, of course, the over­
whelming logistic and military superiority that Europe enjoyed over Africa. 
While Europe was using professional and well-drilled armies, very few 
African states had established standing armies and fewer still had pro­
fessional armies. Most African states recruited and mobilized individuals 
on an ad hoc basis for either defence or offence. Besides, in addition to 
their o w n armies, the European powers could always, as A . Isaacman and 
J. Vansina have contended, rely on African mercenaries and levies which 
gave them the numerical superiority they needed.61 In fact, as A . Laroui 
puts it, most of the armies were African in recruitment and only European 
in c o m m a n d . Above all, by the terms of the Brussels Convention of 1890, 
the imperial powers agreed not to sell arms to Africans. This meant that 
most African armies were armed with completely outmoded, old and often 
unserviceable guns, mainly flint-locks or muzzle-loading muskets, and had 

59. M . Crowder, 1968, pp. 81, 85; R . Oliver and G . Mathew (eds), 1971; V . Harlow 
and E . M . Chilver (eds), 1965. 

60. See Chapters 3-9 below. 
61. See Chapter 8 below. 
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plates 2.2(a)-(f) Weapons used by Africans and their European opponents during the
wars between 1880 and 1935
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plate 2.2(a) The Asante War of 1896 (Gold
Coast): throwing axes and knives

plate 2.2(c) A nineteenth-century Yoruba
(Nigeria) oba (king) with his generals armed
with outmodedflintlock Dane guns

plate 2.2(b) Kavirondo warriors (Kenya) with spears and shields
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plate 2.2(d) Soldiers of the King's African Rifles with a Maxim gun

plate 2.2(e) A Catling gun

(for Plate 2.2(f) see next page)

41



Africa under Colonial Domination 1880igj$

plate 2.2(f) Aeroplanes used in the colonial wars of the 1920s

no heavy artillery or naval power whatsoever. The European armies, on

the other hand, were armed with the most up-to-date heavy artillery, and

guns such as the repeater rifle, and above all the Gatling and the Maxim
guns. They also used the heavy artillery of naval forces. As Laroui has

pointed out, even motor vehicles and aeroplanes62 were used in the later
campaigns. It is significant that the two African leaders who were able
to inflict some defeats on the Europeans, Samori and Menelik, managed
to obtain some of these up-to-date weapons. But in the end even Samori

too was overpowered by the French. The overwhelming superiority that

Europe enjoyed over Africa is summed up succinctly in Hilaire Belloc's

famous couplet already quoted in Chapter 1.

In view of these economic, political and above all military and techno¬
logical advantages enjoyed by European powers over African polities, the

contest was a most uneven one and it is not at all surprising that the former

could vanquish the latter with such relative ease. Indeed, for Europe, the
timing of the conquest could not have been better; for Africa it could
not have been worse.

The map of Africa after partition and occupation

The new geopolitical map of Africa that evolved after about a generation
of systematic boundary-making and military occupation was quite different
from what it had been in 1879 (see Fig. 1.1). The European powers had
partitioned the continent into some forty political units. The new boun¬

daries have been regarded by some scholars as unacceptable because they
were deemed to be arbitrary, artificial, precipitate and haphazard and to
have distorted the national pre-European political order. Others, such as

Joseph Anene and Saadia Touval, have regarded them as making more
sense than they did by 1879.63

There is some truth in both points of view. Some 30% of the total

62. See Chapter 5 below.

63. J. C. Anene, 1970.
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FIG. 2.1 Africa in 1914 (after R. Oliver and J. D. Fage, 1962)
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length of the borders were drawn as straight lines, and these and others 
often cut right across ethnic and linguistic boundaries. O n the other hand, 
the remaining borders did follow national boundaries and cannot therefore 
be considered as arbitrary or as ill-considered as the criticisms would 
suggest. Moreover, African political units evolving as a result, for example, 
of the O y o - D a h o m e y conflict, the Fulani djihâds, the Mfecane in Southern 
Africa, or the internal struggle for power in both Ethiopia and Uganda 
during the second half of the nineteenth century, testify to the fluidity 
of African boundaries, frontiers and enclaves prior to the partition. W h a t 
is not often realized is the extent to which the partition solidified these 
fluid boundaries, or the extent of the efforts m a d e by the boundary c o m ­
missioners to rectify anomalies, where politically possible, during the 
numerous boundary delimitations. O n balance, then, although the m a p 
of Africa in 1914 (see Fig. 2.1), compared to what it was in 1879, m a y 
have looked very confusing, the delimitation had nevertheless been a 
remarkably efficient job, thanks to the n e w advances in cartography. A n d 
although the partition must be condemned as illegal and immoral, and it 
must be recognized that some of the boundaries were indeed artificial and 
arbitrary, it would be undesirable - indeed dangerous - to continue to 
advocate a return to the fluid, pre-European international boundaries -
except after a very close scrutiny - because of the 'mess' said to have been 
created by the partition. 

By 1902 the conquest of Africa was all but concluded. It had been a 
particularly bloody business. T h e devastating power of the M a x i m gun 
and the relative sophistication of European technology must have been 
a sobering experience for the Africans. But though the conquest of Africa 
by Europe was accomplished with such relative ease, the occupation and 
the establishment of European administration in Africa — as the following 
chapters will demonstrate — were not. 
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African initiatives and 
resistance in the face of 
partition and conquest 

T. O. R A N G E R 

In tropical Africa the twenty years between 1880 and 1900 presented a 
strange and brutal paradox. T h e process of European conquest and occu­
pation was clearly irreversible. But it was also eminently resistible. It was 
irreversible because of the revolution in technology. For the first time the 
whites had a decisive advantage in weapons, and for the first time the 
railway, the cable and the steamship enabled them to offer some answer 
to the problem of communication within Africa and between Africa and 
Europe. It was resistible because of the size of Africa; because of the 
strengths of its peoples; and because in the event Europe did not deploy 
very m a n y m e n or very m u c h technology. True, the whites m a d e up for 
their shortage of m e n by recruiting African auxiliaries. But they were not 
diabolically clever manipulators of divided and outmatched blacks. T h e 
Europeans were merely running through the repertoire of old imperial 
devices. In detail they often knew m u c h less about a situation than African 
rulers did. T h e implementation of the strategy of advance was very 
haphazard and clumsy. Europeans b u m p e d into, provoked and even 
invented through ignorance and alarm, a multitude of African resistances. 

T h e Europeans were 'bound to win in the end', and after they had w o n 
they tidied up the untidy process. Books were written about what was 
called 'pacification'; the impression was given that most Africans had thank­
fully accepted the so-called Pax Colonica; and the facts of African resistance 
were glossed over. But the victory of the Europeans does not m e a n that 
African resistance was unimportant at the time or undeserving of study 
n o w . A n d in fact it has been studied a good deal in the last twenty years. 

Most of this research of the last two decades has been sober, detailed, 
scholarly, not avoiding the ambiguities of m a n y of the resistances. But 
most of it has been based upon, or used to demonstrate, three dogmatic 
assumptions, which I believe still to be essentially true, even though each 
has been modified by recent research and analysis. It has been argued, 
first, that the fact of African resistance is significant because it proves that 
Africans did not acquiesce placidly in a European 'pacification'. It has 
been argued, secondly, that this resistance was neither despairing nor 
irrational, but that it was often powered by rational and innovative 
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ideologies. It has been argued, thirdly, that these resistances were not futile; 
that they had significant consequences in their time and still have significant 
resonances today. These three arguments are worth restating here, together 
with the modifications proposed to them. 

T h e generality of resistance 
In 1965 the Soviet historian, A . B . Davidson, called upon scholars to refute 
'the traditional European historiographical view' in which 'the African 
people apprehended the coming of the colonialists as good fortune; as 
deliverance from fratricidal internecine wars, from the tyranny of neigh­
bouring tribes, from epidemics, and periodic starvations'; in which peoples 
w h o did not resist were described as 'peace-loving' and those w h o did 
resist were described as 'blood-thirsty'. Davidson remarked that 'protectors 
of colonial rule refused to consider rebellion a regular phenomenon' . They 
explained it in terms of 'primitive and irrational' responses, or in terms 
of the agitation of the 'blood-thirsty' minority. 'They rejected the only 
correct explanation which regards rebellions as just wars for liberation, 
which is w h y they were supported by the overwhelming majority of 
Africans.'l 

In 1965 Davidson emphasized that 'many rebellions are not yet k n o w n . . . 
Often w e do not have concrete information about those rebellions that 
are considered an established fact'. Since then, the job of 'discovering' 
resistances has gone on apace. Historians have begun to classify revolts 
more rigorously, distinguishing 'social banditry' from 'peasant rebellion', 
and guerrilla warfare from the clash of armies. In some cases episodes 
trumpeted by the colonialists as rebellions have been shown to have been 
forced upon the people by ignorance and fear on the part of the whites.2 

In m a n y more cases considerable and significant resistances have been 
rescued from obscurity. W e n o w possess detailed studies for most of the 
'major' uprisings and in some cases a vigorous argument about h o w best 
to explain and interpret them has been taking place. F r o m all this it is 
quite clear that Davidson was right to think that resistance was a 'regular 
phenomenon' . 

It is clear also that the old attempts to distinguish naturally warlike 
from naturally peaceful African societies are beside the point. I have argued 
myself in a number of articles that so far as large-scale African polities 
are concerned it makes no sense to discriminate between so-called warlike, 
raiding states, and so-called peaceful, trading and cultivating ones, since 
virtually all states m a d e some attempt to find a basis on which to manipulate 
the Europeans without recourse to arms; virtually all of them had some 
crucial interests or values which they were prepared to defend, if necessary 

1. A . B. Davidson in T . O . Ranger (ed.), 1968(c), pp. 181-3. 
2. S. Marks, 1970. 
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by armed resistance.3 But I was myself mistaken to go on to argue that 
the foremost a m o n g the societies engaged in either resistance or manipu­
lation had m o r e in c o m m o n with each other 'than with those small-scale 
societies that could neither resist nor exploit colonial rule'.4 A m o n g others, 
Shula Marks has shown in her study of Khoisan resistance in South Africa 
that non-centralized peoples are just as capable of putting up a determined 
fight against white advance as centralized ones. John Thornton has con­
trasted the resistance potential of states and of stateless societies m u c h 
to the advantage of the latter: 

States are often praised for their role in resistance to the European 
invasion . . . actually . . . their role was ambiguous. S o m e , it is true, 
resisted fairly well . . . But m a n y other state societies collapsed on 
impact with the Europeans . . . O n the other hand the resistance of 
stateless societies was often long-lived and heroic... it was the stateless 
societies - Igbo, Baule, Agni and others - that carried on the guerrilla 
wars.5 

In short, virtually every sort of African society resisted, and there was 
resistance in virtually every region of European advance. W e can n o w accept 
this as a fact which no longer needs elaboration. W h a t w e need to do n o w 
is to m o v e from cataloguing to interpretation; from merely demonstrating 
resistance to assessing and explaining its degrees of intensity. Historians 
of particular national territories have been concerned to demonstrate that 
there was resistance in their area and to claim it as part of the local protest 
tradition; and it is always possible to do this since there was some resistance 
virtually everywhere. But this piecemeal approach can obscure the fact 
that there were striking differences in the intensity of resistance from one 
region to another. There were armed resistance in Northern Rhodesia (now 
Zambia) but on nothing like the scale and for nothing like the duration 
of those in Southern Rhodesia (now Z imbabwe) , which in turn cannot 
be compared for 'regularity' with resistances against the Portuguese in the 
Zambezi valley. It is plain that w e need rigorous comparative regional 
studies. T h e chapters which follow suggest further patterns of contrast 
and some of the explanations and consequences of them. 

T h e ideology of resistance 

Colonial apologists stressed the irrationality and desperation of armed 
resistance. T h e y claimed that it was often the result of 'superstition' and 
that peoples otherwise content to accept colonial rule had been worked 
upon by 'witch-doctors'. M a n y European critics of colonialism, sympathetic 
to African protest, nevertheless also accepted that Africans had little in 

3. T . O . Ranger in L . H . Gann and P. Duignan (eds), 1969, pp. 293-304. 
4. S. Marks, 1972, pp. 55-80. 
5. J. Thornton, 1973, pp. 119-20. 
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their 'traditional' patterns of thought which helped them to come to an 
effective or practical response to attacks on their way of life. T h e ideologies 
of revolt were thought of as 'the magic of despair', bound to fail and 
incapable of pointing to the future. In such a view the resistances, however 
heroic, were tragic dead ends.6 

Over the last decade or so historians of resistance have sought to combat 
this sort of interpretation. They have done this in two ways, by asserting 
strictly secular ideologies of revolt, and by 'disinfecting' religious ideologies. 

T h e chief secular ideology which has been proposed is the concept of 
'sovereignty'. Jacob Ajayi has written that 'the most fundamental aspect 
of the European impact was the loss of sovereignty . , . once a people lose 
their sovereignty, and they are exposed to another culture, they lose at 
least a little of their self-confidence and self-respect; they lose their right 
of self-steering, their freedom of choice as to what to change in their o w n 
culture or what to copy or reject from the other culture.'7 

A similar point is m a d e with more emphasis by Walter Rodney: 

T h e decisiveness of the short period of colonialism . . . springs mainly 
from the fact that Africa lost power . . . During the centuries of pre-
colonial trade some control over social, political and economic life 
was retained in Africa, in spite of the disadvantageous commerce with 
Europeans. That little control over internal matters disappeared under 
colonialism . . . T h e power to act independently is the guarantee to 
participate actively and consciously in history. T o be colonised is to 
be removed from history . . . Overnight, African political states lost 
their power, independence and meaning.8 

That Ajayi and Rodney can see the decisive importance of the loss of 
sovereignty is far from demonstrating, of course, that African resisters 
conceived of sovereignty in this way. Rodney himself deplores the 'partial 
and inadequate view of the world' which prevented African leaders from 
fully understanding what was at stake in the encounter with Europe. Ajayi 
asserts, however, that the rulers of African states 'as guardians of the 
sovereignty of the people' were 'hostile to whatever powers challenged this 
sovereignty'.9 A n d historians have recovered some striking explicit state­
ments of sovereignty. 

There are statements of simple autonomy like the retort of chief 
M a c h e m b a of the Yao to the G e r m a n commander , H e r m a n n von Wissman, 
in 1890: 

I have listened to your words but can find no reason w h y I should 
obey you "- I would rather die first . . . I do not fall at your feet, 
for you are God 's creature just as I a m . . . I a m Sultan here in m y 

6. M . Gluckman, 1963, pp. 137-45. 
7. J. F. A . Ajayi in T . O . Ranger (ed.), 1968(c), pp. 196-7. 
8. W . Rodney, 1972, pp. 245-6. Emphasis in original. 
9. J. F . A . Ajayi in L . H . Gann and P. Duignan (eds), 1969, p. 506. 
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land. Y o u are Sultan there in yours. Yet listen, I do not say to you 
that you should obey m e ; for I k n o w that you are a free m a n . . . 
A s for m e , I will not come to you, and if you are strong enough, 
then come and fetch m e . ' ° 

There are statements which express the desire to modernize but not 
at the expense of sovereignty, as in the case of chief M a k o m b e Hanga , 
ruler of Barue in central M o z a m b i q u e , w h o told a white visitor in 1895: 
'I see h o w you white m e n advance more and more in Africa, on all sides 
of m y country companies are at work . . . M y country will also have to 
take up these reforms and I a m quite prepared to open it up . . . I should 
also like to have good roads and railways . . . But I will remain the Makombe 
my fathers have been.'11 

A n d there are also striking expressions of a wider philosophy of sove­
reignty. T h e most striking come from South West Africa. T h e Ñ a m a leader, 
Hendrik Wittboi, confided to his diary that: 'By colour and m o d e of life 
w e belong together and this Africa is in general the land of the Red Captains 
[i.e. Africans]. That w e form different kingdoms and regions reflects only 
a trivial subdivision of Africa.' Wittboi told the G e r m a n administrator, 
Theodor Leutwein, in 1894, that 'the Lord G o d has established various 
kingdoms in the world. Therefore I k n o w and believe that it is no sin 
or crime that I should wish to remain the independent chief of m y land 
and people.'12 

In any case, whatever problems people m a y have found in understanding 
the initial impact of European advance, there was no doubt about the con­
sequences of loss of sovereignty once European rule was established. 
Wittboi's old enemy, chief Maherero, leader of the Herero rising, wrote 
to h im appealing for joint action in 1904: 'It is m y wish that w e weak 
nations should rise up against the G e r m a n s . . . Let the whole of Africa 
fight against the G e r m a n s , and let us rather die together than through 
maltreatment, prison or in any other w a y . ' 1 3 T h e elders of the non -
centralized and fiercely independent M a t u m b i of eastern Tanganyika (now 
Tanzania), among w h o m the Majï Majï rising broke out in 1905, said of 
the G e r m a n regime: 'This has n o w become an absolute ruler. Destroy 
h im. ' 1 4 

T h e idea of sovereignty clearly did provide an ideology for resistance. 
Nevertheless, important modifications must be m a d e . Rulers were not 
always very clearly 'guardians of the sovereignty of the people'. In 
nineteenth-century Africa - in the west, east and south - new states had 

10. Quoted by B. Davidson, 1964(a), pp. 357-8. 
11. Quoted by A . Isaacman, 1976, pp. 128-9. 
12. A m o n g studies of South West African resistance are: H . Dreschler, 1966; H . Bley, 

1968 and 1971. The quotation here is from J. Iliffe in G . Kibodya (ed.), 1968. 
13. Iliffe in Kibodya (ed.), 1968. 
14. Mzee Ndundule Mangaya quoted in G . C . K . Gwassa and J. Iliffe (eds), 1968, p. 5. 
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arisen, based on 'the military technology of Europe'. ' 5 Such states often 
resisted the direct extension of European power but their resistance was 
undermined by the disaffection of m a n y of their subjects. Thornton tells 
us of West African states like those of Samori Ture or of Shehu A h m a d u 
that 'they were burdened by constant revolts caused mainly by their high­
handed and exploitative state structures . . . by and large the leadership 
of the states, exploitative and tyrannical as they were, did not possess the 
legitimacy to go to the country and carry on the wars'. ' 6 Allen Isaacman 
writes of the 'secondary states' of the Zambezi valley that their 'imposition 
of the alien rule of the mestizos generated African opposition, as did the 
forced mobilization of labour'; their history 'was marred by numerous 
revolts . . . resistance to this form of alien rule as well as to predatory slave 
raiding activities. Such a situation obviously did not lend itself to an ongoing 
and unified effort' against the whites.17 

States such as these m a y be contrasted with longer-established polities 
in which the rulers had achieved 'legitimacy'. But even here it would be 
over-romantic to suppose that all ancient aristocracies enjoyed popular trust 
and support. T h e ruling groups among some long-established peoples took 
their o w n advantage of the opportunities offered by nineteenth-century 
weapons and commerce to develop an arbitrary power, with the result that 
they could not count on popular support in a confrontation with the whites. 
This partly accounts for the ineffectiveness of resistance in Northern 
Rhodesia, where the B e m b a chiefs faced what Henry S. Meebelo has called 
'a popular revulsion against the ruling class', and where the aristocracy 
of Barotseland feared a slave uprising if they attempted to oppose the 
extension of British influence. ' 8 

A number of historians, indeed, have stressed the importance of dis­
criminating between resistances which were motivated by the desire of 
a ruling group to retain its exploitative power, and resistances on a m u c h 
wider scale, which were often directed as m u c h against the authoritarianism 
of African rulers as against colonial oppression. Edward Steinhart urges 
that 

protest and resistance can be and are directed . . . against domestic 
forms of oppression . . . Protest must be viewed as something other 
than the expression of national aspirations . . . by focusing on leader­
ship w e have accepted the interpretation of anti-colonialism as 'African 
nationalism', a movement to expel aliens and to restore 'national' 
independence. If instead w e look within the protest movements . . . 
w e are apt to discover that the impulses which the leaders organize 
and interpret are profoundly anti-authoritarian and revolutionary 
rather than anti-foreign and 'nationalist'.19 

15. P. Bohannan and P. Curtin, 1971, p. 271. 
16. J. Thornton, 1973, pp. 120-1. 
17. A . Isaacman, 1976, pp. 103-4. 
18. H . S. Meebelo, 1971, p. 68. 
19. E . Steinhart, unpublished paper. 
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Even where a long-established polity enjoyed a leadership with recog­
nized legitimacy and was able to mobilize the majority of its population 
into resistance, recent historians have been inclined to criticize 'the narrow 
sense of primordial loyalty' and the 'parochialism' which did no more than 
to focus on sovereignty as previously understood. Such historians have 
emphasized instead the significance of those resistances in which the idea 
of sovereignty was redefined. T h u s Isaacman argues that the 1917 revolt 
in the Zambezi valley was unlike previous resistances there, 'which were 
designed to regain the independence of a historical polity or a group of 
related peoples'. T h e 1917 revolt 'sought to liberate all the peoples of the 
Zambezi from colonial oppression', appealing especially to the oppressed 
peasantry of whatever ethnicity. ' T h e shift in primordial loyalties repre­
sented a n e w level of political consciousness in which the Portuguese were 
perceived for the first time as the c o m m o n oppressor.'20 

T h e role of religious ideas 

Meanwhi le historians have been re-examining the role of religious ideas 
in the resistances. W h a t they have found bears little resemblance either 
to the 'fanatical witch-doctors' of colonial reports, or to 'the magic of 
despair'. They have found, to begin with, that religious teachings and 
symbols often bore very directly on the question of sovereignty and 
legitimacy. Rulers were legitimized through ritual recognition, and w h e n 
a ruler and his people determined to defend their sovereignty they naturally 
drew heavily on religious symbols and ideas. Rodney, in a paper on 
O v i m b u n d u resistance in Angola, remarks that 'a great deal of attention 
has been paid to spiritual resistance in a later stage of the African struggle -
notably in cases like the Maji Maji wars . . . but for "primary resistances" 
there is a tendency to under-emphasize the fact that African peoples every­
where automatically resisted not only in material terms but also with their 
o w n metaphysical religious weapons. '2 1 

In another paper, this time on the resistance of the Gaza state to the 
Portuguese in southern M o z a m b i q u e , Rodney writes of the possible 
traumatic consequences of the commitment of spiritual resources to the 
struggle. ' T h e Ngoni of Gaza suffered not only the destruction of their 
political capital but also the defilement of their principal shrine'; after 
military defeat in 1895 the royal ritual objects were lost; diviners threw 
away their divining bones after the incomprehensible event of defeat; the 
'high priestess' was dismissed and executed. 'Awareness of crisis at a deep 
spiritual level was quite widespread.'22 

It was,out of crises of legitimacy of this sort that the great movements 
which attempted to redefine sovereignty often emerged. Such movements 

20. A. Isaacman, 1976, pp. 343, 345, 370. 
2i. W . Rodney, 1971(b). 
22. W . Rodney, 1971(a). 
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almost invariably had the advantage of spiritual leaders, enunciating the 
message of wider unity. Sometimes this sort of development took place 
in the context of Islam - and Islamic ideologies of millennialism and 
resistance spread right across the Sudanic belt from east to west. S o m e ­
times it happened because of the influence of Christian ideas - and Hendrik 
Wittboi drew upon Protestant Christianity for his doctrine of sovereignty, 
while an African independent Christian prophet was active among the N a m a 
at the time of their rising against the Germans. Very often it happened 
in the context of African religion. 

I have argued myself that this happened in Southern Rhodesia and that 
the risings of 1896 were inspired and co-ordinated by religious leaders. 
Isaacman argues that the 1917 rising in the Zambezi valley was given moral 
fervour by the teachings of the spirit med ium, M b u y a , w h o did not call 
for the restoration of her o w n Barue state but preached instead the gospel 
of the brotherhood and oppression of all Africans, and of the concern for 
their welfare and for the redress of their wrongs on the part of the high 
god, M w a r i . 2 3 In the case of the Majï Majï rising of 1905 the ideology 
of revolt was powered by both Islamic and African millennial enthusiasm. 
T h e great Tanganyikan coastal resistances of 1888 to 1891 had been led 
by members of the Swahili commercial and urban elite; there had been 
no development of a religious ideology of protest, either Islamic or 
'traditional'; resistance depended upon the idea of defending established 
sovereignties.24 But after the defeat of this coastal opposition and the co-
option of many of the Swahili elite into G e r m a n service, the basis of protest 
changed and widened. Majï Majï was inspired by a combination of a new 
prophetic message, emerging from the African cult centres of the hinterland, 
and populist enthusiastic Islam.25 

T h e prophetic teaching which underlay some of the great resistances 
is slowly being rescued from the garbled accounts of their adversaries. 
Gilbert Gwassa's account of the development and character of Kinjikitile's 
Majï Majï ideology is a classic example of this sort of rescue work. Another 
striking, and as yet unpublished, reconstruction has been made by 
Mongameli M a b o n a for the teachings of the great militant Xhosa prophet, 
Makana , whose message, enunciated in the early nineteenth century, 'lost 
its force only in 1890, when Xhosa national resistance finally collapsed'. 
As M a b o n a remarks, his teaching has usually been seen as 'a salmagundi 
of incompatible or unrelated religious concepts'. M a b o n a shows instead 
that it was 'a skilfully tailored pattern of Khoisan, Xhosa and Christian 
elements', put together with very great creative imagination. 

Makana made brilliant word coinages to express his concepts of divinity -
concepts of space and of the scattering of light. 'His powerful mind and 
religious genius . . . moulded a body of doctrine which was to serve as 

23. T . O . Ranger, 1967; A . Isaacman, 1976, pp. 304-5, 307, 310, 313, 316, 326. 
24. R . D . Jackson in R . I. Rotberg and A . Mazrui (eds), 1970. 
25. G . Gwassa in T . O . Ranger and I. K imambo (eds), 1972. 
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an ideological dynamo for the Xhosa nation.' In some ways Makana's 
teaching was an African version of the Protestant Christian ideology of 
sovereignty, which later gave Wittboi confidence in the divine right of 
the Red Captains. Makana explored the fundamental differences between 
black and white - different customs, different divinities, different destinies. 
T h e creator was Dali'dephu, great ancestor of the Xhosa, w h o had m a d e 
Uthixo to be the god of the white m e n . Uthixo was an inferior to Dali'dephu, 
and the white m e n were morally the inferior of the Xhosa — continually 
vexed with the idea of sin. But this difference did not matter until the 
two moral universes came into contact and into conflict; then Dali'dephu 
would assert himself to ensure that his o w n particular children, the Xhosa, 
and their o w n particular and superior way of life triumphed over the super­
ficial powers of the whites. M a k a n a appealed for pan-Xhosa unity; for 
confidence in their moral universe. Dali'dephu would sweep the whites 
away; the Xhosa dead would return; 'a n e w era would begin'.26 

Conceptual and symbolic innovations such as Makana's had a relevance 
which long outlasted the particular resistance with which they were first 
associated. So far from being desperate nonsense, prophetic messages of 
this kind were a systematic attempt to widen and redefine the idea of deity 
and its relation to the moral order, and involved wide-ranging changes 
in Xhosa internal assumptions and relationships as well as providing the 
'bedrock of ideology for resistance'. Peter Rigby has argued strongly against 
the idea that African prophetism was 'merely the result of exogenous forces 
of disruption during the colonial period' or sprang 'from a breakdown of 
African religions'. Prophetism was certainly, in his view, very m u c h a matter 
of protest, and had played 'a major part in most protest movements in 
Africa', but the prophet emerged 'not merely as a reaction to exogenous 
experience but upon the grounds of the viability and adaptability of African 
religions'.27 W i th this view of African religious systems regularly able to 
throw up prophetic leadership out of their o w n tensions and potentialities, 
and of prophetic leaders able to create n e w syntheses which simultaneously 
revalidated the old and allowed for the n e w , w e have moved a long way 
from the idea of prophetic ideologies of resistance as 'the magic of despair'. 

Valuable as all this work has been, the emphasis upon religious ideology 
in resistance has been challenged from two sides. O n the one hand some 
scholars argue that the role of religion in resistance has been overstated; 
on the other hand some scholars argue that the role of resistance in religion 
has been exaggerated. 

T h u s colonial writers spoke of a 'witch' as leading the Giriama rising 
in the coastal hinterland of Kenya ; more recent historians have reinterpreted 
her as a 'prophetess'. But Cynthia Brantley Smith, in her admirable and 
exhaustive account of the Giriama, establishes that she was no sort of 

26. M . A. Mabona, 1974. 
27. P . Rigby, 1974. 
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religious leader: merely a respected and assertive w o m a n . 2 8 This is a case 
in which a retranslation of colonialist terms like 'witch' and 'witch-doctor' 
is not enough to correct the distortion of official accounts. It has been 
suggested by two researchers on Ndebele and Shona history that the same 
is true of m y o w n account of the 1896 risings in Southern Rhodesia; the 
British South Africa C o m p a n y said the risings were fomented by 'witch­
doctors'; I argued that they were powered by a profound prophetic ideology; 
Julian Cobbing and David Beach assert that the spirit mediums were of 
m u c h more restricted influence than I allowed and that the priests of M w a r i 
participated in the risings hardly at all.29 It will perhaps not be found 
surprising that I a m unready for such drastic revisions. But it certainly 
is true that recent work on African religion in Southern Rhodesia shows 
that its relationship to resistance cannot have been so straightforward as 
I had supposed. It is plain that neither the Mwar i cult nor the system 
of spirit med iums was capable of committing itself wholly to resistance 
or wholly to anything; both were based on constant and intense competition 
between and within shrines; the astonishing survival of the cults depended 
upon the fact that priests or med iums w h o had backed a mistaken or 
defeated cause could rapidly be replaced by rivals waiting in the wings, 
and upon the fact that some important cult centres would always adopt 
positions different from others. S o m e M w a r i shrines backed the rising and 
others did not, and at the shrines which did support it the families in 
charge were replaced after its suppression. I was wrong to suppose that 
the total religious leadership of the Shona would commit itself wholly to 
the risings; the risings were crucially important but not so important that 
they could - or should — disrupt the long-term patterns of persistence 
and effectiveness of the cults.30 

All this is relevant to the argument over the centrality of protest to 
prophetic movements. A prophet emerges in response to a popular sense 
that there is need for radical and innovative action, but such a popular 
sense need not arise only because of external threat. A prophet can be 
thrown up because of deep anxiety over internal tensions or transformations, 
or even because of a general desire to accelerate the pace of change and 
to seize on new opportunities. Thus a prophetic leader often directs his 
teaching to the internal morality of African societies - sometimes leading 
a protest movement against internal authoritarianism, sometimes 'protest­
ing' more against the facts of h u m a n nature. It emerges clearly from the 
work that is n o w being done on the remarkable number of prophetic leaders 
in nineteenth-century Africa that m a n y of them were not concerned with 
resistance to the whites, or even directly with the whites at all. 

Even those prophetic leaders w h o were primarily concerned to find a 

28. C . B . Smith, 1973. 
29. J. Cobbing, 1974 and 1977; D . Beach, 1971 and 1979. 
30. M . Schoffeleers in Schoffeleers (ed.), forthcoming. 
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restatement which would help to define the relations of their people to 
the Europeans were by no means unanimous in recommending rejection 
or resistance. As M a b o n a remarks, Xhosa prophetism produced both an 
'ideology for resistance' and an ideology 'for a process of controlled 
accommodation'. T h e prophet of resistance was M a k a n a ; the prophet of 
'controlled accommodation' was Ntsikana. Ntsikana was a creative religious 
genius of the same order as M a k a n a ; the debates between them on the 
nature of divinity had very immediate practical consequences and divided 
the Xhosa into factions, but they were conducted in profound theological 
terms. A n d in fact Ntsikana was not primarily concerned with the problems 
of relationships to the whites, his intention was rather to bring about 
changes in Xhosa society by means of accepting some of the dynamics 
of Christian thought, while at the same time repudiating m a n y of the 
cultural assumptions of the whites. A s O . P. R a u m tells us, a m o n g m a n y 
Xhosa today 'the beginning of Christianity is not credited to the missionaries 
but rather to a Christian forerunner in the person of Ntsikana'.31 

T h o u g h no other case presents us with so dramatic and direct a prophetic 
clash as the debate between M a k a n a and Ntsikana, the same range of 
prophetic possibilities comes out clearly even in areas of very determined 
resistance, like the areas in which Majï Majï took place, or the Shona areas 
of Rhodesia. After the defeat of Majï Majï the cluster of symbols and 
claims to spiritual power which Kinjikitile had m a d e use of was drawn 
upon by a succession of prophetic figures w h o were concerned with the 
internal purification of African societies, and w h o led what have been called 
'witchcraft eradication movements ' . 

A s for the Shona, Elleck Mashingaidze has written a fascinating paper 
on the sequence of prophetic advice given to the Shona people of the M a z o e 
valley area. T h e most influential med iums first advised the people to listen 
carefully to missionary teaching; then advised them to take part in the 
risings and drive out the whites; and then advised them once more to 
send their children to mission schools to gain what they could of white 
'wisdom'. Mashingaidze does not see this as a sequence of confusion or 
betrayal. H e writes: 

Military defeat in 1897 . . . did not result in an abandonment of the 
traditional world as the whites had naively anticipated . . . T h e Shona 
began to try to understand the whites . . . Traditional religion, as 
represented by Nehanda and other med iums, was not opposed to the 
Christian faith as such. T h e role of traditional religion from the 
beginning of the encounter of the two systems was to moderate 
change. . . It kept on reminding the people that in spite of the military 
outcome . . . they should not lose their cultural identity. In fact, 
traditional religion remained the source of Shona constructive and 
creative response to Christianity and the Western culture as a whole. 

31. O . P. Raum in E . Benz (ed.), 1965, pp. 47-70. 
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It reminded people that there was still r o o m for accepting or rejecting 
certain aspects of the n e w order.32 

O n e might say that the Shona prophets were seeking to mitigate the effects 
of the loss of political sovereignty by preserving a certain spiritual auton­
o m y . Yet the potentialities of S h o n a prophetism for producing an ideology 
of resistance were not lost and in the 1970s s o m e m e d i u m s were deeply 
involved in the nationalist and guerrilla struggle. 

Seen from the perspective of the history of resistance the inward-turning 
focus of m u c h prophetism, which identifies the source of evil as internal 
sin rather than external oppression, m a y seem like 'false consciousness'. 
Seen from the perspective of the history of African religion the interest 
of these m o v e m e n t s lies precisely in the extent to which they succeed in 
answering the inner-directed anxieties of African societies. T h u s Professor 
B . A . Ogot has taken issue with those w h o interpret K e n y a n prophetic 
m o v e m e n t s as essentially anti-colonial. H e writes of one such prophet, 
S i m e o Onde to , that he was indeed 'revolutionary' but that his revolution 
w a s in the moral rather than the political sphere and was to take place 
within the individual. T h e essence of prophetic m o v e m e n t s , writes Ogot , 
is that they are 'transforming spiritual and social agencies creating n e w 
communit ies capable of facing the challenges of the m o d e r n wor ld ' .3 3 T h e 
great prophetic ideologies of resistance thus fall into place as part of a 
larger attempt to redefine the moral basis of society. 

T h e consequences and relevance of African resistance 
U p to about twenty years ago it was generally accepted that resistances 
had been dead ends, leading nowhere . Since then it has been strongly argued 
that resistances looked in all kinds of ways to the future. In so far as they 
were concerned with sovereignty they can be seen as anticipating the 
recovery of sovereignty and the triumphs of African nationalism; in so 
far as they possessed prophetic ideologies they can be seen as contributing 
to n e w communit ies of concept. S o m e of t hem resulted in improving the 
position of the peoples w h o had revolted. Others threw u p an alternative 
leadership to the officially recognized chiefs. I have argued myself that 
the resistances were 'connected' to mass nationalism by virtue of having 
been m o v e m e n t s of mass c o m m i t m e n t ; by m e a n s of a continuity of a t m o ­
sphere and symbol which ran through other mass m o v e m e n t s in the inter­
mediary period; and finally by reason of the explicit inspiration which 
the nationalist m o v e m e n t s d r e w from the m e m o r y of the heroic past.34 

These arguments have been developed by other writers and the con­
temporary relevance of the resistances became an axiom of nationalist and 

32. E . Mashingaidze, 1974. 
33. B . A . Ogot, 1974(a). 
34. T . O . Ranger, 1968(a). 
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guerrilla theorists. Thus Rodney, at the end of his examination of the 
O v i m b u n d u resistance to the Portuguese, wrote: 

T h e resurgence of armed resistance on the Benguela plateau has taken 
place within the past few years. H o w it came about and what links 
it owes to earlier epochs are such major questions that no attempts 
will be m a d e here to provide any answers, which would inevitably 
be inadequate. It is enough to note that Angolan freedom fighters them­
selves affirm a connexion between their wars of national liberation and 
previous resistances, and that (on their authority) the mass of the people 
are said to recall positively the spirit of such events as the Bailundu 
war. Idle academicians are in no position to challenge this.35 

Academicians - whether idle or not — have challenged the postulated 
connection between the resistances and the subsequent freedom struggle. 
Such challenges have c o m e both from the 'right' and from the 'left'. 

Writing from a position somewhere on the 'right', Henri Brunschwig 
has denied that there is any clear line of descent from the resistances to 
modern nationalist movements. In Brunschwig's view there has been over 
m a n y centuries in Africa a struggle between the adaptation of, and the 
resistance to, externally derived ideas. T h e 'adaptors' created the great 
Sudanic empires: the resisters endeavoured to repudiate them. T h e adaptors 
m a d e use of the enlarging principles of Islam and Christianity: the resisters 
drew upon what Brunschwig calls 'animism' and 'ethnicity'. L o n g before 
colonialism there had been 'innumerable revolts' against African innovators; 
most of the resistance to colonialism sprang from the same 'animist' and 
'ethnic' roots. M o d e r n African nationalism and pan-Africanism, on the 
other hand, are manifestations of the tendency towards centralizing in­
novation and the adoption of 'large' ideas, and thus stand in a tradition 
quite opposite to that of resistance.36 

Writing from the 'left' a number of other historians have challenged 
the postulated link between resistance and nationalism on the grounds that 
this is an intellectual device to allow the ruling, and sometimes selfish, 
minorities of the new states to claim revolutionary legitimacy. Steinhart 
has m a d e the most explicit statement of this challenge: 'Instead of examining 
anti-colonial resistance through the distorting lens of nationalist mythology, 
w e must create a better "my th " , one better suited to interpreting the reality 
of African protest . . . A "my th " of revolutionary upsurge m a y lead 
us further and deeper in our understanding of twentieth-century m o v e ­
ments of protest and liberation than the failing "myth of nationalism" 
has brought us.' In this w a y Steinhart seeks to claim the heritage of the 
resistances for radical anti-authoritarian protest within the n e w national 
states of Africa.37 

35. W . Rodney, 1971(b), p. 9. 
36. H . Brunschwig, 1974, pp. 63-4. 
37. E . Steinhart, unpublished paper. 
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A more recent full-length study of resistance — Isaacman's book on 
African revolt in the Zambezi valley - implicitly seeks to deal with both 
Brunschwig's and Steinharte objections. Isaacman deals with Brunschwig 
by placing his emphasis not on the 'parochialisms' of ethnic revolts but 
on the redefinitions of sovereignty which he claims to have taken place 
in the 1917 rising. H e deals with Steinhart by linking up this sort of 
enlarged resistance not with an elite nationalism but with the radical 
Mozambican liberation movement , F R E L I M O . In Isaacman's restatement 
the idea of a link between earlier resistance and contemporary freedom 
movements assumes this form: 'the nature of the appeal, which was phrased 
in broad anti-colonial terms and the scope of the alliance which this appeal 
made possible suggest that the 1917 rebellion occupied a transitional 
position between earlier African forms of resistance and the wars of 
liberation of the mid-twentieth century . . . T h e 1917 rebellion constituted 
both the culmination of the long tradition of Zambezian resistance and 
simultaneously became the progenitor of the current liberation struggle.' 
In 1917, as in F R E L I M O ' s struggle, 'the issue was oppression and not 
race'. Moreover, 'the links with F R E L I M O extended beyond a shared 
ideological commitment ' since the tradition of resistance 'served both as 
a source of pride and a model for future activity'.38 

T h e periodization of resistance: the economic 
interpretation 
I began this chapter by describing the situation in the last twenty years 
of the nineteenth century. Yet it has proved extremely difficult in practice 
to discuss resistance within this chronological limitation. At one extreme 
I have discussed M a k a n a , the Xhosa prophet of the early nineteenth 
century. At the other extreme I have discussed the Zambezi rising of 1917 
and its links with F R E L I M O . But at least I have so far limited discussion 
to armed resistance to white invasion or to armed uprisings against colonial 
rule as it began to 'bite'; the chronological extensions arise from the uneven 
nature of white advance into Africa and from the still more uneven establish­
ment of effective colonial control. Using this essentially political definition 
the period between 1880 and 1900 emerges as a crucial period of resistance, 
even if m a n y of the great attempts to redefine sovereignty through protest 
took place later. 

If w e n o w turn in conclusion to the developing emphasis on economic 
resistance, the chronological limits become even less clearly defined. 
Perhaps the most radical reinterpretation is that of Samir A m i n . A m i n 
argues that the really crucial West African resistances to Europe came in 
the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, and he dismisses the resist­
ances of the Scramble period itself as the half-hearted, rearguard actions 

38. A. Isaacman, 1976, pp. 344, 345, 375. 
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of an already compromised ruling class. In Am in ' s eyes what was essentially 
at stake in the confrontation between Africa and Europe was not formal 
political control but Europe's attempts at economic manipulation. T h e truly 
significant African resistance was directed against such economic manipu­
lation. 

A m i n argues that the trade across the Sahara had 'strengthened state 
centralization and stimulated progress'. T h e European-controlled Atlantic 
trade, on the other hand, 'did not give rise to any productive forces: on 
the contrary, this caused a disintegration of society . . . African societies 
obviously opposed this worsening of their situation, and Islam served as 
the basis for their resistance . . . T h e Mus l im priests tried to organize a 
resistance movement ; their aim was to stop the slave trade, i.e. the export 
of the labour force, but not to end internal slavery . . . Islam changed its 
character from being a religion of a minority group of traders, it became 
a popular movemen t of resistance.' 

A m i n identifies three important resistances of this kind - the wars of 
1673 to 1677; the Torodo revolution of 1776, which 'overthrew the military 
aristocracy and ended the slave trade'; and the movement of the prophet 
Diile in 1830 in the kingdom of Waalo , which failed 'in the face of French 
military intervention'. A m i n is here describing resistances which were 
directed against an African aristocracy, but which were also a response 
to French economic aggression. 

A s the nineteenth century developed, A m i n goes on to argue, the French 
ceased to demand slaves and c a m e to demand raw materials and agricultural 
produce instead. In Waalo they began to experiment with agricultural 
plantations but these failed because of 'the resistance of the village c o m ­
munities'. T h e French could not succeed in overcoming resistance to 
proletarianization until they had occupied the whole area and were able 
to use continuous force. But this colonial conquest came so late in the 
progression that resistance to it was not very effective. By this time Islam 
had ceased to be an ideology of resistance and had become the spiritual 
solace of the defeated aristocracy, w h o used it to discipline peasant culti­
vators and to ensure that they produced whatever the French demanded 
from them. 3 9 

If A m i n argues that the really important resistances came before the 
Scramble, other historians employing the economic perspective seem to 
be arguing that the really important resistances to formal colonial rule came 
only in the twentieth century. Certainly there was plenty of economic resist­
ance during the Scramble. In particular, the Europeans broke away from 
their old alliance with African traders and middlemen and used force to 
set up a monopoly of commerce. T h e result was fierce resistance on the 
part of African traders - whether it was led by chief Nana O l o m u of 
Itsekiri in the Niger delta (Nigeria), w h o m A . G . Hopkins describes as 

39. S. Amin, 1972. 
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the very type of the homo economicus, or by the African and Swahili chiefs 
w h o had dominated the slave trade in northern Mozambique, or by the 
great trader, Rumaliza, w h o fought against both the Belgians and the 
Germans in East Africa. 

Immanuel Wallerstein has seen this war of the traders as one of the 
decisive events of early colonialism: ' M a n y parts of sub-Saharan Africa 
. . . [had been] engaged in a process of relatively autonomous development, 
tied to the European world in a limited but important manner through 
the intermediary of merchants or state trading agents on each side . . . Yet 
in 1879 this whole structure began to crumble, and by 1900 it had ceased 
to exist.' With the imposition of colonial rule, 'the characteristic link 
between Africans and Europeans was no longer that between trading 
partners . . . T h e most immediate effect of colonial rule was its impact 
on African traders by the end of World W a r I the radical decline of 
the relative importance of the African, as well as of the Arab, trading class 
had become an accomplished fact.'40 

But in general recent historians have been unsympathetic to trader resist­
ance. Hopkins warns us not to imagine that Niger delta traders like Nana 
O l o m u were forerunners of nationalism or spokesmen for popular griev­
ances, pointing out that their 'vision of social justice did not include the 
emancipation of their own slaves'. Nancy Hafkin stresses the purely selfish 
interests of the resistant chiefs of northern Mozambique: 'In no sense', she 
concludes, 'was their resistance popular or progressive.'41 

T h e capacity of the great traders to resist, like that of the rulers of the 
secondary states, was undercut because they had generated too m a n y 
African grievances. W h e n the British Imperial East Africa C o m p a n y 
wanted to break the power of Arab, Swahili and African traders it was 
able to build a new trade route inland from Malindi 'supported by stockades 
built by communities of slaves w h o had run away from their Arab masters 
on the coastal plantations'.42 T h e 'important entrepreneurs' of the Lagos 
hinterland found it hard to offer effective resistance to the advance of the 
British because of the unrest of their 'large labour force consisting mainly 
of slaves and serfs'.43 T h e conditions of international trade, which had 
brought about the rise of powerful African traders, had also ensured that 
their success would have to be brought at the price of m u c h internal tension 
and resentment. 

There were exceptions to this situation of tension between the powerful 
traders and the general populace. Thus in the Bailundu kingdom in Angola 
'everyone was engaged in commerce'; during the 1870s ' U m b u n d u entre­
preneurs discovered and developed a new type of root rubber' and 'during 
the next decade an unprecedented number of Bailundu moved into private 

40. I. Wallerstein in L . H . Gann and P. Duignan (eds), 1970, pp. 402-7. 
41. A . G . Hopkins, 1973, p. 147; N . Hafkin, 1971. 
42. C . B . Smith, 1973, pp. 112, 113. 
43. A . G . Hopkins, 1966(a), p. 141. 
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trade'. This widespread commercial prosperity c a m e to an end with the 
drop of rubber prices in 1899-1902. ' T h e problem w a s intensified after 
1899 in Bailundu by the intrusion of European traders . . . W h e n rubber 
prices plummetted, both Portuguese merchants and a n e w wave of poor 
whites . . . arrived to establish themselves in c o m m e r c e . ' In the opinion 
of the most recent study of the Bailundu war of 1902, resentment at this 
European trade aggression had a great deal to do with the massive popular 
uprising which broke out against the Portuguese.44 

But in general historians of resistance w h o work from the economic per­
spective associate mass revolt not with resentment at the European attack 
on trade, but with the more slowly developing realization on the part of 
African populations that the whites were determined to obtain cheap labour. 
M a n y Africans might at first we lcome the Europeans as protectors against 
over-demanding chiefs, or rapacious Swahili traders, or slave-masters. But 
they very soon discovered that European d e m a n d s u p o n them were equally, 
if not m o r e , intolerable. At first m a n y African slave-owners, chiefs and 
traders might respond to the Europeans with fear and hatred, but m a n y 
of t hem found that in the longer run the interest of black and white holders 
of power often coincided. In this w a y a profound transformation of the 
pattern of resistance took place. 

Dona ld D e n o o n has put the point neatly: 

W h e n w e speak of the Scramble for Africa, w e generally m e a n the 
European division of African territory and sovereignty. There was 
another aspect to this p h e n o m e n o n - the scramble for African re­
sources. D i a m o n d s and gold were a m o n g these, but perhaps the most 
valuable resource, and that for which the colonial authorities scram­
bled passionately, was African labour. Just as the old European and 
Arab traders had bought slaves elsewhere in Africa, so the n e w labour-
recruiting agencies scrambled for unskilled labour to work in the 
mining fields . . . In Angola and Zambez i and Katanga (by the turn 
of the century) recruiting agents from the mines of the south were 
competing with agents from the Portuguese forced labour plantations 
in the Bight of Benin.4 5 

Just as the first Scramble for territory and sovereignty was resisted so 
was this second Scramble for labour. It was resisted in arms, and m u c h 
of the support given to the great revolts of the early twentieth century 
which tried to redefine sovereignty c a m e from m e n w h o hated forced labour. 
It was also resisted by desertion and strikes, by refusal to work underground, 
by c o m p o u n d riots. In the work of scholars like Charles van Onselen w e 
have a n e w dimension for studies of resistance - no longer the dimension 
o f 'Zambian resistance' or o f ' B e m b a resistance' but the dimension of resist-

44. D . L . Wheeler and C . D . Christensen in F . - W . Heimer (ed.), 1973, pp. 54-92. 
45. D . Denoon, 1972, p. 74. 
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anee along the whole early colonial inter-territorial network of labour 
migration.46 

Conclusion 

It can be seen, then, that the historiography of resistance is a lively and 
argumentative one. Yet the modifications and n e w perspectives enlarge 
rather than controvert the three basic propositions I have been discussing. 
T h e 'regularity' and 'generality' of resistance emerges yet m o r e clearly 
w h e n w e add to our catalogue of a rmed opposition and revolt during the 
Scramble the earlier indirect resistances to European economic aggression. 
Exploration of the ideological basis of resistance gains a n e w richness w h e n 
w e add the first manifestations of 'consciousness' on the part of workers 
or peasants to the idea of sovereignty and to the search for a n e w moral 
order. A n d the exploration of the links between resistance and the present 
situation of Africa gains a n e w resonance from the idea of economic resist­
ance. T h e last w o r d m a y rest not with a historian but with a political 
scientist, Colin Leys , w h o has called for a m o r e dynamic and historically 
founded theory of 'underdevelopment': 

in one critical respect underdevelopment theory tends to resemble 
'development theory' - it concentrates o n wha t happens to the under­
developed countries at the hands of imperialism and colonialism rather 
than on the total historical process involved, including the various 
forms of struggle against imperialism and colonialism which g row out 
of the conditions of underdevelopment . . . what is needed is not a 
theory of underdevelopment but a theory of underdevelopment and 
its liquidation . . . a theory of this kind implies nothing less than a 
theory of world history from the standpoint of the underdeveloped 
countries, a theory of the oppression and liberation of these countries; 
something . . . in a fairly rudimentary stage of development, however 
keenly the need for it m a y be felt.47 

T h e study of the resistances is not a romantic dwelling u p o n the futile 
glories of the past but can m a k e its o w n contribution to a theory of 
oppression and liberation. 

46. C . van Onselen, 1973, pp. 237-55. 
47. C . Leys, 1975, pp. 20-1. 
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African initiatives and 
resistance in North-East 
Africa 

H . A. IBRAHIM 
based on a contribution by the late A B B A S I. AL I 

Nowhere in Africa were African initiatives and resistance in the face of 
European partition and occupation of Africa as determined and protracted 
as in the modern states of Egypt, Sudan and Somalia. These reactions 
started in 1881 with the military uprising in Egypt, and continued in some 
parts of the area until as late as the 1920s. Never in the history of Africa 
did a people put up such a strong fight in defence of their freedom, their 
sovereignty and above all their culture and religion. In this chapter, a survey 
of these initiatives and reactions will be attempted, beginning first with 
those in Egypt, then Sudan and finally Somaliland. 

Egypt 

T h e Urabist revolution 

T h e financial maladministration of Khedive Ismail (1863-79) and the huge 
loans that he borrowed from Europe had, by 1880, placed Egypt on the 
verge of bankruptcy. While half of Egypt's revenue had been strictly 
allocated to the service of these debts, heavy taxes were imposed on the 
Egyptian people and the fallähin (sing, falläh: 'peasant') majority w h o 
could not afford to pay them were mercilessly flogged. This economic hard­
ship and humiliation created widespread discontent and bitter opposition 
to Khedive Tawfik (1879-92) and his corrupt government. Tawfîk was 
further despised for his total subservience to the European powers w h o 
took advantage of his weakness and Egypt's indebtedness to control the 
country's finance and government. It soon became virtually impossible 
for any Egyptian government to initiate any administrative or economic 
reform without the prior and unanimous approval of fourteen European 
powers. While the Egyptians were suffering all this misery, resident 
foreigners were leading a comfortable life. They were not even subject 
to the law of the land, but had their o w n laws and courts. Foreigners had, 
furthermore, exploited this privileged position to enrich themselves at the 
expense of the Egyptian masses; often through corrupt and immoral 
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means. T h e desire to eradicate this humiliating and repugnant foreign 
domination was to prove a major reason for the outbreak of resistance led 
by Colonel A h m a d 'Urâbï: the Urabist revolution.1 

Another reason for it was the maturity of liberal political ideas among 
Egyptians as a result of the spread of education and the development of 
the press in the course of the nineteenth century. This maturity was largely 
responsible for the emergence and development of a constitutional move ­
ment in the country from the 1860s onwards, particularly among the 
western-educated Egyptians w h o opposed European control and Khedival 
absolutism. This movement found considerable support in the revolution­
ary ideas of the Muslim reformers, Djamäl al-Dïn al-Afghânï and 
M u h a m m a d ' A b d u h . Led by M u h a m m a d Sharif Pasha, who was nicknamed 
Abu al-Dastür (the father of the constitution), these constitutional national­
ists pressed for the enactment of a liberal constitution and the formation 
of a representative government.2 S o m e of them m a y even have hoped to 
overthrow M u h a m m a d 'Alfs dynasty, which had ruled the nation since 
the turn of the century. 

T h e most important immediate factor in the outbreak of the revolution 
was, however, the discontent and frustration of the Egyptian military. While 
the soldiers received very low salaries - 20 piasters a month3 - Egyptian 
army officers were not allowed promotion to higher ranks in the army. 
These were, in fact, exclusively monopolized by the foreign Turco-
Circassian aristocratic army officers w h o despised and ill-treated their 
Egyptian subordinates. T o end this inferior status and to achieve the 
country's national demands, the Egyptian military therefore actively inter­
fered in politics for the first time in the modern history of Egypt and 
launched a revolution early in February 1881 against European colonialism 
and Khedive Tawfîk. 

T h e leader of the revolution - Colonel A h m a d 'Urâbï (1839-1911) was 
an attractive person with a strong fallâh origin. Though 'simple and lacking 
in subtlety and political refinement',4 'Urâbï was a courageous m a n and 
a forceful speaker w h o often interspersed his speeches with passages from 
the Kur'ân, 'a trait that made him popular among the masses'. These 
qualities of leadership had soon m a d e 'Urâbï the undisputed leader of the 
revolution, and he was instrumental in the formation of al-Hizb al-
Watanï (the Nationalist Party). Its members were a mixture of m e n of 

falläh origin and some of the Turkish notables w h o were all united in 
their discontent at the autocracy of Tawfik's rule. 

In its initial stages the revolution achieved a remarkable degree of success. 
'U thmân Rifkï, the notorious Circassian Minister of W a r and the master­
mind of the discriminatory policy in the army, was sacked and a dis-

1. A . al-Râfî, 1966, pp. 82-5. 
2. P. J. Vatikiotis, 1969, pp. 126-30. 
3. Public Record Office, K e w , F O 141/168, Dufferin's report, p. 4. 
4. A . L . al-Sayyid, 1968, p. 9. 
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tinguished poet and revolutionary politician - M a h m u d Sâmï al-Barudï -
replaced him. Subsequently a full-fledged Urabist Cabinet was formed in 
which A h m a d 'Urâbï himself became the Minister of W a r . 5 Tawfîk was 
so scared that he ordered the formation of a People's Assembly and enacted -
on 7 February 1882 — a relatively liberal constitution. Knowing that this 
gesture to constitutionalism was not genuine, the Urabists remained intent 
on overthrowing Tawfîk and might even have planned to declare Egypt 
a republic. This development threatened foreign privileges and interests 
and consequently brought the revolution into direct confrontation with 
European powers. 

Meanwhile the Khedive was conspiring behind the scenes to crush the 
revolution. T o provide a pretext for foreign intervention - some Egyptian 
historians maintain — the Khedive and the British organized the Alexandria 
massacre of 12 June 1882 in which m a n y foreigners were killed and a great 
deal of property was damaged.6 Whether this accusation is true or not 
is irrelevant as the Khedive had in fact invited the British to intervene 
and they responded enthusiastically and quickly. But the Egyptian Cabinet 
unanimously decided to repel the invasion and rejected the British ulti­
m a t u m to desist from fortifying shore defences, and to dismantle gun 
emplacements around Alexandria. This gave the British fleet a further 
pretext to bombard Alexandria on 11 July 1882. T h e Egyptian army and 
people put up a gallant resistance against the invaders, but they were 
defeated by superior arms. About two thousand Egyptians were killed in 
this battle. 

After the fall of Alexandria the Egyptian army withdrew to Kafr 
al-Dawär, a few miles away. B y then, 'Urâbï had declared a djihäd against 
the British in a proclamation that was distributed to the Egyptian people. 
Fighting around Kafr al-Dawär broke out several times during August 
1882. T h e solid resistance of the Egyptian army and people m a d e it very 
difficult for the invaders to occupy Cairo from this direction. They there­
fore decided to occupy the Suez Canal and launch a major attack against 
the capital from there. 

T h e Egyptian masses readily sent financial support to their army and 
thousands of young people offered to join as conscripts. Nevertheless, all 
the odds were against the Egyptian resistance movement . 'Urâbï could 
not muster more than 16000 trained troops, and even this small number 
was dispersed around Kafr al-Dawär, Dimyät (Damietta) and the Suez 
Canal area. Moreover, the Egyptian army lacked training, modern arms 
and ammunition, and efficient means of transport. A modern army of 20000 
m e n under the c o m m a n d of Sir Garnet Wolseley quickly crossed the Canal, 
occupied Ismailie, broke the backbone of the revolution in the battle of 
al-Tall al-Kabïr on 13 September 1882,7 and occupied the country. Though 

5. M . Shibayka, 1965, p. 604. 
6. M . al-Murshidi, 1958, p. 58. 
7. A. al-Rafl, 1966, pp. 487-96. 
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the British had deceitfully promised speedy evacuation, the British occu­
pation of Egypt was to last seventy-two years. 

T h e failure of the Urabist revolution to rid the country of European 
influence and to end the arbitrary rule of the Turks in Egypt can easily 
be explained. Although supported by the bulk of the Egyptian people, 
the revolution did not have sufficient time to mobilize this support. M o r e ­
over, a serious rift soon occurred in the united nationalist front as a result 
of a growing conflict between the military party and the constitutional 
nationalists. While the latter opposed on principle the involvement of the 
army in politics, the former insisted that their control of the government 
would be the best safeguard for the revolution. T h e revolution, furthermore, 
suffered from internal intrigues from the Khedive and his Circassian 
supporters w h o betrayed the revolution and aided the British occupation. 

'Urâbï himself m a d e a number of mistakes. His reluctance to depose 
the Khedive at the beginning of the revolution on the grounds that this 
would invite foreign intervention and cause chaos inside the country gave 
Tawfik valuable time in which to intrigue and conspire against the revolu­
tion. Another fatal mistake was 'Urâbîs refusal to listen to the advice of 
some of his military advisers to block the Suez Canal, his o w n view being -
mistaken as it proved - that France would not allow Britain to use the 
Canal to invade Egypt. Ultimately, however, the Urabist revolution was 
defeated by British military superiority. 

Egyptian initiatives and reaction to British conquest 1882-1914 

T h e military defeat of the Urabist revolution broke the national spirit and 
created an atmosphere of despair and disillusionment during the first decade 
of the British occupation of Egypt (1882-92). Within Egypt itself there 
was no effective resistance to the occupation during this decade, and the 
most important nationalist voices were those of the nationalists in exile. 
Djamâl al-Dïn al-Afghânï and M u h a m m a d ' A b d u h began the publication 
of a pan-Islamic magazine in 1883 - al-'Urwa al-Wuthkä (the indissoluble 
bond) - which aimed to free Egypt from the British occupation by stirring 
up public opinion in Egypt. Though this magazine closed down after p u b ­
lishing only eighteen issues, it had a profound influence on the few groups 
of Egyptians w h o read it - students, 'alamo" (Muslim scholars), and 
intellectuals. Al-'Urwa provided a source of opposition to the British and 
kept alive the spirit of self-determination.8 Its anti-British message was 
taken up in the 1890s by a group of political pan-Islamist writers. T h e 
most prominent of them was Shaykh 'Ali Yüsuf, w h o published a news­
paper, al-Mu'ayyad in 1900, and in 1907 he formed Hizb al-Isläh al-
Dustüri (the Constitutional Reformers) an organization which forcefully 
attacked British hegemony in Egypt. 

8. A . L . al-Sayyid, 1968, pp. 87-90. 
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In 1893 the Egyptian nationalist movement began to emerge from this 
quiescent phase when certain Egyptian elements started to criticize and 
resist the British occupation of Egypt. First among them was the ambitious 
new Khedive 'Abbas Hilmï ('Abbâs II, 1892-1914), w h o encouraged the 
development of a nationalist movement demanding the immediate evacu­
ation of the British. His financial assistance to the press, which enabled 
the movement to become articulate, was of particular importance. During 
the first three years of his reign, 'Abbas placed himself at the forefront 
of this movement and he became a very real challenge to the autocratic 
rule of Lord Cromer, the British Agent and Consul-General, and succeeded 
in forcing the pro-British prime minister to resign on 15 January 1893. 
Although he was unable after that to act so openly owing to pressure from 
the British, Hilmï nevertheless attracted some dedicated recruits w h o were 
willing to carry on the struggle against the British occupation. They were 
a group of young intellectuals, w h o were familiar with the ideas of the 
French revolution and with modern social and political theories.9 T h e old 
Egyptian society with its strict code and religious restrictions was, in fact, 
gradually breaking up, a development that led to considerable instability. 
T h e educated Egyptians were particularly alarmed by the British domin­
ation of the civil service, the only area of advancement that remained open 
to them. By 1905, 42% of the higher posts were occupied by the British, 
30% by Armenians and Syrians, and only 28% by Egyptians.l ° 

T h e most vehement opponents of British rule at that time were Mustafa 
Kâmil, a charismatic leader and eloquent orator, and his Nationalist Party. 
Kâmil had at first concentrated his efforts on winning European support 
for the cause of Egypt's independence. H e had apparently felt that other 
European states were so jealous of the British occupation of Egypt that 
they would actively support any attempts to remove them. With generous 
funds supplied by the Khedive, Kâmil toured European capitals during 
the period 1895-8 where he addressed meetings, gave interviews to news­
papers, and wrote articles and pamphlets. '1 These activities aroused a great 
deal of interest in Europe, but that was as far as it went. KämiPs optimistic 
belief that Europe in general, and France in particular, would support 
the Egyptian cause was wholly unjustified. Since France had her o w n 
colonies in North Africa, it is not surprising that she was not w o n over 
by KämiPs arguments in favour of self-rule. Nor was she ready to go to 
war with England over Egypt, as the Fashoda incident had shown in 1898. 

T h e most urgent task facing the young nationalists was to disprove 
Cromer's biased claim that the Egyptians were incapable of ruling them­
selves on civilized principles, and to convince the Egyptians themselves 
that they formed a nation capable and indeed deserving of self-rule. Kâmil 

9. ibid., pp. 99-136. 
10. Milner report, p. 30 (Egypt, N o . 1, (1921), C m d 1131, Report of Milner Mission to 

Egypt). 
11. P. M . Holt (ed.), 1968, pp. 308-19. 
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was preoccupied with this task from 1898 onwards. Until 1906 his views 
were expressed in numerous speeches and articles in the newspapers of 
the day, particularly in al-Liwä (The Flag) which he founded in 1900. 
H e stressed Egypt's past to combat defeatism and to show that the Egyptians 
were capable of great things. 'Had I not been born an Egyptian, I would 
have wished to become one', and 'there is no sense in life when it is coupled 
with despair, and no sense in despair as long as there is life'12 - such 
were the slogans he devised. Kämil's speeches and articles aimed to break 
d o w n local rivalries and unite all the population in a nationalist front, and 
to develop national education in order to strengthen patriotic sentiment. 
His political activities began to bear fruit as he was able to organize a 
strike of law students in February 1906. 

T h e Dinshäway incident of M a y 1906 profoundly boosted KämiPs 
campaign in Egypt. Briefly, a group of British officers came to Dinshäway 
village on a pigeon-shooting trip, which the villagers objected to since 
pigeons were their means of livelihood. A clash followed in which one 
of the British officers was fatally wounded. T h e British authorities over­
reacted to this incident and passed very severe sentences on the villagers. 
Four were sentenced to be hanged and m a n y others were sentenced to 
long terms of imprisonment. Although public executions had been stopped 
two years previously, the hangings were carried out in public, and the 
whole village of Dinshäway was forced to watch the executions. •3 This 
barbaric behaviour had, in Kämil's view, done more to awaken people's 
feelings against the occupation than the passage often years of occupation. ' 4 

T h e incident certainly caused an upsurge of Egyptian nationalism and for 
the first time since 1882, the British became aware of the insecurity of 
their position in Egypt. It was this which forced the British to reconsider 
their oppressive policy and to declare their intention of preparing the 
country for self-government. Cromer retired in 1907 to make way for a 
new Consul-General, Eldon Gorst, to implement the new policy. This 
represented a great triumph for Kämil and his Nationalist Party, which 
was inaugurated publicly in 1907. 

After the premature death of Kämil in February 1908 M u h a m m a d Farïd 
succeeded him as president of the Nationalist Party. Farïd lacked m a n y 
of the qualities of leadership that Kämil had possessed, but he continued 
to write, and to address public meetings demanding the evacuation of British 
troops. His nationalist activities earned him six months' imprisonment in 
1911, after which he went into exile.15 

B y 1907 some prominent Egyptian intellectuals had come to believe that 
Britain was too strong to be expelled from Egypt by revolutionary action. 
Moreover, they felt that there were real signs of a change in British policy 

12. A. L . al-Sayyid, 1968, p. 161. 
13. M . G . al-Masada, 1974, pp. 84-91. 
14. M . H . Haykal, n.d., p. 148. 
15. A . Sabrî, 1969, pp. 81-109. 
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after the Dinshäway incident. Consequently they saw no harm in co­
operating with the British in Egypt in order to secure such concessions 
as could be extracted until such time as full independence could be achieved. 
This group formed a new political party called the Umma Party (the Peoples' 
Party) in October 1907, which had its o w n newspaper, al-Djarida. Led 
by the prominent journalist and educationalist, A h m a d Lutfî al-Sayyid, 
w h o was referred to by educated Egyptians as Faylasüfal-Djil (the philoso­
pher of the generation), the Djarida-Umma group urged the Egyptians 
to modernize their Islamic tradition by adopting such European ideas and 
institutions as they considered necessary for progress.16 T h e programme 
of the Umma Party called for the creation of an Egyptian personality, for 
without it, it was felt that Egypt could not achieve real independence. It 
stressed the importance of agricultural reform and asked for an increase 
in the powers of the provincial councils and the assembly in preparation 
for eventual constitutional rule. Most important of all, the party emphasized 
the need for education as an essential means for training capable admini­
strators and attaining national independence. But the Umma Party was 
not very popular among the Egyptian nationalists because of its co-operation 
with the British authorities. Its secular liberalism had, furthermore, failed 
to take root among a great number of Egyptians because of their instinctive 
adherence to their Islamic traditions.17 

Before the First World W a r the Egyptian nationalist movement was 
thus a disunited and a predominantly elitist movement unable to c o m m a n d 
popular following. Consequently it was too weak to wrest any significant 
concessions from the British authorities and m a d e little progress along the 
path of self-government. T h e nationalists had to wait until 1919 before 
coming out in open revolt against the British occupation. 

The Sudan 
T h e Mahdist revolution 

F r o m 1821 the Sudan was governed by the Ottoman government of Egypt, 
and by 1880 the people of the Sudan - like the people of Egypt - were 
also fighting to rid themselves of an alien ruling aristocracy. T h e themes 
of the djihäd and Islamic resistance to alien rule, propagated by 'Urâbï 
in Egypt, were also evident in the militant revolutionary movement under 
the leadership of M u h a m m a d A h m a d al-Mahdï in the Sudan. His m o v e ­
ment, the Mahdiyya, was essentially a djihäd - a holy war - and as such 
claimed the support of all Musl ims. Its fundamental objective, as stated 
repeatedly in the M a h d F s letters and proclamations,18 was to revive and 
return to the pure and primitive faith of Islam, 'purged of heresies and 

16. P. J. Vatikiotis, 1969, pp. 229-30. 
17. ibid., p. 234. 
18. For a good collection of those letters and proclamations see M . I. Abu Salïm, 1969. 
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accretions',19 and to spread it to the whole world, by force if deemed 
necessary. T h e genuine spiritual fervour of the Mahdist revolution was 
expressed in the bay'a, the oath of allegiance that the supporters of the 
M a h d ï - w h o m he styled the Ansßr following the example of the Prophet20 -
had to give to the M a h d ï or his representative before being admitted to 
the Mahdiyya. In this bay'a, the Ansßr swore allegiance to the M a h d ï in 
'renouncing this world and abandoning it, and being content with what 
is with G o d , desiring what is with G o d and the world to come, and we 
will not flee from the jihäa".21 

T o say that the Mahdist revolution was religious does not mean that 
religion was the sole factor in its generation. For there were also other, 
secondary, factors — all arising from the faults of the corrupt Turco-
Egyptian administration - that caused general discontent in the Sudan. T h e 
violence that accompanied the original conquest in 1820-1 had created a 
strong desire for revenge, while the heavy taxes that the Turks imposed and 
levied by force led to widespread discontent. In addition, the attempts of 
the government to suppress the slave trade had alienated some northern 
Sudanese as they struck at an important source of wealth and the basis of 
the domestic and agrarian economy of the country. Finally, the govern­
ment's partiality to the Shaykiyya people and the Khatmïyya sect seems to 
have aroused the jealousy of other local and religious groups, and stimu­
lated them to support the M a h d ï . 2 2 

T h e leader of the Mahdist revolution, M u h a m m a d A h m a d Ibn 'Abdallah 
was a pious m a n whose ideal was the Prophet M u h a m m a d himself. Just 
as the Prophet before him had assumed leadership of his community at 
the age of 40, so M u h a m m a d A h m a d assumed the Mahdï-ship at the same 
age, secretly communicated it to a group of trusty followers, and then 
declared it openly to the general public. This brought him into direct 
military confrontation with the Anglo-Egyptian government, a struggle 
which lasted for four years (1881-5). T h e government at first under­
estimated the M a h d ï and dismissed him as a mere darwtsh (a mendicant) -
an attitude reflected in the weak and disorganized expedition that was sent 
to deal with him in A b a Island. A brief skirmish followed in which the 
Ansßr achieved a quick and easy victory, and the administration was thrown 
into utter confusion. T h e Mahd ï and his followers considered their victory 
to have been a miracle.23 

T h e Mahd fs political foresight and his military genius was clearly 
reflected in his decision to 'emigrate' after this encounter from A b ä to 
Djabal Kadir in the N u b a mountains. Apart from being another parallel 

19. P. M . Holt, 1970, p. 19. 
20. Ansßr ('helpers') was the name originally given to the supporters of the Prophet 

M u h a m m a d in Medina. 
21. P . M . Holt, 1970, p. 117. 
22. N . Shouqair, 1967, pp. 631-6. 
23. M . Shibayka, 1978, pp. 39-44-
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with the life of the Prophet, this hidjra moved the revolution from an 
open and defenceless area that was within reach of the government's forces 
to a remote and strategically fortified region. This hidjra was indeed a 
turning-point in the history of the Mahdiyya. Its main significance was 
that in moving the revolution from the riverain regions to the western 
Sudan, the westerners thenceforward became its key administrators and 
military commanders, while the riverain people in the movement declined 
in significance.24 

Another turning-point in the history of the Mahdist revolution was the 
battle at Shaykän on 5 November 1883. B y that time Khedive Tawfïk 
and his government were determined to crush the Mahdï , n o w in control 
of the key towns of Kordofân province. Consequently, the Egyptian govern­
ment organized an expedition that was composed of the remnants of 
' U r a W s soldiers and commanded by a British army officer, Hicks Pasha. 
T h e Ansär completely annihilated their enemy at Shaykän's forest in the 
neighbourhood of al-'Obeid.25 T h e victory was a great boost for the M a h d ï 
and his revolution. While m a n y Sudanese joined the revolution, delegates 
from some Muslim countries came to congratulate the M a h d ï on his victory 
against the 'infidels'. However, the immediate consequence of the triumph 
at Shaykän was the total collapse of the Turco-Egyptian administration in 
the western Sudan and the establishment of Mahdist rule in the provinces 
of Kordofân, Därfür and Bahr al-Ghazäl. T h e Mahd ï was now ready to 
turn to his next objective, to gain control of Khartoum and end Turco-
Egyptian rule in the Sudan.2 6 

T h e Mahdists struck next in the eastern Sudan under the able leader­
ship of 'U thmän Digna. Digna won m a n y victories against government 
forces and posed a threat to the Red Sea ports which Britain had pledged 
to defend. T h e British then attempted to intervene militarily, but to very 
little effect. Except for Sawäkin, the Ansßr controlled the whole of the 
eastern Sudan and prevented any supplies and reinforcements from Egypt 
reaching Khartoum through the Berber-Sawäkin route. 

Meanwhile, British policy towards the Sudan question had undergone 
a significant change after the battle at Shaykän. While previously maintain­
ing that it was an exclusively Egyptian concern, after Shaykän the British 
government felt that its imperial interests necessitated Egypt's immediate 
withdrawal from the Sudan.2 7 Hence it ordered the Egyptian government 
to abandon the Sudan and sent General Charles Gordon to see that this 
was done. As the M a h d ï advanced towards Khartoum Gordon found 
himself in a very dangerous situation. After a long siege, the Mahdist forces 

24. M . I. Abu Salïm, 1970, pp. 21-2. 
25. I. Zulfu, 1976, pp. 203-29. 
26. M . A . Al-Hasan, 1964, p. 4. 
27. M . Shibeika, 1952, pp. 107-9. 
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attacked the t own , killed G o r d o n o n 26 January 1885, and put an end 
to Turco-Egypt ian rule in the S u d a n . 2 8 

D u r i n g its first four years (1881-5), the M a h d i y y a developed f rom a 
m o v e m e n t of religious protest into a powerful and militant state that d o m i n ­
ated the S u d a n for fourteen years. Its administrative, financial and judicial 
institutions, and its legislation, were based strictly u p o n the dual found­
ations of the K u r ' a n and the S u n n a , though the M a h d ï occasionally passed 
n e w forms of legislation on such pressing problems as the status of w o m e n 
and landownership.2 9 

T h e relations of the Mahdis t state with the outside world were strictly 
governed by the djihäd. Both the M a h d ï and his Khalifa, 'Abdullah Ibn 
al-Sayyid M u h a m m a d , had written letters of warning (indhärät) - virtually 
ult imatums - to s o m e leaders of the world, such as the Khed ive of Egypt , 
the O t t o m a n emperor and the empero r of Abyssinia, to accept the M a h d F s 
mission, or be faced with an immediate djihäd if they they did not respond 
positively.30 

Whi le the M a h d ï did not live long enough to pursue such a policy -
he died in June 1885 - the djihäd b e c a m e the cornerstone of the foreign 
policy of his successor, Khalifa 'Abdul lah. In spite of the t remendous 
administrative and economic problems facing h i m , Khalifa 'Abdul lah 
pressed forward with the djihäd on t w o fronts: against Egyp t and Ethiopia. 
U n d e r the leadership of ' A b d a l - R a h m ä n a l -Nud jüml , the Mahdis t forces 
invaded Egypt , but they were defeated at the battle of Tushk i in 1889. 
T h e Mahdists ' advance on the eastern front w a s also checked and the 
Ansär lost Toka r and Kassala respectively in 1891 and 1894. T h e ideological 
c o m m i t m e n t of the Khalïfa to the djihäd had frustrated the attempts of 
the Ethiopian emperor to conclude an African alliance between the S u d a n 
and Ethiopia against European imperialism. For , as a prerequisite to this 
alliance, the Khalïfa insisted that the emperor should accept and believe 
in M a h d i s m and Islam. T h e ou t come of this dogmat i sm w a s a long military 
confrontation that weakened both states and m a d e t h e m an easier prey 
for Eu ropean imperialism.31 

B y M a r c h 1896 the British imperial government had decided to invade 
the S u d a n and an Anglo-Egypt ian force w a s formed for this purpose under 
the c o m m a n d of General H . H . Kitchener. Du r ing the first phase of this 
invasion — M a r c h to September 1896 - the e n e m y forces occupied the 
whole of Dongo la province without encountering any serious resistance 
from the Sudanese people, partly because of their technical superiority 
and partly because they took the Khalifa by surprise. 

A s the Khalifa had rightly surmised, the occupation of Dongo la w a s 
no m o r e than a prelude to a full-scale invasion of the Mahdis t state. Wh i l e 

28. M . M . Hamza, 1972, pp. 159-83. 
29. P. M . Holt, 1970, p. 128. 
30. N . Shouqair, 1967, pp. 921-9. 
31. M . S. Al-Kaddäl, 1973, pp. 105-7. 
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Kitchener was advancing southwards, the Khalifa mobilized his forces, 
determined to resist the invaders. C o m m a n d e d by Emir M a h m u d A h m a d , 
the Ansär tried unsuccessfully to repel the enemy attack at the battle of 
Atbara on 8 April 1898.32 Three thousand Sudanese were killed, and over 
4000 were wounded. Mahmi id himself was captured and put in prison 
at Rosetta in Egypt, where he died some years later. 

After the defeat at Atbara the Khalïfa decided to meet the enemy in 
the vicinity of his capital, O m d u r m a n , because he understood that the 
difficulties of supply and transport would prohibit the movement of any 
large force of troops. Hence the Sudanese fought the enemy with 
magnificent courage at the battle of Karari on 2 September 1898.a3 Once 
again they were defeated by superior armaments. Nearly 11000 Sudanese 
were killed and about 16000 wounded. W h e n he saw that the day was 
lost, the Khalïfa withdrew to the east of Kordofan where he hoped to 
gather his supporters and make a fresh attack on the invaders in the capital. 
H e continued to be a problem for the new administration for a whole 
year, but was finally defeated at the battle of U m m Diwaykrät on 
24 November 1899. After the battle, the Khalïfa was found dead upon 
his sheepskin prayer-rug,34 all the other Mahdist generals and leaders 
having been either killed or imprisoned. This marked the collapse of the 
Mahdist state, although the Mahdiyya as a religious and political sentiment 
never died. 

T h e Mahdist risings 

Although under British colonial rule the Mahdist sect was outlawed, a 
sizeable section of the Sudanese community remained Mahdist at heart. 
T h e majority expressed their resentment of British rule by continuing to 
read the ratïb (the Mahdfs prayer-book) and to practise other Mahdist 
rituals. But a dedicated Mahdist minority repeatedly tried to topple the 
'infidel' rule by force. Hardly a year passed between 1900 and 1914 without 
a Mahdist rising in the northern Sudan. T h e main source of inspiration 
and strength for these risings was the Musl im doctrine of Nabt 'Isa 
(Prophet Jesus). It was generally believed among Muslims that the Mahd ï 
would reappear in order to bring justice to the world after it had been 
filled with injustice. But his mission would be temporarily halted by al-
tnasïh al-dadjdjäl (the anti-Christ). Nabï lTsä would, however, soon appear 
in order to secure the permanence of the glorious Mahdiyya. T h e Ansär 
had apparently identified the British with al-dadjdjäl and many of them 
assumed the Hsâship to expel them from the country.35 

32. M . A . Ibrahim, 1969, pp. 196-237. 
33. For information about the imprisoned Mahdist emirs, see H . ' A . Ibrahim, 1974, 

PP- 33-45. 
34. P. M . Holt, 1970, p. 243. 
35. H . 'A . Ibrâhîm, 1979, p. 440. 
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Mahdist uprisings occurred in February 1900, in 1902-3 and in 1904. 
But the most important of these Mahdist risings was organized and led 
in 1908 by a distinguished Mahdist, \Abd al-Kâdir M u h a m m a d I m a m , 
usually called W a d Habüba. W a d Habüba preached Mahdism in the 
Djazïra and defied the government from his camp in Tukür village near 
Kamlïn. A government force advanced towards him, but it was resisted 
and two government officials were killed in this encounter. While the 
authorities were shocked by this incident, W a d Habüba launched a surprise 
attack in M a y on the enemy at the village of Katflya. 

T h e Mahdists fought bravely, but within a few days the backbone of 
the revolt had been broken. In the manner of the Mahdï , however, W a d 
Habüba had 'emigrated', presumably to find asylum in O m d u r m a n where 
he apparently hoped to secretly continue to propagate the Mahdist cause. 
But he was arrested en route and publicly hanged on 17 M a y 1908, while 
m a n y of his followers were sentenced to death or to long terms of imprison­
ment . 3 6 During an unfair trial, W a d Habüba defied the British imperialists 
by telling the court trying him: 

M y desire is that the Sudan should be governed by Muslims 
according to M o h a m m a d a n law and the M a h d ^ s doctrines and pre­
cepts. I know the people of the Sudan better than the government 
does. I have no hesitation in saying that their friendliness and flattery 
is nothing but hypocrisy and lies. I a m ready to swear that the people 
prefer Mahdism to the present government.37 

Though uncoordinated and unable to c o m m a n d any large following, 
these numerous messianic risings provided an element of continuity with 
the era of the Mahdist state, and proved that Mahd ism was still alive as 
a vital religious and political force in the Sudan. T h e risings had, further­
more, demonstrated that the mood of resistance to colonial rule remained 
entrenched in the hearts of many northern Sudanese. 

Protest movements in the N u b a mountains and the southern Sudan 

T h e struggle of the Sudanese people in the N u b a mountains and the 
southern Sudan was one of the most serious challenges that the British 
colonialists faced before the First World W a r . T h e numerous risings and 
revolts that broke out in these parts of the country were, however, essen­
tially local in character. They were, furthermore, direct responses to the 
changes that colonialism introduced into the social fabric of those diversi­
fied communities, a product of the destruction by the British of social 
and political institutions of those communities and their replacement by 
new structures of their own. 

36. ibid., p. 448. 
37. Sudan Intelligence Report, M a y 1908. 
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In spite of the ruthlessness of the colonial forces, various N u b a c o m ­
munities had actively opposed British domination. While A h m a d al-
N u ' m a n , mek of Kitra, declared his open hostility, in 1906 the population 
of Talodi launched an uprising in which a number of government officials 
and soldiers were slaughtered. A more serious revolt was that of mek Fakï 
'Alï of the Miri hills. 'All harassed government forces for two years, but he 
was arrested in 1916 and imprisoned in W â d ï Haifa.38 

In the southern region of the Sudan, resistance was led and sustained 
by the Nuer people living in the lands adjoining the river Sobat and the 
White Nile. Under previous administrations, the Nuer were accustomed 
to managing their o w n affairs, since these administrations did not exercise 
effective control over them. But n o w the Nuer refused to recognize the 
supremacy of the new government and continued to show hostility towards 
it. T w o of their leaders, Dengkur and Diu, were particularly active in this 
respect. Though these two influential leaders died in 1906 and 1907 respect­
ively, Nuer activism never died, and in 1914 another Nuer leader, D o w l 
Diu, attacked a government post. In spite of the numerous indiscriminate 
punitive measures, the Nuer resistance continued to gain m o m e n t u m until 
it broke out in the popular and widespread Nuer revolt of 1927. 

T h e Azande under the leadership of Yambio, their chief, were deter­
mined not to allow any foreign troops to enter their land. They faced the 
danger of invasion from both the Belgians and the Condomin ium govern­
ment. T h e Belgians were increasing their activities on the southern borders 
of Zandeland. Yambio seemed to have feared Belgian invasion more than 
the British. H e therefore thought that the best policy open to him was 
to neutralize the British with signs of friendship and thereby gain a free 
hand to deal with the imminent Belgian danger. H e invited the British 
to establish a trading post in his kingdom. T h e invitation was made in 
the belief that the British would not be able to come, but that if they 
did he would fight them. His true intention seems to have been to play 
the British off against the Belgians, for he had apparently become convinced 
that British interests in his country would make the Belgians think twice 
before attacking h im.3 9 

But the British took up the invitation and in January 1903 a patrol left 
W a u for Yambio's territory. While on the march it was attacked by the 
Azande. T h e patrol escaped to R u m b e k . In January 1904 the government 
in Khartoum sent another patrol, which was also attacked by the Azande, 
and ultimately it was forced to retreat to Tonj. 

While the Belgians were preparing an attack on Yambio's territory, the 
latter mobilized a force of 10 000 Azande and launched a daring attack 
on the Belgian post at M a y a w a . T h e Azande courageously harassed the 
intruders, but they could not stand up to the Belgian rifle fire with spears 
alone. This battle seriously weakened Zande military power and morale. 

38. A . S. Cudsi, 1969, pp. 112-16. 
39. ibid., p. 220. 
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W i t h his military power broken, Y a m b i o had to meet a government ex­
peditionary force in January 1905. H e was ultimately defeated and i m ­
prisoned, and died soon afterwards, on 10 February 1905. His people, 
however, continued the struggle. In 1908 s o m e of Y a m b i o ' s warriors 
attempted to stir u p a rising while others fought the British during the 
First W o r l d W a r . 4 0 

Somaliland 

T h e Somal i reaction to partition 1 8 8 4 - 9 7 

F r o m the middle of the nineteenth century the Somali peninsula was d r a w n 
into the theatre of European colonial competition between Italy, Britain 
and France. W i t h their interests in India and other parts of Asia in the 
early 1880s, Britain and France sought to establish themselves on the Somali 
coast because of its strategic and commercial importance. Eventually, with 
Italy joining in, they extended their influence in the interior and each of 
t h e m established a protectorate in Somaliland. Whi le the activities of the 
French had led them to establish a protectorate in 1885, the British govern­
m e n t did not declare its protectorate until two years later - this was on 
the Somali coast from Djibuti eastwards, and included the Bender Ziadeh. 
T h r o u g h the good offices of the British East Africa C o m p a n y and the 
British government, Italy was also able to acquire control of the towns 
of Brava, M e r c a , M o g a d i s h u and Warsheikh in N o v e m b e r 1888. T h e Italian 
government declared a protectorate over those portions of the coast con­
necting the towns, and this was subsequently extended to include Obb ia 
and the Majerteyn Somali in the north (see Figure 4.1). 

Ethiopia had also expanded into Somali-inhabited territories, and had 
m a n a g e d to establish a tentative administration in the H a u d and O g a d e n . 
O n e view suggests that while the European invasion of Somalia was 
motivated by imperialist and capitalist considerations, the Ethiopian expan­
sion there was essentially 'a defensive reaction to the establishment of 
European colonies in the vicinity'. Since Italy, Britain and France were 
pushing inland from their respective coastal possessions - this interpretation 
argues - the Ethiopian emperor , Menel ik, 'endeavoured to keep them as 
far as possible from the centre of his power in the highlands, through 
the expedient of extending his o w n frontiers'.41 Yet it should be noted 
that Shoan expansion under Menelik had begun before the Europeans had 
b e c o m e involved in the area, first against the O r o m o and later against the 
Somali. 

T h e partition of Somaliland, formally virtually completed by 1897, 
ignored the legitimate interests of the Somali people and deprived them 
of their freedom and independence. H e n c e it was b o u n d to awaken their 

40. ibid., pp. 238-54. 
41. S. Touval, 1963, p. 74. 
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suspicions and stimulate them to resent and resist this alien conquest. T h e 
Somali chiefs and sultans were particularly disturbed by this encroachment 
because of its effect upon their political influence. They never willingly 
gave up their sovereignty and it was they w h o provided the leadership 
for the numerous local risings against European and Ethiopian rulers during 
the era of partition. 

Being aware of the rivalry between European powers in the field of 
colonial expansion, the Somali chiefs tried to play them off one against 
the other. They did this by concluding treaties with one or other of the 
European powers in the hope that the exercise of diplomacy would counter 
the growing menace to their independence. T h e Somali chiefs, for example, 
signed m a n y treaties with the British. Little was really conceded to Britain 
by those treaties. T h e preamble to each treaty explained that they were 
entered into, on the Somali side, 'for the maintenance of our independence, 
the preservation of order, and other good and sufficient reasons'. Nor did 
the clans concerned expressly cede their land to Britain; they specifically 
pledged themselves 'never to cede, sell, mortgage, or otherwise give for 
occupation, save to the British Government, any portion of the territory 
presently inhabited by them or being under their control'.42 Ultimately 
these treaties failed in their objective as the European powers and Ethiopia 
managed to settle their mutual colonial disputes in this area peacefully. 

Besides this diplomatic effort, some of the Somali clans took up arms 
to try to preserve their sovereignty. T h e British were obliged to send four 
expeditions: in 1886 and 1890, against the Isa; in 1893, against the Habar 
Gerhajis; and in 1895, against the Habar A w a l . 4 3 T h e Italians also suffered 
heavy losses of life. In 1887 a party of Italians was massacred at Harar 
and in 1896 a party of fourteen Italians was killed by the Bimal people. 
T h e frequent clashes between the Ethiopian forces and the Somali clans 
did not permit the former to complete their occupation of the Ogaden 
nor to extend their authority far beyond scattered military posts established 
throughout the region.44 

It must, however, be remembered that the Somali, in spite of their 
cultural identity, did not then constitute a single political unity. Foreign 
aggression thus encountered not a single nation, but congeries of disunited 
and often mutually hostile clans.45 Moreover, the Somali peoples were 
still armed with spears and bows and arrows, and were not immediately 
able to import firearms and ammunition in any quantity. Nevertheless, 
the Somali resistance during the partition era kept alive the nationalist 
spirit, and consequently stimulated the subsequent djihäd of Sayyid 
M u h a m m a d Abdule Hasan against the European and Ethiopian occupation. 
T o this w e n o w turn. 

42. I. M . Lewis, 1965, pp. 46-7. 
43. A . Hamilton, 1911, p. 47. 
44. S. Touval, 1963, p. 74. 
45. I. M . Lewis, 1965, p. 43. 
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T h e Somali fight for freedom 1897-1914 

Sayyid M u h a m m a d was born in 1864. H e mastered the Ku'ran at the age 
of 7. At 19 he left his h o m e to acquire learning in the major centres of 
Islam in eastern Africa, Harar and Mogadishu. It is also believed that 
he travelled as far afield as the Sudanese Mahdist strongholds in 
Kordofan.46 In 1895 the Sayyid set out on a pilgrimage to Mecca, and 
spent a year in Arabia, also visiting Hejaz and Palestine. While in Mecca, 
he studied under Shaykh M u h a m m a d Sälih, and joined his sect, the 
Sâlihïyya order. Possibly this extensive travel and periods spent abroad 
in different parts of the Musl im world had brought the Sayyid into contact 
with the then current ideas of Islamic revivalism.47 O n his return h o m e , 
he settled for a time in Berbera where he taught and preached to his 
countrymen, urging them to return to the strict path of Muslim devotion. 

Sayyid M u h a m m a d was conscious that the Christian (European and 
Ethiopian) incursions had threatened the social and economic foundation 
of Somali society. As early as July 1899, he wrote to a Somali clan and 
gave them this warning: ' D o you not see that the infidels have destroyed 
our religion and have m a d e our children their own?' B y this, he was 
apparently referring to the establishment of Christian schools in Somalia 
which he considered a threat to the Ku'ränic schools. Al-Sayyid felt that 
the effectiveness of Christian proselytization could also be seen in the 
adoption of Christian names such as 'J°hn 'Abdullah!1. All this confirmed 
al-Sayyid's belief that Christian colonization sought to destroy the Musl im 
faith. 

T h e Mahdist movement in the Sudan had strong repercussions in 
Somaliland, and the Sayyid, like other religious leaders, was inspired by 
the brilliant career of the Mahd ï . T h e awareness on the part of the Somali 
of the earlier revolution in the Sudan and their sympathy for adherents 
of a c o m m o n faith were indeed a contributory factor in the rise of Sayyid 
M u h a m m a d . 4 8 In one of his speeches, the Sayyid accused the British 
military authorities of exporting animals for the war against the M a h d ï -
the holy m a n of the Sudan - to w h o m G o d had given victory.49 But the 
extent to which Sayyid M u h a m m a d viewed his djihäd in the general 
context of Islamic revival, and how far he was inspired and influenced 
by the Mahdist revolution in the Sudan, remains unclear. Even the assump­
tion that he conferred with the Mahdist emir of the eastern Sudan, 
'U thman Digna, during his visit to the Sudan cannot be amply substan­
tiated, though some Somali traditions claim that the guerrilla tactics 

46. A . Sheikh-Abdi, 1978, pp. 61-2. 
47. M . O . Abd al-Halim, 1975, p. 339. 
48. I. M . Lewis, 1965, p. 69. 
49. L . Silberman, n.d., p. 47. 
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employed by the Somali in the course of the djihäd were copied from the 
Mahdists of the eastern Sudan.5 0 

O n e of the more serious factors hampering unity a m o n g the nomadic 
Somali was the traditional lineage system with its sectional loyalties. But 
through his personal charisma and brilliant leadership, al-Sayyid managed 
to c o m m a n d a heterogeneous following, consisting of various Somali clans, 
and to create a standing army which was estimated at 12000 m e n . 5 1 In 
this successful mobilization against alien colonial rule, al-Sayyid appealed 
to the religious sentiments of the Somali as Muslims irrespective of clan 
allegiances. H e had, furthermore, composed a large number of poems, of 
which m a n y are still well known throughout Somalia, by means of which 
he 'successfully rallied a host of contentious clansmen behind the twin 
banners of Islam and homeland'.52 

Al-Sayyid started his djihäd at Berbera where between 1895 and 1897 
he tried to arouse the people against the imperialists. But his first revolu­
tionary action was the occupation of Burao in the centre of British 
Somaliland in August 1899. T h e British were so harassed by this that 
between the years 1900 and 1904 they sent four expeditions to repel al-
Sayyid's attacks. T h o u g h the British were helped in these operations by 
the Italians, al-Sayyid's exceptional military skills and his successful use 
of cavalry and guerrilla tactics w o n his warriors a number of victories. 
O n e of these was at G a m b u r u hill in April 1903 in which nine British 
officers were killed. 

By the end of 1904, however, the Sayyid's force had been greatly 
weakened. H e therefore withdrew to the Italian Majerteyn Protectorate 
where, on 5 March 1905, he signed the Treaty of Illing with the Italians 
in which he dictated his o w n terms. B y 1908 al-Sayyid had mobilized his 
forces for a new round of fighting that forced the British to withdraw 
from the interior in November 1909, and concentrate on the coast. But 
al-Sayyid threatened to attack the coastal towns as well. In August 1913 
he gained a major victory by annihilating the newly established camel 
constabulary. This disaster forced the British to ally with the Ethiopian 
Governor of Harar and to mount joint expeditions against al-Sayyid until 
his death at Imi in Ethiopia in November 1920. 

Under the able leadership of Sayyid M u h a m m a d , the Somali people 
had thus continued to harass the European imperialists and the Ethiopians 
for twenty years. T h e y were able to win military, political and even diplo­
matic victories. T h o u g h this Somali djihäd ultimately failed to rid the 
country of alien rule, it encouraged a strong nationalist feeling. T h e Somali 
people had come to see themselves as a single whole fighting against foreign 
incursions. Besides that, Sayyid M u h a m m a d ' s struggle left in the Somali 

50. M . O . Abd al-Halim, 1975, pp. 369-70. 
51. D . Jardine, 1923, p. 69. 
52. A . Sheikh-Abdi, 1978, p. 62. 
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national consciousness an ideal of patriotism which could never be effaced, 
and which was to inspire later generations of his countrymen.5 3 

Conclusion 

Perhaps no part of Africa resisted European conquest and occupation in 
the period 1880-1914 so forcefully as the north-eastern part of the con­
tinent. This is shown by the thousands of Egyptians, Sudanese and Somali 
w h o lost their lives in the battles and skirmishes fought between them 
and the colonial forces. T h e strength of this resistance was due to the 
fact that besides the patriotic sentiment which inspired it, there was an 
even more fundamental sentiment at work, namely an intense religious 
faith. T h e peoples of Egypt, the Sudan and Somaliland were not fighting 
in defence of h o m e alone, but also in defence of religion. Mus l ims there, 
like their fellow adherents in other parts of the Islamic world, were conscious 
of the social and religious disruption that would be caused by alien en­
croachment on hitherto Mus l im territories. It was also against the spirit 
of Islam that a Mus l im population should accept a position of political 
subordination to a Christian power. T h e revolutionary movements of 
'Urâbï, the M a h d ï and Sayyid M u h a m m a d should therefore be understood 
in the context of the numerous reforming movements that spread and pro­
foundly affected the Mus l im world during the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries. 

53. I. M . Lewis, 1965, p. 91. 
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African initiatives and 
resistance in North Africa 
and the Sahara 

A. LAROUI 

T h e subject of this chapter is highly complex, not so m u c h because of 
the facts, which are on the whole fairly well known, but w h e n it comes 
to interpreting them. O u r task is to study the initiatives taken by the 
people of the Maghrib and the Sahara to counter the colonial thrust, 
and their reactions to the conquest in progress. T o give a preliminary 
idea of the complexity of the situation, let us examine the situation in 
1907 (see Fig. 5 .1) . 

In the west, Morocco was having a revolution, which was to overthrow 
Sultan ' A b d al-cAzïz (1894-1908), because he had ratified the French 
conquest of Tuât province and agreed to the reforms imposed by the 
European powers at the Algeciras Conference in April 1906. T h e pro­
tagonists of this revolution were members of the Makhzen1 and were 
connected with the zawäyä (sing, zâwiya), the local centres of Sufi religious 
brotherhoods (tartqa), and with local chieftaincies. 

In the east, Tunisia was seeing the birth of a nationalist movement 
in the true sense of the term. Associations of the first graduates turned 
out by modern education were being set up, while opposition newspapers 
were appearing in the language of the colonial power. A n e w elite was 
making itself conspicuous by taking unprecedented initiatives. 

In the south, the western Sahara was the scene of a large-scale French 
operation aimed at encircling and strangling independent Morocco. Spain 
was soon to follow the French example in Morocco itself, and Italy in 
Tripolitania, in this case at the expense of the Sultan in Constantinople. 

T h u s , in our period and area, w e need to distinguish between three 
levels: 

(1) that of the organized state,2 Moroccan in the west and Ottoman 
in the east of North Africa. That is where w e must look for 
initiative properly so called. 

1. T h e Government of Morocco, and more broadly the political and religious elite 
of the country. 

2. T h e structure of this state must not be interpreted in terms of that of European 
liberal states; this would be falling into the trap of colonial ideology. 
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(2) the level of the Sufi brotherhoods, no doubt religious in inspira­
tion but unquestionably political in function. In North Africa 
and the Sahara they were always defensive organizations against 
external threats. W h e n the state was strong the brotherhoods 
were part of its mechanism; w h e n it became weak or broke up 
they became independent and took the initiative. T h u s , w h e n 
Constantinople gave up its sovereignty the Sanûsï brotherhood 
became the core of the resistance to the Italians in Cyrenaica, 
and w h e n the Moroccan state was powerless to do anything, 
that of the Kettânïs rallied the anti-French forces at Shinkït 
and in the Shawiya. 

(3) the level of the djema'a,3 which only came out into the open 
w h e n the other levels had been put out of action by armed 
force. T h e djema'a began by refusing all contact with the colonial 
authorities, despite their tempting offers. W h e n it eventually 
gave in, it had only one limited m o v e left: it would only react 
to colonial policy, which in a w a y was what set it up as an 
independent force. 

Colonial historians knowingly distort the facts w h e n they ignore the 
level of the organized state, reduce brotherhoods to some kind of super-
ethnic group and see nothing in Maghribi society but ethnic groups. 
These, moreover, they interpret according to anthropological models of 
kinship which are more theoretical than real. B y this skewed approach, 
they break the resistance u p into a sporadic set of disorganized reactions 
to a policy of conquest that seems eminently rational by contrast. 

W h e n speaking of the state or the brotherhoods, w e shall use the word 
'initiatives'; at the local level the word 'reactions'. Although both ideas 
coexist in the history of the Maghr ib, each can nevertheless be used 
separately to define the characteristics of a given period (before and after 
1912 in Morocco , before and after 1922 in Libya). 

O u r source material for Maghribian initiatives to resist colonial ambitions 
is political and diplomatic. It is familiar material, and the problem for 
historians today is to assemble and preserve it. T h e evidence for local 
reactions is mainly written statements and oral accounts. Obviously, the 
accounts must be recorded and the handwritten statements assembled 
before they get lost; but the serious problem is to evaluate them, that 
is to k n o w what w e m a y legitimately expect of them. 

Here two points must be m a d e . First, as regards statements by educated 
townspeople, w e must remember that the military conquest was preceded 
by lengthy psychological and political preparation. Meanwhi le, the urban 
elite had lost all their will to resist. Those of its m e m b e r s w h o have 
left memoirs were not m e m b e r s of the resistance at the time, whatever 
m a y be said of them today. Secondly, as regards the oral accounts, w e 

3. A n assembly representing one of the various levels of ethnic division. 
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must not forget that the witnesses were bound to have been exposed 
to two sorts of influences. T h e first was European. Accounts of engage­
ments seen from the colonial standpoint were published almost immediately 
in the specialist press;4 it was also colonial policy to send the sons of 
subject chiefs to French schools in the hope of turning them into faithful 
allies. Barely ten years after the event, for example, a son might give 
details of his father's battles which the latter knew nothing about, though, 
from then on, he would knit them into his account in all good faith. 
T h e colonial version, though contemporaneous with the events, is not 
perfect; it is tainted with the hostility that existed in the armies of the 
colonial powers between metropolitan and colonial regiments. T h e officers 
of the latter did not hesitate to portray their campaigns in Africa in such 
a way as to make them look comparable to the battles waged in Europe 
by the former.5 

T h e second influence was nationalist. Operations for conquest were 
contemporaneous with reformist and nationalist activity in the towns. Even 
when they were taking place far from the towns, the townspeople eagerly 
followed their ups and downs and immediately used them for ideological 
ends. It was often the militant townsman w h o got the old highland warrior 
to dictate his recollections. 

For the two reasons given, the statements w e now have cannot transform 
the colonial account or the nationalist version: but they can throw a different 
light on them, always provided we go beyond their strictly local setting. 

The Maghrib states and the Europeans 
T h e nineteenth-century colonialist drive in North Africa was unusual 
in being a sequel to earlier campaigns (see Fig. 5.2). 

T h e Moroccan government had for four centuries been resisting the 
Spaniards w h o had established themselves at Ceuta and Melilla. It always 
forbade the inhabitants to have anything to do with them; and it was 
to break this blockade that Spain launched the 1859-60 war that was 
so disastrous for Morocco. She was forced to pay a heavy fine, to agree 
to the enlargement of the fortified part of Melilla and to cede a port 
on the Atlantic coast as a refuge for fishermen from the Canary Islands.6 

With the acquisition of the bay of Rio de Oro - whose occupation was 
notified on 26 December 1884, to the signatories to the Berlin Act on 

4. T h e chronicle of the pacification was published monthly from 1898 onwards in 
Afrique française, journal of the Comité de r Afrique française. 

5. General Guillaume wrote of the conquest of the Middle Atlas, 'But it was not 
so unusual as to be exempt from the general principles of the art of war': A . Guillaume, 

1946, p. 457-
6. After years of argument agreement was reached on the port of Sîdî Ifnï, but it 

was not occupied until 1934. 
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the division of Africa into zones of influence - Spain by the end of the 
century had three bridgeheads on the North African coast. 

In 1880 and 1881, when the Madrid Conference on the protection 
of individuals in Morocco met in two sessions, the Makhzen m a d e a 
last attempt to get its independence and sovereignty over a clearly defined 
territory accepted at the international level. Despite English support, the 
attempt failed in the face of the selfish alliance of France, Spain and 
Italy. France, which had briefly thought all was lost in Morocco, raised the 
Tuât problem immediately after the end of this conference. Indeed, there 
was m u c h talk in Paris at the time about the plan for a trans-Saharan railway 
line, which would open up Central Africa to French trade. But the plan ran 
up against a serious obstacle: the oases of the central Sahara were politically 
dependent on Morocco. France tried to convert the Sultan to her view, but 
buttressed by English support, he rejected the French demands while at 
the same time strengthening his administrative and political presence in 
Tuât. 

In the east of the Maghrib, the Tunisians had for centuries been fight­
ing the Italians as the Moroccans had been fighting the Spanish. United 
Italy certainly had designs on the Regency of Tunis: it sent immigrants 
there, invested capital there and propagated its culture there. But the 
real danger threatening Tunisia came from France, which had already 
been established in Algeria for over half a century. 

T h e Sultan in Constantinople had taken advantage of his misfortunes 
in Algeria to bring Tripolitania and Cyrenaica back under his direct 
administration and regain his political influence in Tunisia.7 There is 
no doubt that there was considerable pro-Ottoman feeling among the 
elite in the Regency of Tunis. T h e Bey, w h o saw this as a threat to 
his prerogatives, thought he would do best to rely on Italy and France. 
This more or less deliberate course of action was fatal for him. W h e n 
the French government took advantage of a favourable diplomatic situation 
to attack the country, the Bey found himself isolated at h o m e and abroad, 
and on 12 M a y 1881 was constrained to sign a treaty putting him 
under the protectorate of France. But the inhabitants of the Sahel and 
of the religious capital, Kayruwän, at once revolted, hoping for a rapid 
Ottoman intervention. A second French expedition was then raised, 
and was to meet strong resistance in the mountainous areas of the 
north-west, the centre and the south. Safakis and Käbis were bombarded 
by naval units; Kayruwän withstood a long siege in the autumn of 1881; 
and the southern territories near Tripolitania for long remained an insecure 
area. 

Italy maintained her claims to the country; but the Tunisians obviously 
could not play that card. O n the other hand, they remained faithful to 

7. See E. Kuran, 1970. 
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Islamic sovereignty; the link with Constantinople was never completely 
broken, and this was to be one of the foundations of early Tunisian 
nationalism. 

W e need not concern ourselves here with the intense diplomatic activity 
that enabled the various European states to define their respective spheres 
of influence. This preparatory period ended with the general agreement 
of April 1904 between France and England. Until that date each power 
interested in the Maghrib was content to keep its claims alive, and on 
occasion took some territory as security. 

Thus, at the end of Hassan I's reign, Morocco sustained a defeat in 
the 1893 war, which allowed Spain to consolidate her i860 gains in the 
neighbourhood of Melilla. Seven years later, at the end of the regency 
of the vizier Bä A h m a d , France judged that the time was ripe to settle 
the Tuât problems to her advantage once and for all. O n the pretext 
of scientific exploration a strong expedition gradually approached the 
coveted oases, and in December 1899 appeared before In Saläh and 
demanded immediate surrender. The local chief, appointed by the Sultan 
of Morocco, surrounded by soldiers of the Makhzen and assisted by the 
sherifs of In Saläh, resisted fiercely. After bloody battles, such as that 
of In Ghâr on 27 December 1899, where the outcome was not in doubt 
given the disparity between the two sides, the whole oasis region was 
conquered; the last battle took place at Talmïn in March 1901. England 
and Germany, warned by the young Sultan 'Abd al-'Azïz, advised him 
to accept the fait accompli; and this he did, signing under duress the 
draft treaty of 20 April 1902. In return for this major concession, h o w ­
ever, he tried to have the line of demarcation in the south and east between 
Morocco and the French possessions clearly defined; but to no effect, 
for France preferred the vagueness which offered her the prospect of 
further conquests. 

T h e loss of Tuât was one of the main reasons for the break-up of 
the Sultan's authority, which got worse and worse until 1911. T h e members 
of the Makhzen were aware that France planned to encircle Morocco 
in order to isolate and subjugate it; they also knew that England no longer 
opposed French designs. T h e domestic reforms the Makhzen had intro­
duced to strengthen the army and administration had not had the desired 
results. F rom Germany it no longer counted on anything but diplomatic 
help; and Germany did indeed uphold Moroccan independence until 
November 1911, when she signed an agreement with France giving the 
latter a free hand in Morocco in exchange for compensations in equatorial 
Africa. 

After 1905 France decided to precipitate matters and occupy the so-called 
bilâd al-sibä.s These were poor, underpopulated desert areas which because 

8. Colonial ideology represented the bilâd al-sibâ as independent territories, in which 
the Sultan's sovereignty was purely nominal and amounted only to religious influence. 
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of their character the Sultan had left to be administered by local chiefs, 
though without giving up his sovereign rights. H e was regularly kept 
informed of colonial intrigues, and when the French threat took definite 
shape, he sent a duly authorized representative to direct the resistance. 
This is what happened in the Kenädza area and at Shinkït. 

Having always refused to define the frontier with Morocco beyond 
Figuig, France pursued a policy of slowly nibbling away at territory. 
Working their way up the valley of the Sawra, her forces gradually occupied 
the territory between W â d ï Gïr and W â d ï Züsfänä, on the pretext of 
ending lawlessness and insecurity and allowing frontier trade to expand. 
T h e French government also suggested to the Makhzen that it should 
share customs receipts with it, and obtained satisfaction in Ma rch 
IOIO. 

Further south, France had imposed the protectorate on the emirs of 
the Trarza and the Brakna. Then, in 1905, a specialist in the affairs 
of the Islamic clerisy, Xavier Coppolani, came from Algeria to introduce 
the policy of 'peaceful penetration' which took the form of making direct 
contact with chiefs and the leaders of religious brotherhoods with a view 
to winning them over to French influence. H e found himself up against 
a worthy opponent in Shaykh M a ' al-'Aynayn w h o for more than thirty 
years had acted as the Sultan of Morocco's representative. Muläy ' A b d 
al-'Azïz was informed, and sent his uncle Muläy Idrîs, w h o galvanized 
the resistance forces. Meanwhile, Coppolani's camp at Tidjikdja was 
attacked in April 1905 and the apostle of peaceful penetration was killed. 
Taking advantage of the internal crisis racking Morocco, France demanded 
the recall of Muläy Idrîs, and obtained it in January 1907; but resistance 
continued none the less. A strong expedition led by Colonel Gouraud 
moved northwards; it suffered a serious reverse at a l -Muynäm on 16 
June 1908, but succeeded in entering Atar on 9 January 1909. Shaykh 
M I ' al-'Aynayn withdrew with his followers into the Säkiyat al-Hamrä, 
whence his forces continued to harass the French and the Spaniards until 

1933-
During the same period Spain advanced on France's coat-tails. W h e n 

France occupied Shinkït, Spain moved out of her settlement on the bay 
of Rio de Oro and in 1906 organized the Saharan intervention force which 
penetrated 30 k m inland. In the north, the Spaniards waited until the 
French entered Wadjda in 1907 before mounting a 45 ooo-strong expedition 
which in September 1909 set out to conquer the Rïf. In response, the 
local population, inspired by Shaykh Ameriyän's call to djihäd, mounted 
a fierce resistance which was only to die out in 1926. 

At the other end of North Africa, Ottoman Tripolitania came under 
attack from Italy in 1911 (see Fig. 5.3). T h e Young Turk revolution 
had greatly weakened the Ottoman state; and meanwhile Italy had been 
given the green light by England and France. O n 28 September 1911 
Italy presented an ultimatum to Constantinople complaining of Ottoman 
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plate 5.1 Sayyid Ahmad

al-Sharif al-Sanüsí, the

spiritual leader of the

Sanusiyya, 1902-33

negligence and the prevailing anarchy in the country, and then, without
taking any notice of the Turkish Government's conciliatory reply, landed
armies at Tripoli, Benghazi, Horns and Tubruk in October which easily

captured the cities. However, when the Italians ventured outside the city
limits, they faced fierce resistance. A series of battles took place on the
outskirts of the cities among which was al-Häni on 23 October 191 1

outside Tripoli. The Italians suffered a humiliating defeat and committed

great atrocities against the population of the city of Tripoli.9 Outside
Benghazi, the Italians fought three major battles at Djuliana, al-Kuwayfiya,
and al-Hawwäri, on 28 November 191 1. They were defeated and forced

to retreat to Benghazi. At al-Khums the Italians and the Turkish-Arab
forces fought desperately from 23 October 191 1 to 2 May 1912 for control
of the strategic point of al-Markib, before the Italians succeeded in driving
the defenders out.10

9. P. Maltese, 1968, pp. 210-24.
10. K. al-Tillïsî, 1973, pp. 463-7. The sections on Libya in this chapter were based

on contributions by I. El-Hareir and Jan Vansina (Editor).
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In Derna, the small Turkish force withdrew to the mountains overlooking 
the town and, with the help of the indigenous population, clashed with 
Italians. T h e resistance in Derna was buttressed by the arrival of a group 
of Turkish officers under the c o m m a n d of Anwar Pasha (Enver), and 
Mustafa Kama l (later Atatiirk). With the help of A h m a d al-Sharïf, the 
spiritual leader of the Sanüsiyya, A n w a r and his group mobilized the 
Arabs of the hinterland and succeeded in recruiting a formidable 
army. 

Anwar led this army in two battles against the Italians at al-Karkaf 
and Sïdï 'Abdallah on 8 October 1912 and 3 March 1912.11 At Tubruk 
the Arabs met the Italians in two major encounters: al-Nädüra on 3 March 
1912, and a l -Mudawwar on 17 July 1912, in which the Italian commander, 
General Salsa, was killed.12 It is difficult to cover all the battles fought 
against the Italians in Libya in a survey history; however, it is sufficient 
to say that in and around every city, town and valley, there was an encounter 
against the Italians. It was because of this fierce resistance that the 
Italians gained little more than the five towns in the first six months of 
the war. 

By the end of 1911, many Italians had begun to show signs of dis­
appointment about the duration of the war in Libya. In order to pressure 
Turkey to withdraw from Libya, the Italian government attacked the 
Turkish Straits, the Dodecanese Islands, and the Dardanelles. Italy's new 
action in the heart of the Turkish land threatened world peace and the 
revival of the 'Eastern Question', an issue no European power wanted 
raised because of its complications. T h e major European powers therefore 
put pressure on Turkey and Italy to come to a peaceful agreement, and 
succeeded in inducing, if not forcing Turkey to sign the Lausanne Agree­
ment with Italy on 18 October 1912. According to this treaty, Turkey 
- to save her face before the Islamic world - granted independence to 
the Libyan people, and, in return, Italy promised to withdraw from Turkish 
waters.13 

T h e reaction of the Libyans to the peace treaty — on which they were 
not consulted - was divided. Some wanted to negotiate with the Italians, 
while others wanted to fight to the end. T h e people of Cyrenaica under 
the spiritual leader, A h m a d al-Sharïf, belonged to the former camp. 

Seizing the opportunity of the Turkish withdrawal from Libya, the 
Italians launched an attack on A h m a d al-Sharïf's forces south of Derna, 
but suffered a stunning defeat at the battle of Y a w m al-Djuma' on 16 
M a y 1913.14 This battle was very important because it was the first large-
scale encounter between the Arabs and the Italians after the Turkish 
withdrawal. Citing the decree issued by the Turkish Sultan which granted 

11. ibid., p. 27. 
12. ibid., pp. 344-6. 
13. Al-Zâwï, 1973, pp. 140-56. 
14. Al-Tillïsï, 1973, pp. 321-2. 
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the Libyans independence, A h m a d al-Shanf declared the formation of 
a government called 'a l -Huküma al-Sanüsiyya', the Sanûsï government. ' s 

In Tripolitania, the Italians launched a similar attack directed at the 
major force in the Western Mountains where they defeated the Libyans 
at the battle of Djandüba on 23 March 1913. This victory opened the 
way to the Fazzän region for the Italians. They formed an expedition 
commanded by Colonel Miani w h o succeeded in defeating the Libyan 
warriors in three consecutive battles and occupied Sabhä in February 
1913 . 1 6 

Until the eve of the First World W a r , resistance in North Africa17 

was the work of an organized state. T h e invading forces were met by 
contingents of regular soldiers although there were fewer of them than 
of local warriors. W h e n the state found itself compelled to accept the 
fait accompli, given the relative strengths of the two sides, it implicitly 
delegated its duty to resist to a leader of a brotherhood w h o never broke 
off relations with the political leader of the Muslim community.1 8 Thus 
what was happening in this first period was a political war waged explicitly 
in the name of Islamic sovereignty. 

By 1914 resistance organized by a centralized indigenous political 
authority had come to an end except in Libya. But the situation created 
by the First World W a r prevented the colonial powers from moving on 
to the phase of effective occupation. French, Spaniards and Italians sought 
only to maintain what they had already gained. But they suffered serious 
reverses; and this led General Lyautey, the French Resident in Morocco, 
to remark that: ' H e w h o does not advance retreats'. T h e Germans and 
Turks called on the people of North Africa to throw off the colonial 
yoke; pan-Islamic leaders such as the Tunisian Bach H a m b a and the 
Moroccan al-Attâbï were received in Berlin, and took part in propaganda 
tours in neutral countries; emissaries were sent into the Rïf and to the 
W â d ï N u n area; and arms were shipped to the Tripolitanian resistance 
fighters through the port of Misuräta. There is no doubt that some of 
the people believed that the colonizers could be driven back into the 
sea. The fragility of the occupation in the territories conquered immediately 
before the war is shown by the extreme nervousness of the proconsuls 
of this period and the 'liberalism' they had to parade. Lyautey went so 
far as to behave like a mere minister of foreign affairs to the Sultan 
of Morocco. 

This waiting period came to an end in 1921. In Tripolitania the new 
proconsul, Volpi, carried away by the tide of nationalism that was to 

15. A h m a d al-Shanf documents at the University of Kir YOnis, Benghazi, Libya. 
16. Al-Tillïsî, 1973, pp. 46-7. 
17. For the resistance of the Libyans during the First World W a r , see Chapter 12. 
18. Note that the position of the two Sultans, Moroccan and Ottoman, was only com­

parable until 1919, when the Sultan in Constantinople renounced sovereignty over several 
Arab territories. Moreover in 1925 the Ottoman caliphate was abolished. 
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allow Mussolini to march on R o m e , put an end to an allegedly liberal 
policy and denounced all earlier agreements reached during and after 
the First World W a r . This was followed by the launching of a number 
of invasions for a 'reconquista'. A large army under the c o m m a n d of 
General Graziani marched on Gharyän, capital of Tripolitania, which 
was captured on 7 November 1922. Another attacked Misuräta and took 
it on 20 February 1923.19 T h e central committee of the United Republic 
set up on January 1922,20 torn by disputes among its members as well 
as the civil war between Misuräta and Warfalläh on the one hand, and 
the civil strife between the Arabs and the Berbers of the Western Mountains 
on the other, could not mobilize sufficient force to stop the Italians. 
Consequently, the central committee collapsed and its members fled the 
country to Egypt, the Sudan and Tunisia. 

T o worsen the situation even further, on 21 December 1922, Emir 
Idrïs al-Sanusï, the Union's spiritual leader and supreme commander, 
went into voluntary exile to Egypt. His unexplained and sudden departure, 
which is still being debated among historians, completely demoralized 
the people and caused many of the warriors either to leave the country 
or surrender to the Italians. However, before leaving, al-Sanusï appointed 
his brother Al-Ridä as his deputy, and ' U m a r al-Mukhtär as commander 
of the National Forces in the Green Mountains, and it was under his 
leadership and because of the efficient guerrilla warfare that he developed 
that the resistance continued until 1931. H e divided his forces into three 
major mobile companies (adwär) and camped in the mountainous area 
south of al-Mardj at Jardas. T h e series of attacks launched against him 
in the summer of 1923 were all repelled. Another army sent against 
his camp in March was routed. 

It was Tripolitania that fell first. By June 1924, all arable land was 
occupied. But aware of their weakness as long as they did not control 
the desert, the Italians began a long campaign to control the desert and 
finally Fazzän. This was not marked by success despite the use of 
aerial bombing and poison gas. Several Italian advances were stopped. 
As late as 1928 the Libyans blocked the main Italian force at Faqhrift 
south of Surt. But by the end of 1929 and the beginning of 1930, 
Fazzän was finally occupied and the Libyan resistance in the west and 
south collapsed. 

Meanwhile, the resistance in Cyrenaica continued and succeeded in 
inflicting heavy defeats on the Italians. W h e n the Fascists failed to suppress 
the revolution of ' U m a r al-Mukhtär in Cyrenaica through direct military 
attack, they resorted to some measures unprecedented in the history of 
colonial wars in Africa. They first erected a 300 km-long wire fence along 
the Tripoli-Egyptian border to prevent any aid coming from Egypt. 

19. Al-Tillïsï, 1973, pp. 63-76; see also R . Graziani, 1976, pp. 98-104, 161-71, 339-67. 
20. See Chapter 12. 
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Secondly, continually enforced, they occupied the oases of Djalo, 
Djaghabüb and Kufra to encircle and isolate the warriors in Cyrenaica. 
Finally, they evacuated all the rural population of Cyrenaica to the desert 
of Sirt where they kept them in fenced concentration camps. This measure 
was meant to deprive al-Mukhtär's forces of any local assistance. Other 
mass prisons and concentration camps were established at al-Makrfln, 
Sulük, al-Aghayla and al-Barayka. Conditions in these camps were so 
bad that it is believed that more than a hundred thousand people died 
of starvation and diseases, not to mention their animals which were con­
fiscated. In al-Barayka prison camp alone, there were 80000 persons of 
w h o m 30000 are said to have died between 1930 and 1932, according 
to the Italians' o w n statistics.21 

Despite these wicked measures, the revolt continued and hit-and-run 
tactics were resorted to. T h e Italians again offered to negotiate with 
al-Mukhtâr. A series of meetings were held between the two sides. A m o n g 
them was the one held near al-Mardj on 19 July 1929, attended by Governor 
Badoglio. At this meeting, the Italians offered to bribe al-Mukhtlr w h o 
turned down the offer and insisted on liberating his country.22 Later, 
w h e n al-Mukhtär discovered that the Italians were trying to apply the 
policy of 'divide and rule' among his followers, he broke the talks with 
the Italians and resumed his tactics of guerrilla warfare which included 
skirmishes, raids, ambushes, surprise attacks and incursions spread all 
over the country. In the last twenty-one months before his capture, he 
fought 277 battles with the Italians as Graziani himself admits.23 In 
September 1931, however, al-Mukhtär was captured and taken to Benghazi. 
H e was then court-martialed and executed before thousands of Libyans 
at the town of Sulük on 16 September 1931. 

After the capture of al-Mukhtär, his followers elected Yflsuf A b u Rähil, 
his deputy, as commander. H e continued the struggle for six months 
and then decided to suspend and withdraw to Egypt. H e was killed in 
his attempt to cross the Libya-Egyptian border. O n 24 January 1932, 
Badoglio announced the conquest and occupation of Libya and one of 
the longest resistances to European imperialism thus came to its more 
or less inevitable end. It is worth remembering that at this very time 
northern Morocco was the scene of an equally fierce war and an equally 
heroic resistance.24 

Until 1931 enormous areas of the Atlas and the Sahara, regarded as 
economically unprofitable, existed outside any colonial control; and this 
was where those w h o did not wish to surrender to the French or Spanish 
armies took refuge. But the inhabitants did not remain entirely isolated; 

21. M . T . al-Ashhäb, 1947, p. 482. 
22. I. El-Hareir, 1981. 
23. R . Graziani, 1980, p. 296. 
24. The Rïf war is dealt with in Chapter 24 below. 
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plate 5.2 'Umar al-Mukhtär (b. c. 1862), a leader of Sanüst resistance to Italian coloniz¬

ation until his execution in 1931
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they were in touch with the subjugated areas, whose markets and dis­
pensaries they visited. This was the period of peaceful penetration and 
a policy of contact; an ambiguous period, from which w e must be careful 
not to draw general conclusions. 

In 1931 a change took place in French colonial policy. Worried at 
Germany's rebuilding of her strength, the French Minister of W a r , 
Messimy, set the year 1935 as the terminus ad quern for conquest and 
occupation. All necessary means were given to the army in Africa, and 
arrangements were made to co-ordinate operations with the Spaniards; 
the advent of a republic in Madrid made this co-ordination easy. Thus 
every spring an expedition was mounted to put d o w n one of the 'dissident 
spots'. 

T o understand fully what was about to happen w e must remember 
that the conquest was carried out in the name of the Sultan;25 that the 
army of pacification was mainly indigenous; that the policy of contact 
had enabled the colonial authorities to understand the contradictions within 
communities encircled for years; and that every community contained 
both indigenous people and refugees w h o had sometimes come from a 
great distance. Above all w e must consider why on earth people should 
fight to the death for customs which the colonial power was obviously 
prepared to preserve and strengthen. 

Yet despite that final conquest was nowhere easy.26 T h e Middle Atlas 
was reduced in two campaigns in 1931 and 1932; from 12 July to 16 
September of the latter year the bloody battle of Tazïkzaût took place. 
T h e French army surrounded 3000 families w h o had been retreating 
before the colonial advance since 1922. T h e battle lasted from 22 August 
to 11 September. Neither massive bombardment nor blockade could break 
the resistance led by al-Wakki A m h o u c h and his brothers. The shelters 
had to be cleared by grenades. After the battle, they counted 500 killed 
among the Moroccans. This battle clearly demonstrated the limits of the 
policy of contact with the ethnic groups. In 1933 it was the turn of the 
Djabal Saghrü, where the battle of B ü Ghäfir (13 February to 25 March) 
was equally bloody. In 1934 the last resistance fighters were surrounded 
in the Anti-Atlas; after which the French could enter Tindüf in March. 
A week later, on 6 April 1934, the Spaniards were at last able to take 
possession of Sïdï Ifnï. 

In 1930 and 1931, when the colonial powers might reasonably have 
supposed that the conquest was nearing its end, the Italian leaders were 
talking about Pax Romana and the French were ceremonially celebrating 
the centenary of the capture of Algiers and the fiftieth anniversary of 

25. 'It thus took 22 years of continuous effort to reach the heart of the Berber mountains 
and bring the last rebels under the authority of the sovereign of Morocco', A . Guillaume, 
1946, P- 456-

26. 'Not one tribe came over to us without first being defeated', ibid., p. 9. 
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plate 5.3 Amghar Hassü ü Bäsalläm of the Ilemchan (the Ait Atta of the Sahara), leader

of the resistance fighters at Bü Ghdfir (Saghrü) in Algeria in 1933
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the protectorate over Tunisia. Theoreticians of colonization saw this as the 
revenge of R o m e over Islam and the West over the East. But at that time 
nationalism, already established in the towns, was preparing to spread 
into the country areas. For those involved, the last battles were not so 
m u c h the end of an era as a sign of the rejection of any voluntary 
submission.27 

Stages of resistance 

T w o phases can thus be distinguished in Maghribi resistance to the colonial 
drive: one from 1880 to about 1912, the other from 1921 to 1935 (the 
intervening period being the ambiguous one of the First World W a r ) . 
Let us n o w , over and above the chronicle of military events and subjective 
reports, consider some questions that might pave the w a y to thinking 
and research. 

During the first phase the campaigns always followed a pattern that 
had been developed by France during the conquest of Algeria, and had 
then been taken up by Spain and Italy. Before invading a coveted territory 
a colonial power took good care to obtain its competitors' consent, either 
through a bilateral convention or in the lobbies of an international con­
ference.28 O n c e this had been done, the following stages in the conquest 
took place: 

(1) A n incident was identified and used as a justification for inter­
vention: hence the usual stories of raids and plundering groups 
(the case of the Krumirs on the Tunisian-Algerian frontier has 
remained famous). T h u s the Tidikelt was annexed on the pretext 
that it had served as a refuge for B ü Shüsha, w h o fought the 
French from 1869 to 1874, the Gurära because Kaddu r b. H a m z a 
found help and succour there during his struggle from 1872 to 
1879, and Shinkït because the M o o r s often crossed the River 
Senegal.29 

(2) T h e objections of the Powers and the Sultan, the sovereign of 
the coveted territory, were disposed of by stressing the admini­
strative sloppiness and insecurity rife in the said territory. 

(3) Territorial pawns were taken at the first opportunity, for example 
during a period of national tension or a change of ruler. T h u s 
France unexpectedly occupied In Saläh in January 1900. T h e 

27. This is a fundamental point in modernist Islam. Total submission to God , which 
is what the word islam means in Arabic, implies non-submission to anyone except G o d . 

28. France was given carte blanche in Tunisia in the lobbies of the 1878 Congress of 
Berlin, and in Morocco at the 1906 Algeciras conference. 

29. South-east of Morocco the French complained endlessly about the depredations 
of the Awlâd Dzârïr and Dawï Maniya. This was the excuse for taking Bechar which 
(in order to deceive French public opinion itself) was given the name Colomb. 
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inhabitants called for help and the Sultan of Morocco protested; 
but France refused to discuss the matter on the grounds that 
inability to maintain law and order amounted to a loss of 
sovereignty.30 W h e n sovereignty was undeniable, as at Wudjida 
and Casablanca (occupied in M a r c h and August 1907 respectively), 
the French m a d e evacuation of their forces contingent on restora­
tion of order (which their very presence m a d e impossible). 

(4) Through a series of pressures and promises, delegated sovereignty 
(tawßd) was obtained, which legalized the occupation. This was 
the effect of the protectorate treaties. 

(5) T h e next stage was true conquest, known in the typically Euro­
centric way as pacification. Its speed depended from n o w on 
solely on the order of priorities drawn up by the colonial 
power. 

As w e have already noted, this first phase was marked by political 
and diplomatic activity that makes it part and parcel of international history; 
it thus poses no new problems for the historian. 

This is not the case for the second phase, that of total conquest or 
the so-called pacification. For obvious reasons, resistance in the towns 
and in the plains was always short-lived. T h e mountains, initially regarded 
as economically valueless,31 were sealed off by a security belt, and this 
was to be tightened over the years. T h e desert areas were watched over 
from strong points on the Atlantic coast.32 This policy was imposed on 
the colonial power by force of circumstance, for it reflected ecological 
and socio-political facts.33 It is important to grasp the reality of this 
situation which has been masked by the ideological distortions introduced 
by colonial historians. At this stage in our knowledge all w e can do is 
to raise some questions that seem relevant to us: 

(1) W h y was it necessary to obtain a formal treaty from the Sultan 
of Morocco or Constantinople to legalize the conquest and turn 
it into mere 'pacification'? 

(2) W h y were the inhabitants taken by surprise at every colonial 
attack? 

(3) W h y was the army so North Africanized that it could be said 
to have European officers in c o m m a n d of indigenous troops? 

30. But France still insisted that the Sultan should recognize the fait accompli. 
31. Until indications of mineral wealth were discovered there, as in the Rïf. This 

was what impelled the Spaniards to speed up their conquest. 
32. Hence the role delegated by the French and Spaniards to the Rakibat, because 

their nomadic life took them from the Adrar to the Anti-Atlas and the Hammâda Dar'a. 
33. T h e colonial leaders were aware of this, and were keen to appear to be continuing 

their predecessors' work. General Guillaume, after describing the pacification campaigns 
in the Middle Atlas, appended an account of the battles of the great Moroccan ruler 
Muläy Ismail (1672-1727) in the same area. 
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(4) W h y was there division in the resistance movement which could 
not be overcome even at times of the greatest danger? 

These questions among others help to bring out the reactions of the 
inhabitants during the so-called pacification phase. 

T h e failure of African initiatives and resistance 

In spite of the strong determination of the people of the Maghrib to 
maintain their sovereignty and way of life, and despite the protracted 
nature of the resistance, the whole of the Maghrib had fallen to the imperial 
powers of France, Spain and Italy by 1935. T h e final question to be 
considered then is why the Maghribians failed. 

Contrary to what might be supposed the demographic, ecological and 
economic circumstances were for most of the time against the North African 
resistance fighter. 

W e now know that the population of North Africa was overestimated 
in the nineteenth century. M e n old enough to carry arms were limited 
in number and also available only for a very short period because of 
the requirements of agriculture and stock-rearing; and this left the initiative 
in the hands of the enemy. Tidikelt was conquered by a column of 1000 
m e n , having a population not exceeding 20000. At Tit on 7 M a y 1902, 
when the Tawärik of the Ahaggar were defeated, they numbered 300 
as against 130; but that was the most they could muster, and the loss 
of 93 dead was a blow from which they did not easily recover. T h e 
supposedly overpopulated highland areas were little better off; in every 
decisive engagement the assailants had the advantage of numbers. The 
people of the Rïf were attacked by 300000 French soldiers (not counting 
the Spaniards) - i.e. the equivalent of the whole population of northern 
Morocco. At the height of the resistance in the Middle Atlas, a total 
number of 10 000, including w o m e n and children, had to face an army 
of 80000 m e n . In the Djabal Saghrü 7000 fighting soldiers were assailed 
by 34000 m e n equipped with the latest weapons.34 Admittedly not all 
the colonial troops were combatants; but it is undeniable that in terms 
of sheer numbers, the advantage always lay with the colonial army, which 
set out to strike 'the natives with terror and despondency'.35 

M u c h is often made of the indigenous fighters' mobility and knowledge 
of the terrain; but these were tactical advantages that counted for less 
and less as the war went on. T h e exploit at Tidjikdja in June 1905, 
in which the apostle of peaceful penetration, Xavier Coppolani, was 
killed and which delayed the conquest of the Adrar until 1909; the battle 
of Kasîba, from 8 to 10 June 1913, in which the French lost 100 dead 

34. E . F. Gautier, 1910, pp. 12 and 129; A . Guillaume, 1946, pp. 114 and 414; 
A . Ayache, 1956, p. 332. 

35. A . Bernard and L . N . E . Lacroix, 1921, p. 332. 
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and 140 wounded; the even bloodier one at al-Harï on 13 November 
1914, when they left behind 510 dead and 176 wounded; the battle of 
Anwäl , from 22 to 26 July 1921, in which the Spaniards lost 15000 dead, 
700 prisoners, 20000 rifles, 400 machine guns and 150 field guns; all these 
heroic feats of arms (showing admirable knowledge of the terrain, and 
decisively influenced by mobility and ruthlessness in battle) stopped the 
colonial advance for a few years but did not help to regain lost territory. 
Neither the desert dwellers nor the highlanders could take m u c h time 
off from their orchard farming and stock-rearing; and this allowed the 
invader to launch real economic warfare against them. During the Adrar 
campaign in 1909 the French soldiers occupied the oases at the time 
of the date harvest and waited for the m e n to be compelled by hunger 
to come and surrender (admittedly not for long). In areas where seasonal 
migration with stock took place, they closed off the winter pastures and 
relied on cold and hunger to bring the inhabitants to terms. W h e n opera­
tions began, a total blockade was imposed, as against the Zayyän in 1917-18 
and the people of the Rïf in 1925-6. In 1928-9 the Italians, as has been 
pointed out above, deported the people of Cyrenaica to the north and 
concentrated them in camps surrounded by barbed wire. O n e consequence 
of the nagging hunger created by such policies, harder on the livestock 
than the people, was that the colonial army found volunteers immediately 
after the end of operations. 

T h e resistance fighters' great asset, mobility, soon became only relative. 
F r o m 1901 onwards the French army began to use racing camels, to 
such good effect that the conquest of the Sahara has been described as 
due to Sha'amba camel-riders.3 6 T h e railway also preceded conquest almost 
everywhere: it reached 'Ayn Sifrä in 1887, Bishâr in 1905 and Zîz in 1930. 
In 1915 motor vehicles were tried for the first time, and Epinat lorries37 

drove up and d o w n the roads of the Atlas in anticipation of the 1931-3 
campaigns. Lastly, aircraft were used from 1920 onwards, for aerial 
photography in preparation for the campaigns and to demoralize the in­
habitants during operations.38 

This brings us to the problem of weapons, which not being produced 
locally had to be taken from the enemy. France had always made an 
international issue out of arms smuggling to the Maghrib, accusing 
Germany and Turkey of being suppliers, and Spain and even England 
of tolerating arms traffic on the coasts of the Rïf and the Atlantic coast 
in the case of Morocco and via the Libyan oases for Tunisia and the 
central Sahara. It is true that this traffic had always existed; but never-

36. T h e Sha'amba are nomads of the Algerian Tell. 
37. N a m e d after a French businessman at Marrakesh with interests in the mines. 
38. Italy was actually the first to use aircraft in a colonial war, in 1911. In the 1921-6 

campaigns, aircraft under the c o m m a n d of the future Marshal Badoglio played a decisive 
role in defeating the resistance fighters in Tripolitania and the Fezzân. 
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theless, the fact remains that the French authorities themselves admitted 
that they found hardly any G e r m a n weapons in the Middle Atlas or 
Anti-Atlas. A s each large clan grouping was forced to surrender, it passed 
its rifles on to its neighbours w h o were still free; so that it was at the 
end of operations in March 1934 that the French recovered the largest 
number of rifles, namely 25000. W e must remember that these weapons 
were often useless because of lack of ammunition, and above all that 
they were of doubtful effectiveness against the aircraft, long-range heavy 
artillery and armour with which the invading armies were equipped 
after the First World W a r . It was this that made the French generals 
say that the 1931-4 campaigns were 'real manoeuvres with a live 
enemy' .3 9 

T h e final adverse factor was a political and ideological one. T h e people 
of North Africa and the Sahara are all Musl im, and Islam lays down 
strict rules for people's wars. Contrary to the idea c o m m o n in the West, 
the djihâd as understood in recent centuries is defensive: that is, military 
service and the taxes that flow from it are only compulsory for everyone 
if the country is the victim of aggression. In the case of an offensive 
war (and there have been none in North Africa for centuries), contribu­
tions and service are only voluntary. In the circumstances of the nineteenth 
century, this left the military initiative to the invader. Defence of the 
realm was traditionally one of the provisions of the bay'a (sovereign's 
investiture contract). In the event of attack, were Muslims supposed to 
organize resistance themselves immediately, or ought they to await the 
sultan's instructions? T h e question has been discussed at length by the 
doctors of law, and the view that prevailed was that responsibility should 
be left to the sovereign so as to stop demagogy and extravagant promises. 
This explains w h y , when French or Spanish soldiers appeared in a district, 
as they did in Tuât in 1864 and 1890 or Tarfaya in 1885, the inhabitants 
sent a delegation to the Sultan and then awaited his orders. Responsibility 
was thus left with the sovereign; and he was in a dilemma, for if he 
held aloof, he jeopardized the legitimacy of his authority, and if he replied 
favourably to the request, the powers would hold him responsible for 
anything that happened. Usually he advised calm, delegated a chief to 
maintain order, and allowed those involved to hope that the problem 
was being solved through diplomatic means (which m a n y of those on 
the spot were all too ready to believe).40 Here w e come to the heart 
of the matter. W h e n the Sultan failed,41 and a religious or lay leader 

39. A . Guillaume, 1946, p. 398. 
40. T h e situation of the Sultan in Constantinople in the nineteenth century was little 

different. 
41. H e sometimes succeeded either in delaying the conquest, as at Tuät in 1890, or 

in winning back a district as in the case of Tarfaya, which the English gave back in 
1898. 

109 



Africa under Colonial Domination 1880—igjs 

felt obliged to take up the banner of the djihäd in his stead but without 
his blessing, he would certainly not get unanimous support. T h e colonial 
powers could then play on all kinds of rivalries and hostilities. 

Within the framework of a society which had become de facto leader-
less, the colonial army could easily take advantage of a divided opposition. 
Fully to appreciate h o w this worked, w e must remember that the sultan's 
administration was often indirect, being delegated to local chiefs, Islamic 
clerics or shaykhs. W h e n the sultan was unable to lead the resistance 
himself, every individual thought of safeguarding his o w n privileges, or 
'climbing on the bandwagon' as one specialist in native affairs put it.42 

France had no difficulty in obtaining help to conquer Tuât from the 
Sherif of Wazzän (who could take up ziyâra (collections) among his 
followers in Algeria only with the permission of the French governor), 
at Shinkït from Shaykhs Sïdiya and Sa'd Büh , in the Tafilälet from the 
leader of the Násiriyya zäwiya, and lastly in the Rïf from the chief 
of the Darkäwa. In Tripolitania, the Italians won over to their side the 
Ibädites of the Djabal Nafusa, w h o were opposed to the Sunnï majority 
in the country. Where a great chief had built up a principality, the colonial 
authorities waited for a succession dispute to arise and then offered their 
support to each of the claimants in turn; this is what happened with 
the Trarza between 1901 and 1904 and among the Zayyän between 1917 
and 1919. But the impact of this 'native policy' must not be exaggerated. 
Whenever a chief favoured the French, he immediately lost his prestige 
and was no longer of any use: so m u c h so that in the end the authorities 
no longer sought public submissions. 

T h e tendency of leaders of zarväyä and the great chiefs to compromise 
and play a double game thus resulted not so m u c h from ethnic divisions 
and rivalries as from the disappearance of the supreme political power, 
whose successive defeats exposed its military weakness. 

History has handed d o w n to us the names of some thirty chiefs w h o 
led the resistance against the French, Spaniards and Italians during the 
period 1900-35, not counting M u h a m m a d Ibn 'Abd al-Karïm and ' A b d 
al-Malik.43 T h e others can be divided into two quite distinct groups 
regardless of their success or failure. 

O n e group was in continual touch with the Sultan, served him and 
appealed to him when the colonial threat loomed; the others acted under 
the influence of the local djema'a. T h e former were more far-seeing but 
were handicapped by the military weakness of the Sultan; the latter were 
more tenacious in their actions, but their influence was limited to the 
narrow boundaries of their commands . 

42. L . V . Justinard, 1951, p. 105. 
43. 'Abd al-Karïm is not discussed here because his story is to be dealt with elsewhere. 

As for 'Abd al-Malik, grandson of the emir 'Abd al-Kâder of Algeria and an officer 
in the Ottoman army, he seems to have been an adventurer who served the interests 
of Turkey, Spain and France in turn. 
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W h e n Muläy 'Abd al-Hafiz rose against his brother Muläy 'Abd 
al-Azïz and tried to restore Moroccan sovereignty over the whole area 
recognized as belonging to it at the end of the nineteenth century, his 
chief supporters were the following: Shaykh M a ' al-'Aynayn and his sons 
Hassana and al-Akdäf (who led the resistance at Shinkït), his other sons 
al-Hibä, Murâbbih Rabbuh and al-Ni'mat (who retreated before the French 
advance from Marrakesh in 1912 to Tiznït in 1917, and then to Kerdüs 
and Widjdjän in 1934) and the great Azaghar chiefs M u h ä Ü Said and 
M u h ä U H a m m ü (who held up the French thrust into the Atlas until 
1922). W h e n the attempt failed, mainly because of their geographical 
isolation, they did not surrender, like other southern chiefs who had long 
been in contact with the French. But, deprived of the Sultan's support, 
they could no longer operate effectively. Al-Hibä proclaimed himself sultan 
in 1912, but found no support in the towns or among the great chiefs. 
The others shut themselves up within their commands, defending them­
selves against all comers and each hoping to die before seeing 'the face 
of the French', as chief al-Madanï of the Akhäs put it so well.44 

In contrast to these were the local chiefs. Some were extempore ones, 
like M u h a m m a d al-Hadjdjamï in the neighbourhood of Fez in 1911 and 
Nafrûtan al-Samladï and his disciple al-Nakkâdï in the Tafilälet between 
1919 and 1934. Others were traditionally acknowledged ones, like 'All 
A m h a w ü s h , his sons al-Makkï and al-Murtadä and his disciples Ibn al-
Tayyibï and M u h a n d U al-Hädjdj (who successively led the struggle in 
the Middle Atlas from 1919 to 1934), or Hassü ü Bäsalläm, leader of 
the resistance at B ü Ghäfir in February and March 1933. The latter 
group refused to compromise; when defeated they moved on until they 
were h e m m e d in in mountain or desert retreats and subjected to a barrage 
of fire. H o w are we to understand such dogged tenaciousness when in 
complete isolation? 

W e must remember that throughout the nineteenth century, a popular 
movement was growing up which advocated war to the death; it was 
disparaged by the 'ulama and the members of the Makhzen because it 
was accompanied by an appeal to the supernatural and belief in the millen­
nium. There is an account of al-Hibä and his brother Murâbbih Rabbuh, 
on the eve of the battle of B ü 'U thmän on 6 September 1912, calling 
on the angels to help the resistance fighters. At the time of the battle 
of 26 June 1922 there is mention of the Kerkür of Tafesaset, a rock 
at whose foot the colonial advance would supposedly stop on pain of 
a cosmic cataclysm.45 This was a natural belief on the part of sherifs 
and clerics leading mostly unlettered peoples; but it was also an attitude 

44. M . al-Susï, 1961, Vol. 20, p. 202. 
45. A . Guillaume, 1946, pp. 219-20. O n al-tîibâ see Ibn Ibrahim, Al-Hamla al-

Faransiyya 'aid Marrâkush, manuscript K.320, Archives of Rabat, p. 16. 
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which the urban elite was bound to regard as dangerous because it was 
archaic and unrealistic. A b u Shu'ayb al-Dukkâlï, one of the pioneers 
of the reformist movement , well expressed this critical attitude to this 
sort of resistance by saying of al-Hibä's action: 'I a m against resistance 
fighters w h o give the Europeans excuses to occupy Musl im land, like 
B ü A m ä m a , the chiefs of the Shäwiya and the Banï Matïr, and m a n y 
more whose number is countless in the East and the West ' . 4 6 

Just as there were two stages in colonial policy and two kinds of resistance, 
so likewise there were two quite distinct groups of resistance leader. C o n ­
centrating on the phase of conquest and occupation, the phase of stubborn 
scattered resistance led by chiefs and Islamic clerics with millenarian ideas 
little to the taste of the urban elite, w e find the following charac­
teristics: 

(1) they had broken with the historic elite, which understood the 
real relative strengths of the colonial army and the indigenous 
fighters; 

(2) they expected a miracle to stave off the conquest; 
(3) they were disunited and scattered by exile, hunger and distrust; 
(4) they refused to accept what seemed inevitable after the event. 

These characteristics differentiate this stage fundamentally from the 
resistance during the first stage, i.e. from the political war waged by an 
organized state whose purposes the nationalists were to make their o w n . 
Hence the difficult question of whether this scattered, localized resistance 
can be regarded as an early form of nationalism. 

In the event, it was considered archaic and ineffectual and was left 
to its fate by the historic leaders. But immediately after its final failure 
it was selectively taken up again for the purposes of the cause. T h e point 
was that the nationalists celebrated successful attacks, remembered the 
names of chiefs w h o died without surrendering, but forgot those w h o 
survived to become the pawns of European officers even when they too 
had put up a fierce resistance before submitting. 

This resistance served at least to some extent as a legend to galvanize 
others. T h e battles of Tazikzaüt and B ü Ghafír and the figures of M u h ä 
O H a m m ü , al-Nakkâdï, and so on, allowed the nationalists to ask the 
embarrassing question whether a surrender obtained by overwhelming 
force was a real surrender. T h e colonial generals, w h o spoke of peaceful 
penetration w h e n conquest was easy, reverted after 1926 to Bugeaud's 

46. Ibn Ibrahim, Al-Hamla, pp. 13 and 30-5. Bü A m ä m a fought the French around 
Figuig between 1880 and 1885; B O Himära rose against Sultan Muläy 'Abd al-'Azîz, 
who was accused of being pro-European, and led a revolt which lasted from 1902 to 
1909; in Shäwiya M u h a m m a d Bü 'Azzawï led the resistance fighters from 1907 to 1909; 
and among the Ban! MatTr, Akkä Bü Bidmäm made a stand against the invading army 
from 1911 to 1913. 
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ideas that the enemy must be destroyed and that as many troops were 
needed to hold North Africa as to conquer it.47 

This is as good as saying that the 'conquest of men's hearts and minds' 
never took place. 

47. G . Spillmann reports Lyautey as saying at the end of 1924, 'Some people apparently 
venture to argue that a tribe is only really subjugated when it has been given a bloody 
thrashing.' G . Spillman, 1968, p. 60. T h e Spanish attitude always smacked unpleasantly 
of the Crusades, a mixture of hate and fear. In Tripolitania in 1921 Volpi spoke of 
a policy of blood. 
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African initiatives and 
resistance in West Africa, 
1880-1914 

M'BAYE GUEYE and A. ADU BOAHEN 

During the period 1880 to 1914, the whole of West Africa, with the 
sole exception of Liberia (see Chapter 2), was brought under colonial 
rule. This phenomenon which meant essentially the loss of African 
sovereignty and independence as well as land, was accomplished in two 
phases. T h e first phase lasted from 1880 to the early 1900s, and the 
second from the early 1900s to the outbreak of the First World W a r 
in 1914. Each of these phases saw different European activities which 
produced different initiatives and reactions on the part of the Africans. 
It should be emphasized that these reactions were very m u c h determined 
by the local African situation. Variables included the nature of the polity 
(whether or not centralized, whether or not dominated by another African 
power, and whether or not on the upswing or settled and declining),1 

the nature of the leadership provided, the extent of the penetration of 
European political, religious and economic influences by the 1870s and 
the experiences gained from this. Another equally important variable was 
the method adopted by the European imperialists in the establishment 
of their control over the area between 1880 and 1914. 

T h e first phase saw either the use of diplomacy or military invasion, 
or both, by the Europeans. This was the classical era of treaty-making 
in practically every nook and corner of West Africa followed in most 
cases by military invasions, conquests and occupation by armies of varying 
sizes and discipline. T h e period from 1880 to 1900 was the high-water 
mark of European conquest and occupation of West Africa. Never in 
the known history of the continent has so m u c h military action been 
seen and so m a n y invasions and campaigns launched against African states 
and communities (see Fig. 6.1). Particularly memorable were the French 
campaigns in the Western Sudan, Ivory Coast and D a h o m e y (now Benin) 
between 1880 and 1898, and the British campaigns in Asante (in what 
is n o w Ghana), the Niger Delta region (Nigeria) and in Northern Nigeria 
between 1895 and 1903 (see Fig. 6.2). 

During this first phase, practically all Africans had the same objectives, 

1. A . S. Kanya-Forstner in M . Crowder (ed.), 1971, p. 75. 
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that of defending their sovereignty and traditional way of life. It is the 
strategies or methods adopted that varied. Three options were open to 
the Africans, that of confrontation, that of alliance and that of acquiescence 
or submission. T h e strategy of confrontation involved open warfare, sieges, 
guerrilla tactics, scorched earth policies as well as diplomacy. As will 
be seen below, all three options were resorted to. Though three main 
European powers were involved in the conquest and occupation of West 
Africa, w e shall confine ourselves in this chapter to the two principal 
ones, namely, Britain and France. 

Conquest and reaction in French West Africa, 1880-1900 
It is quite clear from the available evidence that the French - from 1880 
onwards - adopted a policy of extending their control over the whole 
region from the Senegal first to the Niger and then Chad and linking 
these areas with their posts on the Guinea coast in Ivory Coast and 
D a h o m e y . T h e execution of this policy was entrusted to officers of the 
Senegalese area. As one would expect, therefore, in their occupation of 
West Africa, the French resorted almost exclusively to the method of 
military conquest rather than the conclusion of treaties of protectorate 
as the British did. In terms of African reactions, all the options open 
to them were resorted to, namely, submission, alliance and confrontation. 
However, as will be seen below, far more of the rulers opted for the 
strategy of militant confrontation than those of submission and alliance 
while opposition here was far more protracted than anywhere else in West 
Africa for two main reasons. T h e first, as pointed out already, was that 
the French used the method of military conquest almost exclusively, which 
consequently evoked militant reaction. T h e second was that the people 
were far more Islamized than those of the other areas of West Africa, 
and as Michael Crowder has pointed out, since 'for Musl im societies 
of West Africa the imposition of white rule meant submission to the 
infidel which was intolerable to any good Musl im',2 they tended to resist 
the Europeans with added fervour and tenacity often lacking among non-
Muslims. Let us illustrate these general conclusions by a study of the 
events in Senegambia, the Tukulor and Mandingo empires, in the Baule 
areas of Ivory Coast and finally in D a h o m e y . 

Senegambia 

In Senegal, where the conquest had been going on since 1854, France 
had by 1880 obtained firm bases of operations with the annexation of 
Walo, the northern part of Cayor and Diander. Since i860, a French 
protectorate had been imposed on the states of Upper Senegal. However 
meagre these results were, they had not been obtained without difficulties. 

2. M . Crowder, 1968, p. 72; see also A. S. Kanya-Forstner in M . Crowder (ed.), 

1971. PP- 53-4-
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Although expelled from Cayor in 1864 by France, Lat Dior Diop, the 
Darnel of Cayor, nevertheless chose the strategy of confrontation by con­
tinuing the struggle against the French. In 1871, with the defeat of the 
French by Prussia, the Governor of Senegal abandoned the annexation 
of Cayor and recognized Lat Dior once again as Darnel. Consequently, 
friendly relations were established between him and the French administra­
tion in Senegal. 

In 1879, the governor, Brière de l'Isle, obtained permission from the 
Darnel to build a road connecting Dakar with Saint-Louis. But when 
Lat Dior learned in 1881 that a railway was what was actually involved, 
he declared his opposition to the project. H e realized that the railway 
would bring the independence of Cayor to an end. In 1881, informed 
that construction was about to begin, he took steps to prevent it. Orders 
were issued to all the chiefs to punish severely any Cayor subject w h o 
supplied anything whatsoever to the French workmen. 3 Thereafter, 
emissaries were dispatched to Ely, the emir of Trarza, Abdul Bokar Kane 
of Futa Toro and Alboury N'Diaye of Djoloff. Lat Dior invited them 
to join a holy alliance and to synchronize their struggle in order to facilitate 
the eviction of the French from the land of their forefathers.4 

O n 17 November 1882 he sent a letter to Governor Servatius, forbidding 
him to begin construction even in the suburbs of the territory that was 
an integral part of Cayor. 'As long as I live, be well assured', he wrote, 
'I shall oppose with all m y might the construction of this railway . . . 
T h e sight of sabres and lances is pleasing to our eyes. That is why every 
time I receive a letter from you concerning the railway, I will always 
answer no, no and I will never make you any other reply. Even were 
I to go to rest, m y horse Malay would give you the same answer.'5 Nothing 
could better refute those w h o regard Lat Dior's position in this matter 
as merely the caprice of a feudal chieftain without regard for the welfare 
of his people than these sentiments. Be that as it may , noting the persistency 
of the governor in carrying out his project, Lat Dior forbade his subjects 
to cultivate groundnuts. H e was convinced that if the French could not 
obtain groundnuts, they would return h o m e . H e also ordered those of 
his subjects living near the French posts to resettle in the Cayor heart­
land. T h e villages of those w h o disobeyed these orders were burnt d o w n 
and their possessions confiscated. 

In December 1882, Colonel Wendling invaded Cayor at the head of an 
expeditionary column composed chiefly of African riflemen and auxiliaries 
from the annexed territories. Having fought the French since 1861, Lat 
Dior knew that he had little chance of defeating them in conventional 
warfare. H e withdrew at Wendling's approach and went to settle in Djoloff. 
In Cayor, Wendling invested Lat Dior's cousin, Samba Yaya Fall, with 

3. A N S O M - Governor Lanneau to the Minister - Senegal I, 466, 24 May 1881. 
4. A N S O M — Governor Vallon to the Minister — Senegal I, 67b, 23 July 1882. 
5. A S A O F - Lat Dior to the Governor - Senegal I, 68b, 8 January 1883. 
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power. In August 1883, he was dismissed and replaced by Samba Laobe 
Fall, Lat Dior's nephew. The governor was convinced that Lat Dior 
would never make war on his nephew. H e was not mistaken: Lat Dior 
contrived a compromise with his kinsman who , in 1885, authorized him 
to return to Cayor. 

In October 1886, Samba Laobe Fall was killed at Tivaouane by a 
detachment of spahis. Governor Genouille thereupon decided to abolish 
the title of Darnel. H e divided Cayor into six provinces which were entrusted 
to former captives of the crown.6 A decree was also passed expelling 
Lat Dior from Cayor. W h e n he was notified of this measure, Lat Dior 
went into a towering rage. H e mobilized the 300 partisans w h o had remained 
faithful but released from oath all those w h o were not resolved to die 
with him, and took to the field against the French and their allies, his 
former subjects. Lat Dior was firmly resolved to sell his life dearly. H e 
therefore feigned compliance with the expulsion order by heading for 
Djoloff. B y one of his bold counter-marches, he managed to slip undetected 
into a position between his enemies and the railway. O n 27 October 1886, 
at about 11 a .m . , he surprised the French and their allies at the well 
of Dekhle and inflicted heavy losses on them. H e fell there, as did his 
two sons and eighty of his partisans.7 T h e death of Lat Dior naturally 
spelled the end of Cayor's independence and facilitated French seizure 
of the rest of the country. 

Tukulor empire 

In the Tukulor empire (see Fig. 6.1), A h m a d u , w h o succeeded his father, 
Al Hadj ' U m a r , the founder of the empire, was, like most African rulers, 
determined to ensure the survival of his state and maintain its independence 
and sovereignty. T o achieve these objectives, he chose the strategies of 
alliance and militant confrontation. However, unlike most of the rulers 
of the region, he relied more on the former rather than on the latter. 
Indeed, as will be seen below, from his accession until as late as 1890, 
he still stuck to his policy of alliance or co-operation with the French 
and it was only in the last two years that he resorted to warfare. 

But that A h m a d u should have chosen these strategies should not sur­
prise us since the political and economic realities facing him left him 
no other alternatives. Politically, right from the beginning of his reign, 
A h m a d u was forced to fight on three fronts: against his brothers w h o 
contested his authority, his subjects - the Bambara, Mandinka, Fulani 
and others - who deeply detested their new Tukulor masters and sought 
to recover their independence by force, and against the French. T o worsen 
his plight, not only had the army which his father had used to establish 
the empire become weakened numerically, numbering only 4000 talibés 

6. A N S O M - Genouille to the Minister - Senegal I, 86a, 13 November 1886. 
7. ibid. 
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(i.e. students of religion w h o formed the backbone of ' U m a r ' s a rmy) and 
11000 sofas (infantry) by 1866,8 but he did not have the s a m e sort of 
control over it nor could he inspire it to the same extent as his father 
had been able to do. A s one would expect, A h m a d u ' s immediate concerns, 
then, were first and foremost to consolidate his o w n position by dealing 
with his brothers — indeed in 1872 s o m e of his brothers had tried to over­
throw h im, and then ensuring the survival of the empire by suppressing 
the rebellions raging a m o n g the subject groups, especially the B a m b a r a . 
T o do this, he needed arms and ammuni t ion as well as financial resources 
through trade, both of which necessitated friendly relations with the French. 
Furthermore, most of the talibés were recruited from Futa T o r o , the 
homeland of his father, and, as this area was under the French, he had 
to win their co-operation. Confronted with all these internal problems 
as he was, is it surprising that soon after his accession he agreed to negotiate 
with the French? T h e negotiations took place between h i m and Lieutenant 
M a g e , the representative of the French. Both agreed that in return for 
the supply of cannon and for the recognition of his authority, A h m a d u 
was to allow French traders to operate in his empire.9 

T h o u g h this treaty was not ratified by the French administration nor 
did A h m a d u receive any cannon, and though the French continued to 
assist the rebels and in 1878 even attacked Saboucire, the Tukulor fortress 
in Kuasso, A h m a d u continued his friendly attitude towards the French. 
This served h i m well for it enabled h im to quell the rebellions of his 
brothers in 1874, and those in the B a m b a r a territories of Segu and Kaarta 
by the late 1870s. H e therefore readily agreed w h e n the French w h o , in 
their preparation to conquer the area between the Senegal and the Niger 
needed the co-operation of A h m a d u , renewed their request for the re­
opening of negotiations in 1880. These negotiations, concluded by Captain 
Gallieni, led to the treaty of M a n g o between h i m and the French. U n d e r 
the terms of this treaty, A h m a d u undertook to allow the French to build 
and maintain trade routes through his empire and granted them permission 
to build and sail steamboats on the Niger. In return, the French recognized 
the sovereign existence of his empire, agreed to grant h i m free access 
to Futa, and promised not to invade his territory or build any fortifications 
in it. A b o v e all, the French agreed to give in payment four field guns 
and 1000 rifles, and to pay a yearly rent of 200 rifles, 200 barrels of 
gunpowder , 200 artillery shells and 50000 flints.10 

This treaty was obviously a great diplomatic victory for A h m a d u , and 
had the French ratified it and sincerely implemented its terms, there 
is no doubt that A h m a d u ' s empire would have survived. But of course 
even Gallieni himself had n o intention of implementing the treaty and 
in any case his government did not ratify it. U n d e r the n e w U p p e r Senegal 

8. A . S. Kanya-Forstner in M . Crowder (ed.), 1971, p. 61. 
9. ibid., pp. 63-4. 
10. ibid., p. 65. 
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military c o m m a n d headed by Lt.-Colonel Borgnis-Desbordes, the French 
began their invasion of the empire in 1881 and by February 1883 they 
had occupied Bamako on the Niger without any opposition. Nor did the 
Tukulor attack the gunboats launched on the Niger in 1884. Ahmadu 's 
only reaction was to forbid the sale of any item whatsoever to the French.11 

In 1884, at the head of an imposing army, A h m a d u went up the Niger 
towards Bamako. However, contrary to all expectations, he suddenly headed 
for Kaarta not to attack or threaten the fragile lines of communication 
of the French but rather to besiege Nioro, the capital of Kaarta with 
a view to deposing his brother Moutaga, its king w h o m he considered 
as too independent of the central authority. '2 

It is obvious from Ahmadu 's attack on his brother rather than on the 
French, and the fact that the Bambara of the district of Beledugu near 
Bamako were still in rebellion, that he was still not fully in control in 
his o w n territory and that he still needed the support of the French. This 
surely must account for his reaction to the French invasions between 
1881 and 1883. His need for French co-operation was further strengthened 
by the fact that the siege of Nioro further depleted his military resources. 
T h e French, on their part, were also desperate for an alliance with A h m a d u . 
Between 1885 and 1888, they were engaged in the suppression of the 
rebellion of the Soninke leader M a m a d o u Lamine and they were most 
anxious therefore to prevent any alliance between him and A h m a d u . Hence, 
although A h m a d u was aware that the French were still aiding the Bambara 
rebels, he nevertheless agreed to conclude another treaty, the Treaty of 
Gori, on 12 M a y 1887. Under its terms, A h m a d u agreed to place his empire 
under the nominal protection of the French while the French in turn 
pledged not to invade his territories and to remove the ban that they 
had placed on the purchase of arms by A h m a d u . 

However, by 1888, the French had suppressed Lamine's rebellion and, 
as will be seen later, concluded another treaty with Samori and therefore 
did not need an alliance with A h m a d u any longer. This together with 
the aggressiveness of the French military c o m m a n d led to the assumption 
of the offensive against A h m a d u signified by their attack on the Tukulor 
fortress - of Kundian - 'that troublesome obstacle on the road to Siguiri 
and Dinguiray' in February 1889.13 T h e operation was not concluded 
with all the speed desired. T h e 'tata' was very solidly built with double 
walls of masonry while the garrison had removed the thatch roofing to 
prevent the rapid spread of fire. It took an intensive bombardment of 
eight hours' duration by Archinard's 8 0 - m m mountain guns to breach 
the walls. T h e Tukulor, w h o had held fast under this deluge, put up 
a fierce resistance to the French, meeting their bombardment with con-

11. Y . Saint-Martin, 1972, p. 301. 
12. ibid., p. 316. 
13. ibid., p. 379. 

121 



Africa under Colonial Domination 1880-IÇ35 

tinued musket fire followed by a house-to-house fight. M a n y of them 
perished with their weapons in their hands.14 

A h m a d u , at grips with his internal difficulties, thereupon transferred 
the struggle to the religious plane. H e appealed to all the Muslims of 
the empire to take up arms in defence of the faith. Letters requesting 
help were dispatched to Djoloff, Mauritania and Futa.15 These steps 
failed to produce satisfactory results, and Archinard, after careful prepara­
tion and the acquisition of adequate arms including 'two 95 m m field-
guns with 100 of the latest melinite shells',16 seized the capital of the 
empire in April 1890. F r o m there he marched against the fortress of 
Ouessebougou, defended by the Bambara loyal to A h m a d u . All of them 
were slain in battle though not without inflicting heavy losses on their 
assailants. T w o of the twenty-seven Europeans were killed and eight of 
them were wounded while thirteen African soldiers were killed and 876 
wounded. F rom there, Archinard captured Koniakary after having beaten 
the Tukulor resistance put up against him. Faced with the stubborn 
resistance of the Tukulor garrisons, Archinard called a halt and requested 
A h m a d u to capitulate and to go and settle in a Dinguiray village as 
a mere private individual. 

It was not until this point that A h m a d u abandoned his weapon of 
diplomacy in favour of a military one. In June 1890, his soldiers attacked 
the railway at Talaari and engaged the French in numerous skirmishes 
between Kayes and Bafulabe. In one of them, the French lost forty-three 
killed and wounded out of a force of 125. In September, taking advantage 
of the isolation of Koniakary by flood, they attempted but failed to reconquer 
it.17 

A h m a d u was, however, also preparing to defend Nioro. H e divided 
his troops into four groups with the main body concentrating around 
Nioro under the c o m m a n d of the Bambara general Bafi and the former 
king of Djoloff, Alboury N'Diaye.1 8 O n 23 December 1890, Bassiru's 
army was routed by the French using their 8 0 - m m and 9 5 - m m guns, 
and on 1 January 1891, Archinard entered Nioro. Alboury's attempt to 
retake Nioro on 3 January 1891 failed after the Tukulor army had been 
routed. T h e Sultan lost more than 3000 killed or taken prisoner. H e 
retreated to Macina, which he left after the hard-fought battle of Kori-
Kori. Even in exile in Hausa territory, he maintained an attitude of 'un­
compromising independence' toward the French.J 9 

14. ibid., p. 381. 
15. ibid., p. 390. 
16. A . S. Kanya-Forstner in M . Crowder (ed.), 1971, p. 69. 
17. ibid., p. 70. 
18. ibid., p. 73. 
19. Y . Saint-Martin, 1972, p. 427. 
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Samori and the French 

Unlike A h m a d u , Samori Ture chose the strategy of confrontation, not 
of alliance, though he used the weapons of both diplomacy and warfare 
but with the emphasis on the latter. By 1881, Samori had already moulded 
'the southern part of the Sudanese savannas all along the great West 
African forest' between the northern parts of modern Sierra Leone to 
the Sassandra River in the Ivory Coast, into a single empire under his 
unquestioned authority20 (see Fig. 6.1). Unlike the Tukulor empire, the 
Mandingo empire was still in the ascendant by 1882 when the first encounter 
between Samori and the French occurred. T h e conquest of the area had 
also enabled Samori to build a powerful army relatively well equipped 
with European arms. This army was divided into two wings, the infantry 
wing (the sofa) which by 1887 numbered between 30000 and 35000 m e n , 
and the cavalry wing numbering no more than 3000 by 1887. T h e infantry 
was divided into permanent units of ten to twenty m e n known as the 
sé (feet) or kulu (heaps) commanded by a kuntigi (chief), and ten sé formed 
a bolo (arm) under the c o m m a n d of a bolokuntigi.21 T h e cavalry was divided 
into bands of fifty called sèrè. T h e bolo formed the main striking force 
while a sèrè rode alongside each bolo. Since each of these units was per­
manent, its members developed feelings of friendship first among them­
selves and of loyalty first to their local leader and then to Samori. Thus 
the army soon assumed 'a quasi-national character because it achieved 
a very remarkable homogeneity'.22 But the unique features of Samori's 
army were its weapons and training. Unlike most of the armies of West 
Africa, not only was this army virtually professional, but it was armed 
by Samori himself. U p to 1876, he armed them with old guns which the 
local blacksmiths could repair themselves. But from 1876 onwards he also 
began to order more modern European weapons, mainly from Sierra Leone, 
and carefully studied them to find those that were most suitable for his 
area. Thus from 1885, he replaced the Chassepot rifles, whose large 
cartridges soon rotted in humid conditions, with the more suitable Gras 
rifles with lighter cartridges, and Kropatscheks which were Gras repeater 
rifles. H e continued to rely on these types until the 1880s since he was 
able to train a group of blacksmiths w h o could effectively manufacture 
copies. F r o m 1888, he also added to his stock some of the new quick-
firing rifles and by 1893 he had about 6000 of them which he used until 
his defeat in 1898. However, he never acquired any artillery which was 
a great handicap in his campaigns against the French. A r m s purchases 
were financed from the sale of ivory and gold mined from the old medieval 
goldfields of Bure in the south and from the exchange of slaves for horses 
in the Sahel and Mossi regions. T h e army was, however, not only well 

20. For a detailed study of the life and activities of Samori, see Y . Person, 1968-^75. 
21. Y . Person in M . Crowder (ed.), 1971, pp. 121-6. 
22. ibid., pp. 121-2. 
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armed but also well trained and disciplined and it developed a high level 
of esprit de corps and homogeneity. 

It is evident, then, that Samori was virtually at the height of his power 
when he first came into contact with the French in 1882. In February 
of that year he was called upon by Lieutenant Alakamessa who notified 
him of the order from the Upper Senegal-Niger high c o m m a n d to withdraw 
from Kenyeran, an important market centre barring Samori's way to the 
Mandingo areas. As one would expect, Samori refused. This led to a 
surprise attack on his army by Borgnis-Desbordes w h o was however forced 
to beat a hasty retreat. Samori's brother, K é m é - B r e m a , attacked the French 
at Wenyako near B a m a k o in April. T h o u g h he won the battle on 2 April, 
he was defeated on 12 April by a m u c h smaller French army. Samori 
thereupon tried to avoid conflict with the French and directed his action 
towards Kenedugu. 

In 1885, when C o m b e s occupied Bure, the gold of which was important 
to the economy of Samori's empire, Samori realized h o w great was the 
threat that hung over his state. H e resolved to expel the French from 
the area by force. Three armies, his o w n and those of K é m é and Masara-
M a m a d i , were charged with this operation. By a vast pincer movement, 
Bure was easily recaptured and the French were forced to decamp for 
fear of being encircled. Samori thereupon decided to cultivate his relations 
with the British in Sierra Leone. After having occupied Falaba in 1884, 
he dispatched emissaries to Freetown, to propose to the governor that 
he place his entire country under the protection of the British government. 
The offer was a mere manoeuvre on the part of Samori, whose intention 
was in no way to relinquish his sovereignty but to make the French 
respect it by allying himself with a powerful government.23 

W h e n that move failed, Samori turned to the French and signed a 
treaty with them on 28 March 1886. H e agreed to withdraw his troops 
to the right bank of the Niger, but maintained his rights over Bure and 
the Mandingo of Kangaba.2 4 In another treaty with the French on 25 
March 1887 which amended that of the previous year, Samori ceded the 
left bank of the river to the French and even agreed to place his country 
under French protection. 

Samori had perhaps signed the second document in the hope that the 
French would help him against Tieba, the Faama of Sikasso w h o m he 
attacked in April 1887 with a 12000-strong army, while the French had 
signed it because they needed to prevent any alliance between Samori 
and M a m a d o u Lamine w h o m they were then fighting. W h e n he saw 
that instead of behaving as allies and assisting him, the French were 
rather encouraging dissidence and rebellion in the areas recently subdued 
and were attempting to prevent him from obtaining supplies of weapons 

23. J. D . Hargreaves in L . H . Gann and P. Duignan (eds), 1969, pp. 207-8. 
24. ibid., p. 208. 
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from Sierra Leone, he raised the siege in August 1888 and prepared 
to take up arms against the invader.25 H e reorganized the army, concluded 
a treaty with the British in Sierra Leone in M a y 1890 which enabled 
him to buy modern weapons for the next three years in increasing quantities, 
and trained his troops in the European manner. Platoons and companies 
were activated. H e adopted defence as his military tactic. O f course, there 
could be no question of using the 'tatas' for shelter, as there was no 
chance that they could hold out against artillery. His strategy consisted 
of endowing his troops with great mobility, so that they could surprise 
the enemy, inflict heavy losses upon him, and then disappear.26 

In March 1890, Archinard captured Segu and in his attempt to defeat 
Samori before ceding the Upper Senegal-Niger command to Humbert , 
attacked him in March 1891. Archinard thought that Samori's empire 
would collapse at the first onslaught. Though that attack resulted in the 
capturing of Kankan on 7 April and the burning of Bissandugu, its 
effect was quite the opposite since it not only provided Samori with a 
salutary warning but it also enabled him to continue the attacks on the 
French at Kankan and to defeat them at the battle of Dabadugu on 
3 September 1891. 

T h e major confrontation between the French and Samori, however, 
took place in 1892. Bent on defeating Samori, Humbert launched an attack 
on the central part of the Empire in January 1892 with 1300 carefully 
picked riflemen and 3000 porters. Samori took personal c o m m a n d of his 
carefully chosen army of 2500 m e n to meet Humbert . Though these m e n 
'fighting like demons, clung fiercely to every defensive point on the way', 
to quote Yves Person's words,27 they were defeated and Humbert 
succeeded in capturing Bissandugu, Sanankoro and Kerwane. It is im­
portant to note, however, that Humbert himself admitted that the results 
were very meagre in comparison to the heavy losses that he had sustained. 
Furthermore, Samori had ordered the civilian population to withdraw at 
the approach of the French troops. 

However, Samori had no illusions. After the violent encounters with 
the Humbert column in which he lost over a thousand m e n of his elite 
units as compared with only about a hundred lost by the French, he 
became convinced of the futility of confronting the French. There were 
then two options open to him: either to surrender or to withdraw. H e 
ruled out the former and decided to abandon his homeland and move 
to the east to create a new empire out of the reach of the Europeans. 
Still continuing his scorched-earth policy, he began his move eastwards 
towards the Bandama and C o m o e rivers. Though in 1894 he lost the 
last route supplying him with modern weapons - the one to Monrovia 
- he nevertheless fought on. At the beginning of 1895, he encountered 

25. ibid., p. 209. 
26. Y . Person in M . Crowder (ed.), 1971, p. 134. 
27. ibid., p. 135. 
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and beat back a French column coming from the Baule country under 
the c o m m a n d of Monteil, and between July 1895 and January 1896 went 
on to conquer the Abron (Gyaman) kingdom and the western part of 
Gonja. By that time, he had succeeded in creating a new empire in the 
hinterland of the Ivory Coast and Asante (see Fig. 6.1).28 In March 
1897, his son Sarankenyi-Mori met and defeated a British column under 
the c o m m a n d of Henderson near W a while Samori himself attacked and 
destroyed K o n g in M a y 1897 and pushed on to Bobo where he encountered 
a French column under the c o m m a n d of Caudrelier. 

Caught between the French and the British and having vainly attempted 
to sow discord between the British and the French by returning to the 
latter the territory of Bouna coveted by the former, Samori decided to 
return to his T o m a allies in Liberia. O n the way, he was captured in 
a surprise attack at Guelemou by Gouraud on 29 September 1898 and 
deported to Gabon where he died in 1900. His capture brought to an 
end what a recent scholar has described as 'the longest series of campaigns 
against a single enemy in the history of French Sudanese conquest'.29 

D a h o m e y 

Behanzin, the king of Dahomey (Abomey), like Samori, chose the strategy 
of confrontation in defence of the sovereignty and independence of his 
state.30 Direct conflict occurred during the last decade of the nineteenth 
century when France declared a protectorate over Porto Novo , a vassal 
of A b o m e y . This move constituted a serious blow to the economic interests 
of A b o m e y . In 1889, the heir to the throne, Prince Kondo , informed 
the governor of the Rivières de Sud, Bayol, that the Fon people would 
never accept such a situation. In February 1890, Bayol ordered the occupa­
tion of Cotonou and the arrest of all the Fon notables in the town. 
Prince Kondo , w h o had begun his reign in December 1889 under the 
name of Behanzin, reacted by mobilizing his troops. At the time, A b o m e y 
had a permanent army which, in peacetime, numbered 4000 m e n and 
w o m e n . In wartime military service was compulsory for all males, supported 
by the Amazons, w h o were dreaded female warriors. 

T h e French garrison was attacked at dusk, at the same time as part 
of the army dispatched to the region of Porto Novo set about destroying 
the palm trees. According to Behanzin, those economic counter-measures 
quickly induced the French to sue for peace. O n 3 October, Father Dorgère 
presented himself in Abomey with proposals for peace. In return for 
the recognition of Cotonou as a French possession and the right of the 
French to levy custom duties and station a garrison of troops there, the 
French were to pay Behanzin an annuity of 20000 francs. T h e king accepted 
these terms and the treaty was signed on 3 October 1890. However, to 

28. ibid., p. 138. 
29. T . C . Weiskel, 1980, pp. 99-102. 
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defend the rest of his state, the king started to modernize his army. Between 
January 1891 and August 1892 he purchased, '1,700 rapid-firing rifles, 
six Krupp cannon of various bore, five machine-guns, 400,000 assorted 
cartridges and a large quantity of shell'31 from German firms operating 
in L o m e . 

However the French were determined to conquer Dahomey and obtained 
the necessary excuse when the Resident of Porto Novo, w h o was making 
a trip up the Werne River in the gunboat Topaz, was fired upon on 
27 March 1892 by some Fon soldiers. Colonel Dodds, a Senegalese mulatto, 
was placed in charge of this mission and arrived at Cotonou in M a y 
1892. Porto N o v o , where the French assembled 2000 m e n , became the 
centre of operations. Dodds moved his m e n up the Werne river and, 
on 4 October, began his march to Abomey . T h e Fon united all the three 
divisions of their army of about 12000 strong and moved it against the 
invading French army between the river and A b o m e y . However, all the 
efforts of the Fon soldiers using their traditional methods of surprise 
dawn attacks, unexpected strikes, defensive stands, harrying invading forces 
and other guerrilla tactics, failed to halt the French let alone beat them 
back and they suffered heavy casualties. The losses of the Fon were esti­
mated at 2000 dead (including virtually all the Amazons) and 3000 wounded, 
while that of the French was only 10 officers and 67 m e n . 3 2 But what 
upset the Fon military plan most was the destruction of the harvest by 
the Yoruba slaves released by Dodds ' army. A b o m e y was faced with an 
acute problem of provisions. T o avoid starvation, some soldiers went h o m e 
to search for food and to defend their villages which were being pillaged 
by the liberated slaves. 

With the disintegration of the Fon army, the only solution, needless 
to say, was peace. Dodds encamped at Cana, accepted the proposals of 
Behanzin, but demanded payment of a heavy war indemnity and the 
surrender of all weapons. Such conditions were obviously unacceptable 
to the very dignity of the Fon people. In November 1892, Dodds, continuing 
his inexorable advance, entered Abomey , which Behanzin had set on fire 
before heading to the northern part of his kingdom where he settled. 
Instead of submitting or being deposed by his people as the French had 
expected, he rather set about reorganizing his army for which he had 
the full support of his people. In March 1893, he was able to regroup 
2000 m e n w h o carried out numerous raids in the areas held by the French. 
In April 1893, the notables made new proposals for peace. They were 
prepared to cede the southern part of the kingdom to France but could 
not accept the deposition of Behanzin, in w h o m they saw the incarnation 
of the values of their people and the symbol of the independent existence 
of their state. T h e French therefore launched another expeditionary force 
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in September, again under the c o m m a n d of Dodds, now a general, which 
succeeded in conquering northern Dahomey . Goutchilli was appointed 
and crowned king on 15 January 1894 and Behanzin was arrested following 
a betrayal on 29 January 1894.a3 

T h e Baule and the French 

It used to be thought that opposition to the French in the forest regions 
of Guinea and Ivory Coast did not begin until after 1900.34 However, 
recent research especially among the Lagoon people and the Baule of 
Ivory Coast has revealed that this view is erroneous and that French pene­
tration from the coast inland evoked hostile reactions from the people 
right from the beginning.35 T h e first French missions into the Baule 
country from the coast were launched by two expeditions, the military 
expedition of Lieutenants A r m a n d and de Tavernost in February 1891 
and the commercial one of Voituret and Papillon in March 1891. Etien 
K o m e n a n , the chief of the Baule of Tiassalé, was determined to stop 
this penetration and refused to give Armand and de Tavernost an inter­
preter to accompany them to the north. They were therefore obliged 
to return to the coast; meanwhile, Etien K o m e n a n had Voituret and Papillon 
assassinated before they could ever reach Tiassalé.36 T o punish the Baule, 
the French launched a military expedition under the c o m m a n d of Lt 
Staup but this was attacked by Etien Komenan 's forces on 11 M a y 1891 
and forced to beat an ignominious retreat to the coast. W h e n force failed, 
the French resorted to diplomacy and succeeded in concluding a treaty 
with the Baule of Tiassalé and N i a m w é on 29 December 1892 under 
which they agreed to pay a tribute of 100 oz of gold in exchange for 
free trade with the Africans and Europeans on the coast. It was in the 
light of this treaty that the French sent their second exploratory mission 
into Baule country in March 1893 under the c o m m a n d of Jean-Baptiste 
Marchand w h o was already well known for his military exploits in the 
Western Sudan. Halfway up the Bandama en route to Tiassalé, Marchand 
encountered the opposition of Etien K o m e n a n who had resolved that 
'no white m a n would pass through Tiassalé'.37 Marchand therefore 
returned to Grand Lahou and having collected a force of about 120 m e n , 
embarked on an invasion of Tiassalé on 18 M a y 1893 which he occupied 
a week later after Etien K o m e n a n had fled. F r o m there, Marchand resumed 
his march northwards and in November 1893 entered Gbuékékro which 
was later to be renamed Bouaké by the French. Here, he was opposed 
by the chief of the town, Kouassi Gbuèké, w h o was then in alliance 

33. ibid., p. 166. 
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with Samori. Marchand had therefore to press on to Kong from where 
he sent a strong appeal to Paris to dispatch an expedition to occupy 
K o n g with a view to forestalling both Samori and the British as well 
as signing a treaty with the Dyula of Kong . It was in response to this 
appeal that the expedition under Monteil was launched in September 
1894, which entered Tiassalé in December 1894. 

Monteil's expedition encountered an even more determined resistance 
from the Baule w h o revolted and attacked them at Ouossou north of 
Tiassalé, at Ahuakro and at Moronou between 25 and 28 December. 
It was because of this determined Baule opposition that Monteil was 
ordered to return to the coast in February 1895. 

T h e period from 1895 to 1898 was one of peace in Baule territory. 
However, after defeating and capturing Samori in September 1898, the 
French decided to begin an effective occupation of Baule territory, and 
therefore began to build a permanent military post at Bouaké without 
consulting the Baule. They also began to free slaves and they captured 
and executed Katia Kofi, the chief of Katiakofikro, for fomenting anti-
French feelings in that area. Mainly as a result of these provocations, 
the Baule groups in that area once again rose up in rebellion and on 
22 December 1898 launched an all-out attack on the French garrisons 
in that area, led by Kouadio Okou , chief of L o m o ; Yao Guié, a Ngban 
chief; Kasso, the brother of the murdered chief of Katiakofikro; Akafou 
Bulare, another Ngban chief; and K o u a m é Die, the paramount chief of 
the Warebo Baule. In reply, the French declared the Baule area a military 
territory and launched a series of campaigns. These resulted in the capture 
of the Baule gold-mining centre of K o k u m b o from a Baule defence force 
of 1500 to 2000 m e n in June 1901, in the capturing and shooting of 
the great K o u a m é Die in February 1902 and the capture of Akafou Bulare 
(Akafou, the M a n of Iron) who was beaten to death in his cell in July 
1902. But, resorting to guerrilla tactics, the Baule continued to harass 
the French forces and peace was not restored until François-Joseph Clozel, 
w h o became the acting governor of the colony in November 1902, realized 
the futility of force and ordered a halt to military operations.38 

Conquest and reaction in British West Africa, 

1880-1900 

While the French resorted mainly to warfare in their occupation of French 
West Africa during the period 1880 to 1900, the British, by contrast, 
used a combination of peaceful diplomacy and warfare. Using the former 
approach, they concluded a number of treaties of protection with African 
states as they did in the northern parts of Sierra Leone, the northern 

38. For details of all these campaigns and the guerrilla and other methods that the 
Baule used, see T . C . Weiskel, 1980, pp. 98-141. 
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parts of the Gold Coast (now Ghana) and in some parts of Yorubaland. 
In other parts, as in Asante, Ijebu in Yorubaland, in the Niger Delta 
areas and especially in Northern Nigeria, however, the British by and 
large used force. In reacting to the British, the peoples of the area in 
question, like those in French West Africa, resorted to all the options 
open to them, those of confrontation, alliance and submission or a 
combination of any of these options. Let us analyse what happened in 
Asante, Southern Nigeria and in Northern Nigeria as cases in point. 

Asante (Gold Coast) 

Nowhere in West Africa had there been a longer tradition of confrontation 
between Africans and Europeans than in the Gold Coast between the 
Asante and the British. This started in the 1760s and culminated in 
a military engagement in 1824 in which the Asante defeated the British 
forces and their allies and killed their commander, Sir Charles MacCarthy, 
the then Governor of the Gold Coast.39 T w o years later, the British 
avenged this defeat at the battle of D o d o w a . In 1850 and 1863 war was 
narrowly averted but between 1869 and 1872, the Asante launched a 
three-pronged attack which resulted in the occupation of virtually all the 
southern and coastal states of the Gold Coast. T o beat back the Asante, 
the British government launched one of the best organized campaigns 
of the period under the c o m m a n d of one of the most famous British 
officers of the day, General Garnet Wolseley. A r m e d with the latest 
weapons, this army succeeded in pushing the Asante army across the 
Pra river and entered and sacked Kumasi in February 1874 after a very 
fierce last-ditch stand by the Asante army at Amoafo near Bekwai.40 

This decisive defeat of the Asante by the British in 1874 had very 
far-reaching consequences and was to influence, to a great extent, the 
reactions of the Asante during the period 1880-1900. T h e first obvious 
effect was the disintegration of the Asante empire. By the Treaty of Fomena, 
Asante recognized the independence of all the vassal states south of the 
Pra. Taking advantage of the weakening of the military power of Asante, 
the vassal states to the north of the Volta river also broke away. Even 
the core of the empire that remained began to break up. Anxious to 
see that the Asante empire was never revived, the British instigated some 
of the m e m b e r states of the Asante Union to assert their independence, 
and D w a b e n , Kokofu, Bekwai and Nsuta began to defy the Asantehene.4 ' 
T h e conflict between Kumasi and D w a b e n in fact led to a civil war 
which ended in the defeat of the former and the mass migration of the 

39. For details about the rise of Asante, see J. K . Fynn in M . Crowder (ed.), 1971, 
pp. 19-33; A . A . Boahen, 1966; A . A . Boahen in J. F . A . Ajayi and M . Crowder (eds), 
1974-

40. J. K . Fynn in M . Crowder (ed.), 1971, pp. 36-42. 
41. ibid., p. 43. 
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people into the recently proclaimed British Protectorate and Colony of 
the Go ld Coast. A b o v e all, the Asantehene w a s deposed partly as a result 
of the ou tcome of the 1874 w a r . O n the death of his successor only seven 
years later, a civil war broke out over the succession and it w a s not until 
1888 that P r e m p e h I emerged as the n e w Asantehene. 

Fortunately, P r e m p e h proved equal to the crisis with wh ich he w a s 
confronted. Wi th in three years of his succession, he w a s able to reunite 
the m e m b e r states of the Asante U n i o n (or Confederacy) and even to 
persuade the D w a b e n to return h o m e . A l a r m e d partly by this revival 
of Asante and partly by the possibility of either the French or the G e r m a n s 
taking over Asante, the British offered to place Asante under their pro­
tection. P r e m p e h ' s firm but polite rejection of this offer is quoted else­
w h e r e . 4 2 P r e m p e h followed u p this rejection with an invasion and defeat 
of the Nkoransa , the M o and the Abease in 1892. In reaction, the British 
offered to station a British Resident at K u m a s i in return for the paymen t 
of annual stipends to the Asantehene and his other leading kings. N o t 
only did the Asantehene reject this offer but dispatched a high-powered 
mission to the Q u e e n of Eng land 'to lay before your Majesty divers matters 
affecting the good estate of our k i n g d o m ' . 4 3 Th is diplomatic mission left 
K u m a s i in N o v e m b e r 1894 attended b y over three hundred retainers. 
It entered C a p e Coast on 10 D e c e m b e r and left for Eng land on 3 April 
1895. N o t only did the British government refuse to see the Asante mission 
but, while it w a s still there, instructed the governor on the coast to issue 
an ult imatum to the Asantehene to receive a British Resident and pay 
the war indemnity of 5 0 0 0 0 oz of gold imposed on Asante in 1874. O f 
course, the Asantehene refused to comp ly with these requests, all the 
m o r e so since he was awaiting the ou tcome of the mission to L o n d o n . 

Us ing this as an excuse, the British launched a full-scale expedition 
against Asante under the c o m m a n d of Sir Francis Scott. Th is expedition 
entered K u m a s i in January 1896 without firing a shot since P r e m p e h 
and his advisors had decided not to fight the British but to accept British 
protection. In spite of this, P r e m p e h , his mother w h o w a s also then the 
Q u e e n , his uncles and s o m e of the w a r chiefs were arrested and deported 
first to Sierra L e o n e and thence to the Seychelles Islands in 1900 . 4 4 

(See Plate 6.2.) 
W h y did the Asante decide not to fight the British on this occasion? 

Fortunately, w e have P r e m p e h ' s o w n answer to this question while he 
was in exile o n the Seychelles Islands. W h e n his chiefs d e m a n d e d w a r 
with the British, P r e m p e h first recalled the days of the civil w a r in K u m a s i 
and the role the British had played in bringing about peace as well as 
his enstoolment and then added: 'through this favour received in the 
hands of the English G o v e r n m e n t , I a m not prepared to fight the British 
troops in spite [sic] I a m to be captured b y t h e m - secondly, I wou ld 

42. See Chapter 1 above. 
43. I. Wilks, 197s, pp. 637-41. 
44. A . A . Boahen, 1977. 
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rather surrender to secure the lives and tranquillity of m y people and 
country m e n . ' 4 5 . 

T h e unfortunate Prempeh thought that he could break with tradition 
and use the weapon of diplomacy instead of military confrontation in 
an age of bitter imperial rivalry. But in view of the experiences of 1874 
and the undoubted military superiority enjoyed by the British over Asante, 
Prempeh's decision was most realistic, sensible and dignified. 

Southern Nigeria 

T h e agencies and methods that the British adopted to bring the whole 
of modern Nigeria under their control varied, as did the initiatives and 
reactions on the part of the Nigerians. Yorubaland was w o n by the mission­
aries and the Lagos government; the Oil Rivers by the missionaries and 
the consuls; and Northern Nigeria by both the National African C o m p a n y 
(from 1886 the Royal Niger C o m p a n y ) and the British government. T h e 
main weapons used by the British were diplomacy and military confronta­
tion. Nigerian reactions therefore varied from open military confrontation 
to temporary alliances and submission. 

Mainly as a result of the activities of the missionaries, British influence 
and trade had penetrated from Lagos, occupied in 1851, to most parts 
of Yorubaland, and a number of anti-slave trade, and trade and protection 
treaties had been concluded between the British and many Yoruba rulers 
by 1884. In 1886, the British administration was also able to convince 
Ibadan and the Ekitiparapo (comprising the Ekiti, Ijesha and Egba), who 
had been at war since 1879, to sign a peace treaty. That the British 
had accomplished so m u c h in Yorubaland by 1886 should not surprise 
us. Apart from the activities of the European traders and missionaries, 
which had preceded the wars, after fighting among themselves since the 
1850s, the Yoruba were themselves war-weary and needed peace; hence 
their acceptance of the intervention by the British. T h e only state in 
Yorubaland that had effectively resisted the missionaries, the British 
traders, and the Lagos administration, until the 1880s was Ijebu. Bent 
on occupying Yorubaland from the early 1890s, the British decided to 
teach Ijebu a lesson and at the same time demonstrate to the remaining 
Yoruba states the futility of opposing them.4 6 Using an alleged insult 
to Governor Denton in 1892 as a pretext, the British launched a well-
prepared expedition of about 1000 m e n armed with rifles, machine guns 
and a M a x i m gun. T h e Ijebu courageously raised an army of between 
7000 and 10000 m e n but in spite of this huge numerical superiority and 
in spite of the fact that some of them were armed with firearms, they 
were routed by the invaders.47 It would appear that all the remaining 

45. Quoted in ibid. 
46. M . Crowder, 1968, pp. 126-7. 
47. R . Smith in M . Crowder (ed.), 1971, p. 180. 
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Yoruba states learnt a lesson from this invasion, and it is not surprising 
that between 1893 and 1899 Abeokuta, Ibadan, Ekiti-Ijesa and O y o readily 
agreed to negotiate treaties and accepted British residents. It was merely 
to ensure the total submission of the Alafin that the British bombarded 
O y o in 1895. Abeokuta remained nominally independent until 1914. 

While the Yoruba, by and large, chose the strategy of submission, the 
rulers of the kingdom of Benin and some of the rulers of the states of 
the Niger Delta chose that of confrontation. Though Benin had signed 
a treaty of protection with the British in 1892, she none the less guarded 
her sovereignty with determination. This, of course, would not be tolerated 
in that age, and using the killing of the British acting consul-general 
and five other Englishmen on their way to Benin as an excuse, the British 
launched a punitive expedition of 1500 m e n against Benin in 1897. Though 
the O b a himself would have liked to submit, a majority of his chiefs 
raised an army to beat back the invasion. They were, however, defeated 
and the capital was looted of its precious bronze treasures and then burnt.48 

In the Niger Delta, as in m a n y other areas of Nigeria, the British 
had signed treaties of protection with most of the chiefs by 1884. However, 
while some, like Calabar and Bonny, had allowed missionaries to operate 
in their states, others had not. Moreover, all of them were insisting on 
their sovereign rights to regulate trade and to levy duties on British 
traders. This, the new British consuls, such as Hewett and Johnston, 
would not tolerate. A typical example of the rulers w h o stood up to the 
British consuls and missionaries was Jaja of O p o b o (see Plate 6.3). H e 
insisted on payment of duties by British traders and ordered a complete 
stoppage of trade in the river until one British firm agreed to pay duties. 
T h e consul, Johnston, ordered him to stop levying duties on English 
traders. But instead of doing so, Jaja dispatched a mission to the Foreign 
Office to protest against the order. W h e n Jaja still refused to comply 
in spite of Johnston's threats to bombard his town with British gunboats, 
Johnston enticed Jaja on board a ship in 1887 under a promise of safe-
conduct but arrested him and sent him to Accra49 where he was tried 
and deported to the West Indies. T h e other Delta states - Old Calabar, 
N e w Calabar, Brass and Bonny - stunned by this treatment of one of 
the most powerful and wealthy rulers of the Delta states and divided 
internally, surrendered and accepted governing councils imposed on them 
by Johnston. 

Another ruler w h o defied the British was Nana, the governor of the 
river in the Itsekiri kingdom. Like Jaja, he insisted on controlling the 
trade on the Benin river and therefore the British raised an army to 
seize his capital. T h e first attempt in April 1894 was repulsed but the 
second, in September, succeeded. Nana escaped to Lagos where he sur-

48. J. B . Webster and A . A . Boahen, 1967, pp. 247-9. 
49. M . Crowder, 1968, pp. 119-23; O . Ikime, 1973, p. 10. 
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rendered himself to the British governor w h o promptly tried him and 
deported him first to Calabar and then to the Gold Coast.50 

Conquest and Reaction in Northern Nigeria 

If the conquest and occupation of Southern Nigeria was the work of 
the British government with the assistance of the traders and the mission­
aries, that of Northern Nigeria was accomplished by the National African 
Company (from 1886 the Royal Niger C o m p a n y - R N C ) and the British 
government, and the main method used, like that of the French in the 
Western Sudan, was military conquest. This had been preceded by a 
series of treaties between the rulers of Northern Nigeria and the R N C . 
These treaties were calculated to secure the area for the British rather 
than the French or the Germans w h o were encroaching from the west 
and east respectively. 

Following the establishment of the principle of effective occupation 
at the Berlin Conference and to forestall the French and the Germans, 
the R N C felt compelled to move in. T h e doors to the north lay through 
Ilorin and N u p e , both of which were determined to maintain their inde­
pendence and sovereignty. N u p e was therefore invaded in 1897. The R N C ' s 
force, according to D . J. M . Muffett, 'consisted of Major A . R . Arnold, 
commanding thirty-one officers and other Europeans, including Sir George 
Goldie himself, and 507 rank and file formed in seven companies, supported 
by 565 carriers and one 12-pounder B . L . gun and one 9-pounder B . L . 
gun (both Whitworth's), five R . M . L . (rifled muzzle loading) 7-pounder 
guns and six .45 M a x i m s ' . 5 1 It was supported by a flotilla consisting 
of eleven vessels. T h e Etsu of N u p e and his huge army, estimated at 
25000-30000 cavalry and infantry m e n and armed mainly with the 
traditional weapons of bows, arrows, spears and swords, put up a spirited 
fight. Nevertheless, the R N C came out victorious in the end, deposed 
the Etsu and installed a more pliable one. N u p e was defeated because, 
as Crowder has pointed out, it failed to realize that 'head-on cavalry 
charges against rapid-firing rifles, artillery and maxim guns was the worst 
military strategy possible'.52 A similar invasion was launched against Ilorin 
in the same year. After meeting another spirited defence, the R N C brought 
Ilorin into subjection. 

Surprisingly, other rulers of the north were not intimidated by these 
victories. O n the contrary, apart from that of Zaria, all the other emirs, 
spurred on by their implacable hatred for the infidel, were determined 
to die rather than surrender their land and faith. As the Sultan of Sokoto 
informed Lugard in M a y 1902, 'Between us and you there are no dealings 
except as between musulmans and unbelievers . . . W a r as G o d Almighty 

50. O . Ikime in M . Crowder (ed.), 1971, pp. 227-8. 
51. D . J. M . Muffett in M . Crowder (ed.), 1971, pp. 283-4. 
52. M . Crowder, 1968, p. 131. 
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has enjoined on us'.53 The British therefore had to launch a series of 
campaigns — against Kontagora in 1900, Adamawa in 1901, Bauchi in 
1902, Kano, Sokoto and Burwuri in 1903.54 The rulers of all these emirates 
rose to the occasion but they had no effective answer to their enemies' 
Max im guns, rifles and muzzle-loading 7-pounder cannon and therefore 
suffered defeat. 

African Reactions and Responses in West Africa, 

1 9 0 0 - 1 4 

As is evident from the above, by 1900, the efforts of the Africans to 
maintain their sovereignty and independence had been frustrated and the 
period from 1900 to the outbreak of the First World W a r saw the intro­
duction of various kinds of machinery for the administration and above 
all, for the exploitation of the newly acquired estates. As Angoulvant, 
who was appointed Governor of the Ivory Coast in August 1908, put 
it: 

What has to be established above all is the indisputable principle 
of our authority . . . O n the part of the natives, the acceptance of 
this principle must be expressed in a deferential welcome and absolute 
respect for our representatives whoever they may be, in the full 
payment of taxes at a uniform rate of 2.50 francs, in serious co­
operation in the construction of tracks and roads, in the acceptance 
of paid porterage, in the following of our advice [sic] in regard to 
labour, in recourse to our justice . . . Signs of impatience or disrespect 
towards our authority, and the deliberate lack of goodwill are to 
be repressed without delay.55 

In all the newly acquired colonies, the objectives outlined here were pur­
sued and the methods were applied. District commissioners and travelling 
commissioners were appointed, new courts were established, new codes 
and new laws were introduced, chiefs were confirmed or deposed and 
new ones appointed, direct and indirect taxation was introduced, and 
forced labour was demanded for the construction of roads and railways. 
All these measures naturally generated various reactions. 

During this second phase, while there were differences in the objectives 
in view, the strategy adopted for the attainment of these objectives by 
West Africans was the same. The main objectives were three: to regain 
their independence and sovereignty, which implied expelling the colonial 

53. D . J. M . Muffett in M . Crowder (ed), 1971, pp. 284-7. 
54. The British campaigns in Northern Nigeria and the brave resistance of the rulers 

are too well known to be discussed here. For details, see D . J. M . Muffett in M . Crowder 
(ed.), 1971; R . A . Adeleye, 1971; M . Last, 1967. 

55. Quoted by J. Suret-Canale, 1971, pp. 97-8. 
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rulers altogether; to seek to correct or redress certain specific abuses or 
oppressive aspects of the colonial system; or to seek accommodation within 
it. T h e strategy that was adopted during this phase was neither submission 
nor alliance but that of resistance and this took m a n y forms: revolts or 
rebellions, migrations, strikes, boycotts, petitions and delegations and 
finally ideological protest. T h e leadership during this period also remained 
virtually the same as that between 1880 and 1900, that is mainly that 
of the traditional rulers. Briefly let us illustrate each of these strategies. 

T h e most popular weapon used by West Africans during this period 
was rebellion or revolt. Notable among rebellions was that led by M a m a d o u 
Lamine in Senegal between 1885 and 1887; that led by Fode Silla, the 
marabout king of K o m b o ; and Fode Kabba, the Muslim ruler of Niamina 
and the Casamance districts in T h e Gambia between 1898 and 1901 ; the Hut 
Tax rebellion of 1898 in Sierra Leone led by Bai Bureh; the Asante 
rebellion of 1900 in the Gold Coast led by Yaa Asantewaa, the queen 
of Edweso; the E k u m e k u rebellion of 1898-1900 and the Aro rising between 
1898 and 1902 in eastern. Nigeria; the rebellions of the Bariba of Borgu 
and the Somba of Atacora in D a h o m e y between 1913 and 1914; the Mossi 
rebellions in Koudougou and Fada N ' G u r m a in Upper Volta from 1908 
to 1914; that of the Gurunsi in 1915-16; that of the Lobi and the Djoula 
in French Sudan between 1908 and 1909; the uprising in Porto N o v o in 
Dahomey ; the revolts of the Baule, Akouse, Sassandra and the Guro 
in Ivory Coast between 1900 and 1914; and the numerous uprisings in 
several parts of Guinea between 1908 and 1914. It is interesting to note 
that these rebellions increased in intensity during the First World W a r . 5 6 

Three typical examples which must be looked at in a little detail to illustrate 
the nature and motives of these revolts are the rebellion led by M a m a d o u 
Lamine, the Hut Tax rebellion, and the Yaa Asantewaa rebellion. 

T h e rebellion of M a m a d o u L a m i n e 

T h e rebellion of M a m a d o u Lamine was directed against foreign domina­
tion. T h e Soninke population was scattered among the various states c o m ­
prising the territory of Upper Senegal. S o m e of them were by 1880 more 
or less subjected to French authority, the others to that of A h m a d u . 
Construction work on the telegraph line and the Kayes-Niger railway 
line required large numbers of workers, recruited principally among the 
Soninke. T h e exhausting labour and the precarious living conditions which 
were their lot caused a high death rate among them. As a result, a m o v e ­
ment of protest arose directly not only against the daily humiliations but 

56. For details of all these revolts, see O . Ikime, 1973; A . E . Afigbo, 1973; B . O . 
Oloruntimehin, 1973(b); J. Osuntokun, 1977; M . Crowder, 1977(c); J. Suret-Canale, 1971, 
pp. 93-107; M . Crowder, 1968; (ed.), 1971; A . Duperray, 1978; I. Kimba, 1979; 
G . Yapé, 1977; M . Michel, 1982; T . C . Weiskel, 1980; S. Koffi, 1976. See also Chapter 12. 
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especially against foreign presence in the region.57 M a m a d o u L a m i n e 
acted as a catalyst to this m o v e m e n t by grouping around h i m all the 
past or present victims of the n e w socio-political order. It was with the 
envied title of pilgrim that he returned, in 1885, to his homeland, then 
in the throes of a triple crisis, at once political, economic and social. 
In his first public sermons, he applied himself to transferring the crisis 
to a religious plane, favouring the strict Sanüsiyya doctrine, which refused 
to permit M u s l i m s to live under any non-Islamic authority. Tha t was 
enough to bring about the spontaneous adherence of the Soninke to his 
p r o g r a m m e . H is travels in Khasso , G u o y , B a m b u c k and B o n d u daily 
saw n e w n u m b e r s of his count rymen rally to the cause. B y the end of 
1885, he had imposing forces at his disposal, ready to go to battle for 
freedom. 

T h e death of Boubacar Saada, the A l m a m y of Bondu and a French 
protege, provided him with the opportunity to launch his offensive. O m a r 
Penda, imposed by France as the late Almamy's successor, refused to 
grant M a m a d o u Lamine permission to pass through Bondu on his way 
to T h e Gambia. T h e Soninke chief thereupon invaded Bondu in January 
1886. Frey, who was on the Niger, dispatched contingents to Kayes and 
Bakel to secure his rear. M a m a d o u Lamine then gave his movement a 
radical turn. His sermons thereafter concerned only total war against 
Christians.58 T h e Soninke condemned the French as well as their African 
allies such as O m a r Penda of Bondu, Sambala of Medina and the farmers 
established in Bakel, Medina and Kayes. S o m e Soninke in French service 
joined M a m a d o u Lamine's camp while others established in the French 
posts furnished him with information concerning French troop movements. 

Against the superior weaponry of the enemy, M a m a d o u Lamine could 
count on the numerical superiority and fanaticism of his soldiers, who 
were convinced they were fighting for G o d and their country. After his 
defeat at Bakel, he resorted to guerrilla warfare. In March 1886, M a m a d o u 
Lamine decided to attack Bakel, which symbolized the French presence 
in the area and the humiliation of the Soninke people. H e established 
a blockade of the city, occupying all its approaches with troops. W h e n 
Captain Jolly attempted to loosen his grip by attacking the Soninke based 
at Koungani, he was forced to beat a hasty retreat, leaving ten dead 
and a cannon on the scene. M a m a d o u Lamine thereupon stormed the 
city with his 10000 m e n . T h e assault failed. With victory but a hair's 
breadth away, the Soninke headquarters was wiped out by a shell. In 
the confusion which followed, M a m a d o u Lamine's warriors fled.59 Never­
theless, on his orders, the telegraph line between Bakel and Kayes was 
cut. 

T h e experience at Bakel taught Lamine that with the weapons at his 

57. A . K . Tandia, 1973, p. 83. 
58. ibid., p. 89. 
59. ibid., p. 92. 
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disposal, he would never be able to seize fortified French posts. H e there­
fore took to guerrilla warfare. Frey, w h o had returned from Niger, terrorized 
the populations of Guidimakha to wean them away from M a m a d o u 
Lamine's cause. Their villages were burned, their crops and livestock 
confiscated. That policy only strengthened the Soninke in their determina­
tion to rid their country of the French. M a m a d o u Lamine devoted the 
rainy season of 1886 to reorganizing his forces. H e set up his headquarters 
at Diana in Upper Gambia, where he erected a fortress that became 
a centre of propaganda and a base of operations. In July, the Soninke 
attacked Senoudebou, reconquered Boulebane and executed O m a r Penda, 
the French protege of Bondu . 6 0 After 1887, the alliance between Gallieni 
and A h m a d u against the Soninke precipitated the failure of the uprising. 
Souaibou, M a m a d o u Lamine's son, attacked by Ahmadu ' s army, was forced 
to surrender Diafounou and Guidimakha to the son of Al Hadj ' U m a r . 
While attempting to rejoin his father, he was captured and executed. 
In December 1887, Lamine was finally defeated at Touba-Kouta by the 
French with the help of the auxiliaries furnished by Moussa Mo lo of 
the Upper Casamance. 

T h e H u t T a x rebellion 

T h e Hut Tax rebellion of 1898 was the response of the T e m n e and the 
M e n d e of Sierra Leone to the consolidation of British rule over them 
by the appointment of district commissioners, the expansion of the frontier 
police, the abolition of the slave trade and slavery, the implementation 
of the Protectorate Ordinance of 1896 which empowered the government 
to dispose of waste land and, finally, the imposition of a tax of 5s a 
year on all two-roomed houses and 10s on all larger houses in the Pro­
tectorate.61 All the T e m n e chiefs unanimously decided not to pay the 
tax and rose up in rebellion under the leadership of one of them, Bai 
Bureh (see Plate 6.4). They were joined by the M e n d e people thereby 
involving almost three-quarters of the Protectorate. T h e rebel forces 
attacked and looted trading stations and killed British officials and troops 
and all those suspected of assisting the colonial government. As one district 
commissioner reported in April 1898, 'The object appears to be the massacre 
of all Sierra Leoneans (i.e. the Creoles of Freetown) and Europeans and 
thoroughly it is being done. T h e country is destroyed as regards Trade 
— several traders being killed and places burnt'.62 By M a y 1898, the 
rebel armies were within about 40 k m of Freetown and two companies 
of troops had to be hastily brought in from Lagos to defend the town. 

W h a t was the true nature of this revolt? T h e British governor of Sierra 

60. ibid., p. 95. 
61. This section is based on J. A . Langley, n.d. 
62. ibid. 
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plate 6.4 Bai Bureh (c. 1845-c. 1908), leader ofthe 1898 Hut Tax rebellion in Sierra Leone,

pictured after his arrest
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Leone, w h o was stunned by the rebellion, attributed not only that rebellion 
but the general resistance to colonial rule that was raging at the time 
to 'the growing political consciousness of the African, and his increasing 
sense of his worth and autonomy'. As he put it, 'the native is beginning 
to feel his strength from the value that is set on him for the products 
of his country and his labour by the white m a n and in future the latter 
will not be able to trade so m u c h on his simplicity and ignorance of 
the world as in the past'.63 Governor Cardew's analysis cannot be faulted 
and is equally true of most of the rebellions and guerrilla wars that occurred 
in West Africa between the late 1890s and 1914. 

T h e Y a a Asantewaa W a r 

Like the H u t Tax rebellion of 1898, the Asante uprising of 1900 was 
precipitated by the attempts of the British to consolidate their rule by 
the deposition of some of the anti-British chiefs and the appointment 
to replace them of people w h o were not traditionally qualified, and by 
the imposition of a tax, in this case 4s per head, as a war indemnity 
in 1897. But the last straw that really precipitated action was the demand 
of the British governor, Arnold Hodgson, for the Golden Stool to be 
sent to him so that he could sit on it. T h e Golden Stool was the most 
sacred object of the Asante, which they considered as the embodiment 
of their soul and a symbol of their survival as a nation. That demand, 
therefore, could not but touch off an instantaneous rebellion of nearly 
all the principal states under the leadership of the Queen of Edweso, 
Nana Yaa Asantewaa (see Plate 6.2).64 

T h e Asante forces attacked the Governor and his party w h o had to 
seek refuge in the fort at Kumasi which the Asante then besieged. W h e n 
the governor and his party escaped from the fort, the Asante fought several 
pitched battles with the British which lasted from April to November 
1900 when Yaa Asantewaa was arrested and deported with other Asante 
generals to the Seychelles. 

Similar revolts, pitched battles and guerrilla warfare raged in the Ivory 
Coast in response to the brutal methods including forced labour and high 
taxation used by that cruel Governor, Angoulvant, for the consolidation 
of French rule and the exploitation of the colony. This resistance by 
the Baule which broke out in 1908 continued until 1910 when, using 
the notorious search and destroy tactics, the French suppressed all remain­
ing opposition with a brutality and wickedness unparalleled in the annals 
of African resistance (see Plate 6.5a). At the end of this, the population 
of the Baule had dropped from about 1.5 million in 1900 to about 260000 

63. ibid. 
64. For details, see J. K . Fynn in M . Crowder (ed.), 1971, pp. 46-9. 
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plate 6.5(a) French officers display the head ofan African during the suppression ofresistance
in the Ivory Coast in the early 1900s

=N nas*.:

plate 6.5(b) Chiefs surrender to Lieutenant Boudet after resisting the French conquest of

the Ivory Coast
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by .191 i.6S The neighbours of the Baule, the Guro, the D a n and the 
Bete held out till 1919. 

M a s s Migration 

But revolts and rebellions were not the only strategy of resistance adopted 
by West Africans from 1900 to 1914. O n e widespread method of resistance 
was mass migration in protest against the harshness of colonial rule. This 
was particularly c o m m o n in the French colonies where, unable to resort 
to armed revolt owing to the stationing of military control units in the 
annexed sector, the Africans resorted to fleeing, in order to elude the 
measures that they found so oppressive and humiliating. Thus between 
1882 and 1889, the Fulani population of the suburbs of Saint-Louis 
migrated in large numbers towards Ahmadu ' s empire. O f the 30000 Fulani 
living in the suburbs in 1882, only 10000 remained in 1889. In 1916 
and 1917 more than 12000 people left the Ivory Coast for the Gold 
Coast. Large numbers also left Senegal for T h e Gambia, Upper Volta 
for the Gold Coast, and Dahomey for Nigeria during the period.66 It 
should be pointed out that these rebellions and protest migrations were 
resorted to, by and large, by the rural folk and in the inland parts of 
those colonies whose direct contact with the Europeans dated only from 
the i88os and 1890s. In the coastal areas and new urban centres where 
the educated elite lived and where a working class was emerging, less 
violent options were resorted to. These included strikes, boycotts, 
ideological protest, the use of newspapers and, above all, the dispatch 
of petitions and delegations to the local as well as the metropolitan colonial 
governments by various societies and movements. 

Strikes 

Strikes as a weapon of protest became more c o m m o n after the First World 
W a r , but there were a few in the period before. A strike by railway 
workers on the Dakar-Saint-Louis line occurred as early as 1890; in 1891 
there was the strike of Dahomey w o m e n w h o were employed in the 
Cameroons; labourers went on strike for higher pay in Lagos in 1897, 
an action described by Basil Davidson as 'the first major colonial strike';67 

in 1918-19 occurred a strike of the Cotonou and Grand Popo paddlers 
in Dahomey ; and in 1919 the first strike of dockers at the Conakry port 
in Guinea.68 

65. J. Suret-Canale, 1971, pp. 95-103. For details of the final phase of Baule resistance, 
see T . C . Weiskel, 1980, pp. 172-210; J. Bony, 1980, pp. 17-29. 

66. A . I. Asiwaju, 1976(b). 
67. B . Davidson, 1978(b), p. 173; A . G . Hopkins, 1966(b). 
68. J. Suret-Canale, 1977, pp. 46-50. 
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Ideological protest 

Ideological protest was seen during the period under review mainly in 
the religious field: among Christians, Muslims and Traditionalists. Thus, 
as B . O . Oloruntimehin has shown, the adherents of the traditional religion 
among the Mossi of Upper Volta, the Lobi and the Bambara of French 
Sudan banded together against the spread of French culture as well as 
the Christian and Muslim religions. T h e adherents of the Islamic religion 
especially in the Western Sudan belt also revived Mahd ism or founded 
movements such as Mouridiyya led by Shaikh A h m a d u B a m b a and the 
Hamalliyya led by Shaikh Hamallah to protest against the French 
presence.69 T h e African Christians, especially in the British West African 
colonies, also rebelled against the European domination of the churches 
and the imposition of European culture and liturgy. This resulted in 
the breakaway of these members to form their o w n messianic or millen-
arian or Ethiopian churches with distinctively African liturgies and 
doctrines. Such, for example, was the Native Baptist Church, the first 
African church formed in Nigeria in April 1888.70 

Elite associations 

M a n y clubs and associations were also formed by the educated Africans 
mainly in the urban centres as vehicles for protest against the abuse and 
iniquities of colonial systems during this period. These associations used 
newspapers, plays, tracts and pamphlets as their main weapons.7 ' Examples 
of such bodies, which acted as watch dogs of colonial rule, were the 
Aborigines Rights Protection Society ( A R P S ) formed in the Gold Coast 
in 1897, the Young Senegalese Club founded in 1910, and the Peoples 
Union and the Anti-Slavery and Aborigines Protection Society formed 
in Nigeria in 1908 and 1912 respectively. T h e A R P S was easily the most 
active. It was formed to protest against the Land Bill of 1896 which 
was to give control of all so-called waste or unoccupied lands to the 
government. As a result of a delegation it dispatched to London in 1898 
which met the Secretary of State for Colonies, this obnoxious Bill was 
withdrawn. F r o m then on, the A R P S sent a series of petitions to the 
local administration as well as the Colonial Office protesting against various 
projected Bills. It sent two delegations to England, one in 1906 to demand 
the repeal of the 1894 T o w n s Ordinance and the second in 1911 to oppose 
the Forestry Bill of 1910. It was certainly the most successful of the 
mouthpieces of the elite and traditional rulers of West Africa and the 
greatest opponent of colonialism until the formation of the National 
Congress of British West Africa after the First World W a r . In French 

69. B . O . Oloruntimehin, 1973(b), pp. 32-3. 
70. E . A . Ayandele, 1966, pp. 194-8. 
71. F. Omu, 1978. 
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West Africa, the Young Senegalese Club formed in 1910 also actively 
campaigned for equal rights. 

It should be evident from this discussion that the peoples of West 
Africa devised all kinds of strategies and tactics first to oppose the establish­
ment of the colonial system and second, after the failure of their early 
efforts, to resist certain specific measures and institutions of the system. 
These various strategies and measures proved on the whole unsuccessful, 
and by the end of the period under review, colonialism had become firmly 
entrenched in the whole of West Africa. 

T h e causes of failure 

Every case of resistance and armed insurrection went d o w n to defeat, 
at least if one considers only the results at the scene of action. A n d 
yet the West Africans lacked neither courage nor military science. But 
they were at a heavy disadvantage in the face of the invaders. Apart 
from the technical superiority of their enemies' weapons, they had no 
real compensatory advantage over the conquerors. T o be sure, they had 
a better knowledge of their country, and the severity of the climate, 
which forced the Europeans to suspend operations during certain periods 
of the year, occasionally provided them with some respite. But the bulk 
of the conquering troops were Africans officered by Europeans. Hence 
these riflemen were not out of their element. Frequently the West Africans, 
like the Maghribians (see Chapter 5) did not even have the advantage 
of greater numbers. Often behind the regular troops of the invaders, there 
marched thousands of African auxiliaries from annexed or protected 
territories whose chief function was systematically to pillage the country 
in conflict with their protector so as to disrupt its internal organization. 
Moreover, the West African states never succeeded in setting up an organic 
alliance that would compel their enemies to do battle simultaneously on 
several fronts. Certain states clearly perceived the necessity for this, but 
their attempts to bring it about came to naught. Most of the resisters 
resorted to guerrilla warfare too late, when they had learned through 
defeat that neither conventional warfare nor the defensive systems of the 
'tatas' left them any chance of success in the face of enemies possessing 
weapons capable of greater destruction. T o all that must be added the 
fact, already pointed out above, that in 1890 the imperialists, by the Brussels 
Convention, reached an agreement that no further arms should be sold 
to Africans. Thereafter, the Africans encountered severe logistic problems. 
Finally, like Africans elsewhere, those of West Africa, except Samori, 
had to use outmoded weapons such as dane guns and bows and arrows 
in the face of cannon and the M a x i m gun. In the combination of all 
these factors lay the source of the African defeat. 

Looking back over this heroic period of African history, the question 
obviously suggests itself whether resistance was not 'heroic madness' or 
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a criminal attitude. These authors do not believe so. It matters little, 
from their standpoint, that the African armies should have suffered defeat 
at the hands of better equipped enemies, so long as the cause for which 
the resisters laid d o w n their lives continues to haunt the minds of their 
descendants. 
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African initiatives and 
resistance in East Africa, 
i880-1914 

H. A. M W A N Z I 

M u c h has been written about the African response to foreign penetration 
and eventual rule towards the end of the last century and the beginning 
of the present. Most of the discussion, if not all of it, has been centred 
on the dichotomy between resisters, w h o by implication are to be praised 
as heroes, and so-called collaborators, w h o also by implication are to be 
condemned as traitors. This classification came about as a result of the 
nationalist struggle for independence in Africa, as elsewhere in the world. 
Those involved in the movement tended to see themselves as heirs to 
a long tradition of struggle whose roots go back to the beginning of this 
century, if not earlier. It was assumed that independence was a good 
thing and to strive for it was natural. Consequently, all those w h o had 
resisted European penetration of Africa, in order to preserve its inde­
pendence, were heroes to be emulated and given an honourable place 
in the histories of the countries that had gained their independence through 
resistance to colonial rule. Put in these terms, this view is an attempt 
to use the standards of the present, with the aid of hindsight, to interpret 
the events of the past. In the colonial situation, those w h o resisted were 
described by colonial officials as short-sighted while those w h o collaborated 
were seen as far-sighted. Today, nationalist historians in East Africa con­
d e m n so-called collaborators, especially chiefs, and praise resisters.1 

A m o n g the resisters, there were also divisions. There were those w h o 
took to armed confrontation with the intruders - active resistance. T h e n 
there were those w h o , though they did not take to arms, refused to co­
operate with the intruders. This form of resistance is referred to as passive 
resistance. There has not been a similar treatment of the so-called 
collaborators. They are often put together as simply one undifferentiated 
group. 

However , as Professor A d u Boahen has correctly pointed out, it is 
a distortion of African history to see it in terms of heroes and villains. 
This approach fails to consider the prevailing circumstances under which 
various groups or individuals operated. T h e options available to them 

1 

1. G . Muriuki, 1974, p. 233. 
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and their interpretations of these options m a y have been different from 
those imposed on them by politicians and scholars alike. It makes sense, 
as Boahen has suggested, to see the events of the time and their key 
actors in terms of diplomacy, pursued independently or backed by force. 
T o appreciate the extent to which diplomacy could go, it is necessary 
to understand the socio-economic forces operating in a particular society 
at the time of the encounter. For East Africa, a survey of such factors 
in the 1890s will be an appropriate setting for the events that followed. 
But, as R . I. Rotberg and Ali Mazrui state: 'There is no gainsaying 
that the introduction of Western norms and power and accompanying 
controls was everywhere in Africa questioned by the people affected'.2 

This questioning, however, took various forms. 'The response to the in­
vasion was determined by the structure of each society at the time. Though 
all societies were determined to preserve their sovereignty, the reaction 
to invasion was not uniform.'3 Variations occurred in accordance with 
the social cohesion or otherwise of a given society. 

In the 1890s - the period that preceded European occupation of East 
Africa - the societies of the region had achieved differing stages of social 
organization.4 S o m e , such as the Baganda and the Banyoro in Uganda, 
the Banyambo in Tanganyika (now Tanzania) and the W a n g a in Kenya, 
had achieved a high degree of centralized government (see Fig. 7.1). In 
such societies, response to foreign penetration tended to be dictated by 
the king or the leadership as a whole. W h a t had existed in Europe at 
one time - 'The religion of the king is m y religion' - sums up the attitude 
well. Other societies, such as the Nyamwez i in Tanganyika or the Nandi 
in Kenya were in the process of forming centralized governments. This 
process is often referred to as state formation. However, the vast majority 
of societies in this region did not have centralized governments. But lack 
of central governments does not imply lack of government, a mistake 
which some foreigners commenting on African societies have made in 
the past. 

Again various societies had had different levels of contact with Europeans 
or Arabs, the two external forces impinging on East Africa at this time. 
O n the whole, coastal areas had had a longer contact with Europeans 
and Arabs than the interior areas. O f the interior peoples, three or four 
groups had had longer contact with the Arabs than the rest. T h e A k a m b a 
in Kenya and the Nyamwez i in Tanganyika were involved in the caravan 
trade from the interior to the coast - a phenomenon often referred to 
as long-distance trade.5 T h e Baganda as well as the W a n g a in Kenya 
had also had contact with Arabs trading in ivory and slaves prior to 

2. R . I. Rotberg and A . A . Mazrui (eds), 1970, p. xviii. 
3. M . H . Y . Kaniki in M . H . Y . Kaniki (ed.), 1980, p. 6. 
4. For a detailed discussion of Tanzanian societies before the advent of colonialism, 

see A . M . H . Sheriff in M . H . Y . Kaniki (ed.), 1980. 
5. See I. Kimambo, 1970. 
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fig. 7.1 People and polities of East Africa, showing areas of the Majî Maji rebellion
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the 1890s. Again the degree of exposure to these outside influences 
determined the type and extent of resistance put up by various societies. 

Apart from these h u m a n influences, there were ecological changes taking 
place in East Africa in the 1890s, which also affected response to foreign 
penetration. T h e whole region underwent ecological stress resulting in 
drought with consequent famines. Rinderpest epidemics also occurred.6 

Again, some societies were affected by these natural calamities more deeply 
than others. Pastoral societies, such as the Maasai of Kenya, seem to 
have been hit worst of all. A number of Maasai families such as the 
Waiyaki and Njonjo families took refuge among the neighbouring Gikuyu 
where they were to play a different role both in relation to their response 
to colonial advance and in relation to the colonial system that was conse­
quently set up, as well as to the post-colonial society.7 Others took refuge 
among the Nandi .8 Still others were to offer their services as soldiers, 
first to King M u m i a of W a n g a among the Abaluyia as mercenaries, and, 
second, to British imperial agents as part of the expeditionary force that 
was used to conquer the country that is n o w called Kenya. This was 
especially the case against the Nandi.9 T h e Maasai example serves to 
illustrate the kind of dislocation that had taken place among the economies 
of various societies in this general area. Thus , colonialism came to an 
area already suffering from an economic crisis with all its attendant effects. 

T h e European Scramble for East Africa and the 
patterns of African resistance 
T h e colonialist Scramble for East Africa involved three competing powers: 
the Sultanate of Zanzibar, Ge rmany and Britain. T h e first on the scene 
were the Arabs w h o operated from Zanzibar. Their interests both on 
the coast and in the interior were largely commercial, revolving around 
the trade in slaves and ivory. Before the 1880s and 1890s, these Arabs 
and Swahili traders were content to operate from the coast. But during 
the closing decades of the last century, Arab interests in the interior 
of East Africa began to be threatened by G e r m a n and British interests 
that had been steadily penetrating the area. In the face of this, the Arabs 
attempted to take political control of some areas in order to protect their 
commercial concessions. Thus , they set up a colony at Ujiji on the shores 
of Lake Tanganyika; and in Buganda, they staged a coup at the expense 
of the Christians after co-operating with them to remove M w a n g a from 
the throne.10 T h e Europeans in the interior included traders and mission­
aries, all of w h o m wanted the occupation of East Africa by their h o m e 

6. W . Rodney, n.d., p. 4. 
7. G . H . Mungeam, 1970, p. 137; K . J. King, 1971(a). 
8. H . A . Mwanzi, 1977. 
9. K . J. King, 1971(a). 
10. R. Oliver, 1951, p. 54. 
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governments in order to provide them with security as well as a free 
hand to carry out their enterprises without hindrance. 

T h e methods of European advance varied from place to place. But, 
on the whole, they were characterized by the use of force combined with, 
where it was possible, diplomatic alliances with one group against another. 
Force took the form of invasions which were often also looting exercises. 
T o facilitate advance inland, railways were constructed. T h e Uganda rail­
way, linking the interior of Uganda and Kenya with the coast, reached 
the Lake Victoria basin in 1901. T h e Germans likewise started the con­
struction of railways and road networks. T h e first railway was started 
on the coast at Tanga after 1891 and reached the foothills of the Usambara 
mountains in 1905. 

T h e response in K e n y a 

African response to all this was, as already indicated, both military and 
diplomatic, though at times there was withdrawal, non-co-operation or 
passivity. T h e Nandi in Kenya, for instance, resisted militarily the construc­
tion of the railway through their territory. O f all the peoples of Kenya, 
they put up the strongest and longest military resistance to British im­
perialism; it began in the 1890s and did not end until their leader was 
murdered by the British commanders in 1905, on his way to the negotiations 
which had been treacherously arranged. That event weakened Nandi 
resistance and eventually led to the British occupation of their territory. 

That the Nandi resisted the British for over seven years was due to 
the nature of their society. Nandi society was divided into territorial units 
called pororiet. Warriors from each unit were responsible for the defence 
of the territory. For this reason, the warriors slept in a c o m m o n hut. 
This was the nearest thing to a standing army. These territorial armies 
came together under the leadership of an orgoiyot, or traditional leader. 
It was he w h o decided when the army would go on a raid. T h e armies 
were linked to him through a personal representative w h o sat at each 
territorial council. Because territory rather than clan was the centre of 
Nandi social life, this meant that clan rivalry was absent. T h e result 
was a cohesive society, and it was this cohesion that gave the society 
military superiority over its neighbours. Maison writes that 'It is surprising 
that so small a tribe as the Nandi was able to terrorize m u c h larger peoples 
and to continue to do so almost with impunity for several decades.'11 

Given the social cohesion of the society as well as the confidence of the 
warriors both in themselves and in their leaders, it is not surprising that 
they became a military power to reckon with. Their military successes 
led them to believe that they were superior to other people, white m e n 
included. As G . W . B . Huntingford noted, 'The Nandi thinks himself 
at least the equal, if not the superior of the whiteman; and any estimate 

11. A. T . Matson, 1970, p. 72. 
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of the changes brought about by the impact of our civilization must be 
considered in the light of this fact'.12 T h e Nandi successfully resisted 
this occupation for over seven years, then, because of the success with 
which the society had been knit together as a fighting force. 

This contrasts with the response of some other communities in Kenya. 
In central Kenya, for instance, each leader or group or clan reacted 
separately to this foreign intrusion.J ? A typical example was the reaction 
of Waiyaki among the Gikuyu. His parents were originally Maasai w h o , 
because of the upheavals that took place in Maasailand in the nineteenth 
century, had moved to settle in southern Gikuyuland. Here, Waiyaki had 
gained influence partly because of his contact with caravan traders. T h e 
Imperial British East Africa C o m p a n y ( I B E A C ) regarded him as the para­
mount Chief of all the Gikuyu people. But his conduct, as Muriuki has 
pointed out, 'right from the beginning demonstrated that he was genuinely 
interested in friendship with the whiteman'.1 4 H e ensured the safe passage 
of Count Teleki's expedition through southern Gikuyu and entered into 
a blood brotherhood treaty with Frederick Lugard w h o was then a company 
agent. T h e blood brotherhood ceremony was the highest expression of 
trust a m o n g the Gikuyu. After this treaty, Waiyaki allowed Lugard to 
build a fort on his land. But when later Waiyaki's requests, such as the 
possession of firearms were turned d o w n by these agents of British im­
perialism, he turned against them and stormed the company's station 
at Dagoretti. Subsequently, he again changed his tactics and m a d e an 
alliance with the foreigners in a diplomatic effort to safeguard his position, 
but he was deported. Waiyaki's behaviour illustrates the point, sometimes 
missed, that no one was a résister or a so-called collaborator all his life. 
People changed their tactics in accordance with the prevailing situation 
and probably as their understanding of the forces surrounding them 
deepened. T h e colonial situation was dynamic, not static, and so were 
the reactions of the Africans. 

Lenana of the Maasai similarly allied himself with the British by contrast 
with another section of the Maasai w h o were opposed to a foreign presence 
in their area. Often those w h o m a d e an alliance with the British were 
rewarded with posts such as chiefships in the colonial system. So Lenana, 
like m a n y others, was m a d e a paramount chief of the Maasai in Kenya. 
African resistance varied in accordance with the nature of the society 
and in accordance with h o w each community perceived the external threat 
to its sovereignty. ' s W h a t differed was the extent or otherwise of resistance. 
As Ochieng puts it, 'practically everywhere in Kenya the imposition of 
colonial rule was resisted. Better armed and employing groups of 

12. Quoted by S. K . Arap Ng'eny, 1970, p. 109. 
13. See G . Muriuki, 1974. See also G . H . Mungeam, 1970. 
14. G . Muriuki, 1974, p. 152. 
15. R . I. Rotberg and A . A . Mazrui (eds), 1970, p. xviii. 
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mercenaries, the British imposed their authority only by violence'.16 

O n the coast, the Mazrui family resisted the take-over by the I B E A C . 
This resistance was led by Mbaruk bin Rashid w h o organized hit-and-run 
warfare against the superior weapons of the British forces. It took reinforce­
ments of Indian troops brought in by the British to defeat him. H e fled 
Tanganyika, only to fall into the hands of the Germans. T h e Mazrui 
resistance came about as a result of British attempts to interfere in the 
internal affairs of the coastal societies. After the Mazrui family had settled 
in Takarungu on the Kenya coast, they had gradually begun to extend 
their influence to many parts of the coast. They acquired, for example, 
the monopoly of buying grain from the Mijikenda people along the coast 
and had thus come to control the sale of food crops on the coast. T h e 
monopoly was resisted by the Giriama between 1877 and 1883 when 
war broke out between the two groups. T h e Mazrui were defeated. There­
after, they had come to some understanding with the Giriama whereupon 
the two communities became trading partners. T h e coming of the British 
interfered with this arrangement as well as the internal organization of 
the Mazrui society, providing one reason w h y the Mazrui resisted the 
imposition of British rule. 

W h e n in 1895, the Wali Takarungu died, the I B E A C chose their 
local friend to succeed him instead of Mba ruk w h o had a better claim 
to the throne but was known not to favour the British presence.17 It 
was for this reason that Mba ruk sought to drive the British away from 
the coast by force. 

Further inland, the A k a m b a did not like British interference in their 
affairs. T h e founding of Machakos station by the C o m p a n y in 1889 led 
to hostilities between the I B E A C and the local community. Company 
agents looted the surrounding areas of food and property - mainly goats 
and cattle. They also interfered with religious shrines which people regarded 
as sacred. In response to this, the local population under Msiba M w e a 
organized a boycott of the I B E A C station in 1890,18 refusing to sell it 
food. Peace only prevailed when F . D . Lugard, a company agent, arrived 
to make a peace treaty which involved the signing of a 'blood-brotherhood' 
accord with the local population. 

In northern Kenya, behind Kisimayu hinterland, the Ogaden Somali, 
the Mazrui family and the A k a m b a resisted British intrusion. Again it 
took Indian reinforcements to defeat them in 1899. T h e Taita who had 
refused to provide porters and who had resisted caravan traders' inter­
ference in their country were besieged in 1897 by I B E A C troops under 
the c o m m a n d of Captain Nelson, w h o reported that they 'made a most 
determined attack . . . coming up to the guns. T h e fight lasted about 
twenty minutes and at last the enemy fled in all directions, leaving a 

16. W . R. Ochieng, 1977, p. 89. 
17. ibid., p. 90. 
18. ibid., p. 91. 

156 



African initiatives and resistance in East Africa, 1880—1Q14 

large number of dead on the ground including Mwangeka . ' 1 9 Captain 
Nelson himself and eleven of his m e n were wounded by Taita poisoned 
arrows. 

Elsewhere in western Kenya, among the Abaluyia, the pattern of response 
was the same, involving military encounter as well as diplomatic alliance. 
King M u m i a of the W a n g a was particularly adept at the use of diplomacy. 
H e saw the British as an ally w h o m he could use to extend his influence 
over the whole of western Kenya, by helping him to defeat his neighbouring 
adversaries such as the Iteso and the Luo with w h o m he had been at 
loggerheads for quite some time. W a n g a kings had a tradition of employing 
mercenaries to fight for their cause. Thus, in M u m i a ' s thinking, the British 
were simply another group of mercenaries to be used. Likewise, the British 
saw in M u m i a a willing agent to help them to extend their control over 
the whole area. Indeed, the British occupation of western Kenya was 
accomplished largely through his help. This debt was freely acknowledged 
by British officials, among w h o m was Sir Harry Johnston w h o noted that 
'he [Mumia] from the very first regarded British officials and the idea 
of a British Protectorate with hearty good-will. His influence through 
all the troubled times of Uganda had done m u c h to ensure the safety 
of British communications with the east coast'.20 T h e same sentiments 
were echoed by another colonial official on the occasion of Mumia ' s death 
in 1949. T h e then district commissioner who, with other high government 
officials, attended the burial service, concluded his speech at the ceremony 
by saying, 'so passed a great figure in the early history of East Africa'.21 

T h e response in Tanganyika 

T h e pattern of response in Tanganyika was similar to that obtaining in 
Kenya as described above, that is, it involved the use of force as well 
as diplomatic alliances.22 M b u n g a clashed with German forces in 1891 
and in 1893 while the hinterland behind Kilwa had its armed resistance 
organized behind Hasan bin Omari . T h e Makonde defied German penetra­
tion till 189g.23 T h e Hehe, under their leader M k w a w a , clashed with 
G e r m a n forces in 1891, killing about 290.24 T h e Germans set out to 
avenge this loss. In 1894, they stormed the Hehe region and captured 
its capital. But the leader, M k w a w a , escaped. After being hunted for 
four years by his enemies, he committed suicide in order to avoid capture. 

19. Quoted in ibid., p. 24. 
20. Quoted in W . J. Eggeling, 1948, p. 199. Eggeling adds: 'Uganda has much for 

which to thank M u m i a ' . 
21. Quoted in W . J. Eggeling, 1950, p. 105. 
22. For a detailed discussion of the responses of Tanzanian societies to colonial invasion 

see: A . J. T e m u , in M . H . Y . Kaniki (ed.), 1980. 
23. J. Iliffe, 1967, p. 499. 
24. J. Iliffe, 1969, p. 17; see also G . C . K . Gwassa in B . A . Ogot (ed.), 1972(a). 
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The coastal people of Tanganyika organized their resistance around 
the person and leadership of Abushiri.25 Socially, the coast of Tanganyika, 
like that of Kenya, had been dominated for centuries by Swahili and 
Islamic culture. Here a mixed population of Arabs and Africans inter­
married freely, and carried out local trade. Then, in the nineteenth century, 
coastal Arabs significantly increased their activities in the interior because 
of the demand for ivory and slaves. The result of this flourishing trade 
was the establishment of numerous new towns along the coast. T h e coming 
of the Germans threatened this trade as they sought to supplant it with 
their own. T h e local populations, especially the Arabs, resented this and 
organized a resistance. 

Abushiri, the leader of this resistance, was born in 1845 of an Arab 
father and an O r o m o ('Galla') mother. H e was a descendant of one of 
the first Arab settlers on the coast, a member of a group who had come 
to regard themselves as local people. Like m a n y others, he opposed the 
influence of the Sultanate of Zanzibar on the coast and even 
advocated independence. As a young m a n , he had organized expeditions 
into the interior to trade in ivory. From the profits made, he bought 
himself a farm and planted sugar cane. H e was also engaged in a campaign 
against the Nyamwezi . This had enabled him to assemble warriors who 
were later to be used against the Germans. Under his leadership, the 
coastal people fired on a German warship at Tanga in September 1888 
and then gave the Germans two days to leave the coast. They later attacked 
Kilwa, killed the two Germans there, and then Bagamoyo with 8000 m e n 
on 22 September. But the Germans, who termed this 'the Arab revolt' 
sent out Hermann von Wissman. H e reached Zanzibar in April 1889, 
attacked Abushiri in his fortress near Bagamoyo and drove him out. 
Abushiri escaped northwards to Uzigua where he was betrayed and handed 
over to the Germans who hanged him at Pangani on 15 December 1889. 
T h e coastal resistance finally collapsed when Kilwa was bombarded and 
taken by the Germans in M a y 1890.26 

These were among those w h o took to arms in Tanganyika in an effort 
to defend their independence. But the Germans, like the British in Kenya, 
were practised in the art of divide and rule by allying with one group 
against another. There were many such allies. T h e Marealle and the 
Kibanga near the Tanganyikan mountains of Kilimanjaro and Usambara 
were, to name but two examples, among those w h o saw in the Germans 
an opportunity to make friends in order to defeat their enemies. These 
people, like others such as the W a n g a in Kenya, believed that they were 
using the Germans even though in the process they were made use of 
m u c h more by the Germans than perhaps they realized. T h e Arabs on 

25. A . J. T e m u in M . H . Y . Kaniki (ed.), 1980, pp. 92-9; for further discussion of 
the resistance of Abushiri, see R . D . Jackson in R . I. Rotberg and A . A . Mazrui (eds), 
1970. 

26. J. Iliffe, 1979, pp. 92-7. 

158 



plate 7.2 ChiefAbushiri (c. 1845-89), a leader ofcoastal resistance to German and British
colonization in East Africa, 1888-9
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the coast, however, were firmly in the employ of the Germans as they 
were in that of the British and they provided the first local personnel 
in the service of imperialism. 

T h e response in U g a n d a 

A similar pattern of response to British colonialism took place in Uganda 
(see Fig. 7.1). T h e period between 1891 and 1899 saw a clash between 
the forces of Kabarega, the King of Bunyoro and those of Lugard and 
other British agents. After some clashes in which Kabarega's forces were 
defeated, Kabarega turned to diplomacy. Twice he attempted to come 
to terms with Lugard, but the latter would not countenance these gestures.2 7 

M w a n g a , the Kabaka of Buganda, at times tried to intercede on behalf 
of the Bunyoro king but to no avail. Eventually, Kabarega resorted to 
guerrilla warfare, probably the first of its kind in East Africa. H e with­
drew from Bunyoro to the Lango country in the north from where he 
harassed British forces time and again. O n e of the British officials occupying 
Bunyoro at the time, Thurston, commented: 'Kabarega was at his old 
tricks - giving every possible trouble but never standing up for a fair 
fight, preferring to pursue his favourite methods of assassination. Kabarega 
caused poison to be given to a friendly chief and he died, but I have 
had the poisoner killed.'28 Thurston's description is a perfect example 
of the guerrilla tactic of withdrawing to a neighbouring country in order 
to harass occupying forces in one's o w n country. Kabarega was later joined 
in Lango by M w a n g a , but their hide-out was stormed in 1899 and both 
kings were captured and taken to Kisimayu where M w a n g a died in 1903. 
In this episode, w e have both military confrontation and diplomatic 
initiative by Kabarega and M w a n g a as will be shown in the sequel. 

Probably the greatest diplomat of all those w h o had to deal with the 
advent of imperialism in East Africa in the last decade of the nineteenth 
century was M w a n g a , the Kabaka of Buganda, which had been declared 
a British Protectorate in 1894. W h e n he ascended the throne in 1894, 
he seemed to be suspicious of Europeans, mostly missionaries at that 
time, so he sought to restrict his people's interactions with them. Those 
among the Baganda w h o had embraced the Christian faith and w h o would 
not obey his orders were put to death as traitors.29 Today, Christians 
regard them as martyrs. M w a n g a was, however, violently resisting attempts 
by British agents to take over his country even though disguised as mission­
aries. But his diplomatic ability also became apparent in the way he handled 
various, often warring religious sects. At one time, he would play the 
two Christian sects, Catholics and Protestants, against Muslims when he 
thought the latter were becoming too powerful and therefore threatening 

27. A . R . Dunbar, 1965, p. 82. 
28. Quoted by A . R . Dunbar, 1965, p. 93. 
29. R . Oliver, 1951, p. 54; see also R . P . Ashe, 1894, pp. 55-82. 
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his control of the country. At another time, he would ally with Muslims 
against Catholics or Protestants or both depending on w h o he thought 
was dangerous to his rule. Thus , M w a n g a was adept at the diplomatic 
game of divide and rule, a tactic which the colonizing powers were able 
to use so effectively in controlling Africa. W h e n it was necessary, M w a n g a 
resorted to a revival of some old tradition in an attempt to drive out 
all foreigners as happened in 1888.30 O n this occasion, he intended to 
entice all foreigners and their Baganda followers to a naval parade on 
an island on Lake Victoria. There he would leave them to starve to death. 
It seems to have been a tradition of Baganda kings to carry out naval 
exercises on the lake. M w a n g a sought to do this as a trick to drive out 
foreigners. However, the plan was leaked to the foreigners w h o then staged 
a coup, deposed M w a n g a and put his brother on the throne as a kind 
of a puppet ruler. Later, however, in 1889, M w a n g a managed to regain 
his throne only to be exiled to Kisimayu, as already indicated, in 1899, 
where he died in 1903. 

There were, however, those among the Baganda w h o allied themselves 
firmly with British imperialism in what has come to be known as Baganda 
sub-imperialism with regard to the rest of Uganda. It was Baganda agents, 
especially after the 1900 Agreement, w h o were responsible for spreading 
British colonialism to the rest of the country. Notable among them was 
Kakunguru, a Muganda general, w h o largely spearheaded the spread of 
British control to eastern and northern Uganda. It was he, for instance, 
w h o captured Kabarega when the British decided to storm his hide-out 
in Lango country.31 T h e 1900 Agreement made the Baganda partners 
with the British in the advance of British imperialism in the area. Buganda 
became such a staging-point that many of the early colonial administrators 
in Uganda were Baganda. Hatred for colonialism consequently came to 
be directed at the Baganda rather than at the colonial masters themselves. 
M a n y of the political problems that later plagued Uganda stem from 
this early partnership between the British and the Baganda. 

East Africa under colonial rule 

Having thus suppressed all opposition and resistance by the East Africans 
and having established firm control over their spheres of influence, the 
colonial powers set out to transform the region both politically, and, even 
more importantly, economically. O n e of the first economic activities was, 
as already indicated, to build railway lines both in Tanganyika to the 
Usambara and Kilimanjaro areas, and in Kenya to link the coast with 
the Lake Victoria basin. 

With the railways came European settlers. T h e aim was to orient East 
African economies towards export by making the area dependent on 

30. R . Oliver, 1951, p. 55. 
31. A . R . Dunbar, 1965, p. 96. 
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economic arrangements in Europe. In this regard, it was to be a source 
for raw materials rather than an area for industrialization. 

T h e attitude among some colonial officials as well as among white 
settlers, was that the region was there for the taking. A s the British C o m ­
missioner of the East Africa Protectorate, Sir Charles Eliot put it: ' W e 
have in East Africa the rare experience of dealing with a tabula rasa, an 
almost untouched and sparsely inhabited country, where w e can do as w e 
wish, to regulate immigration and open or close the door as seems best'.32 

It is not, therefore, surprising that as commissioner, he encouraged Euro­
pean settlers to grab as m u c h land in the highlands of Kenya as possible. 
Ukambani was the first area in Kenya to be occupied by white settlers in 
the late 1890s. But of all the peoples of Kenya; the Maasai lost more land 
to white settlement than any other community. Twice land was taken from 
them,3 3 first in 1904 when they were removed to a reserve in Laikipia, and 
then in 1911, when they were again removed to give room to white settle­
ment. O n both occasions, the Maasai were said by the colonial government 
to have entered into an agreement to surrender their land. However, on the 
last occasion, the Maasai challenged the decision in a British court which, 
not surprisingly, ruled against them. These so-callèd agreements ignored 
the nature of authority in Maasai land. Authority lay in the reigning age-
group. Since age-groups were not involved in the negotiations, the agree­
ments were not acceptable to the Maasai. At the same time, white settlement 
was also taking place in Tanganyika. B y 1905, there were 284 white settlers 
in Tanganyika,34 mainly in the Usambara and Kilimanjaro areas. 

F r o m the beginning, the settlers sought to dominate these colonies. 
In Kenya, for instance, they had by 1902 formed a Planters and Farmers 
Association to press for their demand to have the highlands of Kenya 
reserved for them.3 5 Though Indians had been used to construct the 
Uganda railway, they were excluded from this area. Eliot agreed with 
this demand and confined Indian settlement to land immediately along 
the railway. The policy of excluding Indians from the highlands was 
eventually adopted by every protectorate commissioner and colonial 
governor after Eliot. T h e response of the Indians to this was to form 
their o w n association to press for a share of the highlands. In 1907, they 
presented their case to the Secretary of State for the Colonies, Winston 
Churchill, when he visited East Africa. However, the conflict between 
these two groups was not resolved until the 1920s. By the beginning 
of the First World W a r , cash crops or the plantation economy in Kenya 
were firmly in the hands of white settlers w h o excluded both Africans 
and Indians from participation. This state of affairs influenced the African 
response to the white presence in Kenya. 

32. C . Eliot, 1005, p. 103. 
33. M . P . K . Sorrenson, 1968, p. 276. 
34. W . Rodney, n.d., p . 5. 
35. R . K . Tangri, 1967. 
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T h e position in Tanganyika and U g a n d a was different. In Tanganyika, 
beginning in the southern part of the country, Africans were encouraged, 
first by missionaries, then by colonial officials, to take to peasant production 
of cash crops, basically cotton and coffee. In addition, collective farms 
for cotton were introduced. B y 1908 Africans were producing two-thirds 
of Tanganyika's cotton exports, while by 1912, the African contribution 
accounted for over 70%. 3 6 During the same period, African coffee 
production around the Kilimanjaro area had caught up with that of the 
settlers. T h e extent to which changes had taken place in Tanganyika 
can be seen in the amount of wage labour employed. It has been estimated 
that by 1931, the African wage-earning population in Tanganyika was 
172 000,37 or about one-fifth of the able-bodied male population at the 
time. O n the whole, 'economic activity in G e r m a n East Africa was at 
a higher level than in British East Africa on the eve of the First Wor l d 
W a r . It was also m o r e varied, with a mining sector and several m a n u ­
facturing sectors mak ing consumer goods' .3 8 T h u s by 1914, the organiza­
tion and utilization of labour in Tanganyika had been redirected towards 
the creation of surplus which w a s expropriated by the colonial state and 
European c o m m e r c e . A s in K e n y a , settlers in Tanganyika sought to control 
the colony and assumed a dominant role during this period. 

Probably the mos t far-reaching economic reorganization, in comparison 
with K e n y a and Tanganyika, took place in U g a n d a . T h e 1900 Agreement 
distributed land in Buganda in an attempt to create a landed class that 
wou ld be loyal to the colonial system. This land distribution led to the 
development of different class and property relations since landlords and 
tenants c a m e into existence. In addition, it was understood that U g a n d a 
w a s to be a country where African agricultural production predominated. 
Th is was one of the factors that acted as a barrier to large-scale white 
settlement, such as took place in K e n y a and Tanganyika. Unlike in K e n y a , 
but as was m o r e the case in Tanganyika, efforts were m a d e by the colonial 
regime to place the export-oriented e c o n o m y into the hands of the 
indigenous people. T h e peasant production of cash crops was to b e c o m e 
the mainstay of the e c o n o m y of U g a n d a . W h a t started in B u g a n d a was 
eventually extended to other parts of the colony, notably in the west 
where the climate, as in B u g a n d a , w a s favourable. B y 1907, cotton produced 
in this m a n n e r accounted for 3 5 % of all exports from U g a n d a . 3 9 Generally 
speaking, cash transactions were well entrenched in U g a n d a , as in the rest 
of East Africa, o n the eve of the First W o r l d W a r . Peasants sold their 
produce to Asian and European traders. A monetary e c o n o m y had set in 
and the grounds for further incorporation into the capitalist system had 
been laid. 

36. W . Rodney, n.d., p. 9. 
37. ibid., p. 10. 
38. ibid., p. 14. 
39. C . Ehrlich, 1957, p. 169. 
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T h e demands of the system brought Africans face to face with what 
had happened and was happening among them. These included introduc­
tion of a hut tax, labour requirements, loss of further land, lack of political 
freedom and corrosion of their culture. Various kinds of responses and 
reactions were elicited against or in acceptance according to the way each 
of these measures was experienced. 

Taxes were introduced not so m u c h as, or not entirely as a means 
of raising revenue, but as a way of forcing Africans away from their 
homes into the labour market and into the monetary economy. Labour 
was required for settler farms and for public works such as road con­
struction. T h e conditions under which Africans worked were often harsh. 
There were other influences introduced by more subtle agents of imperial­
ism such as missionaries and traders. 

Anti-colonial m o v e m e n t s in East Africa to 1914 

In these early days of colonialism, each locality responded differently, 
except in a few cases where there was co-ordinated action over a wider 
area. In Kenya, as elsewhere in East Africa, the early responses by such 
people as the Mazruis and the Nandi, were meant to protect their inde­
pendence against foreign threats. T h e subsequent responses in the interior 
of the country were meant to rid people of oppression and colonial domina­
tion. Although this was not a period of nationalist struggle in a modern 
sense, there are signs of the beginnings of it. A m o n g the L u o in western 
Kenya, protest against mission domination led to the establishment of 
an independent Church in 1910 under John Owalo . 4 0 H e had started 
as a R o m a n Catholic, then joined the Scottish Mission at Kikuyu only 
to change again and join the (Anglican) Church Missionary Society at 
Maseno. It was while at Maseno that he claimed to have received a call 
from G o d to start his o w n religion. As B . A . Ogot puts it: 

After m u c h controversy, the P. C . Nyanza . . . authorized him to start 
his o w n mission, since his teaching was not subversive of good order 
and morality. So in 1910 Owalo founded his Nomia L u o Mission 
. . . proclaimed himself a Prophet, and denied the Divinity of Christ. 
Within the next few years, he had more than 10,000 adherents in 
the District, had built his o w n primary schools, and demanded . . . 
a secondary school free from 'undue missionary influence'.41 

Then in 1913 came the M u m b o cult, a movement which was against 
white domination but which used religion as an ideology. F r o m Luoland, 
it spread to the Gusii, thus showing that it had the potential of spreading 
to other parts of Kenya. T h e political content of the movement was not 
disguised. As the founder, Onyango Dande explained: ' The Christian 

40. M . P. K . Sorrenson, 1968, p. 280. 
41. See Chapter 26 below; see also B . A . Ogot, 1963, p. 256. 
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religion is rotten and so is its practice of making its believers wear clothes. 
M y followers must let their hair grow . . . All Europeans are your enemies, 
but the time is shortly coming when they will disappear from our country.'42 

T h e reaction of the colonial regime was to suppress this movement, as 
indeed they did to every other movement that challenged their domination. 

A similar movement to the one described above was taking place among 
the A k a m b a in eastern Kenya. Again, religion was used. It started in 
1911 when a certain w o m a n by the name of Siotume was said to be 
possessed with a spirit. However, the movement was soon taken over 
by a young m a n named Kiamba w h o turned it into a political protest 
against colonialism in Kenya. 4 3 H e formed some kind of police force 
to help him carry out his threat. H e was, however, arrested and banished. 
This event was a protest against the way in which settlers in Ukambani 
were treating their African labour force. 

O n the whole, early anti-colonial movements in Kenya, in the period 
before the First World W a r , took place in western and eastern Kenya. 
T h e Giriama on the coast took the opportunity offered by the war to 
revolt against colonial rule in 1914. They refused to be moved to provide 
land for white settlement on the coast. The Giriama had several times 
been involved in conflicts with the British. During the Mazrui resistance 
against the British, the former sought allies among the Giriama — their 
trading partners in the past - w h o supplied them with food. Late in 
the nineteenth century, the Giriama came into conflict with the British 
over the latter's ban on ivory hunting.44 Again in 1913, the Giriama 
resisted attempts to take away young m e n to work on European farms. 
They also resisted attempts to replace their traditional council of elders 
with colonial headmen. T h e 1914 rising was therefore a culmination of 
a series of resistances. T h e British reaction was to burn d o w n houses 
and confiscate property. T h e Giriama like the Mazruis and others resorted 
to a form of guerrilla warfare, but were eventually defeated. 

Uganda was calmer than Kenya. But in 1911, the Acholi in northern 
Uganda revolted against British colonial rule.45 It was a reaction against 
labour recruitment as well as against an effort to disarm them. O n e of 
the chief concerns of colonialism was to make sure that the colonized 
were rendered helpless in the face of cruel exploitation. For this reason, 
it was important that they did not possess firearms; hence the campaign 
to collect arms and to disarm the colonized population. T h e Acholi refused 
to surrender their guns voluntarily. However, they lost the fight in the 
ensuing contest. 

T h e most serious challenge to colonial rule in East Africa during this 

42. Quoted by M . P . K . Sorrenson, 1968, p. 280. For a full discussion of the M u m b o 
cult, see B . A . Ogot and W . Ochieng in B . A . Ogot (ed.), 1972-

43. M . P . K . Sorrenson, 1968, p. 281. 
44. C . B . Smith, 1973, p. 118. 
45. A . B . Adimola, 1954. 
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period - the Majï Majï uprising - occurred in Tanganyika and it was 
one in which both religion and magic were resorted to (see Fig. 7.1). 
D r Townsend has accurately s u m m e d up the situation which characterized 
German colonial history; pointing out that 'during the first twenty years 
of Germany's colonial history . . . the native had been most cruelly treated 
and unjustly exploited . . . Robbed of his lands, his h o m e , his freedom 
and often wantonly and cruelly of his life by the colonial adventurer, 
official or trading company, his continuous and fierce revolts were but 
the tragic witnesses to his wretchedness and helplessness.'46 T h e state 
of affairs was not confined to G e r m a n colonies. It was typical of colonialism 
in its entire period in Africa. Forced labour, taxation, harassment and 
conditions of work all combined to cause the Majï Majï uprising. However, 
the immediate cause was the introduction of a communal cotton scheme. 
People were required to work on this scheme for twenty-eight days in 
a year. But the proceeds did not go to the workers. They were paid 
such low sums that some refused to take them. This African response 
was not against growing cotton as such, which they had willingly started 
growing as a cash crop. It was a reaction against this particular scheme 
which exploited their labour and threatened the African economy by forcing 
people to leave their o w n farms to work on public ones. 

T o unite the people of Tanganyika in their challenge to the Germans, 
the leader of the movement, the prophet, Kinjikitile Ngwale, w h o lived 
at Ngarambe, made use of their religious beliefs. H e taught them that 
the unity and freedom of all Africans was a fundamental principle and 
therefore that they were to unite and fight for their freedom against the 
Germans in a war which had been ordained by G o d , and that they would 
be assisted by their ancestors w h o would return to life. T o underscore 
and give concrete expression to the unity of the African people, Kinjikitile 
Ngwale built a large shrine, which he called the 'House of G o d ' and 
prepared medicinal water (majt), which, he said, could make his followers 
w h o drank it i m m u n e to European bullets. T h e movement, which lasted 
from July 1905 to August 1907, spread over an area of 26000 sq k m 
of the southern third of Tanganyika. According to G . C . K . Gwassa: 

It [Majï Majï] involved over twenty differing ethnic groups. In its 
organizational scale and ethnic variety, Majï Majï was a movement 
both different from and more complex than earlier reactions and 
resistance to the imposition of colonial rule, for the latter had usually 
been confined within ethnic boundaries. By comparison with the 
past, Majï Majï was a revolutionary movement creating fundamental 
changes in traditional organizational scale.47 

T h e war broke out in the last week of July 1905 and the first victims 
were the founder himself and his assistant w h o were hanged on 4 August 

46. Quoted by J. Iliffe, 1969, p. 3. 
47. G . C . K . Gwassa in T . O . Ranger and I. K i m a m b o (eds), 1972, p. 202. 
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1905. H i s brother picked u p his mantle and assumed the title o f ' N y a m g u n i ' , 
one of the three divinities in the area, and continued to administer the mojí 
but it w a s ineffective. T h e ancestors did not return as promised and the 
m o v e m e n t w a s brutally suppressed by the G e r m a n colonial authorities. 

T h e M a j ï M a j ï uprising w a s the first large-scale m o v e m e n t of resistance 
to colonial rule in East Africa. In the w o r d s of J o h n Iliffe it w a s 'a 
final attempt b y Tanganyika 's old societies to destroy the colonial order 
by force',48 and it w a s truly a m a s s m o v e m e n t of peasants against colonial 
exploitation. It shook the G e r m a n regime in Tangany ika w h o s e response 
was not just the suppression of the m o v e m e n t , but also the a b a n d o n m e n t 
of the c o m m u n a l cotton scheme . T h e r e were also s o m e reforms in the 
colonial structure, especially with regard to labour recruitment and utiliza­
tion, wh i ch were designed to m a k e colonialism palatable to Africans. B u t 
the rebellion failed and this failure did indeed m a k e 'the passing of the 
old societies inevitable'.49 

O n the whole , between 1890 and 1914 dramatic changes took place 
in East Africa. Colonialism w a s imposed o n the people, violently in m o s t 
cases, even if the violence w a s somet imes disguised in the form of law. 
African responses to the initial impact comb ined military confrontation 
with diplomatic efforts in a vain attempt to preserve their independence. 
W h e r e Africans did not engage in military or diplomatic activity, they 
acquiesced or remained indifferent, except where direct d e m a n d s were 
m a d e o n t h e m . T h e establishment of colonialism m e a n t the reorganization 
of the political and economic life of the people. Taxes were introduced. 
Forced labour and general deprivation of political rights were practised. 
S o m e Africans responded to these changes violently. Others acquiesced. 
In Tangany ika and U g a n d a , s o m e Africans had m o v e d to peasant p ro ­
duction of cash crops, particularly cotton and coffee. In K e n y a , Africans 
were denied the production of cash crops. T h e e c o n o m y there was settler-
based. Various African responses to this position have been outlined. M o r e 
were to follow in the period after the First W o r l d W a r . 

48. J. Iliffe, 1979, p. 168. 
49. ibid. 
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African initiatives and 
resistance in Central Africa, 
1880-1914 

A. I S A A C M A N and J. VANSINA 

This chapter1 examines the changing nature of resistance to European 
rule in Central Africa from 1880 to 1914. Central Africa is defined as 
the area included in the states of Belgian Congo (now Zaire), Northern 
Rhodesia (now Zambia), Nyasaland (now Malawi), Angola and M o z a m ­
bique. Like most regions of Africa on the eve of the Scramble, this zone 
was occupied by a host of peoples organized either in state or centralized 
political systems or in small-scale political units.2 A m o n g the first category 
were the Lunda and Luba kingdoms of the Belgian Congo, the H u m b e 
and C h o k w e states of Angola, the Mozambican kingdom of the M w e n e -
mutapa, the Undi kingdom in Nyasaland, and the numerous states founded 
by the Nguni and the Kololo in the Zambezi-Limpopo basins. A m o n g 
the latter were the Yao and lakeside Tonga of Nyasaland, the Bisa and 
Lala of Northern Rhodesia, the Sena, Tonga and Chopi of Mozambique, 
the Kisama, Bakongo and Loango of Angola, and the Loga, M o n g o , 
N g o m b e m Budja and B o w a of the Belgian Congo (see Fig. 8.1). Although 
historians m a y have overestimated the degree of turmoil and stress within 
these societies, political fragmentation, ethnic and regional particularism 
and internal conflicts between competing strata3 placed serious limitations 
on the capacity of the peoples of Central Africa to react to the Europeans. 
Despite these divisive tendencies, however, confrontation and resistance 
remained the dominant reaction to European imperialist conquest and 
occupation. 

1. This chapter was commissioned in 1975 and completed in 1976. 
2. For details, see Volume V I of this History. 
3. W e use the term 'strata' to indicate a socio-economic differentiation which existed 

in most pre-colonial Central African societies. Because of the absence of extensive field-
work analysing the organization of pre-capitalist economies and the related process of class 
formation, delineating with any certainty the actual degree of stratification in these societies 
is often impossible. There is no doubt that by the middle of the nineteenth century class 
had replaced kinship as the dominant social variable in a number of commercial societies, 
but in m a n y other cases insufficient data are available to enable one to make this distinction. 
T h e works of Catherine Coquery-Vidrovitch, Claude Meillassoux, E m m a n u e l Terray and 
Maurice Godelier, though not in total agreement, represent an important theoretical break­
through for an analysis of class formation in pre-capitalist African societies. 
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African initiatives and resistance in Central Africa, 1880-1Q14 

Rather than merely describing the anti-colonial activity from country 
to country, w e have focused on the patterns of opposition which character­
ized the region as a whole. B y analysing African reactions in terms of 
the goals of the participants, three broad categories can be identified: 

(1) opposition or confrontation which attempted to maintain the 
sovereignty of the indigenous societies; 

(2) localized resistance which sought to ameliorate specific abuses 
imposed by the colonial regime; 

(3) rebellions which aimed to destroy the alien system which had 
generated these abuses. Although localized resistance and 
rebellions are treated as discrete analytical categories, it is im­
portant to emphasize that resisters tended to adjust their goals 
to the contemporary military and political realities. 

T h e struggle to maintain independence: the era of 
confrontation and alliance 
In the period after 1880 intensified imperialist competition a m o n g 
European nations precipitated an unprecedented invasion of Africa. T h e 
emphasis on conquest and occupation was most clearly articulated at the 
Congress of Berlin in which effective control became the accepted pre­
requisite for international recognition of European territorial holdings. 
Faced with this n e w threat to their sovereignty, the peoples of Central 
Africa reacted in a variety of ways. S o m e , such as the Lozi, engaged 
in a diplomatic delaying action while others, like the Inhambane Tonga 
and Sena, allied with Europeans in an effort to free themselves from 
the oppressive rule of an alien African aristocracy. M a n y Central African 
states and smaller chieftaincies instead took up arms to protect their 
autonomy. Although sharing a c o m m o n goal, the opponents differed sub­
stantially in their short-term strategy, ethnic composition, scale and the 
degree of success which they achieved. 

T h e strategies of confrontation adopted by the Central Africans shared 
a c o m m o n raison d'être - to drive out the Europeans and protect their 
homelands, way of life and means of livelihood. While the goal of political 
independence remained paramount, m a n y African states were prepared 
tó mobilize their forces to prevent any infringement on their cultural 
autonomy or economic sovereignty. In Nyasaland, for example, the Nguni 
of G o m a n i attacked missionary stations in 1896, in part to protest against 
the debilitating effect of Christianity, while in Mozamb ique the Barue 
frustrated Lisbon's efforts to incorporate them into its informal empire 
by using the Catholic Church to convert the royal family.4 Economic 

4. For a discussion of the Portuguese efforts to use Catholicism as a mechanism for 
social control, see A . Isaacman, 1973: this uses oral data to reinterpret the meaning of 
what was assumed to be a Catholic ritual. 
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encroachments also motivated a number of polities to adopt a hostile 
posture towards the European imperialists. A principal source of friction 
was the effort by European governments and their trading and missionary 
agents to undercut the middlemen position of several interior states and 
to terminate the slave trade which was no longer compatible with the 
desire of the capitalist powers for 'stable' markets and raw materials. 
During the last two decades of the century, the Yao, M a k u a , Yeke, 
Chikunda, Ov imbundu and Chokwe , among others, forcefully resisted 
these alien pressures. Simultaneously many peasants and agriculturalists 
fought to maintain control over the means of production and prevent 
the expropriation of their land, cattle, labour and w o m e n . 

African leaders recognized the necessity of neutralizing the European 
arms advantage if they were to survive. M a n y societies already participating 
in international trade benefited from access to the weapons market and 
had acquired vast arsenals in exchange for captives. T h e Chokwe , 
Ov imbundu and Chikunda were so successful that their forces were often 
better armed than the respective Congo Free State and Portuguese troops 
w h o sought to conquer them. Other Central African peoples, previously 
not involved in extensive commercial ventures, increased their exports 
to obtain modern guns and ammunition. During the last quarter of the 
century, for example, the O v a m b o , Shangaan, and even several conserva­
tive Nguni offshoots acquired modern rifles in anticipation of a clash 
with the Europeans.5 Wherever possible, they expanded their arsenals 
through skilful diplomacy. Gaza leaders were able to play off the British 
against the Portuguese and acquire arms from the former, while B e m b a 
(Plate 8.1) militants acquired arms from the Arabs w h o feared Britain's 
growing presence.6 Other states such as Quitanghona in northern M o z a m ­
bique and the Chikunda polities of the Zambezi valley even agreed to 
recognize Portugal's nominal rule in exchange for large caches of weapons 
which were ultimately used against Lisbon's forces.7 

A number of African societies also expanded their defensive capabilities 
through internal military innovations. T h e Barue developed munitions 
plants which produced powder, rifles and even components for their 

5. W . G . Clarence-Smith and R . Moorsom, 1975, pp. 372-3: examines the impact and 
response of the O v a m b o to Portuguese and South African colonialism; I. Linden, in B . 
Pachai (ed.), 1972, pp. 246-7: some interesting information on initial patterns of interaction 
between the Maseko Nguni and the British; D . L . Wheeler, 1968, pp. 585-602: an analysis 
of Gungunyane's unsuccessful efforts to maintain Shangaan independence through 
diplomacy. 

6. D . L . Wheeler, 1968, p. 591; A . D . Roberts, 1974, pp. 202-3: the best study on 
the Bemba published to date. 

7. N . Hafkin, 1973, pp. 375^7: an important analysis of the slave trade and conservative 
resistance to the Portuguese; A . Isaacman, 1976, pp. 22-49: an analysis of the various 
types of resistance movements with a special emphasis on the growing political consciousness 
of the anti-colonial forces. 
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Africa under Colonial Domination 1880-1Q35 

artillery.8 N e w and expansive defensive structures such as the fortified 
town of J u m b e of Kota and the aringas of the Zambezi and Luangwa 
valley were built to withstand European siege.9 Other Africans, a m o n g 
them the M a k u a , Lunda and the disparate bands w h o operated in the 
G a m b o region of southern Angola, developed guerrilla tactics that stifled 
the first imperialist advances. Around the turn of the century Barue, 
Tawara, Tonga and other Shona religious spirit med iums (svikiro) (see 
Fig. 8.1) provided divinely inspired medicines to neutralize the European 
weapons and turn their bullets into water.10 

Despite the c o m m o n commitment of some of the Africans to prevent 
foreign rule and to acquire modern weapons, the immediate tactics they 
employed varied substantially. In several cases African states reacted 
violently to the first European encroachments despite the overwhelming 
military advantage which the enemy enjoyed. Thus , the Chewa leader 
M w a s e Kasungu led his people in a futile effort against the British, 
ultimately committing suicide in 1896 rather than capitulating.11 At about 
the same time the Bihe of Angola ambushed a colonial force seeking 
to establish interior posts which would cut through their homelands, and 
the H u m b e , to the south, attacked a Portuguese force after Lisbon refused 
to pay rent for the right to maintain a small fort within its borders. ' 2 

Other African leaders sought to avoid initial confrontations in the hope 
that they could either strengthen their military capacity or negotiate a 
'just' treaty in which the sovereignty of their state would be recognized. 
For almost a decade Gungunyane (Plate 8.2) negotiated with both the 
British and Portuguese and was prepared to make a variety of concessions 
short of renouncing Shangaan independence. ' 3 T h e Barue royal family 
pursued a similar policy seeking to enlist the support of Karl Peters, 
a Ge rman adventurer, w h o m they thought had close ties to Bismarck's 
government, while sporadic B e m b a resistance at the end of the century 
occurred only after fifteen years of diplomatic manoeuvring with Great 

8. J. de Azevedo Coutinho, 1904, pp. 46-^7: description'of Portuguese wars with the 
Barue at the turn of the twentieth century. 

9. M . D . D . Newitt, 1973, pp. 226-9: an important analysis of the powerful prazero 
families and their relations with Lisbon. The author has also published extensively on 
related matters in Race and the Journal of African History. 

10. J. Vansina, 1969, pp. 21-2. See also A . Isaacman, 1976, pp. 49-74, 126-56: 
Shona uses of medicine to neutralize European weapons. 

11. R . Tangri, 1968, pp. 2-4: a summary of the initial protest patterns among Malawians. 
12. R . Pélissier, 1969, p. 67: a thoroughly documented account of the numerous wars 

which occurred in southern Angola. The author is currently completing a general military 
history of Angola. D . L . Wheeler, 1963, p. 334: a thorough examination of Portuguese 
colonial policy during the nineteenth century. 

13. J. J. T . Botelho, 1934, Vol. II, pp. 419-33: the standard military history of 
Mozambique. Volume II is of particular importance for the late nineteenth-century con­
flicts. D . L . Wheeler, 1968. 
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Africa under Colonial Domination 1880-iQjS 

Britain.14 In the most extreme cases, states like Quitanghona in northern 
Mozambique and the Chikunda empires of the Zambezi valley willingly 
acknowledged the nominal authority of the Portuguese so long as no serious 
effort was m a d e to impose colonial rule.IS This strategy, however, 
invariably led to confrontation, since the Congress of Berlin explicitly 
demanded effective control as a pre-condition for international recognition 
of a claim to colonial possession. 

M a n y Central African societies that were unable to offer effective opposi­
tion or that failed to comprehend the implications of colonial rule sub­
mitted peacefully in the first instance but soon after rose up in an effort 
to regain their independence. This pattern of delayed confrontation 
occurred with great regularity in the Congo where the indigenous popu­
lation initially considered the agents of the Congo Free State trading 
partners and allies against the alien slavers. Only when Free State officials 
sought to impose taxes and conscript labour did the local societies recognize 
they had inadvertently yielded their autonomy. During the period between 
1885 and 1905 more than a dozen nominally 'subjugated' groups revolted 
in the lower and central Congo. ' 6 O f these, the most successful were the 
Yaka w h o effectively fought the Europeans for more than a decade before 
they were finally conquered in 1906, and the B u d ja and B o w a w h o revolted 
at the end of the century against forced labour on the rubber plantations. 
At their high point the rebels had mobilized more than 5000 workers w h o 
fought a protracted guerrilla war from their bases deep in the forest 
region. ' 7 

In addition to the variety of initial reactions, the resisters differed in 
their degree of parochialism and ethnic particularism. At one extreme 
were a number of societies, both large and small, that confronted the 
invaders without any effort to create broader alliances. In Angola the 
Bihe, H u m b e and Ganguela initially fought the aliens without the assistance 
of their neighbours w h o shared a c o m m o n hatred of the Portuguese,18 

while Lisbon benefited in Mozamb ique from the intense competition 
between the Chikunda conquest states which precluded any effective 
alliance. Even the related Ngoni states were unable or unwilling to co-operate 
in the face of British expansion in Nyasaland. In the 1890s the Maseko, 

14. A . Isaacman, 1976, pp. 49-74; A . D . Roberts, 1974, pp. 229-92: for a fascinating 
contemporary account of Barue efforts to get German assistance, see C . [K.] Peters, 1902, 
p. 116. 

15. N . Hafkin, 1973, pp. 375^7; A . Isaacman, 1976, pp. 22-48; M . D . D . Newitt, 1973, 
PP- 295-3II-

16. C . Young, 1965, p. 283 (Map 5); F . Flament et al., 1952, pp. 106-531; A . Lejeune-
Choquet, 1906, gives details about some of the smaller insurrections and a little more about 
primary resistance. See also R . Harms, 1975, pp. 73-88. 

17. F. Flament et al, 1952, pp. 162-4, 499. The territory remained under military 
occupation until 1908. Cf. M . Plancquaert, 1932, pp. 134, 138. 

18. R . Pélissier, 1969, pp. 67-72; D . L . Wheeler, 1963, p. 334. 
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Goman i and Mpeseni individually fought the undermanned British colonial 
force and were overwhelmed, enabling Britain to establish the Nyasaland 
colony. ' 9 T h e failure of competing factions within a given state to unify 
in the face of European incursions represented the logical extension of 
their short-sighted particularism. There are m a n y examples in which rivals 
actually assisted the imperialist powers in the hope of enhancing their 
internal position. Such divisive tendencies undercut the efforts of the 
Luba and Barue to remain autonomous.20 In the case of the latter, Lisbon, 
through its imperial agent, the Mozambican C o m p a n y , forced a secret 
alliance with Chipitura, a dissident m e m b e r of the Barue aristocracy. T h e 
latter agreed to recognize Portuguese sovereignty in exchange for assistance 
against his internal rival Hanga. 

Other African polities sought to overcome their limited military capacity 
by organizing broad-based multi-ethnic, anti-colonial alliances. T h e 
powerful Gaza ruler Gungunyane, for example, appealed to the Swazi 
to join the struggle against the Portuguese, while the Barue created a 
multi-ethnic network which included Tonga, Tawara and a variety of 
Shona peoples living in Southern Rhodesia (now Z imbabwe) . 2 1 As in 
the case of the Barue, such temporary unions occurred most often where 
economic, kinship or religious alliances had previously existed. T h e 
formation of the Yao confederation under Makanjuira and the M a k u a -
Swahili alliance combined all three elements, while financial considerations 
underpinned the ill-fated B e m b a - A r a b efforts at the end of the nineteenth 
century.22 Occasionally, historic rivals cast aside their animosity in an 
effort to survive, which explains the alliance of the central Lunda and 
Chokwe against the Congo Free State's forces despite a mutual enmity 
which dated back over a generation. Similar considerations also moti­
vated the M b u r u m a Nsenga and Tawara to aid the Chikunda at the 
turn of the century and the Cuanhama-Cuama to alliance in southern 
Angola. 

Not surprisingly, a high correlation existed between the degree of ethnic 
particularism and the scale of the resistance movements. W h e r e African 
societies fought alone, the size of their army and their potential to resist 
were generally limited. T h e rapid demise of the Nguni states and the 
Chewa of M w a s e Kasungu reflect the inherent disadvantage faced by 
isolated polities. T h e broad-based alliances were often able to field large, 
well-equipped armies and generally put up sustained resistance. Thus , 
the forces of Makanjuira and his Yao compatriots were estimated at 25 000 

19. J. McCracken in B . Pachai (ed.), 1972: discusses differential Nguni reaction to 
European penetration. I Linden in B . Pachai (ed.), 1972, pp. 241-4. 

20. J. Vansina, 1966, pp. 242-4: a comprehensive study of pre-colonial Central Africa 
with an emphasis on Zaire. A . Isaacman, 1976, pp. 49—74. 

21. P. Warhurst, 1962, p. 59. 
22. A . D . Roberts, 1974, pp. 242, 271. 
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m e n , which was about the size of both the Cuanhama-Cuamato army 
and that of the Barue.23 

Because the resistance movements did not achieve their ultimate political 
goals, there has been a tendency to minimize or ignore their immediate 
military accomplishments and to brand them all as failures. In fact, varia­
tions in scale, access to modern weapons, and the size and preparation 
of the imperialist forces yielded a wide range of situations. While m a n y 
African polities were defeated quickly, an equally large number contained 
the initial European incursions and inflicted heavy losses on the enemy. 
In southern Angola, the H u m b e and Cuamato repulsed several Portuguese 
attacks and in the battle of 1904 killed more than 300 of the 500-man 
contingent.24 T h e Chikunda states repeatedly defeated Lisbon's dis­
organized army during the last decade of the nineteenth century while 
to the north, in Nyasaland, the Yao kept the British colonial army at 
bay for almost five years.25 A similar situation occurred in the Congo 
where the Chokwe inflicted heavy losses on the Force Publique for twenty 
years before : finally succumbing.26 Perhaps most successful were the 
Swahili-Makua alliance which remained outside the sphere of Portuguese 
rule until 1910, and the Cuamato and Cuanhama w h o were not finally 
defeated until 1915.27 

Despite these hard-won successes, all wars of independence in Central 
Africa ultimately failed. A combination of several factors, most antedating 
the Scramble, help explain.the African inability to thwart European 
advances. These include the conquest origin of m a n y of the most powerful 
states, ethnic particularism, and internal cleavages among the ruling strata 
or class and occasionally, between it and their subject population. Their 
net effect was to limit the likelihood of large-scale, broad-based and co­
ordinated anti-colonial efforts necessary to counteract the distinct advantage 
in firepower and military technology which the European imperialist forces 
enjoyed. 

African rivalries, moreover, facilitated a strategy of divide and rule 
which Harry Johnston and other colonial officials employed with consum­
mate skill. T h e annals of the struggle for the retention of the African's 
independence and sovereignty are replete with examples of Africans w h o 
not only, submitted but aided the colonial powers in" an effort to avenge 

23. E . Stokes (1966a) in E . Stokes and R . Brown (eds), 1966, pp. 267-8: examines survival 
strategy of Lozi under Lewanika; R . Pélissier, 1969, p. 103; J. de Azevedo Coutinho, 1904, 
P-43-

24. R . Pélissier, 1969, p. 79. 
25. A . Isaacman, 1976, pp. 22-48; E . Stokes (1966b) in E . Stokes and R . Brown (eds), 

1966, pp. 366-8: examines strategy of British and reaction of various Malawian peoples. 
26. J. Vansina, 1966, pp. 226-7. 
27. N . Hafkin, 1973, p. 384; M . D . D . Newitt, 1972(b), pp. 670-1: a discussion of 

the conflicting interests of the Portuguese and the African slave trading elite and the ultimate 
conquest of the region of Angoche. R . Pélissier, 1969, pp. 102-8. 
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past abuses perpetrated by their neighbours. T h e Inhambane Tonga and 
the Sena helped the Portuguese against their respective Shangaan and 
Barue overlords, while in the Congo a number of subject people co-operated 
with the Belgians to free themselves from Yeke and Arab rule or from 
the slave raiders. In addition, several African leaders recognized that 
alliances with the Europeans could fulfil their expansionist aspirations 
and simultaneously strengthen their o w n internal position. Such considera­
tions, for example, motivated Tippu Tib and the sons of Msiri to aid 
the Congo Free State.28 Other African societies, including some which 
initially opposed the invaders, later allied29 with them in exchange for 
material benefits and promises of improved status in the new colonial 
order. T h u s , once the Yao were defeated, they helped to conquer the 
Mpeseni Nguni w h o , in turn, were used by the Portuguese to defeat 
the Barue. , •;/-.,-, 

Without African allies and mercenaries, it would not have been possible 
for the Europeans to impose their rule at such a minimal cost in m a n ­
power. M o r e than 90% of.the Portuguese armies which finally 'conquered' 
the Zambezi valley in 1902, for example, were African levies.30 Although 
not as extreme, a similar pattern existed in Angola. T o the north, the Congo 
Free State army consisted of African levies with some Zanzibari and Hausa 
mercenaries. Only, the officers were Europeans. T h e success of Harry 
Johnston's policy of divide and rule is also demonstrated by the large 
number of Africans w h o participated in the British occupation of Nyasaland 
and Northern Rhodesia. 

Early localized resistance against colonial rule and 
capitalism 

Unlike pre-colonial resistance, the major aim of which was to maintain 
independence, resistance by peasants and workers during the early 
twentieth century was directly motivated by the efforts of the colonial 
regimes to reinforce their hegemony and impose capitalist relationships 
designed to exploit the h u m a n and natural resources of Central Africa. 
Although a detailed examination and comparison of the Portuguese, British 
and Belgian colonial systems falls outside the scope of this study, it is 

28. L . Farrant, 1975, pp. 108-11; R . Slade, 1962, pp. 94-102. O n Mukunda Bantu, 
Msiri's son, see A . M u n o n g o , 1948; L . Bittremieux, 1936, pp. 69-83. H e was about to 
be swept completely aside by the Sanga. ' 

29. J. McCracken in B . Pachai (ed.), 1972,'p. 227; A . J. Dachs, 1972, in idem, pp. 288-9; 
A . Isaacman, 1976, pp. 49-^74: one of the few articles which examines the motive and impact 
of collaborators. 

30. Instead of alliance, some historians would prefer the term collaboration and for a 
theoretical analysis of collaboration, see A . Isaacman and B . Isaacman, 1977, pp.'55-61. 
For the volume editor's reasons for objecting to that term, see Introduction, above. 
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useful to examine their inherent abuses, which generated recurring patterns 
of localized resistance.3 ' 

T h e most immediate concern of the colonial officials was to institu­
tionalize an administrative system to control the activities of the subject 
peoples. Towards this end they removed a substantial number of unco­
operative 'traditional' rulers, thereby violating the religious and cultural 
sanctity of kingship. T o reinforce their tenuous rule, they dispatched 
African police, drawn from the ranks of mercenaries and allies, to oversee 
the activities of 'colonial chiefs' and to intimidate the local population. 
Given their desire for self-aggrandizement and their monopoly of power, 
it is hardly surprising that members of the Force Publique of the Congo, 
the 'Guerras Prêtas' of Angola, the Sepáis of Mozambique, and the British 
Native Police of Northern Rhodesia and Nyasaland engaged in predatory 
activities and repeatedly abused their authority. 

T o provide a pool of cheap labour for government projects and Euro­
pean capitalist interests, the colonial powers resorted to forced labour 
practices coupled with repressive taxation. In the Congo, Africans were 
compelled to collect rubber and to work on the railways and in the mines, 
while in Mozambique a variety of multi-national concessionary companies 
were the principal beneficiaries of the forced labour. Other Mozambicans 
were exported to Southern Rhodesia, South Africa and Sao T o m é . In 
Sao T o m é , on the cocoa plantations, they were joined by thousands of 
Angolans. Although the details differed, this pattern of coercion and 
intimidation was repeated in recruiting Africans to work on the European 
plantations of Nyasaland and subsequently in the mines of Northern 
Rhodesia.32 

T h e peasants w h o remained at h o m e were not exempted from conscrip­
tion. M a n y members of the rural population were required by law to 
provide several weeks of free labour on public works projects or face 
immediate imprisonment. They were also subject to the capricious demands 
of local officials and were often compelled to sell their produce at deflated 
prices. 

In short, Africans incurred heavy social and economic costs under 
colonial rule. Families were separated either temporarily or permanently, 
and the local peasantry lived in fear of the abuses which the Europeans 
and African mercenaries perpetrated. In the economic sphere, the export 
of an appreciable part of the labour force in m a n y areas intensified the 

31. For a discussion of the policies of the respective colonial regimes, see T . O . Ranger 
in L . H . Gann and P. Duignan (eds), 1969; J. Stengers in idem; R . J. H a m m o n d in idem; 
G. J. Bender, 1978; E . Mondlane, 1969, pp. 23-58; H . Mebeelo, 1971, pp. 71-90; B . S. 
Krishnamurty in B . Pachai (ed.), 1972, pp. 384-405; A . A . Boavida, 1967; a broad overview 
of Portuguese exploitation in Angola. 

32. For a discussion of forced labour, see J. Duffy, 1967; H . W . Nevinson, 1906; 
C . Coquery-Vidrovitch, 1972. 
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existing manpower shortages, resulting in rural stagnation and under­
development. 

These abuses generated recurring protests by peasants and workers 
aimed at ameliorating specific grievances rather than eliminating the 
repressive system which created them. Because of its sporadic nature, m u c h 
of this local opposition has been ignored by contemporaries and historians 
alike. Nevertheless, 'day-to-day resistance', withdrawal, 'social banditry'33 

and peasant revolts constituted an important chapter in the anti-colonial 
legacy of Central Africa. 

Like the slaves in the American South, m a n y African peasants covertly 
retaliated against the repressive system. Because both groups lacked any 
significant power, direct confrontation was often not a viable strategy. 
Instead, they expressed their hostility through tax evasion, work slowdowns 
and surreptitious destruction of property. T h e dominant European popula­
tion, as in the United States, perceived these forms of 'day-to-day 
resistance' as prima facie evidence of the docility and ignorance of their 
subordinates rather than as expressions of discontent.34 

T a x evasion occurred with great frequency throughout all of Central 
Africa. Just before the arrival of the tax collector, all or part of a village 
would flee into an inaccessible region until the state official departed. In 
Northern Rhodesia, the G w e m b a Tonga were notoriously successful 
evaders, as were their Bisa and U n g a neighbours w h o fled into the Bagwelu 
s w a m p s . 3 5 This practice was so c o m m o n in Mozamb ique that one official 
noted in disgust, 'It remains unknown h o w m a n y times six or more adults 
will flee from their kraal leaving only a blind, ill or elderly individual w h o 
is exempt from taxes'.36 Those Africans fortunate enough to live along 
international borders could slide back and forth across the frontier avoiding 
the tax collectors of both colonies. T h e Yaka periodically fled across the 
K w a n g o River which separated Angola and the Congo, while their 
compatriots took advantage of the unpatrolled frontier to cross into the 
French Congo where they remained until harassed by local tax officials.37 

33. This term is being retained on the insistence of the authors. T h e volume editor 
would have preferred ' commando activities'. 

34. For a pioneering discussion of this question, see R . A . Bauer and A . H . Bauer, 
1942, pp. 388-419. M o r e recently this theme has been discussed by such scholars as 
John W . Blasingame, Eugene Genovese and Peter Kolchin. 

35. R . I. Rotberg, 1966, p. 75: a political history of both countries with some information 
on early localized resistance to colonialism. H . S. Meebelo, 1971, pp. 97-8: an important 
study of resistance movements including localized forms rarely discussed. 

36. A . A . C . Xavier, 1889, p. 25-6: an important contemporary account of Portuguese 
rule. Includes examples of localized resistance. 

37. G . Moulaert, 1945, pp. 28-43: tells h o w in Manyanga the local population resisted 
attempts in 1885 and 1893 to delimit the border with French Congo so that the population 
could flee from porterage. A new incident in 1902 led to a diplomatic confrontation and 
the border was finally settled in 1908. Along all the borders inhabitants fled tax collectors 
or appeals for forced labour, going now to one side of the border, n o w to the other. Remarks 
to this effect abound in the literature and in the traditions. 
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A similar strategy was employed by disenchanted members of the rural 
populations living in the Milanje region along the Nyasaland-Mozambique 
border and in the Gaerezi Valley separating Rhodesia and Mozambique. 

T h e peasants also developed a number of techniques to avoid or minimize 
the discomforts of forced labour. In the most extreme situations, as in 
the case of the N a m w h a n a and Lungu of Northern Rhodesia, they took 
up arms and drove the recruiters off their land.38 Labour grievances also 
precipitated the 1893-4 Manjanga insurrection in the lower Congo and 
countless uprisings in the rubber collecting areas.39 Other less dangerous 
tactics included feigned illness, work slowdowns, strikes and fleeing. In 
the Abercorn District of Northern Rhodesia colonial officials repeatedly 
complained that the Africans 'loafed and systematically had to be driven'. 
Ultimately, the workers ceased their labour entirely until they were 
guaranteed a salary.40 T h e lack of co-operation and the high rate of 
absenteeism convinced European officials of the inherently slothful nature 
of the Africans. O n e Portuguese administrator noted that 'None of them 
flee on account of bad treatment, nor do they have the slightest other 
justifiable reason . . . Thus, I a m left to conclude that the great reluctance 
which almost all of them exhibit towards work has been the sole cause 
of their fleeing the services in question.'41 

Other disgruntled workers sabotaged agricultural equipment, burned 
warehouses and robbed stores belonging to the concessionary companies 
and local traders, and destroyed transportation and communication lines. 

Flight across international borders was yet another c o m m o n expression 
of discontent. Although the clandestine nature of the exodus precludes 
any accurate assessment they appear to have been rather large in scale. 
Official British records indicate that more than 50000 Africans living in 
the Zambezi valley fled into Southern Rhodesia and Nyasaland between 
1895 and 1907 in the misguided hope that British colonialism would be 
more benign.42 T h e existence of a c o m m o n or related ethnic group on 
either side of the frontier facilitated the withdrawal of the O v a m b o and 
Bakongo from Angola and the Shona and Chewa from Mozambique (see 
Fig. 8.1). In Nyasaland large numbers of lakeside Tonga and T u m b u k a 
migrated from the Rukuru watershed to outside the sphere of British control 
to avoid paying taxes;43 

Creation of refugee communities in desolate areas constituted a variant 
of the withdrawal strategy. Rather than crossing international boundaries, 
the peasants, m a n y of w h o m had refused to satisfy their 'legal' responsi-

38. H . S. Meebelo, 1971, pp. 90-1. • : .' 
39. F . Flament et al., 1952, pp. 498-9. 
40. H . S. Meebelo, 1971, pp. 95-7. 
41. Arquívo Histórico de Moçambique, Fundo do Século X X , Cx. 4-185, m . 37: Antonio 

Gomes to Sub-intendente do Governi em Macequece, 18 November 1916. 
42. C . Wiese, 1891, p. 241. - :• 
43. J. McCracken in B . Pachai (ed.), 1972, pp. 227-8. 
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bilities, created autonomous enclaves. This phenomenon occurred with 
some regularity among B e m b a dissidents w h o fled into the interior. 'Out 
of reach, the m i tanda dwellers attained a kind of independence which they 
fiercely and jealously guarded'.44 A similar pattern occurred in the G a m b o 
region of southern Angola which became a hide-out for outlaws and the 
disenchanted, in the rugged Gaerezi mountains separating Mozambique 
from Southern Rhodesia, and in the forest and mountainous areas of the 
Congo. 4 5 Although little is known about the internal organization of these 
communities, their commitment to remain free and their location in harsh 
backwater areas is strikingly similar to that of the maroon communities 
of escaped slaves in the Americas.46 

Other fugitive communities, not content just to remain outside the sphere 
of European control, adopted an aggressive posture towards the colonial 
regimes. They attacked specific symbols of rural oppression - the planta­
tions, labour recruiters, tax collectors and African police — in an effort 
to protect their natal villages and kinship groups from continued harassment 
and exploitation. Like the 'social bandits' of Sicily or north-eastern Brazil, 
analysed by Eric H o b s b a w m , 4 7 the attacks were led by individuals w h o 
were not regarded as criminals by their o w n society, although they had 
violated the laws of the colonial regime. T h e best known of'social bandit' 
leaders was Mapondera w h o successfully battled Southern Rhodesian and 
Portuguese colonial forces from 1892 to 1903 while protecting the local 
peasantry from tax collectors, labour recruiters, exploitative company 
officials and abusive administrators (see Plate 8.3). Mapondera and his 
band of followers repeatedly attacked the warehouses of the Companhia 
de Zambésia and the shops of rural merchants, both of which were symbols 
of economic exploitation. T h e rebels were able to survive against over­
whelming odds because they received the constant support of the rural 
population which regularly provided them with food, ammunition and 
strategic information.48 A number of other 'social bandits' operated in 
Mozambique, including Mapondera's successor, Dambakushamba, Moave , 
and Samakungu as well as in the Huila Highlands of southern Angola, 
suggesting that this form of resistance was not u n c o m m o n and needs to 
be explored for other parts of Central Africa as well.49 Preliminary research 
suggests that a similar pattern occurred with some regularity in the Congo. 
T h e actions of Kasongo N iembo in Shaba province, the raids of Kiamfu 
and his Yaka followers and the L u b a support of the rebel Kwilu all seem 
to conform to the 'social bandit' model. 

O n occasion, the African levies recruited to quash local dissidents them-

44. H . S. Meebelo, 1971, pp. 102-3. 
45. R . Pélissier, 1969, p. 76. 
46. See R . S. Price, 1973, pp. 1-30. 
47. E . J. Hobsbawm, 1969. 
48. A . Isaacman, 1977. 
49. A . Isaacman, 1976, pp. 97-125; W . G . Clarence-Smith, 1979, pp. 82-8. 
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PLATE 8.3 Mapondera (d. 1904), a leader ofguerrilla resistance to British and Portuguese
rule in Southern Rhodesia and Mozambique, 1894-1903
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selves revolted to protest against the colonial abuses from which they were 
not entirely i m m u n e . L o w wages, harsh punishment and the capricious 
actions of their European officers generally precipitated the insurrections. 
T h e most famous mutinies occurred in the Congo Free State where the 
entire Luluabourg garrison revolted in 1895. Led by dissident non­
commissioned officers, the soldiers killed the commandant of the post in 
retaliation for his abusive rule. For more than six months the rebels 
controlled most of Kasai province but they were ultimately defeated by 
loyalist troops.50 T w o years later the bulk of the field army revolted.51 

While documentation about the alienation of African elements in the 
Portuguese colonial army remains extremely sketchy, several instances of 
defections to anti-colonial forces, and the 1917 Tete mutiny suggest, at 
a m i n i m u m , an undercurrent of hostility.52 

During the early colonial period, there were also numerous peasant 
revolts which tended to be relatively localized and of short duration. Rarely 
did the peasants seek to solidify their initial gains or to shift their goals 
from an attack on the symbols of their oppression to an attack on the 
colonial system as a whole. A s a rule, increased or more strictly enforced 
taxation and labour demands precipitated the uprisings. In the Zambezi 
valley between 1890 and 1905 at least sixteen different uprisings occurred. 
Most of these revolts were directed against the Companhia de Mozamb ique 
and the Companhia de Zambésia to which Lisbon ceded most of central 
Mozambique . Both of these undercapitalized firms sought to maximize 
profits by imposing a heavy hut tax and exporting forced labour, policies 
which precipitated the uprisings.53 During this period there were also 
several small-scale uprisings in Angola. Peasant revolts a m o n g the IIa, 
G w e m b a Tonga and Western Lunda during the first decade of this century 
concerned British officials in Northern Rhodesia, while in the Congo 
conservative estimates place the number of localized rural uprisings at more 
than ten per year.54 

Although most of these uprisings were amorphous, kaleidoscopic and 
parochial, in several instances participation raised the political conscious­
ness of the peasants to such a level that they subsequently joined broader-

50. T h e best account so far is M . Storme, 1961, which is but the first part of a m u c h 
longer projected study. Elements of this mutiny fought until 1908. 

51. F . Flament et al., 1952, pp . 383-460. A doctoral dissertation by Bimanyu dealing 
with this topic is expected. 

52. Rhodesian National Archives, N3 /2Ó/2 /2 , R . N . L . B . : K a n y e m b a to Managing 
Director, R . N . L . B . , 12 M a y 1917. 

53. A . Isaacman, 1976, pp. 97-125. 
54. Before 1909 scattered indications are available in Le Mouvement géographique and 

La Belgique coloniale. F r o m 1909 to 1959 more precise data can be found in Chambre 
des Représentants: F . Flament et al., 1952, p. 530, mentions twelve major operations in Kasai 
alone from 1893 to 1911. Kasai, however, was the area where large-scale resistance, fuelled by 
armaments from Angola, was the most pronounced. T h e Rapport gives the number of police 
operations per year. See also R . I. Rotberg, 1966, pp. 73-5; H . S. Meebelo, 1971, pp. 97-8. 
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based anti-colonial movements. This was the case in southern Mozambique 
where the Tonga joined Gungunyane after the tax revolt of 1894 had been 
quashed and in the Zambezi valley where Sena and Tonga peasants joined 
C a m b u e m b a in the 1898 rebellion.55 T w o decades later Tulante Alavaro 
Buta, an alienated convert to Christianity, was able to organize a mass 
movement of alienated Bakongo w h o opposed Portuguese demands for 
additional labour recruits. Ultimately, his alliance included peasants not 
only in - the Catholic north but those Bakongo recently converted to 
Protestantism in the south.56 : > 

Buta's efforts were part of an emerging pattern of protest by disenchanted 
converts to Christianity. W h e r e Africans were either unable effectively to 
express their hostility to colonialism or resented the discrimination within 
the European-dominated Protestant churches, they often formed indepen­
dent or separatist churches to remedy their grievances. A proliferation of 
these autonomous religious bodies occurred in Nyasaland and Northern 
Rhodesia during the first decade of the twentieth century. Perhaps the 
most famous was the Ethiopian Church founded by Willie Mokalapa. 
Mokalapa and his disciples repeatedly protested against discrimination by 
European missionaries and the existence of a promotion bar which limited 
the upward mobility of skilled Africans. Their long-term goal was to 
demonstrate that Africans could direct their o w n religious and secular 
activities independently of the Europeans.57 Other church groups such 
as the Watchtower movement in Northern Rhodesia and the A M E in 
Mozambique pursued similar programmes. 

In addition to this localized resistance in the rural areas, reformist 
agitation was beginning to take place in the urban centres where educated 
Africans and mulattoes quickly learned that their training and the egali­
tarian doctrines preached by the missionaries did not preclude social, 
economic and political discrimination. T h e mulatto intellectuals of Angola, 
such as José de Fontes Pereira were among the first to vent their frustration 
and hostility/Having adopted Portuguese culture in tot0, they were dis­
mayed at the growing racism that accompanied the influex of European im­
migrants at the end of the nineteenth century. In an effort to protect their 
privileged status, they published long editorials and essays bemoaning 
their declining position, while simultaneously urging Lisbon to guarantee 
their rights and to end the flagrant exploitation of the Africans. These 
expressions of discontent proved futile and in 1906 they organized the 
first mulatto association to lobby for their rights. Four years later, a union 
of mulatto intellectuals throughout the Portuguese colonies was formed.58 

55. J. de Azevedo Coutinho, 1904, pp. 28-30; A . Isaacman, 1976, pp. 126-56. 
56. D . L . Wheeler and R . Pélíssier, 1971, pp. 89-90; J. Marcum, 1969, pp. 53-4.' 
57. T . O . Ranger, 1965; R . I. Rotberg, 1966, pp. 58-60. 
58. D . L . Wheeler and R . Pélissier, 1971, pp. 84-6, 93-8; D . Wheeler in R . Chilcote 

(ed.) 1972, pp. 67-87; J. Marcum, 1969, pp. 16-22. 
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At about the same time a small number of reformist intellectual organiza­
tions emerged in Mozamb ique . A m o n g the most important was the 
Associaçào African which published the newspaper Brado Africano, 
Mozambique's first protest journal. Like their Angolan counterpart, these 
writers were part of an emerging mulatto and African bourgeoisie which 
sought to protect their limited economic privileges and reaffirm their racial 
and cultural equality.59 

At about the same period in neighbouring Nyasaland and Northern 
Rhodesia civil servants, teachers and other African professionals were 
organizing associations to protect their relatively privileged class position 
and to agitate for reforms within the existing colonial order. Between 1912 
and 1918 a number of such organizations, including the North Nyasa Native 
Association and the West Nyasa Association, were founded.60 These groups 
were to become a prominent force in Central African politics in the inter-
war period. 

Colonial insurrections to 1918 
Colonial insurrections can be differentiated from localized forms of 
resistance in terms of both their scale and goals. Unlike the sporadic protests 
which tended to be atomized and highly particularistic, the rebellions were 
based on mass mobilization and ethnic pluralism. T h e increased involve­
ment of an oppressed peasantry, at least in some of the uprisings, suggests 
that class considerations were also becoming an important factor. In­
extricably related to this broader base of support was a redefinition and 
expansion of goals. Protests against a particular set of grievances were 
rejected in favour of a strategy designed to destroy the repressive system 
which had generated them. 

While colonial insurrections reflected both a higher level of political 
consciousness and greater alienation, they were not entirely distinct analyti­
cally from the atomized opposition which generally antedated them. Like 
the fugitive communities, they rejected reform from within, seeking 
independence rather than amelioration. Their similarity to peasant revolts 
and 'social banditry' lay in their adoption of an offensive, or confronta-
tionist, strategy. Participation in localized protests, moreover, often height­
ened the level of political consciousness, motivating m a n y Africans to 
engage in more radical anti-colonial activity. 

F r o m 1885, when the first areas of Central Africa were conquered, until 
1918, there were more than twenty insurrections.61 N o n e of the five 

59. E . Mondlane, 1969, pp. 104-6: written by the deceased founder of Frelimo, this 
book attempts to place the recent liberation struggle within a broader historical framework. 

60. R . Tangri, 1968, p. 5; J. Van Velsen in E . Stokes and R . Brown (eds), 1966, 
PP' 376-7: discusses formation of associations to protect the position of the subaltern 
elite and their efforts to seek reforms within the colonial system. 

61. This represents a m i n i m u m figure which will undoubtedly be revised as further 
research is done in this subject. 
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colonies - Angola, Mozambique, Nyasaland, Northern Rhodesia or the 
Congo - were spared, although the overwhelming preponderance of 
insurrections occurred in the Portuguese colonies and the Congo, where 
the combination of extremely oppressive rule and a weak administrative 
and military structure precipitated recurring revolutionary activity. 

These insurrections, although differing in detail, all faced similar 
organizational problems which, in turn, generated c o m m o n characteristics 
and placed serious constraints on their capacity to succeed. A m o n g the 
fundamental problems which had to be resolved were: finding a leader 
with the prestige, commitment and expertise to mobilize and direct a mass 
movement; determining the principles around which to organize a broad 
anti-colonial movement; and locating a source of arms and munitions. 

T h e initial unsuccessful struggles to remain independent just before the 
imposition of colonial rule had resulted in the death or removal of m a n y 
of the most respected and militant leaders. A m o n g those killed were the 
Chewa leader M w a s e Kasungu and the Yeke ruler Msiri. Others were either 
exiled like Gungunyane, and Mwenemutapa Chioco, the royal family of 
the Barue, or were replaced by more pliable members of the royal family 
as was the fate of the H u m b e ruler Tehuango and the Quitanghona leader 
Shaikh M a h m u d . T h e destruction or co-option of the historic leadership 
convinced colonial officials that they had effectively 'occupied' their respec­
tive territories which, in turn, dramatically reduced the possibility of 
subsequent uprisings. They failed, however, to recognize the continued 
legitimacy and viability of indigenous political institutions, the availability 
of alternative sources of leadership, and the commitment of m a n y Central 
African peoples to be free. 

T h e prominent role played by a number of royal families in the insur­
rections challenged the generally held assumption that pronounced military 
setbacks at the time of the Scramble had undercut the position of the 
indigenous authorities. T h e sacred power inherent in the position of king­
ship and the strong anti-Portuguese sentiment among the masses enabled 
the exiled Mwenemu tapa ruler Chioco to organize the rebellion of 1897, 
a pattern repeated twenty years later when N o n g w e - N o n g w e returned from 
Southern Rhodesia to lead the Barue and neighbouring Zambezi peoples 
in the 1917 insurrection.62 Similarly, the Bailundu ruler Muta-ya-Kavela, 
despite his nominal acceptance of Portuguese authority, forged an anti-
colonial coalition during the 1902 rebellion and to the north the D e m b o 
ruler Cazuangonongo rose up with his supporters in 1908.63 In southern 
Angola the displaced Cuamato leader (soba) Sihetekela reasserted his 
authority and led his people into an anti-Portuguese alliance with the 

62. T . O . Ranger, 1968b, pp. 1-2; A . Isaacman, 1976, pp. 156-85. 
63. D . L . Wheeler and C . D . Christensen in F . - W . Heimer (ed.), 1973, pp. 75-6; 

J. Marcum, 1969, p. 16: a very important work which includes the early twentieth-century 
antecedents of the recent war of liberation. 
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Cuanhama, setting the stage for the 1915 war.6 4 Similarly, Congo Free 
State officials were dismayed to find their nominal subject the Lunda king, 
Mushidi, organizing a major rebellion which lasted from 1905 to 1909.6S 

Just as the colonial authorities failed to comprehend the resiliency of 
kingship, they also overestimated the power of their newly co-opted rulers 
- the 'colonial' chiefs - to impose requirements which violated the values 
and interests of their constituents. T h e Quitanghona rebellion of 1904, 
for example, was directed at both the Portuguese and their puppet ruler 
Said bin Amissi, w h o was overthrown in favour of the legitimate leader 
Shaikh M a h m u d . 6 6 A similar usurpation of power by a co-opted m e m b e r of 
the royal family precipitated the H u m b e rebellion of 1891.67 In other cases, 
such as in Makanga, the council of elders, reflecting the prevailing senti­
ment of their constituents, demanded that the 'colonial' chief Chinsinga 
renounce Portuguese rule or be deposed. H e reluctantly agreed to declare 
Makanga independent which led to a violent confrontation with Lisbon's 
forces.68 

Even where the legitimate leadership had been effectively removed or 
co-opted, other potential leaders emerged that enjoyed popular support. 
Often these m e n had played a prominent role in the wars of independence. 
Gungunyane's principal lieutenant and war leader Maguiguana organized 
the Shangaan insurrection of 1897.69 T h e famous mestizo soldier C a m -
buemba, whose anti-Portuguese exploits had become legendary, played 
a similar role in the Sena-Tonga rebellion which embroiled the entire lower 
Zambezi valley two years later.70 In several insurrections in the Congo 
the leadership came from commoners w h o were able to mobilize mass 
support. Kandolo, a disaffected sergeant in the Force Publique, for 
example, led a military revolt in 1897, which, unlike other mutinies, sought 
to drive out the Europeans and liberate the Congo Free State.71 

Cult priests and spirit mediums organized and sanctified a number of 
insurrections. This involvement, which antedated the colonial period, was 
a logical extension of their historic role as spiritual guardians of the h o m e ­
lands. In 1909 the Tonga priest M a l u m a called for the immediate ousting 
of the colonial overlords in Nyasaland. 'The time has come for us to fight 
the white people, w e will start n o w and fight through the rainy season. 
T h e black people [will] rise and drive all the white people out of the 

64. R . Pélissier, 1969, pp. 100-1. 
65. E . Bustin, 1975, p. 48. 
66. N . Hafkin, 1973, p. 378. 
67. R . Pélissier, 1969, p. 73. 
68. A . Isaacman, 1972, pp. 132-3: an examination of the operation of the Zambezi prazos 

and the resistance of the Afro-Portuguese prazeros to Portuguese rule. 
69. T . Coelho, 1898, p. 83; J. J. T . Botelho, 1934, II, pp. 533-47. 
70. J. de Azevedo Coutinho, 1904, pp. 26-8; J. J. T . Botelho, 1921, Vol. II, pp. 549-57. 
71. F . Flament et al., 1952, p. 411. At the least, they sought to occupy the former Arab 

zone, i.e. about half of the state. 

189 



Africa under Colonial Domination 1880-igjs 

country'.72 M a l u m a subsequently led the Tonga into battle. Similarly, the 
M b o n a cult priests played an important leadership role in the Massingire 
rebellion of 1884, and there are suggestions that the Kandundu cult officials 
were actively involved in the Bailundu rebellion of 1904.73 In the Congo, 
the cult priestess Maria Nkoie prophesied her war charms would 
neutralize European guns. With this assurance her followers began a five-
year campaign which lasted until 1921. At its high point the Ikaya rebel­
lion, named after the famous war charms, had spread throughout a vast 
region of the Congo . 7 4 Nowhere was religious leadership so significant 
as in the Zambezi valley. Shona spirit med iums mobilized public support 
behind the abortive rebellions of 1897, 1901 and 1904, claiming at various 
times that the divinely inspired drought, famines and cattle disease which 
threatened their economic survival, would end once the alien intruders 
had been driven away. In 1917 the spirit m e d i u m M b u y a threatened to 
withhold divine recognition from the Barue leader N o n g w e - N o n g w e 
unless he reversed his unpopular position and agreed to participate in an 
anti-colonial rebellion. Reluctantly, he agreed.75 

As the influence of Protestant missionaries increased, several alienated 
African converts attempted to build anti-colonial movements phrased in 
revolutionary millennial doctrine. T h e most famous of these early leaders 
were K a m w a n a and John Chilembwe, both of Nyasaland. T h e former, 
a m e m b e r of the Watch to wer, prophesied that a new order of divinely 
sanctioned African states would begin in 1914. During the interim, 
K a m w a n a urged his 10 000 followers to purify themselves and specifically 
eschewed any violent resistance to British rule.76 While there is some un­
certainty as to Chilembwe's ultimate goal, he also envisioned a divinely 
inspired African state but, unlike K a m w a n a , he led his followers in an 
abortive and perhaps symbolic insurrection in 1915.77 In death he became 
an anti-colonial martyr whose significance exceeded his earthly accomplish­
ments. 

Like Chilembwe, almost all the leaders recognized the need to create 
alliances which transcended their local base of support. T h e unsuccessful 
wars of opposition had demonstrated that individual polities lacked the 
requisite resources to prevent European penetration. This fact was 
accurately foreseen by the leader of the Mozambican state of Makanga 
just before the 1899 rebellion. ' The Africans of all tribes must unite in 
good faith, in a coordinated effort to acquire large supplies of arms and 

72. Cited in R . I. Rotberg, 1966, pp. 75-6. 
73. W . Montagu-Kerr, 1886, pp. 275-6; D . L . Wheeler and C . D . Christensen in 

F . - W . Heimer (ed.), 1973, p. 75. 
74. G . Moulaert, 1945, pp. 187-8. 
75. A . Isaacman, 1976, pp. 126-85. 
76. G . Shepperson, and T . Price, 1958, p. 156. 
77. For the classic work about Chilembwe, see G . Shepperson and T . Price, 1958. This 

seminal study also includes important information on Kamwana . 

190 



African initiatives and resistance in Central Africa, 1880-IQ14 

ammunition and when w e have achieved this w e must expel all the 
Portuguese'.78 

Efforts to build broad-based revolutionary movements followed three 
general patterns. T h e first was an attempt to reactivate historical links 
with culturally related peoples in order to recruit entire polities into the 
camp of the insurgents. T h e rebels also sought to secure the assistance 
of powerful groups, which by virtue of their relative distance or past 
differences, had not been previously considered allies. Finally, the leaders 
directed economic appeals specifically at alienated peasants. All three 
organizing principles were used at various times and in different c o m ­
binations to increase the scale of the rebellion and mobilize public support 
against a c o m m o n oppressor. 

Historic relations based on shared ancestry were often invoked to broaden 
the base of support. Muta-ya-Kavela benefited from the assistance of a 
number of related U m b u n d u kingdoms during the 1904 Bailundu rebellion 
in Angola, while to the south several O v a m b o chieftaincies joined with 
Cuamato groups in an insurrection three years later.79 In Mozambique , 
M w e n e m u t a p a Chioco received the aid of a number of independent Tawara 
polities on the basis of his prestigious position as patrilineal descendant 
of Mtota, first king of the Tawara, and the Barue benefited from recurring 
marital unions with the Tonga . 8 0 A c o m m o n ancestry, symbolized by the 
hierarchical network of spirit med iums, also helped to unify the disparate 
Shona chieftaincies in their uprisings of 1901, 1904 and 1917,81 while 
the spread of the Ikaya rebellion in the Congo was based on a shared 
system which facilitated the incorporation of the disparate peoples living 
along the bend of the Zaire river.82 

In search of additional allies, the leaders of the various insurrections 
often appealed to former adversaries w h o shared a c o m m o n hatred of the 
colonial system. T h e Bailundu were able to gain the support of a number 
of former subject people including the Kasongi, Civanda and Ngalanga, 
while the Shangaan benefited from the assistance of chieftaincies that they 
had alienated during their expansionist phase prior to the Scramble.83 In 
a number of cases, reconciliation occurred only after the leaders of a pro-
European group recognized the full implications of their act. T h e Lunda, 
under Mushidi, first aided the Congo Free State against the C h o k w e but, 
in a dramatic reversal in 1905, joined with their former enemies in a struggle 

78. J. Fernandes Júnior, 1955, p. 50. 
79. D . L . Wheeler and C . D . Christensen in F . - W . Heimer (ed.), 1973, p. 76; R . Pélissier, 

1969, pp. 85-7. 
80. T . O . Ranger, 1968b, pp. 1-2; A . Isaacman, 1973, pp. 395-400. 
81. A . Isaacman, 1976, pp. 126-85. 
82. F . Flament et al., 1952, p. 411. 
83. D . L . Wheeler and C . D . Christensen, in F . - W . Heimer (ed.), 1973, p. 76; 

J. J. T . Botelho, 1934, Vol. II, pp. 433-07-
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which was not crushed until the famine of 1910-12.84 (See Fig. 8.1.) In 
Mozambique the strategically located Sena, w h o fought on the side of the 
Portuguese in the 1901 Barue war, enthusiastically supported the Barue 
sixteen years later as part of a pan-Zambezian movement to destroy the 
repressive colonial system.85 

T h e insurgents also increased their numbers by incorporating alienated 
peasants and rural workers w h o individually opposed the continued 
demands of the colonial authorities and their capitalist allies. T h e appeal 
was not made in ethnic or cultural terms nor was it necessarily directed 
at the chiefs, m a n y of w h o m had been co-opted. Instead, the rebels urged 
the economically oppressed to join the insurrection in order to eliminate 
both the abusive taxation and labour practices and the system which had 
spawned them. T h e K a m w a n a movement in Nyasaland was initially based 
on the support of the Lakeside Tonga but rapidly grew to include alienated 
Nguni, Senga and T u m b u k a peasants.86 Similarly, Chilembwe's appeal 
to the rural masses lacked ethnic overtones, addressing instead the need 
to end exploitation and create a divinely sanctioned African nation.87 T h e 
Bailundu gained adherents from among n o n - U m b u n d u peasants w h o 
suffered from forced labour and economic exploitation. In the Zambezi 
valley m a n y of the peasants w h o had previously expressed their animosity 
through localized resistance joined the recurring insurrections.88 A similar 
pattern occurred in the Congo where exploited rubber farmers precipitated 
the K u b a rebellion of io^.89 

T h e question of arms acquisition need not be examined at length. It 
suffices to say that the rebels obtained modern weapons through surrep­
titious trade agreements with European, Asian and African merchants, raids 
on European stockades, acquisitions from defecting African police and 
mercenaries, alliances with neighbouring peoples w h o were still indepen­
dent and, in some cases, construction of arms and munitions plants. While 
some of the rebels, such 3s the Barue and Cuamato, were able to build 
up relatively large arsenals, the insurgents rarely possessed the firepower 
that earlier resisters had amassed. 

Given the extremely unfavourable balance of military power and the 
expanded size of the African police and mercenary forces, it is little wonder 
that the insurrections all ultimately failed. Nevertheless, a number of them 
scored significant, though short-term, successes, challenging the commonly 
held belief in African docility. T h e Bailundu, for example, drove the 

84. E . Bustin, 1975, p. 48. 
85. This shift in allegiance is documented at great length in the Arquivos da Companhia 

de Mozambique, File 1633. 
86. G . Shepperson and T . Price, 1958, p. 156. 
87. See G . Shepperson and T . Price, 1958; G . S. Mwase , 1967. 
88. D . L . Wheeler and C . D . Christensen in F . - W . Heimer (ed.), 1973, pp. 76-7; 

A . Isaacman, 1976, pp. 126-85. 
89. The rubber farmers triggered the rebellion. J. Vansina, 1969, pp. 21-2. 
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Portuguese off the O v i m b u n d u highlands in 1904. Three years later the 
Portuguese suffered a similar defeat at the hands of the Cuamato in south­
ern Angola. Perhaps the greatest military accomplishment was achieved 
by the Barue and their allies who during the 1917 rebellion liberated the 
entire Zambezi valley for a fleeting m o m e n t . H a d it not been for the inter­
cession of 30 000 Nguni mercenaries, the rebellion would probably have 
spread to other parts of Mozambique. 

Conclusion 

This study has examined the early forms of African initiatives and resistance 
in the face of European rule. Throughout the essay w e have attempted 
to document the frequency and vigour of this anti-colonial activity. T h e 
desire of most Africans to be free was matched by the ambitions of a smaller 
group of mercenaries and allies without w h o m it would have been 
impossible for the Europeans to have imposed their rule so thoroughly. 
Thus, there existed both a tradition of confrontation and resistance and 
a tradition of co-operation. Although the political context had changed, 
the struggle between these two competing forces was to remain a vital 
factor in Central and Southern Africa during the struggle for independence 
in the 1960s and 1970s. 
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African initiatives and 
resistance in Southern Africa 

D. CHANAIWA 

Southern Africa on the eve of colonial rule 
W h e n discussing African respones to the European colonization of 
Southern Africa in the nineteenth century, it is important to understand 
the wider cultural and social environment in which they occurred. T h e 
major historical forces were expansionist settler colonialism, missionary 
Christianity and education, and finally, the Zulu revolution and its by­
products - the Mfecane and Nguni migrations; B y the time of the Berlin 
West African Conference (1884-5) with its feverish competition among 
European nations for colonial possessions in Africa, the Scramble between 
the British and the Afrikaners for Southern African territories had been 
going on for over seventy years. T e r m s such as 'treaty', 'sphere of 
influence', 'effective occupation', 'annexation' and 'frontier force', which 
became c o m m o n throughout the rest of Africa after the Berlin Conference, 
had been in widespread use in Southern Africa since 1815. European settlers 
in Southern Africa, unlike their counterparts in the rest of Africa, were 
from the beginning interested in establishing permanent homes in their 
n e w environment, attracted by its temperate climate, fertile agricultural 
land, cheap African labour and an abundance of minerals. 

B y 1880 there were a total of four white polities in South Africa: the 
Cape Colony and Natal, with their predominantly English-speaking white 
population of 185000 and 20000 respectively, and the South African 
Republic and Orange Free State, each with over 50000 Dutch-speaking 
whites. T h e n , on 12 September 1890, a further British colony, Mashona-
land, was established. In these five settler colonies, vast majorities of 
indigenous Africans were dominated by white minorities. For the San and 
Khoikhoi this domination had been going on for over two hundred years 
while others, such as the Xhosa, Mfengu, T h e m b u and M p o n d o peoples, 
had been subjugated to varying forms of colonial rule for nearly a century 
(see Fig. 9.1).1 

1. For African responses before the 1880s see W . M . Macmillan, 1963; C . W . DeKiewiet, 
1965; J. Phillip, 1828; J. S. Marais, 1957. 
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Under the Sand River Convention (1852), the British and Afrikaners 
had agreed not to sell firearms to Africans throughout Southern Africa. 
T h e Convention deprived the Africans of the means they needed for 
effective resistance and self-defence. 

Thus , by the time the European nations adopted the Brussels General 
Act of 1890, forbidding the sale of firearms to Africans, whites in Southern 
Africa had for some time been attempting to implement a policy of disarm­
ing the Africans, although during the 1870s and 1880s some groups were 
able to purchase firearms with wages earned on the diamond fields. 
Additionally, the Afrikaners, English colonists and the British government 
maintained an aura of racial identity that transcended their political and 
economic differences. They felt it was in their c o m m o n interest to conquer, 
rule and exploit the Africans. Thus , they not only acted to prevent firearms 
from passing into African hands, but generally refrained from using local 
Africans as allies in their battles against one another. All this considerably 
conditioned African initiatives and reactions and limited the options open 
to them. 

T h e Zulu revolution and its aftermath 
Added to this were the epoch-making events which had erupted throughout 
Southern Africa during the early nineteenth century. These included the 
Zulu revolution, and the Mfecane in South Africa; the Nguni migrations 
of the Ndebele into Southern Rhodesia (now Z o m b a b w e ) , the Kololo into 
Northern Rhodesia (now Zambia) and the Nguni into Nyasaland (now 
Malawi) and Tanganyika (now Tanzania); the B e m b a activities in Northern 
Zambia; the Yao-Swahili alliance; and the slave trade in Malawi (see Fig. 
9.1). S o m e of these events spread with explosive speed and caused sudden 
changes in the political, economic, social and military systems of numerous 
African societies throughout Southern Africa. This was a period of nation-
building and political expansion which saw the strongest and most 
centralized states establish domains or spheres of influence over the weaker 
and less united ones. While countless contemporary European statesmen 
and observers regarded these far-reaching changes as mere outbursts of 
African barbarity, blood-thirstiness and heathenism, they should be seen 
rather as manifestations of political creativity which led to the emergence 
of new, inter-ethnic institutions and loyalties, the legacies of which are 
still visible today. 

Though creative, these far-reaching changes caused immeasurable 
destruction to h u m a n and natural resources. Natural disasters such as 
drought, epidemics and famine also often accompanied the violence and 
magnified the extent of the ensuing destruction. This continuing incidence 
of conflict and disasters created a perpetual sense of insecurity and despair 
among the small, unaggressive tributary communities, m a n y of w h o m were 
forced to adapt to living in caves or crude hilltop dwellings to avoid further 
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attacks by raiders. There arose ruling aristocracies, class distinctions and 
taxation without political representation or consultation. As a result, there 
soon emerged rulers and ruled, oppressors and underdogs, and haves and 
have-nots. 

The missionary factor 

Both missionary Christianity and education were also important factors 
which determined the course and nature of African responses to colonial 
conquest. T h e missionaries had created an African class of evangelists, 
teachers, journalists, businessmen, lawyers and clerks w h o often seemed 
to accept the supposed cultural inferiority of the Africans, to accept settler 
colonialism as a fact of life and w h o admired the white m a n for his power, 
wealth and technology.2 Examples of these individuals were Tiyo Soga 
(1829^71), the first African missionary to be ordained by the United 
Presbyterian Church in Britain, founder of the Mgwali mission where he 
preached to both Africans and Europeans, and translator of John Bunyan's 
Pilgrim's Progress into Xhosa as U-Hambo Lom-Hambi, the first book 
written by an African to be published by the Lovedale Press, in 1867; 
John Langalibalele D u b e , a Methodist minister, an ardent follower of the 
black American educationalist, Booker T . Washington, founder-president 
of the Zulu Christian Industrial School, the Natal Bantu Business League 
and the first president of the African National Congress; John Tengo 
Jabavu (1859-1921), a devout Methodist, founder-editor of the English/ 
Xhosa weekly Imvo Zabantsundu; and Walter Rubusana, a Congrega-
tionalist minister and the only African ever elected to the Cape Provincial 
Council. 

Ideologically, these mission-educated Africans shared the universalism, 
utopianism and non-racialism of the missionaries and of the Aborigines' 
Protection Society. They were committed to constitutionalism, gradualism, 
and cultural assimilation as advocated by a few white liberals among the 
settlers. But they also were disciples of Booker T . Washington's doctrine 
of black economic self-determination and of his conservative politics of 
accommodation. 

Like the missionaries, they often categorized the African masses as 
'benighted people' and 'noble savages' and then assumed the responsibility 
of overhauling traditional Africa through introducing Christianity, educa­
tion, capitalism, industrialization, and the Protestant work ethic. They 
generally acquiesced in colonial expansion and conquest, partly because, 
like the missionaries, they associated colonialism with Christianity and 
'civilization', and partly because they respected the 'overwhelming 
superiority' of European weapons and warfare. 

Thus , to Tiyo Soga, the Xhosa cattle-killing episode of 1857 was a 

2. For details, see D . Chanaiwa in A . M u g o m b a and M . Nyaggah (eds), 1980. 

197 



Africa under Colonial Domination 1880-1 gjs 

national suicide by his 'poor infatuated countrymen' w h o had become 
'dupes of designing impostors'. H e hoped, however, that 'this affliction 
will, in the providence of G o d , be productive of m u c h spiritual benefit 
to the Kaffirs'. H e claimed that: 'It is by terrible things that G o d sometimes 
accomplished His purposes. In the present calamities I think I see the 
future salvation of m y countrymen, both in a physical and moral point 
of view.'3 D u b e condemned the Bambata rebellion (1906-8) in his news­
paper, Hanget, lase Natal, and instead advised the Zulu to accept Christianity 
and education. Part of the reason w h y Jabavu boycotted the African 
National Congress was because he felt that the elite still needed the guiding 
leadership of white liberals. 

T h e elite was torn between its Utopian world of missionaries, humani­
tarians and white liberals, the traditionalist world of the African masses 
which it sometimes despised, and the colonialist world of settler racism, 
exploitation and oppression which determined the real life and status of 
its members. These created a moralist world of their o w n to which they 
attempted to lead both the African and settler worlds. 

Their mistake was to associate colonial conquest with the spread of 
Christianity, education and technology and then to despise African resist­
ance as heathenism and backwardness. Their condemnation of traditional 
Africa only bolstered and upheld the colonialist ideology which they 
opposed. O n the other hand, by their o w n sermons, lifestyles and beliefs, 
they helped to undermine psychologically the African's capacity to resist 
missionary-settler propaganda and in a way hindered the development of 
a truly African historical, racial and liberationist consciousness. They and 
their fellow African Christian followers either stood on the sidelines and 
watched, or took refuge in mission stations rather than join the armed 
resistance against colonial conquest and occupation. 

Models of African initiatives and reactions 
T h e above-mentioned factors significantly affected the nature and intensity 
of African responses to the encroaching European imperialism and 
colonization. Generally, there were three distinct models of initiatives and 
responses: (1) that of violent confrontation as exhibited by the Zulu, 
Ndebele, Changanana, B e m b a , Yao and Nguni; and the M a n g w e n d e , 
Makoni and Mutasa paramountcies; (2) that of protectorate or wardship 
chosen by the Sotho, Swazi, Ngwato, Tswana and Lozi, all independent, 
non-tributary states w h o sought protection from the British against the 
Zulu, Ndebele, B e m b a , the Nguni and the Boers; and (3) that of alliance 
adopted by the numerous small tributaries, raid victims and refugees such 
as the Khoikhoi, Xhosa, M p o n d o , T h e m b u , Mfengu and Hlubi in South 
Africa; the Bisa, Lungu , Iwa and Senga in Northern Rhodesia; and the 

3. J. A . Chalmers, 1877, p. 140. 

198 



African initiatives and resistance in Southern Africa 

C e w a , Njanja, Nkonde and Tonga in Nyasaland, in the hope of securing 
'protection, peace and security'. Thus , there existed historical rivalries 
among the nascent and expansionist kingdoms, as Well as conflicts of interest 
amid the different cultural segments and dynasties within them. Each ruler, 
society and individual responded to the growing European intrusion in 
the context of pre-colonial, inter-regional relations and realities. 

T h e European colonizers did not fail to exploit the situation they found. 
Their study of contemporary African political systems enabled them to 
predict the forms of African reaction and resistance. T h e Zulu, Ndebele, 
Yao and Nguni expansionism, for example, could only function smoothly, 
they found, when the aristocracies were powerful and supreme, and when 
the tributary chiefs were weak and disunited, or at least felt the need for 
military protection and were confident that the ruling aristocracy could 
provide it. 

War-weariness and insecurity contributed greatly to the acceptance of 
British wardship or alliance on the part of several African polities and 
individuals. They also provided pretexts for British interference in African 
affairs through offers of 'liberation' and 'protection' to the underdogs, 
'alliances' with less powerful kingdoms, and invasion of the militaristic 
ones. T h e British employed a deliberate tactic of 'divide and conquer'. 
As a result, they exploited African rivalries, fears and weaknesses to their 
fullest advantage. 

The Zulu, Ndebele, Bemba and Yao: the politics of 
confrontation 

Violent confrontation, conquest and destruction were virtually inevitable 
for the Zulu, Ndebele, B e m b a and Yao because they and the European 
colonizers sought to rule the same territories and the same peoples. As 
a group, they occupied or dominated the most densely populated, fertile 
and mineral-rich lands of Southern Africa. Their interests made it impos­
sible for them to compromise or coexist with the Europeans. Only the 
superior power would survive. 

T h e Zulu were the most powerful African nation south of the L impopo , 
the Ndebele between the L impopo and the Zambezi, the B e m b a in 
Northern Rhodesia and the Yao in southern and northern Nyasaland 
respectively. But from the very beginning, the Zulu, Ndebele, Changana, 
Kololo and Nguni kingdoms found themselves surrounded by powerful and 
hostile neighbours: in the case of the Zulu, the Boers, British Sotho 
and Swazi; and for the Ndebele, the Boers, Portuguese, Lozi, Changan 
and Ngwato - each of these hostile neighbours capable of conquering and 
evicting them. T h e Boers and the Portuguese were uncompromising in 
their conduct of external affairs, pursuing a policy of raid and conquest. 

U p to the early 1870s, the Zulu, Ndebele, B e m b a and Yao had been 
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able to maintain their sovereignty, independence and security. They had 
also successfully resisted the intrusion of the missionaries, the European 
traders, concessionaires and labour recruiters w h o had by then reached 
the conclusion that the conquest and dismantling of these resistant African 
states was essential. They deluded themselves that Africans were yearning 
for Christianity, trade and western culture, but that the raids, tyranny and 
heathenism of their kings, administrators and soldiers were ruthlessly 
crushing 'their ambition, enterprise and desire for salvation'. Consequently, 
these outsiders adopted an attitude of conquest before Christianity and 
trade. 

The Zulu 

T h e Zulu under Cetshwayo and the Ndebele under Lobengula therefore 
decided on the strategy of confrontation using first the tactics of diplomacy 
and later those of armed resistance. In accordance with this strategy, 
Cetshwayo at first continued the isolationist, pacifist foreign policies of 
his predecessor M p a n d e . His inveterate enemies being the Transvaal Boers, 
he maintained an effective alliance with the English colonists of the Natal 
and he developed friendly relations with Theophilus Shepstone, the famous 
Secretary for Native Affairs in Natal. But when the British annexed the 
Transvaal in 1877 and made Shepstone the Administrator, Cetshwayo's 
alliance system quickly collapsed. Shepstone then supported the Boers, 
w h o had crossed the Buffalo river into Zululand, pegged out farms and 
were claiming land titles. T h e new British High Commissioner for South 
Africa, Sir Bartle Frere, was also intent on achieving the federation of settler 
colonies.4 Shepstone convinced him that such a federation could not be 
achieved in South Africa until the military power of the Zulu nation had 
been broken, and that the very existence of the Zulu nation threatened 
the security and economic development of Natal. H e also argued that with 
the destruction of the Zulu, the Boers would be impressed that the British 
government had a sound view of race relations and the strength needed 
to enforce its decisions. 

Meanwhile, Cetshwayo had appealed to Sir Henry Bulwer, the 
Lieutenant-Governor of Natal, to settle the Zulu-Boer border dispute. 
Sir Henry appointed a boundary commission, which reviewed the dispute, 
declared that the Boers' claims were illegal and recommended that they 
return to the Transvaal side of the river. Frere, however, was determined 
to break the power of the Zulu nation in order to achieve federation. So 
he concealed the report and recommendations of the commission until he 
had secured the pretext for invasion and received military reinforcements. 
T h e pretext came on 28 July 1878, when Mehlokazulu, Kuzulu and 
Tshekwana, chief Sirayo's sons and their uncle, Zuluhlenga, crossed the 

4. C. F. Goodfellow, 1966. 
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Buffalo river and brought back the wives of the chief, w h o had crossed 
into Natal. Frere and Shepstone exploited this incident to the fullest 
advantage. Soon, South Africa and the Colonial Office were flooded with 
rumours of an imminent Zulu invasion of Natal. Missionaries were advised 
to leave Zululand. At this point, Shepstone and Frere began to misrepresent 
the Zulu army as a raiding and menacing force, and Cetshwayo as a blood­
thirsty tyrant. 

Frere then ordered Cetshwayo to surrender Sirayo's sons and brother 
to Sir Henry Bulwer for trial though the Zulu had never been conquered 
nor made to submit to British rule. Cetshwayo proposed instead to pay 
£50 sterling and to apologize for the incident. O n 11 December 1878 Frere 
sent Cetshwayo an ultimatum. A m o n g its demands were the delivery of 
the accused along with 500 head of cattle, the disbanding of the Zulu army 
within thirty days, the admission of missionaries and the stationing of a 
British Resident in Zululand. Frere knew that no independent and self-
respecting ruler would comply with such extreme demands. 

Then, on 11 January 1879, under the c o m m a n d of Lord Chelmsford, 
a British army of over 7000 soldiers with some 1000 white volunteers and 
7000 African auxiliaries invaded Zululand from three points. O n 22 January 
the Zulu army achieved a memorable victory at the battle of Isandhlwana, 
when it killed 1600 of the invaders and turned back the assault. But on 
4 July the British forces returned and overran the Zulu nation. Cetshwayo 
was banished to Cape T o w n , and Zululand was divided into thirteen 
separate chiefdoms, which were placed under the supervision of puppet 
chiefs. These chiefs included Cetshwayo's rival, Zibhebhu, his cousin, 
H a m u , w h o had deserted to join the British forces during the war and 
John D u n n , a white m a n . T h e division of Zululand was a classic case of 
the systematic destruction of a nation achieved by the policy of divide and 
conquer. T o perpetuate this, the new chiefs were instructed to disband 
all existing military organization, prohibit the importation of arms and 
accept arbitration by the British Resident. 

T h e degree of rivalry among the chiefs was so great, however, and the 
threat of anarchy increasing so rapidly that, in an effort to 'restore order' 
within the most unstable areas of the former Zulu nation, Cetshwayo had 
to be brought back. Zibhebhu was allowed to keep his chiefdom. But soon 
civil war broke out between the forces of Cetshwayo and Zibhebhu. 
Cetshwayo died in flight at the height of the battle in 1884. T h e diminished 
Zulu nation was then placed under the leadership of Dinizulu, Cetshwayo's 
15-year-old son, whose power and authority was dependent on white 
support. T h e Zulu had at last succumbed to British control. 

The Ndebele 

From 1870 to 1890 Lobengula, like Cetshwayo of the Zulu, consistently 
and successfully pursued a well-formulated diplomatic strategy to protect 
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the vital interest of the Ndebele nation. H e restricted immigration and 
informed alien whites that he was not interested in opening his country 
to them for mining or hunting. A d d e d to this, he had developed several 
tactics, such as constantly moving from one town to another, pitting one 
European nation, c o m p a n y or individual against another, and postponing 
decisions to frustrate impatient concessionaires. A s a longer-range strategy, 
he sought either military alliance or protectorate status with the British 
government to counter the G e r m a n s , Portuguese and Afrikaners, and so 
prevent uncontrolled South African colonial expansion. 

These forms of diplomatic resistance apparently worked effectively until 
1888, w h e n the South African financier, Cecil John Rhodes , convinced Sir 
Hercules Robinson, the H igh Commissioner, and Sir Sidney Shippard, 
the Deputy Commissioner for Bechuanaland, to enlist the help of the 
Reverend John Smi th Moffat. Moffat had left Matabeleland in 1865 after 
totally failing to convert the Ndebele. H e had ultimately become Shippard's 
assistant commissioner. Moffat was eager to effect the colonization of the 
Ndebele to vindicate himself for his past failure. Moreover, he resented 
Mzilikazi, Lobengula and the Ndebele rulers generally for their successful 
resistance to Christianity. T h u s motivated by a combination of vengeance, 
arrogance and racism, he was keen to pave the w a y for the destruction 
of the Ndebele state.5 

Moffat chose to support Rhodes and the Chartered C o m p a n y because, 
as he noted, the C o m p a n y would inevitably bring about the conquest and 
the dismantling of the Ndebele nation 'unless history here should be 
different from history elsewhere in South Africa'. A t first, Moffat posed 
as a spiritual adviser, interested not in gold, g a m e or conquest, but in giving 
'friendly advice' to an 'old friend'. T h e 'advice' was that Lobengula should 
'ally' with the British, rather than with the Afrikaners, Portuguese or 
G e r m a n s . Moffat also led Lobengula to believe that he was doing no m o r e 
than simply renewing the old Anglo-Ndebele treaty, enacted in 1836 
between his father, Mzilikazi, and Sir Benjamin D ' U r b a n , the former 
British Governor of South Africa. S o on 11 February 1888 Lobengula 
signed what has since been canonized as 'the Moffat treaty'. U n d e r its 
terms, he promised to refrain from entering into any correspondence or 
treaty with any foreign state or power to sell, alienate, or cede, or permit 
or countenance any sale, alienation, or cession of the whole or any part 
of the said land he controlled, or upon any other subject, without the 
previous knowledge and sanction of H e r Majesty's H i g h Commissioner 
for South Africa.6 W i t h this treaty in force, the British occupation of 
Rhodesia began. Moffat had put both Matabeleland and Mashonaland 
squarely under the British sphere of influence. 

U n d e r the European international convention of the late nineteenth 

5. R . U . Moffat, 1969, p. 233. 
6. ibid., p. 370. 
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century, Lobengula had c o m m e n d e d himself to British colonialism. T h e 
Ndebele thereafter could deal only with the British. T h u s , their diplomatic 
options for playing European nations against one another had been 
terminated. Soon, hordes of British concessionaires and syndicates 
descended on Lobengula seeking mineral and land rights in Matabeleland 
and Mashonaland. In mercenary fashion, these zealous speculators readily 
offered h im stores of guns, ammunition, money , clothing, utensils and 
ornaments and performed all manner of services to gain his favour. 

Noting this, Rhodes dispatched R u d d , T h o m p s o n and Maguire7 to seek 
a monopolistic agreement with Lobengula, which would be used to apply 
for a royal charter to shut out other British concessionaires and syndicates. 
Rhodes wanted 'not merely local rights, shared with every casual adven­
turer, but the sole c o m m a n d of the mineral resources of the whole country'. 
O n the strength of the R u d d Concession, as the agreement is called, Rhodes's 
company occupied Mashonaland on 12 September 1890. 

T h e controversial R u d d Concession was obtained primarily by the 
conspiratorial deception of Lobengula by both British imperial officials 
and missionaries. Moffat had been sent to Matabeleland for a second time 
to condition Lobengula for the arrival of Rhodes's agents. Feigning friend­
ship and neutrality as a minister of G o d , Moffat introduced R u d d , 
T h o m p s o n and Maguire as 'honourable and upright m e n ' and endorsed 
Shippard highly. H e pleaded vigorously on their behalf during the four-
week negotiations that ensued. Thereafter, Shippard arrived with Major 
Gui ld -Adams and sixteen mounted policemen. After nine days of negotia­
tions with Lobengula, he departed, just six days before the concession was 
signed. According to Rudd 's diary, by then 'almost all political matters 
had been talked out in a most friendly spirit'. 

T h e R u d d Concession consisted of two distinct and interrelated 
segments: the written segment, which was both important and advan­
tageous to the concessionaires; and the verbal, which was advantageous 
to Lobengula. Unde r the written agreement - that is, the original draft 
of the proposals presented to Lobengula - the king granted to the conces­
sionaires complete and exclusive domain over all the metal and mineral 
resources in his kingdoms, principalities and dominions, together with full 
power to do all they deemed necessary to procure these resources. T h e 
grantees also were empowered 'to take all necessary and lawful steps' to 
exclude from competition all other persons seeking land, minerals or mining 
rights. Lobengula further agreed not to grant concessions of land or mining 
rights to any other persons or interests without the prior consent and con­
currence of the grantees. 

In return, the concessionaires agreed to pay Lobengula and his heirs 
£100 sterling per m o n t h in perpetuity. They also agreed to give him 1000 
Martini-Henry breech-loading rifles and 100 000 rounds of suitable ball 
cartridges. T h e draft stipulated *hat 500 of the rifles and 50 000 of the 

7. For more details, see P. Mason, 1958; C . Palley, 1966; S. Samkange, 1967. 
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cartridges were to be delivered to Lobengula before the start of mining 
operations in the territory. T h e concessionaires also agreed 'to deliver on 
the Zambezi River a steamboat with guns suitable for defensive purposes 
upon the said river'. 

During the course of the negotiations, however, the king verbally set 
forth certain conditions which he apparently regarded prima facie as being 
thereafter an integral part of the agreement. According to H e l m , Lobengula 
thus stipulated and the concessionaires consented that: (1) the grantees 
would bring no more than ten white m e n at a time to perform mining 
work in his territories; (2) the miners would not dig in or near the towns; 
(3) the whites would 'abide by the laws of his country and in fact be as 
his people', and (4) the miners would fight in defence of the country under 
Ndebele c o m m a n d , if needed. T h e concessionaires also verbally clarified 
that by 'full power to do all things that they m a y deem necessary to win 
and procure minerals', they meant erection of dwellings to house their over­
seers, bringing and erecting the machinery they needed, and the use of 
wood and water. Unfortunately, these verbal conditions were not written 
into the final agreement, and thus, under European contractual law, were 
not enforceable parts of the agreement. 

F r o m disappointed rival concessionaires and especially from two literate 
Africans, John K u m a l o and John Makunga , w h o sympathetically inter­
preted the concession, Lobengula and his indunas (councillors) learned that 
they had been cheated; that the concession had already been published 
in European newspapers and that Rhodes had already formed the company 
to occupy both Matabeleland and Mashonaland. Shock, fear and confusion 
took over the Ndebele nation as the people became aware of the full meaning 
and ramifications of the concession, and, especially, the dreadful in­
evitability of a great monarch and great nation moving towards catastrophe. 
Several of the indunas and warriors were furious, and Lobengula was 
terribly embarrassed and fearful of losing power. 

H e published notice of repudiation of the concession in the Bechuana-
landNews of February 1889. At his orders, the pro-British induna, Lotshe, 
was killed by the Mbesu regiment, together with his wives, children 
and livestock. Once he was aware of the collusion between Rhodes, the 
missionaries and the imperial officials in South Africa, he decided to appeal 
directly to the British government in England. Through letters and a 
delegation, he appealed to Queen Victoria to repudiate the treaty or to 
declare a protectorate over Matabeleland and Mashonaland. In January 
1889 he sent an official delegation to London consisting of indunas 
Motshede and Babiyance, w h o had audience with Queen Victoria and some 
leading members of the Aborigines' Protection Society. T h e indunas 
returned with royal greetings but no repudiation. Rhodes obtained his 
monopolist royal charter to colonize the area. In early 1890 his pioneers 
marched from South Africa, through Matabeleland into Mashonaland and 
hoisted the Union Jack at Salisbury on 12 September 1890. 
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F r o m September 1890 to October 1893 the Ndebele nation and settler 
colony of Mashonaland kept a wary eye on each other. As had happened 
between the settlers and the Xhosa in the Cape as well as the settlers and 
the Zulu in Natal, it was a matter of time before the inevitable military 
showdown occurred. 

T h e whole scenario of the Anglo-Ndebele war of 1893 was virtually 
a carbon copy of the Anglo-Zulu war of 1879, with Rhodes in place of 
Sir Bartle Frère, D r Leander Starr Jameson - the C o m p a n y Administrator 
of Mashonaland - in place of Shepstone, and the Victoria incident (August 
1893) for the Sirayo incident. Lobengula, like Cetshwayo, tried in vain 
to prevent the war by appealing to Jameson, Rhodes and the British govern­
ment. But by then he had no white nor African friends anywhere. T h e 
total force that invaded Matabeleland consisted of 1200 white soldiers from 
Mashonaland and South Africa — including 200 imperial troops of the 
Bechuanaland Border Police. T h e n there were 1000 African auxiliaries 
m a d e up of Shona, Mfengu, Khoikhoi, coloureds and 600 mounted Ngwato 
under the c o m m a n d of K g a m a . 

Rather than throw his estimated 20 000 soldiers in a suicidal attack against 
the well-armed settlers and their African auxiliaries, Lobengula and his 
people evacuated Matabeleland and fled northwards towards Northern 
Rhodesia. H e , like Cetshwayo, died in flight, either of smallpox or a heart 
attack. N o w leaderless, the Ndebele nation fell apart. O n e by one Ndebele 
indunas came to surrender to Jameson at the indaba (meeting) tree. T h e 
settlers immediately went about staking their new farms and mineral claims. 
T h e C o m p a n y expropriated 280000 Ndebele cattle, kept 240000 and 
distributed the rest to the white troopers and some of the African 
'friendlies'. 

After the conquest of Matabeleland, Britain granted the C o m p a n y the 
Matabele order-in-council, dated 18 July 1894, which empowered it to 
impose the hut tax and establish a 'Native Department' to control the 
whole colony of Southern Rhodesia. B y the end of 1895, the C o m p a n y 
had instituted an African administration modelled on those of the Cape 
Colony and Natal, including the hut tax, reservations, and passes, for the 
purposes of dispossessing the Africans of their land, livestock and minerals, 
as well as forcing them to work for the whites. 

The Ngwato, Lozi, Sotho, Tswana and Swazi initiatives 
and reaction: the model of protectorate or wardship 
Unlike the Zulu and the Ndebele, the Ngwato, Lozi, Sotho, Tswana and 
Swazi had in c o m m o n their alliances with strong humanitarian-imperialist 
missionaries of the 'government-from-London school'. These clerics were 
particularly opposed to 'the hammer-and-tongs policy of certain classes 
of colonial politicians - the conquest, spoliation and unending degradation 
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of all coloured people'.8 A m o n g these were Mackenzie for K g a m a , Setshele 
and Caseitsiwe, Casalis for Moshoeshoe and Coillard for Lewanika. These 
humanitarian missionaries were, however, only opposed to uncontrolled 
expansion by the white colonists of South Africa, especially on the part 
of the Boers and Rhodes, and to the accompanying instances of frontier 
violence and exploitation, which disrupted their earnest and successful 
work. They believed in the unquestionable superiority of the white race, 
culture and religion, and they viewed colonization, commerce and 
Christianity as inseparable allies. At the same time they also emphasized 
the need for imperial responsibility (paternal guardianship) over the 
Africans. They sought to smooth cultural contact between the colonizer 
and the colonized and to 'protect' and 'civilize' the African in an effort 
to make him a more useful m e m b e r of the new colonial community. 
Through letters, delegations and personal appearances, they lobbied relent­
lessly with the High Commissioner, the Colonial Office and humanitarian 
groups in England to assure this 'protection'. Nyasaland became a British 
protectorate largely because of effective lobbying by the Scottish mission­
aries in their zealous efforts to defend their Christian Africans and mission 
stations at Blantyre, Banda we and I banda against the encroachment of 
Rhodes's frontier m e n . 

A dominant characteristic of the pro-missionary rulers was their general 
political and military weakness. Their kingships had grown largely out of 
coups d'état. In 1875 K g a m a drove out Sekgoma, his father, and K g a m a n e , 
his brother, and named himself king. K g a m a n e fled with his followers and 
established his kingdom on the Transvaal side of the L impopo river. T h e 
loyalist and conservative segments of the Ngwato, however, still remained 
loyal to the deposed Sekgoma. Thereafter, in 1884, Lewanika was also 
deposed and forced into exile at K g a m a ' s capital. H e returned in 1885 
and ousted the usurper, Tatila Akufuna. Thus these pro-missionary kings 
had insecure positions, and were constantly faced with the imminent 
dangers of civil wars and unrest. 

Added to this, their states had barely survived the Zulu revolution and 
the Nguni subjection. N o n e the less, the Sotho and Swazi continued to be 
perennial targets of Zulu raids, while the Ngwato, Tswana, K w e n a and 
Lozi suffered the raids and invasions of the Ndebele. They were also the 
victims of land-hungry, often trigger-happy Boer 'filibusters', w h o 
launched c o m m a n d o raids on their villages, capturing livestock and seizing 
captive labourers, making frequent 'treaties of friendship' with neighbour­
ing sub-chiefs, then claiming land rights and spheres of influence. Through 
such infringements, the Zulu, Ndebele and Boers became inveterate 
enemies. 

M u c h as these kings m a y have abhorred the principles of westernization 
and colonialism, they none the less were in desperate need of foreign support 
to assure their survival. Thus , they ultimately adopted missionary alliance 

8. W . Howitt, 1969, p. 501. 
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and British (metropolitan) protection as essential instruments of policy. 
For the same reason, they turned to the missionaries for advice and spiritual 
guidance in matters relating to Europeans, and attempted to manipulate 
them to enhance their shaky internal situations. Coillard, Mackenzie and 
Casalis were the closest European friends, confidants and foreign ministers, 
of Lewanika, K g a m a and Moshoeshoe, respectively. 

Out of necessity, these kings acquiesced readily in Christianity and 
accepted protectorate status. K g a m a and Lewanika became practising 
Christians, and, like most converted doctrinaires, they occasionally proved 
to be more devout even than the missionaries. They not only abandoned 
their ancestral traditions, beliefs and rituals, but used their political offices 
to impose the tenets of western, Christian civilization on their people. Their 
spirited efforts to banish the public use of alcoholic beverages were near-
obsessive. T h e y imposed stringent liquor laws which included a ban on 
the brewing of African beer. T h e more they alienated their people by the 
enforcement of such measures, the more they were forced to rely on 
missionaries. 

In fact the connection these kings had with the missionaries lay at the 
heart of their resistance through diplomacy to those w h o sought to dis­
possess them of their lands. Through alliance with anti-Boer, anti-Zulu 
and anti-Ndebele missionaries, they were able to maintain their indepen­
dent existence up to the eve of the Scramble and subsequently w o n imperial 
protection at the expense of local, settler colonialism. These monarchs 
actively sought protectorate status, though it necessitated some restrictions 
upon their sovereignty, land rights and civil liberties. Under protectorate 
status they retained a nominal degree of self-government and enjoyed the 
defence provided by a permanent resident British police force, while their 
people were accorded the right to possess firearms provided they registered 
them. Thus , those smaller African kingdoms which had been unable to 
prevent white settlement and economic development owing to their 
geographical location and modes of living, were granted protectorate status 
and survived, while the superior states, politically and militarily geared 
to withstand the threats of colonization, were invaded, conquered and 
dismantled. 

T h e Tswana 

The cases of the Tswana and the Swazi clearly illustrate this model. There 
were three major contending forces in the Scramble for Bechuanaland (now 
Botswana). These were the four Bechuanaland rulers (the rulers of the 
Kwena, the Ngwato, the Ngwaketse and the Tswana) and their missionary 
allies w h o wanted British imperial protection and trusteeship; the Transvaal 
Boers w h o looked upon Bechuanaland as their natural hinterland for land, 
livestock, minerals and labour; and the Cape colonists, represented by 
Rhodes, w h o wanted to forestall Boer expansion and alliance with the 
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Germans in South West Africa (now Namibia). T h e African rulers, like 
Moshoeshoe, sought to forestall settler colonial rule by acquiring pro­
tectorate status. W h e n alarmed by a dissident sect of the Dutch Reformed 
Church in the Transvaal - the Doppers - w h o wanted to cross through 
Tswana territories to Damaraland in 1876, K g a m a , king of the Ngwato 
section of the Tswana, had written to the 'Great Queen of the English 
People' requesting protection. H e wanted to know the conditions for 
protection and he emphasized that the relationship would be guided by 
'Christian morality'. Furthermore, his rival brother, K g a m a n e , had settled 
in the Transvaal with his followers and was fighting with the Boers in 
the hope of gaining the Ngwato throne (see Fig. 9.1). 

T h e British were bitterly divided over Bechuanaland. T h e Rhodes -
Robinson group wanted to eliminate the imperial factor in favour of settler 
colonialism - including joint annexation by the Cape and the Transvaal, 
which only failed because the Transvaal refused. But the Mackenzie-
Warren humanitarian-imperialist groups, like the African rulers, wanted 
to forestall settler colonialsim, because they were opposed to the brutality 
and destructiveness of settler colonialism over their Tswana Christian 
converts and church schools. Mackenzie in particular waged a very effective 
and successful campaign in South Africa and England.9 

T h e Transvaal, on the other hand, was practising the policy of expansion 
by infiltration and incorporation which Moshoeshoe was implementing 
among the southern Sotho. Individual Boers had signed bogus treaties with 
T h e Tlhaping and the Rolong of southern Bechuanaland and subsequently 
had declared the 'republics' of Stellaland at Vryburg under William Van 
Niekerk, and of Goshen at Rooigrond under G e y V a n Pitius. T h e 
Transvaal's strategy was first to unite the 'sister republics' and then annex 
them. T h e accompanying misunderstandings over the bogus treaties 
exacerbated old African rivalries and led to wars between chiefs 
Manku rwane and M a s h a u w (Tlhaping) and between Montshiwa and 
Moshette (Rolong) in which the Boers were recruited as volunteers and 
assistants. Consequently, southern Bechuanaland was - as Mackenzie 
described it - 'the abode of anarchy, filibustering and outrage'. 

T h e n , in 1884, Britain sent Sir Charles Warren to restore law and order. 
Warren declared the southern part of Bechuanaland as a British crown 
colony, and Sir Hercules Robinson, the British High Commissioner for 
South Africa and Governor of the Cape Colony, appointed Mackenzie as 
the n e w Deputy Commissioner, although he was soon replaced by Rhodes 
because Cape colonial public opinion objected to his 'pro-native, anti-Boer 
policy'. Then , after discussions with a number of Tswana chiefs, Britain 
declared a protectorate over northern Bechuanaland in 1885. Under the 
charter of Rhodes's British South Africa C o m p a n y , the Bechuanaland 
Protectorate was supposed to be annexed to Southern Rhodesia, but the 

9. J. Mackenzie, 1887. 
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Tswana rulers and their missionary allies prevented that. In 1895, these 
rulers, K g a m a and Sebele, w h o had succeeded Sechele in 1892, and Bathoen 
(Ngwaketse) went to England, accompanied by London Missionary Society 
missionary, Rev. W . C . Willoughby, and through their audiences with 
Queen Victoria, the Colonial Secretary and leaders of philanthropic socie­
ties, they succeeded in retaining their protectorate status. 

T h e Swazi 

T h e Swazi did not have to deal with settler colonialism until the Great 
Trek and the founding of Natal and the Transvaal republic. B y then the 
kingdom was under Mswati. T h e society consisted of a dominant immigrant 
Nguni group to which the royal Nkosi-Dlamini dynasty belonged, and 
the indigenous Sotho people. T h e Nguni had established their rule over 
the Sotho by conquest and marriage alliance and had created a centralized, 
unified kingdom based on c o m m o n loyalty to the crown, on friendships 
and intermarriages. Like the southern Sotho and the Tswana, they had 
survived the ravages of the Zulu revolution, but were occasionally victims 
of Zulu raids. Their foreign policy was designed to secure defensive alliance 
against the Zulu. Thus initially Mswati regarded the settlers of Natal and 
the Transvaal as well as the British government as potential allies against 
his traditional African enemies.10 

T h e settlers, on the other hand, were interested only in the land, live­
stock, labour and minerals of the Swazi. T h e Transvaal was particularly 
interested in the annexation of Swaziland in order to gain access to the 
sea through Kosi Bay. At the same time, Natal and Britain were particularly 
afraid of a German-Transvaal partnership in promoting a railway to Kosi 
Bay. But neither of them was willing to assume direct responsibility over 
Swaziland, a small area that was isolated from the larger colonies and the 
lines of communications, and where no substantial mineral discoveries had 
been made. Mswati was caught between this Boer-British Scramble. 
Furthermore, individual Boer and British settlers, traders and prospectors 
began to exert pressure upon Mswati for all kinds of concessions involving 
private ownership of land, leaseholds, trade monopolies, mining rights and 
even rights to collect revenue and customs. 

Mswati granted several concessions before his death in 1868. There was 
a succession crisis in Swaziland in which the Boers and the British 
intervened for the purposes of placing their o w n puppet in power. T h e 
Boers sent a force to defeat the other contenders and installed Mbandzeni, 
the youngest son of Mswati by his second wife, and a weak ruler w h o 
was m u c h addicted to the white man's liquor. Mbandzeni unwittingly 
granted all sorts of concessions 'of the most amazing scope, variety and 
intricacy', including some cases of land, mineral and trading monopolies 

10. J. S. M . Matsebula, 1972; R . P. Stevens, 1967. 
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which were granted to different individuals over the same area. By 1890 
there were 364 registered concessions covering almost every square yard 
of the small Swazi territory of under 10000 square miles. B y then the royal 
family was earning around £12000 sterling annually in concession fees. 

T h e granting of concessions, however, provided the Boers and the British 
with the pretext to undermine Swazi sovereignty. By the 1880s, Mbandzeni 
was overwhelmed by the problems of law and order, of concession disputes 
between himself and the white concessionaires and among the conces­
sionaires themselves. At first he requested British protection and a British 
Resident, but the British refused. T h e n he turned to Theophilus Shepstone, 
the Secretary for Native Affairs in Natal, w h o appointed his o w n son, also 
called Theophilus, in 1886 as a resident adviser to Mbandzeni in matters 
involving whites. Unwittingly, Mbandzeni authorized Shepstone to head 
a committee of fifteen elected whites and five appointed whites and in 
1888 he gave the committee a charter of rights which conferred the power 
of self-government. Most of the concessions were granted during 
Shepstone's term as resident adviser (1886-9). B u t m e white committee 
also failed to settle the concession disputes before Mbandzeni's death in 
1889, which was followed by the establishment of dual Boer-British rule 
in 1890. Unde r the Swaziland Convention of 1890, the two powers 
established a dual provisional government committee to govern Swaziland, 
and a chief court to inquire into the validity of concessions, which confirmed 
352 of the 364 concessions. T h e committee installed N g w a n e , a 16-year-old 
son of Mbandzeni, and declared the mother, Gwamile Mdul i , the queen 
regent. 

Dual rule did not work well because of the growing Boer-British rivalry 
in South Africa. Under the Convention of 1894 Britain pawned Swaziland 
to the Transvaal by conferring 'all rights of protection, legislation, juris­
diction, and administration over Swaziland' provided the Transvaal would 
not annex Swaziland. T h e queen regent and her council strongly protested 
and even sent a delegation to England, but to no avail. T h e Transvaal 
appointed a resident special commissioner in 1895, thereby supplanting 
Swazi sovereignty by settler colonialism. T h e n , under the Treaty of 
Vereeniging (1902) which ended the Anglo-Boer war of 1899-1902, Swazi­
land was taken over by Britain. T h e Swaziland order-in-council, proclaim­
ing the country a 'protectorate' was issued on 25 June 1903, and the South 
Africa Act of 1909 stipulated the conditions for the future transfer of Swazi­
land, Basutoland (now Lesotho) and Bechuanaland, together known as 
High Commission Territories, to the Union of South Africa. T h e transfer 
never materialized because of African opposition. 
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T h e Hlubi, Mpondomise, Bhaca, Senga, Njanja, Shona, 
Tonga, Tawara, etc., initiatives and reactions: the model 
of alliance 

Internally, each of these groups lacked the political unity and military 
strength to withstand the increasing threat of white colonialism. They were 
also without diplomatic and military alliances with their neighbours. 
Instead, they frequently raided, fought and generally distrusted each other. 
Their compositions ranged from autonomous chieftaincies to bands of 
nomadic refugees, captive slaves, and wards of either the colonialists or 
missionaries. Most were tributaries or raid victims of the Zulu, Ndebele, 
B e m b a , Yao or Nguni. 

While some of these small groups, like the Barwe, M a n g w e n d e , Makoni 
and Mutasa paramountcies, chose armed resistance against the threat of 
colonialism as did the Xhosa, many others such as the Hlubi, Mpondomise, 
Bhaca, Senga and Njanja allied themselves with the whites in the misguided 
hope of thereby assuring their protection and security. O n the whole, these 
small societies were accustomed to the diplomatic practice of switching 
allegiances and gravitating towards the stronger prevailing power, or of 
feigning non-alignment while manipulating the dominant powers to their 
o w n advantage. T h e Shona, Tonga, Tawara, Venda and N d a u had 
frequently employed these strategies throughout the eighteenth and nine­
teenth centuries, during the rivalry between the Changamire and M w e n e -
mutapa dynasties, while the Sotho, M p o n d o , Mfengu, T h e m b u and Tonga 
had utilized similar strategies to exploit the rivalry between the Mtetwa 
and N d w a n d e confederacies. Thus m a n y of these peoples readily aligned 
themselves with the British against the Zulu, Ndebele, B e m b a , Nguni and 
Yao. Added to this, several of the small groups, such as the Mfengu, 
T h e m b u , Njanja, Cewa and Tawara, had for some time existed under strong 
military influence. As a result, they had among their people significant 
segments of Christianized, sometimes educated Africans, w h o not only 
rejected the traditional culture, but challenged the traditional leadership 
to the advantage of the colonizer. 

Thus , by offering alliance, protection and/or liberation, the British were 
easily able to divide and conquer them. They then established permanent 
white settlement in these areas. 

African initiatives and reactions, 1895-1914 

B y the late 1890s practically all the peoples of Southern Africa had been 
either fully or partly colonized and were everywhere being subjected to 
various forms of pressures, economic, political and religious. 

Before long, the hut tax, forced labour, severe suppression of traditional 
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beliefs and customs and especially land alienation were introduced. This 
foreign interference intensified in proportion to the settlers' increasing need 
for cheap indigenous labour to work on the farms and in the mines, and 
for the hut tax to meet at least part of the administrative expenses. Africans 
were compelled to vacate their homelands to make room for white settlers 
and to serve as army 'volunteers'. In Rhodesia (Northern and Southern) 
and Nyasaland, the Chartered C o m p a n y administrators simply trans­
planted the 'Native L a w s ' of South Africa. In Rhodesia, where white settle­
ment was the heaviest, the administration tolerated no obstacles to its 
economic ventures, even if these obstacles were Shona lives and rights. 
It readily commandeered Shona lands, livestock, crops and stores of food 
and subjected the Shona to forced labour to serve the interest of the settlers, 
w h o had been drawn to Mashonaland with promises of a better, easier 
and richer way of life. Above all, the colonial justice introduced was 
characterized by arbitrariness and irregularities. Coupled with all this was 
a succession of natural disasters, including epidemics of smallpox and 
rinderpest, drought and even a plague of locusts. ' ' 

T h e Africans did not of course watch these events unconcerned. In this 
atmosphere of colonialism, landlessness, destitution, oppression and 
westernization, most of them came to believe, like the Xhosa, that the 
white m a n was the cause of all their troubles. Resentment against alien 
rule engendered - during the 1890s and early 1900s - a growing attitude 
of resistance towards whites and a strong sense of unity among political 
leaders, followers, priests and even formerly hostile groups. Examples of 
such responses aimed at overthrowing the colonial system because of 
its unbearable oppression and exploitation were the Ndebele-Shona 
Chimurenga of 1896-7, the Herero revolt of 1904 and the Bambata or 
Zulu rebellion of 1906. 

T h e Ndebe le-Shona Chimurenga 

T h e Chimurenga, as the Shona termed their form of armed resistance, began 
in Matabeleland in March 1896, and in June 1896 in Mashonaland. T h e 
first casualty was an African policeman employed by the British South 
Africa Company , killed on 20 M a r c h . 1 2 T h e first attack upon Europeans 
occurred in the town of Essexvale on 22 March, when seven whites and 
two Africans were killed. T h e Chimurenga then swiftly spread throughout 
Matabeleland and Mashonaland (see Fig. 9.1). Within a week, 130 whites 
had been killed in Matabeleland. 

Africans were armed with Martini-Henry rifles, Lee Metfords, elephant 
guns, muskets, and blunderbusses, as well as with the traditional spears, 

11. D . Chanaiwa, 1974; R . E . R . Martin, 1897; T . O . Ranger, 1967. 
12. For eyewitness account of the Chimurenga, mostly by European settlers, soldiers 

and reporters, see R. S. S. Baden-Powell, 1897; F. C . Selous, 1896; R . E . R . Martin, 1897. 
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axes, knobkerries, and bows and arrows, and they initiated the Chimurenga 
when the majority of the Company 's troopers were in South Africa involved 
in mounting the Jameson Raid against the Boers. Furthermore, African 
policemen deserted the C o m p a n y with their guns and ammunition and 
joined their African comrades in such great numbers that, as a precaution, 
the remaining 'loyals' had to be disarmed. 

T h e Company hurriedly mobilized the Europeans into the Matabeleland 
Relief Force, which consisted of imperial troops and the Rhodesia Horse 
Volunteers (settlers), as well as Africans. At its peak the force consisted 
of 2000 Europeans, 250 Ngwato sent by K g a m a , 200 'Colonial [South 
African] Natives', and about 150 Rhodesian Africans, under the supreme 
c o m m a n d of Sir Frederick Carrington, a veteran of the Xhosa-settler wars. 
Essentially, the Chimurenga was conducted as guerrilla warfare. T h e 
troopers relied on the siege and dynamite. They also destroyed crops and 
appropriated African cattle, goats, sheep, fowl and grain to starve the 
resisters, and to enrich themselves. 

In Matabeleland, the Chimurenga lasted from March to December 1896, 
and proved very costly for the Company . O n 15 July the Company was 
forced to issue a proclamation of clemency for Africans w h o would 
surrender themselves and their arms. After the battle of Ntaba zika M a m b o 
(5 July 1896), Cecil Rhodes was 'determined to seize the first chance of 
negotiation, or to manufacture a chance if none arose'. B y then he had 
given up any hope of achieving a 'total and unconditional victory', because 
a prolonged Chimurenga or a military stalemate would have caused bank­
ruptcy, or forced the British imperial government to turn the colony into 
a protectorate. In August the Ndebele found themselves besieged at the 
Matopo hills and, after a protracted battle and generous peace offers by 
Rhodes, they finally chose to negotiate. W h a t followed was a series of peace 
talks between Rhodes and the Ndebele indunas that lasted from August 1897 
to 5 January 1898, when Rhodes included six of the Chimurenga chiefs 
{indunas Dhliso, Somabulana, Mlugulu, Sikombo, K h o m o and Nyamanda) 
among the ten Company appointees. H e assigned them land for settlement, 
donated 2300000 kg of grain, and promised to redress their grievances 
against the Company . 

With victory and peace in Matabeleland, the Company then concentrated 
upon the Shona Chimurenga that had been raging simultaneously since 
June 1896 and continued, intermittently, to 1903. T h e leading centres of 
the Chimurenga were the paramountcies of Mashayamombe in western, 
of Makoni in central, and of Mangwende in north-eastern Mashonaland. 
But several smaller paramountcies such as Nyandoro, Seke, Whata, Chiota, 
Chikmakwa, Swoswe, Zw imba , Mashanganyika, and Masembura, either 
took the initiative for a Chimurenga themselves or allied with others. 

T h e Chimurenga, like the Xhosa cattle-killing episode, has been labelled 
by Eurocentric historians as atavistic and millenarian because of the 
important role of the traditional prophets and priests, known as the 
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svikiro.13 T h e leading svikiro were Mukwati in Matabeleland, Kagubi in 
western Mashonaland and Nehanda (a female svikiro) in central and 
northern Mashonaland, together with a host of local junior prophets. The 
svikiro told the Ndebele and Shona that the white m a n had brought all 
their sufferings, namely forced labour, the hut tax and flogging, as well 
as natural disasters of locusts, rinderpest and drought. They convinced 
m a n y Africans that the Shona G o d , Mwar i (Mlimo in Sindebele), having 
been moved by the suffering of his people, had decreed that the white 
m e n were to be driven out of the country; and that the Africans had nothing 
to fear because Mwar i , being on their side, would turn the white man's 
bullets into harmless water. Generally speaking, m a n y Africans believed 
that the svikiro were announcing Mwari 's commandments and that failure 
to obey would bring more sufferings to the paramountcies and personal 
misfortunes to individuals. 

T h e svikiro were primarily revolutionary prophets w h o articulated the 
real causes of the Chimurenga and the general consensus of the people 
without which they would have had relatively little credibility and 
influence. Furthermore, as the custodians of Shona traditions and 
acknowledged authorities on m a n y aspects of Shona life, they feared that 
their role was being usurped by the European missionaries. M o r e impor­
tantly, the apparently leading role of the svikiro was a function of the 
politico-military segmentation of the Ndebele and, especially, the Shona 
people. T h e svikiro were the only authorities whose influence extended 
across paramountcies. T h e spiritual provinces of Mukwati , Nehanda and 
Kagubi covered more than one paramountcy. Unlike the paramount chiefs, 
the svikiro had an elaborate but secret network of communication through 
which they exchanged numerous messages and co-ordinated their efforts 
adeptly. They even revived the old Rozvi dynasty and confederacy by 
proclaiming Mudzinganyama Jiri Muteveri, the great-grandson of a former 
Rozvi king, as the new king. M a n y Africans accepted the proclamation and 
pledged allegiance to Mudzinganyama, but the confederacy was short-lived 
because Mudzinganyama was soon arrested and imprisoned by the settlers. 
Simultaneously, Mukwat i was assassinated, reportedly by a disillusioned 
follower. 

Kagubi and Nehanda were most influential over the young and militant 
princes of the paramountcies, such as M u c h e m w a of Mangwende , 
Mhiripiri of Makoni and Panashe of Nyandoro. But Kagubi was captured 

13. T h e word svikiro is derived from the verb kusvika meaning to arrive at or reach 
a place. Svikiro literally means the person, vehicle or instrument or m e d i u m through which 
gods and spirits communicate with the people. Thus, a priest, rabbi and prophet in western 
culture and a caliph and mallam in Musl im culture could be a svikiro in the Shona society. 
T h e svikiro should not be confused with a medical practitioner, nganga (so-called witch­
doctor in Europe) or with a fortune teller. T h e svikiro was a priest, an intellectual, an 
educator, and a leader wrapped into one person. Here w e are using the translation prophets 
for the convenience of non-Shona readers. 
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in October 1897 and Nehanda two months later. O n 2 March 1898 they 
were charged with murder and condemned to death by hanging. T h e two 
were buried in a secret place, 'so that no natives would take away their 
bodies and claim that their spirits had descended to any other prophetess 
or witch-doctors'. 

Without a highly centralized politico-military machinery, without guns 
and ammunition, and, more significantly, without the svikiro, Shona 
paramounts were defeated one by one in 1897. O n 4 September Makoni 
was handcuffed, blindfolded, and shot in the presence of the troopers, 
'friendlies', and his o w n subjects. As reported by an eyewitness correspon­
dent of The Times (London), Makoni stood and died 'with a courage and 
dignity that extorted an unwilling admiration from all w h o were present'. 
Similarly, Mashayamombe, w h o had nearly paralysed communications 
between Salisbury and Bulawayo, was defeated and killed on 25 July. 
Between July and September the settlers successfully carried out sieges 
against the paramountcies in central Mashonaland. Mangwende was 
conquered in September but his son, M u c h e m w a , together with a few 
councillors, continued the resistance until 1903 when the Chimurenga was 
finally contained. 

T h e toll of the Chimurenga has been estimated at 450 dead and 188 
wounded Europeans, and 8000 African deaths. O f the 450 Europeans, 372 
were resident settlers, representing one-tenth of the white population in 
the colony. T h e remainder were imperial troopers and mercenaries. But 
some of the most intransigent Shona continued the Chimurenga and even 
formed alliances with other Africans in Mozambique who were also 
resisting Portuguese colonialism. T h e most celebrated post-Chimurenga 
resistance was that of Kadungure Mapondera, the ruler of the Rozvi 
paramountcy, located in the Mazoe area, which previously had retained 
its independence against both the Ndebele and the Portuguese. Mapondera 
did not take part in the Chimurenga because, after refusing to pay the hut 
tax, he and his closest followers had emigrated to northern Mozambique 
in 1894 and joined the Barwe in their war against the Portuguese. H e 
returned to Rhodesia in 1900 and recruited a Shona army consisting of 
the Korekore, Tavara, and several young militants from the paramountcies 
of north-eastern and central Mashonaland, including Mangwende and 
Makoni. H e allied with the titular Mutapa, Chioco, and thus with the 
M w a r i svikiro. Until June 1902 he waged guerrilla warfare against settlers 
and loyalist paramountcies in northern Mashonaland. H e again emigrated 
to Mozambique to join the on-going Barwe Chimurenga, but the allied forces 
were soon overwhelmed by the Portuguese, due primarily to the latter's 
superiority in firearms. Mapondera returned to Rhodesia, and on 30 August 
1903 he surrendered and was sentenced to seven years' hard labour for 
murder and sedition. H e died in prison from hunger strike. 
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T h e Herero 

In 1904 the Herero, feeling the cumulative and bitter effects of colonial 
rule in South West Africa, took advantage of the withdrawal of German 
troops from Hereroland to put down an uprising among the Bondelswarts, 
and revolted in January 1904, killing 100 Germans, destroying several farms 
and capturing cattle. Theodor Leutwein, the German commander, was 
replaced by General von Trotha, w h o decided upon total military victory 
and complete destruction of the Herero people by ruthless tactics and 
massacres. Between 75 and 80% of an estimated Herero population of 
60000-80000 were slaughtered; 14000 were put in prison camps; and 2000 
fled to South Africa. Samuel Maherero and 1000 followers fled across the 
Kalahari desert to Bechuanaland. 

All land and livestock were confiscated, and the Africans were forbidden 
to form ethnic organizations and practise traditional ceremonies. They had 
no means of existence other than employment by white settlers. Their o w n 
gods and priests having been defeated and, thus, proved inferior, they 
submitted to Christianity in mass conversions. Then, in 1915, South 
African troops occupied South West Africa and kept it under martial law 
until 1921. B y that date, 10673 white South Africans had joined those 
German settlers w h o had not been repatriated to Germany. T h e Africans 
were allowed to resume subsistence-level agriculture in barren reserves and 
were therefore forced to depend on migrant employment. 

Despite this fate, the Herero nevertheless left a legacy of resistance to 
colonial rule, of cross-ethnic allegiances and of cultural, historical, racial and 
nationalist consciousness that was inherited by later generations of freedom 
fighters throughout Southern Africa. 

Conclusion 

B y the first decade of the twentieth century there were practically no 
indigenous sovereign states in Southern Africa. T h e vast majority of the 
Africans had by then entered the third level of resistance characterized 
by the struggle to obtain a favourable modus vivendi under colonial rule, 
economy and culture. In reality it was a different form of response to the 
struggles against colonial conquest and occupation, and it belongs to a 
different chapter in African history. For by then both the political and 
religious leadership of the traditional societies had been conquered, colon­
ized and humiliated. T h e traditional kings had been supplanted by an alien 
Secretary for Native Affairs such as Theophilus Shepstone in Natal, or 
the so-called 'Native Commissioners' and 'Native Departments' elsewhere. 
T h e African masses were primarily recognized as the 'black problem' and 
were, as Jabavu described them, 'landless, voteless, helots, pariahs, social 
outcasts in their fatherland with no future in any path of life'.14 Further-

14. D . D . T . Jabavu, 1920, p. 16. 
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more, these were the first Africans to face the crisis in identity15 created 
by n e w artificial colonial boundaries which partitioned cultural-linguistic-
historical groups, by cultural shock in mining and farming compounds , the 
homes of the whites, and in Christian churches and schools throughout the 
settler-dominated world. 

T h e thrust of African thoughts and actions n o w centred on the 
individualist acquisition of the knowledge, technology and material goods 
of the white world, and on exposing - and hopefully correcting - the 'native 
disabilities' ' 6 within the framework of colonial domination. This led to 
the beginning of the non-violent civil rights protests epitomized, as will 
be seen later, by the South African Native National Congress formed in 
1912, by the Southern Rhodesia Native Welfare Association, by the trade 
unionism of Clements Kadalie and by religious separatism and Ethiopian-
ism. T h e n e w leadership vacuum was filled by the mission-educated 
Christian elites w h o were committed not only to universalism, non-racialism 
and capitalist materialism, but also to non-ethnicity, and thus were the first 
to undermine ethnic and sectional co-operation by African chiefs, groups 
and individuals. T h e n e w course of African responses to colonial rule as 
opposed to colonial conquest came to be determined mostly by the urban 
masses under the leadership of the educated elites. T h e rural masses either 
lived by subsistence-oriented production in the reserves or drifted into 
the market-oriented capitalist economy as low-paid wage-earners in 
European mines, fields, kitchens or factories. 

15. R . F . Betts (ed.), 1972. 
16. See, for example, S. T . Plaatje, 1916; S. M . Molema, 1920. 
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Madagascar, 1880S-1930S: 
African initiatives and 
reaction to colonial 
conquest and domination 

M . ESOAVELOMANDROSO 

T h e Anglo-Merina Treaty,1 which was signed on 23 October 1817 and 
ratified in 1820, conferred on R a d a m a I the title of'King of Madagascar' 
and on 14 February 1822 he went on to proclaim his sovereignty over 
the entire island (see Fig. 10.1). A kingdom which had the backing of the 
leading world power of the time accordingly m a d e its appearance on the 
diplomatic scene. But it was a kingdom whose sovereignty France initially 
contested, denied and fought against. It was not until 1862 that the 
government of Napoleon III signed a treaty with R a d a m a II recognizing 
him as king of Madagascar. This, in the eyes of the authorities in 
Antananarivo, sanctioned the kingdom's existence and signified the aban­
donment of France's territorial demands, even though the preamble to the 
treaty reserved 'France's rights', in other words, its specific claims to 
its former trading posts and establishments and to the Sakalava and 
Antakarana protectorates. 

A new situation was created by the assassination in 1863 of R a d a m a II 
by the ruling oligarchy, which regarded him as too liberal-minded and 
unduly favourable to the Europeans. Rainilaiarivony, w h o was prime 
minister from 1864 to 1895, adopted a fairly flexible policy in a bid to 
ensure that the independence of the kingdom would be respected. T h u s 
it was that, although unable to unify the territory completely, he set about 
organizing the government, administration and army. H e succeeded after 
a fashion in consolidating his power and in holding the conquered regions 
together, in spite of his rivals' plots, and the discontent and, at times, open 
rebellion of the masses. At the same time, however, colonialist imperialism 
was growing in Europe, and France again sought to dominate Madagascar. 
T h e diplomatic efforts which Rainilaiarivony deployed in an endeavour 
to steer clear of this danger were unsuccessful and the two wars waged 
by France - from 1883 to 1885, and from 1894 to 1895 - terminated in 

1. T h e Merina are the inhabitants of the Imerina, a region in the Central Highlands 
of Madagascar, with its capital at Antananarivo. T h e Merina kingdom set itself the task 
of unifying the entire island. 
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PLATE 10.2 Ranavalona III, Queen ofMada¬

gascar (1883-97) in full court dress

PLATE 10. 1 Rainilaiarivony, Prime Minister

ofMadagascar (1864-95), husband ofRana¬
valona II and III

the eviction of the prime minister and the dismantling of the royal govern¬

ment. Although they gained control ofAntananarivo, the French very soon
encountered armed resistance in some of the rural areas of the Imerina

and in its subject provinces. In the independent regions, they found them¬

selves having to contend with kings and military leaders who put up spirited

opposition to them. Eventually, however, French technical superiority put

an end to these uncoordinated pockets of resistance. Even so, all over the

island, people rose up and organized themselves, first to combat the abuses

of the colonial regime and subsequently to recover independence for their

country.

A country divided in the face of the imperialist threat

In the last quarter of the nineteenth century, France reverted to a policy

of colonial expansion. In the first place, between 1870 and 1880, following

its defeat at the hands of Prussia, the country went through a period of

introspection while it nursed its forces within its national borders. Then,

between 1880 and 1890, a number of republican figures, like Léon

Gambetta and Jules Ferry, felt that colonial conquests would restore their

country to its place among the great powers. Hostile public opinion
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compelled them to adopt a policy of 'small doses', but they were neverthe­
less able to impose a protectorate over Tunisia in 1881 and, despite the 
absence of an overall plan and limited resources, to dispatch expeditions 
to mainland Africa, Tonkin and Madagascar. F r o m 1890 onwards, France's 
ambitions came into sharper focus, as public opinion was largely w o n over 
by imperialist thinking and business circles began to display an increasing 
interest in colonial ventures.2 Thus Madagascar, which was embellished 
by colonial propaganda as being a vast consumer market, a land of untold 
riches, and an island coveted by the British, became the target for a host 
of ambitions and designs. T h e government of Queen Ranavalona accord­
ingly had to contend with this foreign threat while simultaneously trying 
to smooth over the latent or overt tensions that were rife among the 
Imerina and throughout the entire island. 

T h e situation on the eve of the first Franco-Mer ina w a r 3 

France's renewed interest in Madagascar stemmed from the propaganda 
which was deliberately orchestrated by the French parliamentarians of the 
island of Réunion, kept alive by right-wing Catholic circles and later 
supported by the colonial faction. These different movements joined forces 
to recall and defend France's 'historic rights' over Madagascar. That claim, 
which had its roots in the m e m o r y of the annexation proclaimed under 
Louis X I V and of the fruitless attempts m a d e in the eighteenth century 
to set up a prosperous France Orientale, based on the trading posts 
established in the eighteenth century and under the Restoration, was 
developed throughout the nineteenth century in a large number of written 
documents before being put to the French parliament officially in 1884. 
T h e Réunion lobby demanded the complete conquest of the island, so that 
the overflow of Reunion's Creole population could be settled there and 
the abundant resources which the British seemed likely to exploit could 
be reserved for their o w n use. French Catholic missionaries in Madagascar, 
for their part, were reduced to evangelizing the lower social classes since 
most of the noble families and the rich and powerful commoners had been 
converted to Protestantism. Consequently they demanded official support 
from France in their bid to overcome the competition of the Protestants, 
w h o m they portrayed as being a product of the innumerable 'underhand 
dealings' of the British. This 'perfidious Albion' theory found a favourable 
echo in certain business circles which, in an endeavour to conquer the 
Malagasy market at the expense of the British and Americans, sought to 
debar the latter by annexing the island rather than by reducing the prices 
of their o w n goods. Colonial propaganda appealed to people's chauvinistic 
sentiments and the belief in France's humanitarian and civilizing mission. 
In order to prime public opinion for the conquest, th*; 'K ingdom of 

2. G . Jacob, 1966, pp. 2-3. 
3. C. R. Ageron, 1978(a), pp. 114-18. 
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Madagascar' was presented, in blatant bad faith, as being a 'barbarous state', 
headed by a 'foreign tribe' which had exalted 'tyranny as a system of 
government' and still engaged in the slave trade. 

There was scarcely any foundation for all these arguments devised by 
the advocates of the colonization of the island. T h e royal government, which 
was accused of being pro-British, displayed in its attitude to foreign powers 
a subtlety dictated by its determination to defend the independence of the 
kingdom. It attempted to elicit from each of the powers the support which 
they were capable of giving to its o w n ambitions.4 Madagascar was not, 
it was argued, the vassal of Great Britain: the trust that existed between 
the two countries was solid solely because the British, unlike the French, 
were not intent on colonizing the island. That purportedly 'barbarous' 
kingdom, where the 'forces of darkness' predominated, was, in fact, ruled 
by a queen and a prime minister w h o had been converts to Christianity 
since 2i February 1869. It is true that they had been baptized as Protestants 
and that the majority of the leaders and the population had followed their 
example, but they had not prevented people from embracing Catholicism 
nor had they thwarted the activities of the French missionaries. This liberal 
attitude goes to show the separation that existed between the churches 
and the state, even though 'around the chapel in the queen's palace, the 
Prime Minister m a y have tried to form a national Church, the Palace 
Church, composed of Malagasy churchmen and evangelists in his service'.5 

These attempts gave rise to lingering fears among the Jesuits and to an 
'incorrigible mistrust' among the representatives of the London Missionary 
Society ( L M S ) . 

In 1877, the royal government freed the Masombika slaves imported from 
the African mainland and arranged for them to be settled on lands allocated 
to them. In 1878, it recast the legal system, which was henceforward 
entrusted to three courts whose task it was to conduct investigations, while 
decision-making lay with the prime minister. T h e 'Code of 305 Articles, 
a legislative innovation embracing civil law, criminal law and legal 
procedure'6 was promulgated in 1881. All these measures, and others 
besides, illustrate the determination of Rainilaiarivony to 'modernize' his 
country and to turn it into a 'civilized state' in its dealings with Europe. 

All these endeavours would have disarmed people moved by a genuine 
desire to civilize Madagascar and to spread the Gospel there. However, 
the elected representatives of Réunion, backed by the Catholic parliamen­
tarians and the colonial lobby, were unbending in their demands for the 
conquest of Madagascar. They took advantage of three pretexts to pressure 
the French government into embarking on military action in Madagascar 
in 1882. 

In 1878, Jean Laborde - w h o had initially been a business partner of 

4. F. Esoavelomandroso, 1979. 
5. H . Vidal, 1970, p. 6, n. 20. 
6. H . Deschamps, i960, p. 181. 
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the leading dignitaries of the kingdom under Ranavalona I in the 
manufacture of arms and munitions and landed property, and w h o 
subsequently became French consul on the accession of R a d a m a II — died 
in Antananarivo, leaving real estate which his nephews, Edouard Laborde 
and C a m p a n , claimed without success. T h e demand for this inheritance 
emanating from Paris was founded on the treaty of 1868, which empowered 
French nationals to acquire landed property in Madagascar, while the 
refusal of the authorities in Antananarivo to countenance it rested on the 
law stipulating that land belonged exclusively to the sovereign. T h e 
'Laborde inheritance' case posed a problem of land ownership that was 
of direct concern to the settlers and traders living on the island. T h e issue 
at stake was whether they were entitled to o w n the land they worked or 
could at least expect to obtain a long-term leasehold on it.7 

In April 1881, relations between France and Madagascar became even 
more acrimonious over the Toalé affair. T h e Toalé was a d h o w whose owner 
- an Arab but a French subject - together with three other Mus l im 
m e m b e r s of the crew, were murdered by the m e n of the Sakalava king, 
Bakary, in the bay of Marambitsy, an area outside the control of the Merina 
authorities. These people, w h o were gunrunners, had been verbally 
challenged and ordered to hand over their cargo; instead, they opened fire 
on the Sakalava, w h o fired back and killed them. T h e French claimed 
reparation from the Queen of Madagascar for this smuggling incident.8 

In the course of the same year, two English missionaries, on a tour of 
the Sambirano coast on the north-west of the island, persuaded the Sakalava 
chiefs of the region to raise the Merina flag. France protested on the grounds 
of the protectorate treaties it had signed with the sovereigns of the region 
in 1840 and 1841. Rainilaiarivony, in response, reminded the French of 
the treaty of 1868 which the Government of Napoleon III had signed with 
the 'Queen of Madagascar'. 

T h e lack of sincerity evidenced in this exchange convinced Rainilaiari­
vony that the French were acting in bad faith and prompted him to adopt 
a policy for paying the reparations and purchasing arms and munitions. 
These activities proved unpopular on account of the heavy burden which 
they placed on the people. T h e difficulties with France did not give h im 
time to assimilate the conquests m a d e by R a d a m a II, still less to pursue 
the unification of the country. Hence it was a prime minister beset by 
domestic problems w h o had to negotiate with Baudais, the French consul, 
w h o was suddenly to break off diplomatic relations and to leave 
Antananarivo on 21 M a r c h 1882. 

T h e isolation of the Malagasy rulers, 1882-94 

In June 1882, Captain L e T imbre had the Merina flags removed from 

7. G . Jacob, 1966, p. 5. 
8. P. Boiteau, 1958, p. 172. 
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the bay of Ampasindava without meeting any resistance. Rainilaiarivony 
still thought that it was possible to avoid a conflict and to settle the 
differences by peaceful means. H e accordingly sent an embassy led by his 
nephew, Ravoninahitriniarivo, the Minister of Foreign Affairs, to Europe 
and the United States from October 1882 to August 1883, in a bid to come 
to an understanding with France and to seek the support of the other 
powers.9 However, apart from the trade agreements signed with London, 
Washington and Berlin, and Britain's relinquishment of its nationals' right 
to land ownership in exchange for leases whose length would be determined 
by mutual agreement, the Malagasy plenipotentiaries achieved very little. 
T h e French, humoured by the British w h o wanted a free hand in Egypt, 
refused to come to any arrangement, although the envoys of Ranavalona 
II had agreed to remove their flags and garrisons from the bay of 
Ampasindava and had accepted long leaseholds for foreigners. The embassy 
was still in Europe when the French navy bombarded Majunga in M a y 
1883 and thereby sparked off the first Franco-Merina war (1883-5). 
Diplomatic action had been unable to prevent war, therefore, and the 
authorities in Antananarivo were bitterly surprised to find that the leading 
powers were primarily concerned with their o w n interests and sometimes, 
indeed often, reached agreement among themselves at the expense of the 
small nations. T h e attitude of Great Britain, which had been looked upon 
as a faithful ally, was a disappointment, and is said to have prompted the 
prime minister to speak, with disillusion, of 'pretending to quarrel, like 
the French and the British'. 

T h e French thus attacked a kingdom that was diplomatically isolated. 
A small squadron, commanded by Admiral Pierre, bombarded the ports 
in the north-west and east of the island, and occupied Tamatave. France 
demanded that Rainilaiarivony cede the portion of Madagascar situated 
to the north of the 16th parallel of latitude and that he recognize the right 
of French people settled on the island to own land. T h e prime minister 
continued to hold out against the pressures on him, while leaving the door 
open to negotiations. During this 'bogus' war, in which negotiations 
were conducted with greater alacrity than military operations, the object 
of France's demands underwent a change: the issue was no longer one of 
recognizing France's historic rights in north-western Madagascar but of 
imposing a protectorate over the entire island. Rainilaiarivony maintained 
his original stand and refused to sacrifice the independence of his country. 
However, while the French and Malagasy leaders adopted two seemingly 
irreconcilable attitudes, their subjects were yielding to a growing sense of 
lassitude. O n the Malagasy side, the blockade and the war effort had 
brought on an economic crisis and had created quite serious political unrest. 
As for the French, the Tonkin expedition had prevented the reinforcement 
of the troops engaged in Madagascar. Furthermore, the views of the 

9. P. M . Mutibwa, 1974, pp. 218-46. 
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minister, Freycinet, w h o was inclined to be conciliatory, overruled those 
held by the advocates of a march on Antananarivo. T h e course of events, 
therefore, prompted the two governments to sign a peace treaty or, in other 
words, to be content with a compromise. 

T h e somewhat obscure treaty of 17 December 1885 put an end to a 
war in which there were neither victors nor vanquished. It was so vague 
and ambiguous that it was interpreted by both parties as each saw fit. T h e 
treaty granted France the right to 'represent Madagascar in all its foreign 
relations' and to maintain a resident-general with a military escort at 
Antananarivo. It granted French nationals the right to obtain long-term 
leases of up to ninety-nine years and the French navy the right to occupy 
Diego Suarez, while the French government was awarded an indemnity 
of ten million francs. This treaty, in which there is no mention of the 
word 'protectorate', recognized Queen Ranavalona as sovereign of the entire 
island and as sole owner of land. T h e 'Appendix' or explanatory letter 
which the prime minister demanded and secured from the French 
negotiators on 9 January 1886, before agreeing to ratify the treaty, laid 
d o w n the powers of the resident-general, fixed the size of his military escort 
at fifty m e n , and described the limits of the territory of Diego Suarez as 
being one nautical mile to the south and west and four miles to the north. 
These terms were meant to limit the scope of the treaty. T h e French 
administration, on the other hand, attached no significance to the 
'Appendix' and interpreted the agreement concluded on 17 December 1885 
as being a protectorate treaty. B y contrast, the Malagasy government, which 
was dominated by Rainilaiarivony, refused to consider the document as 
a treaty establishing a protectorate over the island and put forward a quite 
different interpretation of the document, in opposition to the French 
schemes. This interpretation was based on constant references to the 
'Appendix', which had limited the scope of the clauses that were regarded 
as being prejudicial to the independence of the kingdom. T h e rulers in 
Antananarivo accordingly attempted to prevent the protectorate from 
coming into being by playing on the differences between the French and 
the Malagasy texts and the clarifications spelt out in the additional 
protocol.10 

Thus , a war of attrition came to be waged between the prime minister 
and successive residents-general as misunderstandings continued to 
multiply. Without waiting for the outcome of the endless negotiations on 
the demarcation of the French zone around Diego Suarez, the French navy 
occupied a broad strip of land to the south of the port. A second conflict, 
over the 'exequatur' ('a written official recognition and authorization of 
a consular officer issued by the government to which he is accredited'), 
dominated the ten years of the 'phantom protectorate' from 1885 to 1895. 
T h e resident-general demanded that he be granted the 'exequatur' in order 

10. F. Esoavelomandroso, 1977(b). 
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to prove that Madagascar was a protectorate, but Rainilaiarivony refused 
to grant it so as to assert the kingdom's independence. Until the signature 
of the Anglo-French agreement of 1890, whereby the French recognized 
the British protectorate over Zanzibar, in exchange for which Britain 
accepted 'the French protectorate over Madagascar with its consequences', 
the prime minister managed not to depart from the stand he had taken. 
These diplomatic difficulties were exacerbated by the economic problems 
which the kingdom experienced. 

In order to settle the indemnity due to France, the Malagasy government 
contracted a loan with the Comptoir National d'Escompte de Paris ( C N E P ) , 
the guarantee for which consisted of the customs receipts of the island's 
six main ports: Tamatave, Majunga, Fenerive, Vohemar, Vatomandry and 
Mananjary. Agents - w h o were appointed by the French bank but paid 
by the royal authorities - supervised the tax collection, which deprived 
the Malagasy state of a substantial source of revenue. 

This need for funds, and the pressures exerted by Le M y r e de Vilers, 
the first French resident-general in Antananarivo, compelled the prime 
minister to grant vast concessions to the Europeans both for mining - of 
copper in the Betsileo and gold in the Boina - and timber exploitation. 
T h e Suberbie gold-deposit concession in the Maevatanana region, 
notorious for its use of forced labour in the mines, brought in very little 
income to the government. O n the other hand, it contributed to the weaken­
ing of authority on account of the number of workers who fled and swelled 
the ranks of the fahavalo or irregulars w h o created an atmosphere of 
insecurity in the north-west of the island. At the same period, twelve 
forestry concessions were granted to foreigners on the east coast. 
T h e limited resources of the concession-holders and the attitude of 
Rainilaiarivony w h o , in spite of appearances, was disinclined to make their 
task any easier, meant that the attempts to exploit the Malagasy forests 
were not altogether successful. These concessions did not enrich the royal 
government or benefit the local population, nor did they produce as good 
a return as the foreign capitalists would have liked.11 

T h e proceeds of the customs duties were not sufficient to cover the six-
monthly payments due to the C N E P since the concessions granted to 
foreigners had not produced the results expected, and thus, in order to 
replenish the coffers of the state, the royal government increased the 
number of taxes and stepped up forced labour. In addition to the burden 
which they habitually had to bear, the inhabitants were required to pay 
an income tax of one piastre per person and the fitia tsy mba hetra, a sort 
of general contribution that was theoretically 'voluntary'. S o m e people 
refused to perform the tasks required of them under the fanompoana or 
forced labour system, while others took to banditry, and the gangs of 

11. M . Esoavelomandroso, 1979, pp. 186-93. 
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plunderers were bold enough to attack the holy city of Amboh imanga in 
1888 and even the capital in 1890.12 

These disturbances, which threatened the interests of the privileged 
classes and the expatriates, alarmed the resident-general and revealed a 
grave crisis of authority in the 'K ingdom of Madagascar'. T h e French 
parliament m a d e the most of this situation and dispatched L e M y r e de 
Vilers, w h o had been resident-general from 1886 to 1889, with a plan for 
setting up a real protectorate. W h e n Rainilaiarivony rejected this plan, the 
French parliament voted by a large majority to go to war, and the Merina 
government, in its bid to preserve independence, could only acquiesce. 
But the royal authorities embarked on this war in 1894 in circumstances 
that were not at all favourable to them. 

T h e ' K i n g d o m of Madagascar ' in 1894: weakness and disarray 

O n the eve of the French conquest, the 'K ingdom of Madagascar' was 
sapped by serious internal tensions. At the official level at least, the baptism 
of Rana valona II marked the beginning of the decline in ancestor worship 
and the disappearance of the royal and even local sampy or shrines which 
formed the political and religious foundations of traditional Imerina; it 
was also responsible for the often forced conversion of thousands of 
subjects, the destruction of a number of long-established hierarchies 
through the dismissal of the sampy guardians, and the rise of a Christianized 
elite. Political, economic and religious affairs were all intertwined. T h e 
supporters of the Eglise du Palais (the Palace Church) not only handled 
the affairs of state, such as censuses, education and recruitment for the 
army and forced labour, but also took advantage of their positions and 
the economic system to enrich themselves through trade and moneylending. 
Guardians of sampy and local dignitaries w h o had been deprived of their 
traditional powers and privileges opposed the island's leaders by taking 
flight or by refusing to build churches or setting fire to them. ' 3 Moreover, 
the Christianized Merina were by no means unanimous in their support 
for the official Church. Those w h o were not integrated into the Church 
and w h o practised a sort of popular Christianity drawing its inspiration 
from the Bible and from local history and folklore, formed an educated 
elite which could lay claim to p jiitical leadership. 

They engaged in trade and made a practice of preaching their ideas on 
market days. Other Christians reacted against the overbearing tutelage of 
the official Church by turning to Catholicism or placing themselves under 
the protection of a dignitary. Others struggled for the independence and 
freedom of their religious life, like the dissidents of Ambatonakanga w h o , 
in 1893, created their o w n church, which they baptized Tranozozoro, the 

12. F. Esoavelomandroso, 1977(b), p. 50. 
13. F. Esoavelomandroso, 1980. 
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house or church of reeds. ' * This dissident movement took shape in the 
very heart of the capital, which was a bastion of Christianity, and bore 
witness to the sense of unease felt by some of the faithful. 

These tensions added to the decline of the Imerina, which further 
exacerbated by foreign, and especially French, pressures and by the archaic 
nature of the economic domination wielded by the leading figures in 
Antananarivo, made it impossible for them to fulfil their ambition of 
creating a nation-state. T h e officer merchants recouped their losses by 
exploiting the forced labour system to the full, now that it had lost its 
former connotation as a ritual obligation, by investing in land and by 
engaging in moneylending. Opposing these magnates of the capital and 
devotees of the Palace Church were the host of small farmers and day-
labourers w h o were in debt to them and on w h o m the fanompoana bore 
down most heavily. 

All this laid bare 'the disintegration of the social fabric and the machinery 
of government'15 and revealed the existence of a deep-seated crisis within 
the 'K ingdom of Madagascar', which was thus incapable of resisting the 
French expedition. But there was more to Madagascar than the mere 
trappings of state. The ordinary folk among the Merina w h o did not identify 
with their leaders, the subject population w h o endeavoured, as best it could, 
to escape the oppression of the oligarchy, and the independent kingdoms 
of Antananarivo, each in turn, were to resist French penetration and 
conquest. 

A country offering uncoordinated resistance to colonial 
conquest 
T h e breakdown of society within the 'K ingdom of Madagascar', the 
collapse of the old order, the domination of the oligarchy, the economic 
crisis and the imperialist threat were all factors that gave rise to a profound 
moral and spiritual malaise among the mass of the people, w h o began to 
hark back to an idealized vision of the past and to advocate a return to 
traditional ways. It was not very long, therefore, before the leaders had 
to face a barrage of criticism. The colonial conquest, in 1894 and 1895, 
provided the opponents of the regime with an opportunity to give vent 
to their opinions and hastened the fall of the government, which was already 
under fire in both Merina and the subject provinces and was ignored or 
contested by the independent peoples. 

T h e failure of leadership 

Public opinion and parliament in France had decided to back the expedition 
to the hilt: the army had ample resources and a large number of troops 

14. S. Ayache and C. Richard, 1978, pp. 133-82. 
15. G . Jacob, 1977, p. 213. 
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at its disposal and the terrain had been thoroughly reconnoitred by explorers 
and military personnel and was therefore well known. O n the Malagasy 
side, however, the state was m u c h less firmly established than in 1883. 
T h e ageing and dictatorial Rainilaiarivony had become unpopular. Faced 
with having to put d o w n a whole series of plots involving his close associates, 
and even his o w n children, he could have complete confidence in neither 
the leading dignitaries of the regime, w h o coveted his high office and hoped 
one day to replace him, nor the army, which was disorganized by the 
increasing number of desertions and was demoralized by rampant 
corruption and greed. His strategy had not evolved with the times. In spite 
of his piecemeal and badly organized efforts to purchase arms and munitions 
and attempts to effectively mobilize the forces of the kingdom, the only 
allies he really trusted were 'General Tazo (fever) and General Ala (the 
forest)'. A s in 1883, he hoped that the lack of a road through the virtually 
impenetrable forest and the debilitating effect of the climate on the 
Europeans would prevent an expeditionary corps from marching on 
Antananarivo. 

Indeed, the campaign did take a heavy toll of the French, but this was 
due to the lack of foresight of certain departments in the Ministry of W a r . 
T h e troops had disembarked at Majunga and were to use the celebrated 
'Lefèbvre carts' in their advance on the capital. They were therefore 
compelled to build a road. Fever and dysentery broke out while they were 
laying the earthworks in the swamplands, and the expeditionary corps was 
turned into an 'endlessly straggling column caught up in its baggage trains 
and its dead and dying'.16 

T h e royal army did not mount any guerrilla attacks on the flanks or 
at the rear of the sorely tried French troops. Ranavalona's forces were 
dispersed at the various ports. Those w h o were sent to head off the French 
erected fortifications which they evacuated as soon as they were bombarded 
or circumvented. Neither the soldiers nor their officers had received any 
proper military training and they were bewildered rather than motivated. 
Rajestera, an officer at the front, recalled the dissension and strife in the 
army when he wrote: 'There was a feeling of discouragement on all sides, 
as m u c h a m o n g the ranks as among their chiefs, especially when it was 
learnt that, although the Prime Minister's relatives and friends, and 
especially his grandson, Ratsimanisa, had discreetly remained behind in 
Imerina, they were sharing in the honours which ought rightly to have 
been bestowed on those w h o had to suffer the fatigue and dangers of the 
war'. T h e announcement that Ratsimanisa, of w h o m the officers dis­
paragingly spoke as being 'a mere boy w h o no sooner wakes up than he 
falls asleep again and is just about fit to grill sweet potatoes', had been 
elevated to the rank of the 'Fifteen Honours', one of the highest in 

16. H . Deschamps, i960, p. 230; M . Brown, 1978, pp. 236-56. 
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the hierarchy, was the last straw that sapped morale and blunted the 
resistance.17 

In view of this situation, General Duchesne, commander-in-chief of the 
French expeditionary corps, detached a light column from the main body 
of the army, which was bogged down by its sick and its carts and equipment. 
This column drove the queen's regular troops before it and put them to 
flight before taking Antananarivo on 30 September 1895. By then, however, 
thefoloalindahy, or royal army, was only a pale shadow of Radama's former 
army. Rainilaiarivony had succeeded in humbling the Mainty and excluding 
the Andriana, who had formed the backbone of the armies of the eighteenth 
and early nineteenth centuries, but he did not manage to forge a large, 
well-trained army properly commanded by m e n w h o were loyal to him, 
w h o respected the property of the state and w h o were intent on preserving 
their country's independence. T h e prime minister was surrounded by a 
bevy of courtiers w h o were willing to flatter him and quick to fill their 
pockets by every possible means, but w h o were incapable of giving him 
the slightest piece of useful advice on how to conduct the affairs of state 
and were determined to serve whomever held all the reins of power. Most 
of these people, w h o had been incapable of defending the kingdom's 
independence, became the often zealous allies of the colonizers. They 
disowned and at times fought the mass of the people w h o , seeing the 
ignominious flight of the royal army and the 'treason' of the island's leaders, 
rose up to combat the French. 

T h e Menalamba m o v e m e n t s in Imerina 

T h e behaviour of the Merina population under the conquest can be 
accounted for by the nature of the relations it maintained with the 
government, which was monopolized by the Andafiavaratra, in other 
words, the family and hangers-on of the prime minister, Rainilaiarivony.18 

T h e relations of the six toko, or districts, of Imerina with the reigning 
oligarchy were not all the same. For instance, the Vakinisisaony, the 
ancestral land of the Imerina kings and the initial region of adoption of 
sampy such as Ikelimalaza, held the privilege of conferring legitimacy on 
the sovereign. However, throughout the nineteenth century, the inhabitants 
of the Vakinisisaony, w h o had a reputation for toughness, suffered under 
the burden of forced labour and felt the full weight of-the power of the 
Avaradrano, the people w h o had supported Andrianampoinimerina. M a n y 
of the Andriana, or nobles, of the Vakinisisaony were eliminated, as in 
the case of the guardians of Ikelimalaza, which was first confiscated by 
Andrianampoinimerina and then burnt down in 1869. From that time 
onwards, opposition to the Christian government crystallized round the 
worship of this sampy in the southern part of Vakinisisaony. In the northern 

17. Quoted by M . Esoavelomandroso, 1975, p. 62, n. 67. 
18. S. Ellis, 1980(a), 1980(b). 
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part of the toko, groups that continued to respect the traditional religion, 
and Christians existed side by side. However, splits occurred among the 
Christians in the villages, as in the case of Ambohimalaza, where the nobles 
and slaves were predominantly Catholic and the commoners were 
Protestants. T h e same contrast between advocates of the traditional cults 
and Christians was to be found in other districts. In the Ambodirano, 
Ramainandro, a locality with a large Christian population allied to nfoko 
or township in the Avaradrano, stood opposite Amboanana, which 
remained committed to the worship of the sampy. 

T h e capture of Antananarivo, which spelt the downfall of the urban 
Christian world, sparked off the mobilization of the rural areas in defence 
of the ancestral heritage. T h e uprising at Amboanana, which broke out 
in November 1895 on the day of the Fandroana (see Fig. 10.2), the queen's 
birthday and a public holiday, marked the beginning of the population's 
opposition to the French conquest. This big rebellion was known as 
Menalamba (or the 'Red Plaids'), because the rebels 'coloured their 
garments with the red soil of the country in order that they might not 
easily be recognized at a distance'. T h e insurgents seized Aribonimano, 
killed the governor and an English missionary and his family, and demanded 
the abolition of Christian worship, schools, military service and forced 
labour. In March 1896, other movements broke out in the north and south 
of Imerina, with demands for a return to the ancient beliefs and a purge 
of the governing class and with the aim of compelling the French to 
withdraw. 

T h e Menalamba took over the weapons of the soldiers w h o had deserted 
from the foloalindahy or purchased them from Indian or Creole traders, 
which suggests that communication with the coast was relatively easy. They 
were organized after the manner of the royal troops, complete with a table 
of honours and a division into regiments. They attacked the representatives 
of the oligarchy, w h o m they regarded as holding power illegally and as 
being responsible for the defeat, as well as foreign missionaries and 
Malagasy evangelists, w h o were the proponents of Christianity and hence 
the enemies of the traditional beliefs. They accordingly set about burning 
down churches and schools and restoring the ancestral religion to a place 
of honour. T h e cult of the Ravololona sampy was fostered and ancient 
rites, such as the valirano and the sotrovakaka — two types of oath - were 
again practised. 

However, some of the actions of the Menalamba alienated part of the 
population. Their strategy included attacks on market-places, in a bid to 
make an impression on people's imaginations, cause panic, and undermine 
an institution that was a symbol of the constraints and order imposed by 
the oligarchy. But these attacks also enabled them to replenish their 
supplies. These assaults on markets and the raids they made to seize the 
crops of villages which had not come over to their side m a d e it easier to 
sow confusion in the minds of the sedentary population, which failed to 
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distinguish between the Menalamba and the jirika, or plunderers and 
brigands. T h e colonizers and their local allies took advantage of this 
confusion to isolate the insurgents. 

These Menalamba movements occurred on the confines of the Imerina, 
in areas where insecurity was a permanent feature. Since they were far 
from Antananarivo, they became the hiding places of irregulars and 
deserters. Contact was established with the Sakalava in the north-west and 
with the Betsimisaraka in the south-east, and this m a d e it easier to procure 
arms. Access to these areas was difficult, bordered as they were by the 
bare and desolate Tampoketsa range in the north-west and by the forest 
to the east. They were inhabited by herdsmen w h o were employed by the 
leaders in the capital and w h o enjoyed a measure of freedom from the 
central authority. They were also the areas that provided forced labour 
for the gold mines, which accounted for the population's displeasure with 
the government. Hence, local dignitaries and the governors of small 
administrative posts like Rabazavana and Rabozaka in the north of the 
Imerina had little difficulty in setting these irregulars and malcontents 
against the foreigners and their allies w h o m they looked upon as being 
responsible for the economic, social, political and religious upheavals that 
had shaken the tanindrazana, the land of their forefathers. In fact, the 
attitudes of the emancipated slaves varied from one region to another, and 
even within the same region. In central Imerina, where slaves represented 
a high proportion of the population, they quite frequently reacted with 
enthusiasm to the conquest, converting to Catholicism, which was 
represented as being an act of allegiance to France, and returned to the 
regions from which they had originated. B y contrast, on the less populated 
edges of the Imerina, the freed slaves had to contend with material problems 
and joined the insurgents. 

T h e Menalamba were composed of an assortment of groups whose 
attitude to a number of issues appeared to be tinged with ambiguity. For 
instance, they despised the capital and yet, at the same time, they venerated 
it. Although it was a bastion of Christianity and the seat of the authority 
which they challenged, the capital was nevertheless the symbol of the 
kingdom and was still, in the popular mind, the capital of Andrianampoin-
imerina. Its fall was a forewarning of the chaos that had to be warded off. 
W h e n the Menalamba threatened Antananarivo, they were demonstrating 
both their disapproval of the urban world and their anxiety to remain in 
contact with the 'capital of the kingdom'. Their attitude was even more 
ambiguous when they attempted to draw a distinction between Ranavalona, 
in their view the rightful monarch, and Rainilaiarivony, the prime minister 
and a usurper, when, in fact, the former had been chosen and appointed 
by the latter. T h e same can be said of their attempts to entice some of 
the leaders away from the rest of the oligarchy. Thus , while there was 
a clear-cut enmity between the Menalamba and foreigners, hostility towards 
the oligarchy was less pronounced and more a matter of degree. 
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Popular resistance in Imerina failed because of the severity of the 
repressive measures taken, but above all because of the lack of co-ordination 
between the different movements and the failure to join up with the 
insurrections which broke out in the other regions of Madagascar. 

Popular opposition in the regions subject to the royal authority 

In some regions, the population's reaction to the French conquest stemmed 
from the influence wielded by the Menalamba. In 1896, in the Mamp ikony 
region in the north-west, Rainitavy, a former Merina governor, recruited 
a motley crew of Merina deserters and Sakalava herdsmen and replenished 
the Menalamba of Rabozaka with arms purchased in the region. T h e 
uprising he organized was the only Menalamba movement in which 
commercial considerations played a fundamental part: the aim was to take 
control of regional trade, of which the Indians and Creoles had a virtual 
monopoly, which is w h y they were attacked. In the nearby regions of the 
Imerina, the relations of the Menalamba leaders maintained with local kings 
and dignitaries were instrumental in the spread of some of their ideas. 
T h e Tanala Rainimangoro, for instance, declared that he had received 
orders from Antananarivo to drive out the French.19 

Elsewhere, such relations were non-existent. In the provinces that were 
most firmly controlled and hence most heavily exploited, the fall of 
Antananarivo in September 1895 was the signal for attacks on the 
Manamboninahitra, w h o were chiefly officer merchants, and on Merina 
immigrants and foreigners. In the eastern province, for example,20 the 
revolt of the 'Vorimo', a clan living on the lower Mangoro, triggered off 
a series of uprisings which created a climate of insecurity in the region 
throughout 1896. In the first instance, these revolts were directed 
exclusively against the Merina oligarchy. Until October 1895, when the 
governor-general of the province, Rainandriamampandry, was recalled to 
Antananarivo, members of the Betsimisaraka tended to destroy the soldiers' 
rice fields, refused to feed the royal army, or else merely deserted. F r o m 
December of the same year, they openly attacked military posts and took 
the initiative of mounting sorties or organized raids against Merina planta­
tions. T h e insurgents spared the lives of foreigners because they mistakenly 
thought that the French had come to save them from their oppressors. 
However, the very harsh measures which detachments of the army of 
occupation took to put down the revolts came as a surprise to the 
Betsimisaraka and later inclined them to believe that the French were not 
so m u c h their friends as the allies of the Merina. F rom then on, the 
insurgents stepped up their offensive, and attacked the French as well as 
the Merina. T h e movement did not start to die down until December 1896, 
but then disappeared altogether with the introduction of the measures taken 

19. S . Ellis, 1980(b), p. 212. 
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by General Galliéni to replace the representatives of the oligarchy by local 
chiefs. 

T h e population in the regions subject to the French conquests can 
accordingly be said to have expressed their opposition in a variety of ways. 

T h e resistance of the independent peoples 

At the outset, the French thought that by capturing Antananarivo they 
had gained control over the entire island. However, after putting down 
the Menalamba movements and thereby having occupied Imerina, they 
discovered that they also had to conquer the independent regions. T h e 
peoples w h o had not been subject to the royal authority took up arms and 
repelled the French attempts at penetration. 

In the A m b o n g o - an example of a region whose principal feature was 
its political division into a host of small units - the French employed several 
stratagems to gain control. While seeking to reach an understanding with 
the main chiefs or kings both on the seaboard and in the interior, from 
1897 onwards they installed military posts in the large villages so as to 
keep order in the region.21 Early in 1899, however, disturbances stemming 
from the same determination to reject colonial domination and to uphold 
the region's independence broke out under the leadership of the main chiefs. 
O n e by one and in haphazard order, these groups of insurgents clashed 
with the locally recruited infantrymen led by the French, w h o never had 
to contend with two opponents at the same time. O n the contrary, they 
were free to strike whomever and wherever they wished. T h e bands of 
resisters were isolated from one another and were incapable of uniting in 
the face of the c o m m o n enemy. T h e chiefs were primarily responsible for 
this state of affairs and, through lack of foresight and selfishness, were 
unable to foster the growth of a popular struggle in defence of Sakalava 
independence. 

T h e conquest of Menabe , a large and well-organized kingdom, began 
in 1897, and was to be the practical illustration of the policy devised by 
Galliéni with the threefold aim of isolating and wearing d o w n the main 
enemy, the centralized Merina authority; of fostering the political autonomy 
of the main regions of the island against Imerina, in accordance with the 
'divide and rule' principle; and of taking advantage ofthat autonomy to 
bring about colonization at the least possible cost.22 King Toera and his 
principal chiefs, w h o were assembled at Ambiky , were said to be making 
ready to lay d o w n their arms, but Major Gérard, w h o was in charge of 
the operation, preferred to invest the capital rather than accept their 
submission and to 'massacre all the Sakalava w h o could not escape, 
including King Toera'. This cruel and underhand act strengthened the 
resolve of the Sakalava, and a well-organized resistance movement, led by 

21. M . Esoavelomandroso, 1981. ' 
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Ingereza, the brother and successor of Toera, spread throughout the 
Menabe and lasted until 1902. T h e peoples of Antandroy and Mahafale 
in the south also opposed French attempts at penetration and only 
submitted in 1904. 

As a result of his policy of gradual annexation and after a long period 
of colonial penetration, Galliéni was able to claim in 1904 or thereabouts 
that the unification of the island was complete. There was not a single 
part of the island that escaped the authority of Antananarivo and all the 
regions acknowledged the power of the colonizers. However, that unity 
in c o m m o n submission to France created a new situation which accounts 
for the different forms of action taken by the Malagasy to improve their 
lot and indeed to recover their independence. 

A country united by its submission to France and its 
opposition to colonial domination 
Malagasy reactions to the conquest and colonial penetration which had 
come to an end in 1904 had all come to nothing. Officially, the military 
operations were over and the different administrative, economic and 
cultural cogs of colonization set in place by Galliéni were henceforward 
able to function and to allow France to establish its ascendancy once and 
for all. 

Yet, that same year of 1904 saw the beginning of a new period that 
was to be marked by the struggles of the Malagasy people against colonial 
oppression. 

F r o m colonization to the dawning of the national m o v e m e n t 

For the Malagasy people, the colonial situation meant that they had lost 
their freedom and dignity. While they sometimes still found a measure 
of continuity between the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, they felt the 
perpetual strain in their everyday lives of a foreign presence which, after 
having snatched power from them and turned them into a subject people, 
n o w exploited and oppressed them. France decided to 'civilize' the 
Malagasy people and 'assimilate' them, and hence to compel them to 
become something else or, in other words, to alienate them. This attempt 
to destroy the national personality and to change the way of life of the 
island's inhabitants sparked off a variety of reactions. 

F r o m the administrative standpoint, the colonial venture broke d o w n 
the long-established political framework. In Imerina, Galliéni abolished 
the monarchy on 28 February 1897 and the privileges of the aristocracy 
on 17 April. Elsewhere, however, he did not abolish the different dynasties, 
at least not de jure. O n the contrary, he started out by attempting, as the 
Minister had instructed him to do, to combat the Merina hegemony and 
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to embark on the 'politique des races' which had earlier been tried out in 
the Soudan (French West Africa) and Indochina. Former sovereigns or 
their sons were accordingly brought into the administration as 'native 
governors', while 'internal protectorates' were created a m o n g the extensive 
kingdoms in the west and south-west. This system did not prove satis­
factory, however, and from 1905 onwards the number of Merina assistants 
was increased to a disproportionate degree, since the Merina were regarded 
as being more suitable material for 'progress and adaptation' than the other 
peoples. Finally, Galliéni introduced French settlers (colons) and Asian 
immigrant workers into the n e w colony which greatly alienated the 
indigenous people. Galliéni's 'Franco-Merina synthesis' was extended to 
cover the entire island, its key features being the fokonolona, the village 
communities, considered as having collective responsibility for their affairs, 
and the corvée or forced labour system, which was legally designated as 
the 'provision of services' in 1907 and was brought into general use between 
1908 and 1915.23 This entailed the defacto abandonment of the 'politique 
des races', the abolition in 1909 of the two regional schools on the coast, 
one at Analalava on the north-west coast and the other at Mahanoro on 
the east coast (the third was in Antananarivo) which had been set up by 
Galliéni as breeding-grounds for potential civil servants, and the phasing-
out of the 'internal protectorates'. T h e finishing touches were put to the 
territorial unification of Madagascar with three measures. T h e first was 
the standardization of the administration (between 1927 and 1932, three 
attempts were m a d e to define the boundaries of administrative districts). 
T h e second was the widespread introduction of administrative fokonolona 
as the m e d i u m for the exercise of authority. T h e third was the setting 
up of a restrictive body of law with the institution, in 1901, of the 'native 
code' (indigénat), forming the basis for dispensing administrative justice 
in which the judiciary and the executive were merged. While, in the case 
of the Merina, these measures descended in a direct line from the reforms 
introduced by Rainilaiarivony and pointed to a degree of continuity between 
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, in other regions they represented 
a complete break with the past and entailed far-reaching changes that were 
not always understood by the Malagasy and were consequently often 
resisted. 

For the Malagasy, colonization also meant the economic exploitation 
of the island by the expatriate minority. Very early on, this so-called 
'development' of the colony came up against the problem of m a n p o w e r 
resources. After Galliéni had reintroduced the Merina royal fanompoana 
and had decided to extend it to the whole of the island in 1896 and 1897, 
thereby compelling every able-bodied Malagasy male between the ages of 
16 and 60 to furnish fifty days of unpaid labour a year, the Office Central 
du Travail was established in 1900 and was charged with the task of 

23. J. Fremigacci, 1980, p. 2. 
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facilitating the recruitment of workers for private firms. Faced with the 
resistance of the Malagasy to any form of recruitment, the administration 
took over and , in 1926, established the Service de la M a i n d ' O e u v r e pou r 
les T ravaux d'Intérêt Général ( S M O T I G ) , wh i ch required conscripts not 
actually called u p for military service to w o r k for three years - subsequently 
reduced to t w o years - on the colony's construction sites. T h e S M O T I G , 
wh i ch was regarded by the Malagasy as being 'slavery in disguise', w a s 
deeply resented not only b y the people w h o were c o m m a n d e e r e d but also 
by 'voluntary' w a g e labourers w h o lost their jobs as a result. 

T h e colonial oppression w a s further aggravated b y the forcible takeover 
of land, wh ich w a s then distributed to colon settlers. U n d e r a decree 
promulgated in 1926, the state w a s declared o w n e r of 'all vacant and 
ownerless land not developed, enclosed or granted b y w a y of a concession 
as of the date of promulgation of the decree'.24 Thenceforth, the good 
land w a s monopol ized by the administration and the settlers encroached 
o n the native reserves, while the Malagasy n o longer had any title to o w n e r ­
ship over their ancestral lands. T h e areas m o s t affected b y this land take­
over, wh ich w a s greatly resented by the Ma lagasy , were the north-western 
and eastern seaboards. 

T h e s e economic changes a n d the political upheavals they engendered 
inevitably caused social and cultural transformations. T h e very w a y of life 
of the clan societies of the coastal regions w a s unde rm ined and they were 
threatened with progressive decay or structural b r e a k d o w n . Confiscation 
of the mos t fertile land; the heavy tax b u r d e n wh ich compelled whole 
populations — like the A tandroy in 1921 - to emigrate to the plantations 
of Réun ion and the north-west of the island; the forced redeployment of 
workers; the dissemination of formal schooling and Christianity; the 
departure of Ma lagasy soldiers to France to take part in the First W o r l d 
W a r ; the abolition of slavery; the humiliation of the noble faction - all 
these factors brought about drastic changes in the social structures, caused 
the break u p of a n u m b e r of clans, and debased ancestral values and 
practices. In Imerina, the vastly increased n u m b e r of schools and the who le ­
sale recruitment of junior civil servants gave rise to d ismay both in the 
ranks of the former oligarchy wh i ch had been deprived o f its p o w e r b y 
the conquest and a m o n g the n e w elite trained in the colonial schools, w h o 
gained the impression that they had been 'deliberately debarred f rom 
positions of responsibility b y the colonial system'.2 5 

T h u s , colonial oppression affected all the different levels of Ma lagasy 
society, even though its forms differed in the different regions, and it 
provoked different reactions. 

24. L . Rabearimanana, 1980, p. 58. 
25. A . Spacensky, 1970, p. 24. 
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T h e first reactions in opposition to the colonial system 

In 1904, at a time when effective occupation was regarded as being over, 
the colonizers were nevertheless aware of just h o w precarious the situation 
was. Their apprehensions were confirmed by the insurrection of 1904-5 
in the south-east of the island. T h e uprising which broke out in November 
1904 in the province of Farafangana spread very quickly westwards, as 
a result of the traditional contacts that had existed in historical times 
between the eastern peoples and the Bara (see Fig. 10.3). T h e solidarity 
of the clans in the face of the c o m m o n enemy accounted for the speed 
at which the movement spread, while the geographical setting, with its 
forests and escarpments, offered an explanation for the difficulties 
encountered by the forces sent to put d o w n the rebellion. T h e insurgents 
- led by chiefs belonging both to the Bara clans (such as Befanoha) and 
to the south-eastern clans (such as Mahavelo and the Masianaka group 
and Resohiry from the Vangaindrano region), or by dissident militiamen 
like Corporal Kotavy - attacked military posts at Amparihy, Begogo and 
Esira, and concessions, including the Emeraude, where they killed the 
owner, Lieutenant Conchon. Locally recruited infantrymen deserted their 
posts at Tsivory and Bekitro, or joined the rebellion, as in the case of 
Antanimora. 

Galliéni explained away the insurrection by claiming that it was due 
to the mentality of the local people 'with their warlike disposition' and 
'their attractive conception of disorder and plunder'. Victor Augagneur, 
his successor, saw the reasons as lying in the 'surfeit of administration' 
(increased taxation, abuses in tax collection, and the tyrannical attitude 
of heads of military posts or isolated settlers). These explanations were 
inadequate, since they overlooked an essential aspect of the insurrection 
(the struggle for the recovery of freedom) and the organizational ability 
of the insurgents, w h o attacked all those w h o personified the colonial 
administration, whether they were French occupying forces or Malagasy 
civil servants or schoolteachers. By way of conclusion to his study of the 
1904 rebellion, G . Jacob states that it undoubtedly had a twofold 
significance: 'it was a fight for independence and a struggle against colonial 
exploitation'.26 T h e suppression of this first revolt against the oppression 
of the administration forced the Malagasy to seek other forms of struggle. 

O n e of the most widespread forms of anti-colonial response was passive 
resistance: a refusal to comply with orders; the rejection of everything that 
was regarded as a sign of 'civilization' but was closely bound up with 
colonization and the foreign presence; keeping children away from school, 
which was looked upon in some circles as merely being a form of 'colonial 
forced labour'; and abandonment of the villages created along the roads 
in the south in an attempt to keep the population together. These refusals 

26. G . Jacob, 1979, p. 17. 
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to co-operate did not seem dangerous to the colonizers, w h o believed that 
peace had finally been established in Madagascar in 1905. But then, 
suddenly, in 1915, the revolt of the Sadiavahe — the nickname given to 
the insurgents — broke out in the south-west, while in Antananarivo the 
police discovered the existence of a secret society known as Vy Vato 
Sakelika or V V S - 'strong and hard like stone and iron' (see Fig. 10.3). 

T h e Sadiavahe movement (1915-17) was an armed peasant uprising 
which first began on the left bank of the river Menarandra in early February 
1915 and spread very quickly to the districts of Ampanihy and Tsihombe.2 7 

T h e Sadiavahe stole cattle, attacked villages, cut telegraph wires, and 
withdrew into hiding-places well away from the posts controlled by the 
administration. T h e y formed bands ranging in number from ten to forty 
members at most, were extremely mobile, and scoured wide areas of the 
south. A m o n g the reasons w h y entire villages gave open or clandestine 
support to the Sadiavahe were the virtually chronic poverty of the popula­
tion as a result of the very infrequent but violent rainfall, the imposition 
of a cattle tax, and the far-reaching effects of the First World W a r which 
had led to the mobilization of reservists, tax increases, food shortages and 
insufficient cash earnings to pay taxes. 

In Antananarivo, seven students from the capital's medical school, which 
was the only institution providing tuition for the highest degree then open 
to Malagasy nationals, created the V V S in July 1913, just after the publica­
tion of a series of articles written by the Protestant minister Ravelojaona 
under the title of 'Japan and the Japanese'.28 These articles called on the 
Malagasy to model themselves on Japan, where modernism and tradition 
had been so skilfully blended. T h e students were joined by clerks and office 
workers and primary-school teachers. T h e anticlericalism of Augagneur, 
the governor-general from 1905 to 1910, and the campaign conducted 
against the missions, gave a fresh lease of life to the Tranozozoro, whose 
ministers demanded a 'free church in a free country',29 both in their 
sermons and in their writings. A s they campaigned against 'French atheism' 
and the adoption of 'false French ways', the intelligentsia stressed the 
national tradition of the Protestant faith whose democratic structures could 
become a refuge for the resistance.30 They also drew attention to and 
fostered Malagasy cultural nationalism, through a literary renaissance, the 
restoration to prominence of certain periods in the country's past, and the 
revival of ancient rites for gaining admission into the secret society. 
Although the V V S was a clandestine organization, it expressed its opinions 
openly in the press by calling on the Malagasy to sacrifice themselves for 
their homeland, so that its people could advance and live in freedom and 
dignity. As the bearer of a national message, this secret society was an 

27. F. Esoavelomandroso, 1975, pp. 135-69. 
28. F. Esoavelomandroso, 1981, pp. 100-11. 
29. S. Ayache and C . Richard, 1978, p. 176. 
30. J. Fremigacci, 1980, p. u . 
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intolerable challenge to the administration, especially in wartime. T h e very 
harsh sentences meted out in the form of hard labour, deportation to the 
camp at Nosy Lava, banning of the newspaper whose editors were 
implicated in the affair, and dismissal from the civil service; the changes 
made in school curricula in order to delete the teaching of history - a 
subject regarded as a vehicle for ideas about freedom and equality that 
offered too m u c h scope for speculation - the increased importance attached 
to the French language; the greater prominence given to local dialects in an 
attempt to belittle the Merina dialect, which had been imposed as a national 
language some years earlier - all these were measures which showed h o w 
conscious the colonizers had become of the nascent nationalism within the 
elite and h o w m u c h they feared its consequences. T h e outcome of these 
repressive measures was that the Malagasy were prompted to abandon their 
clandestine action and, from then onwards, to switch openly to channelling 
their political demands through press campaigns, the establishment of trade 
unions, and so on. 

Struggles to recover dignity 

T h e decade following the First World W a r was an important period because 
of the growing awareness displayed throughout the country in the prepara­
tion and consolidation of a national movement. T h e beginning of this 
decisive turning-point in Malagasy history can be dated from the return 
of the ex-servicemen to Madagascar. 

Basking in glory, these war veterans, w h o were convinced that they had 
served France in the same way as any Frenchman, demanded the same 
rights as those the French enjoyed, and they were supported in this by 
a large number of their compatriots. Faced with the attitude of the press 
and the chamber of commerce, which were opposed to wholesale naturaliza­
tion, they gradually drew a distinction between two images of France: the 
one far-off but generous and the other close at hand and unjust. Under 
the leadership of Ralaimongo, therefore, they embarked on a long-drawn-
out struggle to obtain French citizenship. 

Ralaimongo (1884-1942), w h o had been successively a Protestant 
primary-school teacher, a clerk, and a student in Paris, and w h o was an 
ex-serviceman, a socialist and a freemason, was the true founder of the 
national movement. T h e circles he had frequented in Paris, which had 
consisted of pacifists, socialists and radicals, and especially the members 
of the Ligue des Droits de l ' H o m m e , had a profound influence on him. 
W h e n he returned to Madagascar in 1922, he settled in Diego Suarez, 
which was an ideal environment for spreading propaganda because of the 
presence of the workers at the naval arsenal and the complexity of the 
land-tenure problems in the Mahavavy plain and the Antalaha region. Until 
M a y 1929, it was Diego Suarez rather than Antananarivo that was the 
focal point of the national movement which, besides agitating for equal 
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rights, denounced the intolerable abuses of the colonial system, such as 
the land expropriations in the north-west and around Lake Alaotra, the 
absence of liberties, the despotism and high-handedness of the administra­
tion, and the racial segregation displayed in the attempts to check the 
outbreak of plague at Tamatave and in the highlands in 1921. T h e 
originality of Ralaimongo's approach can be seen from the novel methods 
he used. T h e watchwords of the campaign set in motion against the colonial 
system were legality and legitimacy, on the grounds that Madagascar had 
been declared a French colony by the law of 6 August 1896 annexing the 
island, and that all French laws should accordingly be applied there. 
Successful representations were m a d e to the business community, which 
showed more drive than the members of the civil service w h o were afraid 
of administrative sanctions, and the movement was, in fact, financed by 
traders, especially those in the capital. 

T h e Ralaimongo group, which was strengthened by the support of 
Ravoahangy, a former m e m b e r of the V V S ; E m m a n u e l Razafindrakoto; 
Abraham Razafy, secretary of the Antananarivo branch of the French S F I O 
trade union; and Jules Ranaivo, was joined by several left-wing Europeans, 
including Albertini, a lawyer, Dussac, Planque and Vittori. In an endeavour 
to present and defend their demands, from 1927 onwards they published 
two newspapers - L'Opinion in Diego Suarez, and L'Aurore Malgache in 
Antananarivo - which had to contend with all sorts of petty reprisals on 
the part of the administration. At the political level, the group demanded 
'the management of the overall interests of the country by a Council-
General with extended powers', the abolition of the Government-General 
and the representation of Madagascar in the French government.31 

In parallel with the action of the Ralaimongo group, religious agitation 
flared up again in the Tranzozoro cult. Renewed controversy between the 
Malagasy congregation and the European Protestant ministers only ended 
in 1929, with the judgement handed d o w n by the Conseil du Contentieux 
recognizing the Tranzozoro as an indigenous mission. F r o m then onwards, 
the sect agitated for self-government under cover of a movement preaching 
religious autonomy, whose leaders were followers of Ralaimongo and 
Dussac. 

Having organized, with Ralaimongo and Ravoahangy, the 'Pétition des 
Indigènes de Madagascar', demanding French citizenship, the abolition 
of the indigénat judicial regime and the application of the social and cultural 
benefits introduced under the Third Republic, Dussac arrived in 
Antananarivo in M a y 1929 to explain the petition's aims. A conference, 
which was planned for 19 M a y but which 'Malagasy subjects' were barred 
from attending, turned into a vast procession in the streets of the capital, 
in which thousands of demonstrators chanted rebellious slogans such as 
'Long live freedom and the right of assembly!' and ' D o w n with the 

31. A. Spacensky, 1970, p. 30. 
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indigénatV This first mass demonstration marked a decisive stage in the 
growth of the nationalist m o v e m e n t (see Fig. 10.3). T h e events of 19 M a y 
1929 represented both the culmination of the struggle for equality and 
the starting-point of the demands for independence. T h e y also marked 
the beginning of authentic political militancy, in the shape of propaganda 
campaigns, the creation of political cells and parties, and the emergence 
of a broad-based and varied press. Ralaimongo, w h o had been exiled to 
Port Berge, encouraged the peasants to engage in the type of resistance 
practised by Gandh i in India. In 1931, he openly mooted the idea of 
independence in response to a speech by Paul Reynaud, the Minister of 
the Colonies, which rejected the case for wholesale naturalization. In 
L'Opinion of 20 July 1934, Ravoahangy evoked 'the natural and inalienable 
right to form a free and independent nation'. F r o m 1935 onwards, other 
newspapers that were openly nationalistic in outlook began to appear. Both 
Ny Fierenena malagasy ( 'The Malagasy Nation') and Ny Rariny ('Justice') 
constantly urged that Madagascar must become free. T h e m o v e m e n t was 
losing m o m e n t u m , however. In fact, 'the business communi ty had been 
hard-hit by the economic crisis and withdrew its support . . . Civil servants 
were afraid of compromising themselves and of losing their jobs. T h e 
Protestant ministers were embarrassed at the political turn taken by 
developments and retreated into their churches. T h e Malagasy middle class 
was terribly prone to adopt a wait-and-see attitude and preferred the direct 
and personal benefits accruing from French citizenship.'32 It would take 
the Popular Front to give the movemen t fresh impetus. 

Conclusion 

T h e armed, but scattered and uncoordinated resistance of the people of 
Madagascar to the French conquest did not prevent the colonial system 
from being established. But the logic of colonialism and the traumatic shock 
suffered by the Malagasy, threatened as they were with the loss of their 
identity, prompted them to take up several forms of combat in a bid to 
recover, their dignity. T h e struggles against colonial oppression fostered 
the birth and vigorous growth of the national movemen t , even though, 
in 1935 as in 1940, too m a n y regional, religious and social dissensions 
prevented a clear-cut awareness of all that colonialism implied and 
accounted for the apparently unshakeable position of the administration. 

32. F. Koerner, 1968, p. 18. 

248 



Liberia and Ethiopia, 
1880-1914: the survival of 
two African states 

M . B. A K P A N 
based on contributions from A . B . Jones 
and R . Pankhurst 

'Ethiopia shall stretch forth her hands unto G o d ' . Blessed, glorious 
promise! O u r trust is not to be in chariots or horses . . . [but in] the 
Lord. A n d surely, in reviewing our [African] history as a people, 
whether w e consider our preservation in the lands of our exile or the 
preservation of our fatherland from invasion, w e are compelled to 
exclaim: Hitherto hath the Lord helped us.1 

(Edward W . Blyden, Liberian scholar, 1862). 

Ethiopia has need of no one; she stretches out her hands unto G o d . 2 

(Menelik II, Emperor of Ethiopia, 1893). 

W e have realized as never before that this is an era of a N e w 
Diplomacy, a diplomacy which is not bound by the cardinal principles 
of international law or even of natural justice or equity, where small 
nations are concerned . . . Great states meet and partition small states 
without any consultation of the latter; and they are helpless as they 
have no adequate army or navy to meet force with force.4 

(Arthur Barclay, President of Liberia, 1907). 

T h e quotations above show the bond, however tenuous, that bound Liberia 
and Ethiopia, and particularly the c o m m o n predicament that derived from 
aggression committed against both states by European powers engaged in 
the Scramble for the partition of Africa (1880-1914). This chapter is 
therefore a comparative study of historical developments in the two states 
particularly during the crucial period of the Scramble and partition when 
European powers imposed colonial rule on most of Africa. After introducing 
their territories, peoples, and governments, the chapter examines h o w 
Liberia and Ethiopia were challenged and affected by, or responded to, the 
strategies and processes whereby Europeans imposed their rule on Africa; 

1. E . W . Blyden, 1864, p. 358. 
2. R . Pankhurst, 1976. 
3. A . Barclay, F . E . R . Johnson and T . M . Stewart, 'Report of Liberian Commission 

to Europe in re Franco-Liberian Frontier', in Liberian National Archives (LNA) , file 
entitled Executive President: Presidential Commissions (EPPC). 
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w h y both states escaped European rule; and the major political, economic 
and social changes that occurred in them. 

Liberia and Ethiopia on the eve of the Scramble for Africa 

Liberia 

Liberia was technically a colony of the American Colonization Society 
(ACS) which founded it in 1822 with the assistance of the United States 
government for settling 'free' Afro-Americans willing to flee the oppression 
of slavery and white racism, and recaptured Africans ('Recaptives') rescued 
on the Atlantic waters from slave ships by American naval vessels. 

Monrovia, established in 1822 by the pioneer Afro-American emigrants, 
formed Liberia's nucleus. Thereafter, up to about 1906, over 18000 N e w 
World Africans mostly aided by the A C S settled, annually, in Liberia in 
congeries of over thirty towns close to the Atlantic littoral on land obtained 
by the A C S or the Liberian government from the African chiefs of the 
region. Almost all of them were Afro-Americans, but at least 400 were 
Afro-West Indians from Barbados w h o emigrated in 1865 and settled 
together at Crozierville, 13 k m inland from Monrovia. Over 5000 
Recaptives - mostly from the Congo region - were also settled, particularly 
between 1844 and 1863, initially in the care of the Americo-Liberians -
as the N e w World African settlers and their descendants were collectively 
designated.4 

Needing land for farming, trade, and for building a great nation, and 
faced with some competition from the British and the French seeking land 
to build trading factories and military stations, the Americo-Liberians 
greatly expanded Liberia's territory from the few isolated points on the 
coast initially leased to them by African chiefs. B y December 1875, w h e n 
the expansion virtually ceased, Liberia allegedly stretched for 960 k m along 
the Atlantic coast and between 320 and 400 k m inland and hypothetically 
as far as the River Niger (see Fig. n .1 ) . It embraced the Americo-Liberian 
and Recaptive settlements and peoples and the indigenous African ethnic 
groups and their territories. These groups included the Vai, Dei, Bassa, 
K r u and Grebo near the coast; and the Gola, Kissi, Bandi, Kpele, L o m a , 
and Mandingo further inland.5 

T h e Americo-Liberians practised an essentially western culture in their 
life style, political institutions, through the use of the English language, 
individual ownership and perpetual alienation of land, and their adherence 
to Christianity and m o n o g a m y . T h e indigenous Africans were Traditiona­
lists or Muslims, spoke their own languages, and held land communally. 
Their villages were governed by chiefs and elders assisted by age-grade 
or socio-political organizations like the poro (for m e n ) and sande (for 

4. M . B. Akpan, 1973(b), pp. 217-23. 
5. M . B. Akpan, 1976, pp. 72-5. 
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w o m e n ) . Although they appreciated western education brought by the 
Americo-Liberians and white missionaries, some of their elders opposed 
the propagation of Christianity and other interference with their laws and 
customs. 

Lacking effective military might, trained administrative personnel, and 
funds, the Liberian government could not implement its plans for effective 
occupation of Liberian territory by building roads, railways, military and 
administrative posts and Americo-Liberian settlements across its length 
and breadth, or by co-operating with interior chiefs by paying them regular 
stipends and inviting them to 'represent' their people in the Liberian 
legislature as 'referees'. Hence when the Europeans commenced their 
Scramble in about 1880 (culminating in the Berlin Conference of 1884-5), 
Liberia seemed likely to lose to them vast stretches of the territory she 
already claimed.6 T h e Liberian government was therefore concerned 
during the Scramble primarily to preserve territory it had already acquired. 

O n the eve of the Scramble, the internal development of Liberia had 
not undergone m u c h change since it had gained its independence from 
the American Colonization Society in 1847. T h e Legislature, modelled after 
the American Congress, consisted of a House of Representatives and a 
Senate. T h e Executive comprised the President and Vice-President elected 
biennially by the people, and cabinet members appointed by the President 
with the consent of the Senate. T h e Executive was represented in the county 
- the unit of local administration - by a county superintendent w h o headed 
the county's administration. In spite of the President's theoretically vast 
powers, owing to inadequate means of enforcing executive authority outside 
Monrovia, considerable political power was wielded by certain Americo-
Liberian families at the county level, sometimes extending over several 
generations, during the Republican and True W h i g regimes. Such families, 
described sarcastically by a Liberian critic as 'the lords and noblemen' 
of Liberia, included the Hoffs, Shermans and Watsons of Cape M o u n t ; 
the Barclays, Colemans, Coopers, Dennises, Grimeses, Howards, Johnsons, 
Kings and Morrises of Montserrado; the Harmons and Horaces of Grand 
Bassa; the Birches, Greenes, Grigsbys, Rosses and Witherspoons of Sinoe; 
and the Brewers, Dossens, Gibsons, T u b m a n s and Yancys of Maryland. 
These families constituted the political (and invariably the economic) elite.7 

Serious social cleavages, however, undermined Liberia's national unity. 
For example, the Republic's two political parties formed around independ­
ence in 1847 (the Republican, dominated by the mulatto settlers; and the 

6. R . W . Shufeldt, World Cruise: Liberia and the Liberian Boundary Dispute (Naval 
Historical Foundation Collection, Manuscript Division, Library of Congress, Washington, 
D C ) , Shufeldt to Coppinger, Fernando Po, 8 M a y 1879. 

7. L N A , Executive Department: Correspondence General i88j—t8gg, Ross to Cheeseman, 
Greenville, 12 July 1892 ( E D C G 1887-1899); Liberian Letters, 15, Dennis to Coppinger, 
Monrovia, 22 August 1871; Sierra Leone Weekly News, 3 June 1899; L N A , Liberian Legisla­
ture, Minutes of the Senate, 1848-1900. 
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True W h i g , dominated by the black settlers, the Congos and the educated 
indigenous Africans) lacked fundamental ideological or political differences 
and therefore tended to engage in sterile, acrimonious, biennial electioneer­
ing for political ascendancy to control the Republic's vast patronage system. 
T h e Republicans ruled Liberia from Independence to 1870, when they 
were overthrown by the True Whigs, but they regained power in 1871 
only to lose it again to the True Whigs in 1877. T h e True Whigs then 
ruled Liberia continuously until 1980 w h e n they were overthrown in a 
coup led by Master-Sergeant (now General) Samuel D o e . 

M o r e fundamental has been the cleavage between the Americo-Liberians 
and Liberia's indigenous Africans. Throughout the nineteenth century, 
Americo-Liberians' policy was to assimilate the indigenous Africans 
culturally and politically by 'civilizing' and Christianizing them, and giving 
them equal rights with the settlers. Although this was achieved to some 
extent with the Recaptives (who were m u c h less numerous than the settlers), 
the Americo-Liberians, mindful of their o w n privileged position, main­
tained tight political control over Liberia by restricting political participa­
tion of even those indigenous Africans w h o were educated. Only very few 
of them were given the franchise on an equal footing with the Americo-
Liberians (although these might themselves be illiterate and poor). T h e 
main indigenous African representation (mostly of the coastal Africans) 
in the Liberian Legislature as from 1875 consisted of African chiefs 
designated 'referees' (or 'delegates'), after their chiefdoms had paid an 
annual 'delegate fee' of $100 to the Liberian government. As the delegates 
'spoke' through an interpreter solely on ethnic matters and could not vote, 
they had very little influence on government policy.8 Hence both the 
educated Africans and the chiefs resented their restricted representation. 

Furthermore the Liberian government sought to maximize its import 
and export duties and other levies on trade and shipping which constituted 
its main sources of revenue. T o facilitate collection and control of the 
external trade by Americo-Liberian merchants, from 1839 the government 
restricted foreign merchants to trade at only six Americo-Liberian ports-
of-entry. T h e restrictions and levies alienated both the foreign merchants 
w h o resented them, and the indigenous African chiefs w h o had formerly 
controlled the external trade and levied the dues. Often, the foreign 
merchants and chiefs combined to resist or defy the trade restrictions and 
levies, or to appeal to European states to intervene on their behalf. T h u s , 
at various times during the nineteenth century, the Vai, K r u and Grebo 

8. Only during the presidency of William V . S . T u b m a n (1944-71) were reforms 
introduced to give the Africans almost equal rights with Americo-Liberians and indigenous 
African elites assimilated to their way of life. T h e rights included extension in 1944 of 
the franchise to all adult indigenous African males w h o paid a hut tax of $2, which did 
away with the 'delegate' system; and the extension of the county system of the Americo-
Liberian communities to all parts of Liberia, which abolished the colonial-type system 
of 'indirect rule'. 
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of the Liberian coast put up an armed resistance to Liberian government 
impositions on their trade.9 

Ethiopia 

After over a hundred years of disunity, the ancient Ethiopian empire was 
revived by Emperor Tewodros II (1855-68). B y defeating the powerful, 
frequently warring feudal rulers (or rases) of Ethiopia's Tigre, Begemdir, 
Gojjam, Simien, Wello and Shoa provinces, over which the puppet emperor 
at Gondar had hardly any control, Tewodros reunited the empire during 
the early years of his reign under his strong rule (see Fig. 11.2).I0 These 
provinces, located mostly on the high Ethiopian plateau from Eritrea to 
the Awash valley, were peopled predominantly by the Agaws, Amharas and 
Tigreans. These peoples professed the dominant Amhara-Tigrean culture 
characterized partly by Monophysite Christianity of the Ethiopian 
Orthodox Church, the closely related Amharic and Tigrean languages, a 
socio-political structure comprising 'a hierarchy of superior-inferior 
relations held together by powerful authority figures', and an agriculture-
based economy that generated 'a strong attachment to land' and 'a 
corresponding network of land-based rights and services' usually associated 
with feudalism. ' ' 

Reunited under Tewodros, the Amhara-Tigre core formed, as did 
Monrovia and other Americo-Liberian settlements in Liberia, the spring­
board for Ethiopia's further expansion during the second half of the 
nineteenth century into the lands of the surrounding, mostly lowland 
populations over some of w h o m the imperial government had at various 
earlier times occasionally exercised a 'shifting and often uneasy' relationship 
or jurisdiction.12 T h e Amhara-Tigre core was, however, not monolithic 
but was divided politically by regional rivalries, and physically by ravines 
and highlands which hindered communication and transportation. 

Tewodros's subjugation of the rases with superior imported arms, and 
his o w n eventual defeat in April 1867 by a British punitive force dramatized 
to Ethiopian leaders the significance of modern weapons for controlling 
the empire and containing political rivals or external aggression. 

As Tewodros's successor, Emperor Yohannes IV (1871-89), was, as will 
be seen below, preoccupied with repelling Egyptian and Sudanese Mahdist 
aggression. Further Ethiopian expansion - over Ethiopia's so-called 
'historic lands', to over twice Ethiopia's size - occurred mostly under 
Emperor Menelik II (1889-1913) whose reign coincided with the European 
Scramble for Africa.13 

9. J. D . Hargreaves, 1963, p. 243. 
10. R . Greenfield, 1965, p. 70; P. Gilkes, 1975, pp. 9—10. 
11. C . Clapham in R . Lemarchand (ed.), 1977, pp. 36, 37. 
12. H . G . Marcus, 1975, p. 140. 
13. R . Greenfield, 1965, p. 96. 
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B y the time of Menelik's reign, the political culture of Ethiopia had 
already crystallized. T h e Ethiopian imperial system was organized at three 
basic levels: district or seignorey, province, and nation; and on three separate 
axes: the economic, political and religious. T h e lord, governor and emperor, 
ruling respectively over the district, province and empire and related to one 
another in a 'hierarchy of superior-inferior relations' constituted the pillars 
of the system since each was 'at once governor, judge, military leader and 
courtier'. A s a rule the emperor appointed the provincial governors w h o in 
turn appointed the lords or sub-governors over the districts into which his 
province was divided. 

T h e lord possessed certain rights known as gulf, essentially the right 
to collect tribute in kind from each household in the district and to 
appropriate labour for work on his farms or on other projects he might 
designate. Part of the tribute was retained for his o w n use, and the 
remainder was transmitted to his overlord - the provincial governor. H e 
adjudicated cases and disputes in the district, mobilized and commanded 
the local militia, and organized public works to develop the district (besides 
ensuring that his 'parish', often coterminous with the district, discharged 
its obligations to the local Ethiopian Orthodox church).14 As a rule, the 
obligations due to the lord or church from the district's population, based 
primarily on their attachment to land for livelihood, were comparatively 
light in the Amhara-Tigre core provinces. There, land was owned and 
controlled by the rist system, that is, mostly by individual lineages; it was 
practically inalienable and was therefore unavailable for distribution by 
the emperor or governor for patronage purposes. T h e obligations were 
heavy in the regions in the south and west conquered by Menelik, where 
the lords and naftanyas (literally 'gunbearers': settlers from the Abyssinian 
highlands) greatly exploited the people partly through gult rights and 
obligations.15 

T h e provincial governors performed functions similar to those of the 
lords but on a larger scale. Those in the Amhara-Tigre core were recruited 
mostly from the emperor's close relatives or from local noblemen presumed 
loyal to the emperor. Governors of the newly conquered regions in the 
south and west where alienable land was available, were predominantly 
A m h a r a , Shoan, Tigrean or other northern noble or military m e n w h o 
received gult rights (or rut-gult land in lieu of governorship) for their 
services to the emperor. Thus continued loyalty to the governor or emperor 
greatly depended on the availability of gult for rewards, and of military 
power to enforce authority. ' 6 

T h e emperor was the most important single factor in the imperial system. 
H e performed institutionalized executive, legislative, and judicial functions 

14. D . N . Levine, 1974, pp. 114-20; P. Gilkes, 1975, pp. 13-14. 
15. ibid. 
16. C . Clapham in R . Lemarchand (ed.), 1977; P. Gilkes, 1975, pp. 28-9; D . N . Levine, 

19747 PP- 120-1. 
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which have been classified by Christopher Clapham as 'protective', 'extrac­
tive and distributive', 'regulative', and 'symbolic'. The emperor personally 
led his army, managed imperial affairs, and dispensed justice and patronage. 
More importantly perhaps, the emperor symbolized national unity and 
independence by virtue of his alleged descent from the Biblical King 
Solomon and his coronation and anointment by the abuna, the Egyptian 
head of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church.17 

The imperial system inherited by Tewodros lacked a notable 'historic 
bureaucracy'.18 Excepting comparatively few offices with well-defined 
functions like the Tsahafe Tezaz (Imperial Secretary) and the Afa-Negus 
(Chief Justice), the imperial administration was largely personalized in the 
emperor and his regional representatives: the governors and lords.19 

Tewodros himself attempted to create a bureaucracy by often replacing 
existing governors of aristocratic stock by paid army generals of humble 
birth, loyal to, and dependent on him. But the new governors were 
overthrown and replaced by pre-existing dynasties during widespread 
revolts against his increasingly harsh rule.20 

The similarities between Liberia's and Ethiopia's political systems were 
too obvious from the analysis thus far to belabour. Besides possessing a 
core and periphery, and a central government, each had sub-political 
systems centred on local chiefdoms (or villages) like those of the Gola in 
Liberia or the O r o m o ('Galla') in Ethiopia not discussed in this chapter, 
with political cultures more or less different from the dominant political 
culture at the centre. Both systems were solidly based on privilege at the 
core, and extensively utilized patronage and assimilation techniques. 
Nevertheless, whereas Ethiopia's imperial system was largely 'African', 
lacking political parties or parliament - Tewodros, Yohannes and Menelik 
became Emperor by virtue of their superior military power over their rivals, 
and not through the ballot box - Liberia's central government was 
thoroughly western. At any rate, each system possessed or developed the 
mechanisms and instruments necessary for containing European aggression 
unleashed by the Scramble and partition. 

European aggression on Liberian and Ethiopian territory, 
1 8 8 0 - 1 9 1 4 

Both Liberia and Ethiopia had enjoyed more or less amicable relations 
with the European powers up to 1879. During the period of the Scramble 
from the 1880s onwards, these relations began to change and both of them 
were subjected to varying degrees of European imperialist pressures and 
aggression with contrasting results and consequences. 

17. C . Clapham in R . Lemarchand (ed.), 1977, pp. 44-5. 
18. D . Crummey, 1969, p. 465. 
19. R . Pankhurst, 1967, p. 12. 
20. C . Clapham in R . Lemarchand (ed.), 1977, P- 47-
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The First World W a r 
and its consequences 

M . C R O W D E R 

T h e First World W a r was essentially a quarrel between European powers 
which involved Africa, both directly and indirectly, because at the outbreak 
of hostilities the greater part of it was ruled by the European belligerents. 
Campaigns were fought on African soil which - though they only marginally 
affected the overall course of war - had significant implications for Africa. 
M o r e than a million African soldiers were involved in these campaigns 
or campaigns in Europe. Even more m e n , as well as w o m e n and children, 
were recruited, often forcibly, as carriers to support armies whose supplies 
could not be moved by conventional methods such as road, rail or pack-
animal. Over 150000 soldiers and carriers lost their lives during the war. 
M a n y more were wounded and disabled. B y the time the war ended, every 
country in Africa, with the exception of the small Spanish territories -
which remained neutral - had been formally committed to one side or 
the other. Belgian, British, French, Italian and Portuguese administrations 
were allied - more or less actively - against G e r m a n colonies (see Fig. 2.1). 
Even the last remaining independent states on the continent - Liberia, 
Ethiopia and Därfür - became involved. Liberia declared for the Allies 
on the entry of the United States into the war in 1917. T h e pro-Muslim 
boy-Emperor of Ethiopia, Lij Iyasu, proclaimed his country's allegiance 
to Turkey, thereby causing considerable concern among the Allies that 
he would inspire a djihäd among the Muslims of the Horn of Africa where 
Sayyid M u h a m m a d Abdule Hasan's forces were still giving trouble to 
the British. British, French and Italian troops moved to Berbera, Djibuti 
and Massawa, but the intervention proved unnecessary since shocked 
Christian nobles overthrew the Emperor in September 1916. Similarly, 
Sultan 'All Dinar of Därfür, nominally tributary to, but effectively 
independent of, the Anglo-Egyptian Sudan, responded to the Turkish call 
to djihäd and raided French Chad, threatened British Borno (Northern 
Nigeria) and tried to stir up revolt in Kordof an (Sudan). Not until February 
1916 was he defeated and killed in battle and Därfür fully incorporated 
into Sudan. 

Whether directly involved in the fighting or not, nearly every African 
territory was affected by the exclusion of the Germans from the African 



























































Methods and institutions of 
European domination 

R. F. BETTS 
revised by M . A S i W A j u 

'Native policy' 
Shortly after or concurrently with the military conquest and occupation 
of Africa by the imperial powers of Europe, Africa was overlaid with a 
colonial administrative grid which, while neither uniform nor simple, was 
welded out of a few commonly held ideas and beliefs. A s at no other time 
or in any other continent subjected to European domination, colonial policy 
came to be referred to as 'native policy'. Granted that the term supported 
a variety of definitions in the administration of'natives', the word generally 
employed in describing Africans, there was general agreement both in 
theory and in practice that colonial rule could only be effectively secured 
through the use of indigenous personnel and institutions in some 
complementary or supportive function. 

This realization was the result of the colonial situation already deter­
mined by those nineteenth-century Europeans w h o had been operating 
in Africa. With Algeria and Southern Africa listed as the notable excep­
tions, the vast land mass of the continent was considered climatically in­
hospitable to intensive white settlement, while the local populations 
appeared to be insufficiently concentrated geographically to allow for 
effective direct administration by European personnel. Essentially, Africa 
was deemed to be a congeries of tropical estates whose populations were 
to be both enlisted and directed by the Europeans for externally defined 
purposes. W h a t Sir Frederick (later Lord) Lugard would define as a 'dual 
mandate' in his famous book of that n a m e first published in 1922, was 
generally accepted as the theoretical justification for the European 
presence: social and economic development as m u c h for the sake of the 
rest of the world as for Africa. 

In contemporary imperialist ideology, therefore, the purpose of the 
European presence was defined in terms of a responsibility or trust. T h e 
British government's White Paper on K e n y a issued in 1923, which 
established the principle of 'native paramountcy', included the statement 
that 'His Majesty's Government regard themselves as exercising a trust 
on behalf of the African populations . . . the object of which m a y be defined 









































The colonial economy 

W . R O D N E Y 

Conquest and new production relations, i88o-¿\ 1910 

F r o m the late fifteenth century onwards, Africa participated in the Europe-
oriented world economy as a peripheral and dependent sector. But, on 
the eve of the imposition of European colonial rule, there was no direct 
alien control of everyday economic activity on African soil. Such a situation 
came into being by a slow process after the loss of African sovereignty. 
T h e colonial economic system cannot be said to have reached its prime 
until the coming of the Second World W a r . T h e years 1880-1935, therefore, 
cover the laying of the foundations of production relations characteristic 
of. colonialism. African opposition and resistance held prospective 
colonizers at bay until the second decade of this century and occasionally 
longer. Africans responded aggressively to the attempted destruction of 
their economic independence, as illustrated by some of the more famous 
anti-colonial resistances already discussed, such as the H u t T a x war in 
Sierra Leone, the Bailundu revolt in Angola, the MajïMajï wars in G e r m a n 
East Africa and the Bambata rebellion in South Africa. 

Africans witnessed the first physical evidence of a n e w economy in the 
form of road, rail and telegraph construction. Transport and communica­
tion lines were a prelude to conquest and they were logistically necessary 
in occupied areas so that the latter could serve as the staging points for 
further aggression. African rulers were sometimes hostile towards the 
Europeans building a transport and communications infrastructure. Their 
followers were told to pull d o w n telegraph posts and tear up railway tracks, 
as in the Niger/Senegambia region when the French military presence was 
first manifest in the 1880s and 1890s.1 However, few roads or railways 
were of purely military interest; and the same railways which facilitated 
conquest were used for the extraction of groundnuts, cotton and so on. 

Coastal African economies were quickly reduced to dependent entities 
within the economies of the respective colonizing powers, while the interior 
peoples were usually the last to be brought into the network of produce 

1. G . Ganier, 1965; see also Chapter 6. 







































T h e colonial economy of 
the former French, Belgian 
and Portuguese zones, 

1914-35 

C. C O Q U E R Y - V I D R O V I T C H 

Both in their general configuration and from the standpoint of colonial 
policy, the French, Belgian and Portuguese colonies were similar in a 
number of ways.* They were colonies or federations of enormous geo­
graphical area, though in terms of population generally smaller than the 
average for British Africa, especially French Equatorial Africa ( A E F ) and 
Angola (see Fig. 15.1).' Mozambique and Ruanda-Urundi (now R w a n d a 
and Burundi) served as reservoirs of labour for neighbouring Northern 
and Southern Rhodesia (now Zambia and Zimbabwe) and the Belgian 
Congo (now Zaire), in the same way that the Voltaic Zone (now Upper 
Volta) of French West Africa ( A O F ) supplied Mossi workers for the cocoa 
plantations of the Ivory Coast and the Gold Coast (now Ghana) . 2 

Indeed, exploitation of these territories based on high investment was 
relatively recent. Not m u c h capital had been risked there before the First 
World W a r , as Table 15.1 indicates. 

In the economic field, the period was decisive; its beginning and end 
were marked by two profound traumas. T h e first - the World W a r -
served to trigger off, despite the brief but acute crisis of 1921-2, an 
unprecedented colonial b o o m which in fact reflected the prosperity of the 
metropolitan countries during the 1920s. Although spectacular, this expan­
sion was relatively short-lived, ending with the long slump which followed 
the collapse ushered in by the 1930 crisis. All this led to great disruption 
in economic as well as in social and ideological terms. By the end of the 
period, the relations of Francophone and Lusophone Africa with the outside 
world were transformed. T h e colonies, which on the whole had not been 
very dependent on the metropolitan countries, began from this time to 

•Editor's note: this chapter was written in 1974 and revised in 1980. 
1. In 1936, the population density was 4.2 per sq k m in the Belgian Congo, 2.8 in 

French Black Africa, 2.4 in Angola, according to S. H . Frankel, 1938, pp. 170 and 202-3. 
2. Mozambique and Ruanda-Urundi had population densities of 5.1 and 6.8 per sq k m 

respectively in 1936. Account must also be taken in A O F of the difference between the 
semi-desert region of the Sahel and the more fertile coastal zone, where the high density 
of little Togo (14.4 per sq k m ) is a typical example, ibid. 
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T h e colonial economy: 
the former British zones 

M . H . Y. KANIKI 

B y the second decade of the present century the British had firmly estab­
lished themselves in m a n y parts of tropical Africa including Nigeria, Gold 
Coast (now Ghana) , T h e Gambia , Sierra Leone, Kenya, Tanganyika (now 
Tanzania), Nyasaland (now Malawi), Uganda, Northern Rhodesia (now 
Zambia), Southern Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe) and South Africa (see Fig. 
2.1) and the colonial economies were clearly taking shape. This chapter 
seeks to examine the nature and major characteristic of these economies. 

T h e British, like other colonizers, did not develop a universal theory 
of colonialism which could embrace all aspects of life in all colonies. N o r 
did they develop anything near a universal practice of colonialism. Indeed 
this was impossible as colonialism was imposed on peoples with extremely 
diverse cultures and backgrounds, and living in widely differing environ­
ments. M u c h was left to the administrators to deal with situations depend­
ing on the local conditions. Even in the absence of a clear theory, however, 
a critical examination of colonial relations brings to light some fundamental 
assumptions which seem to have acted as guidelines for both the framers 
and implementers of colonial economic policies. First, the colonies were 
expected to provide raw materials (agricultural products and minerals) to 
feed the machines of the industrial imperial power. Second, the colonies 
had to import manufactured goods from the imperial power. These two 
assumptions divided the empire into two distinct economic camps - the 
colonies and the metropolis. Significantly there was very little reciprocity 
in the relationship. While in most cases the colonies had an obligation to 
export to Britain before they could consider any other buyer, even if such 
a buyer would pay higher prices, Britain had no obligation to import 
exclusively from any of her colonies. She operated through rational econo­
mic choices and bought from whoever sold at low prices. T h e colonized 
people were also at a disadvantage in the import trade. In some cases they 
had to buy expensive British manufactures as the colonial state apparatus, 
under pressure from Britain, raised customs duties for non-British goods. 
Third, the colonies had to be self-supporting. T h e colonized peoples had 
to raise revenue for the general administration and for whatever limited 
development projects that were undertaken. 
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T h e colonial economy: 
North Africa 

T h e economy of North Africa in the first quarter of the twentieth century 
did not develop at the same pace or pass through the same stages in 
all constituent countries (Tunisia, Algeria, Morocco, Libya, Egypt and 
Sudan), because they were not colonized at the same time (see Fig. 17. i). 

Part I: the economy of Tunisia, Algeria and 
MorOCCO, I919-35 A. KASSAB 

The economy from the end of the First World W a r to 
the economic crisis of 1929 

In 1919, Algeria had already been a French colony for eighty-nine years, 
Tunisia for thirty-eight and Morocco for only seven. But it is clear that 
on the morrow of the First World W a r the political, administrative, econo­
mic and financial institutions introduced by the French authorities were 
already well established, and that the process of dispossessing the fallähin 
(peasants; sing, fallah) and draining wealth away for the benefit of the 
metropolitan country (barely begun in Morocco) was already well under 
way in Algeria and Tunisia. T h e war had merely slowed the pace of this 
process: once hostilities ended it resumed at high speed. 

T h e disruption of rural society by agricultural colonization 

In Algeria the growth of settler estates stemmed mainly from a consistent 
policy of 'official colonization'. Land taken from the indigenous peoples 
was m a d e up into lots by the authorities and allocated to European settlers, 
w h o were given every facility for setting themselves up (loans, implements, 
housing, etc.). Settlers' centres were built for them at public expense to 
provide essential services (shops, schools, hospitals, etc.). 
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T h e social repercussions 
of colonial rule: 
demographic aspects 

J. C. C A L D W E L L 

T h e years from the early 1880s to the mid-iojos mark the demographic 
divide in Africa. At the beginning of the period the continent's population 
was still sparse, at least by the standards of the Old World. M o r e signifi­
cantly it probably was not growing rapidly and evidenced a vulnerability 
to the kind of pressures, both internal and external, which were being 
increasingly applied. B y about 1935, the population was undoubtedly grow­
ing because of increasing control over mortality, and the basis was laid 
for a doubling over the next third of a century which almost certainly 
hastened and consolidated independence. 

M a n y indices can be used to illustrate the changes between the two 
dates, and some help to explain the demographic transition. In 1880 a 
European presence inland from the coast was largely restricted to Algeria, 
where a third of a million migrants, mainly from France, Spain, Italy and 
Malta, had consolidated the victory of the French army, and South Africa, 
where a similar number of Europeans, predominantly of Dutch and English 
extraction, n o w had a vanguard as far north as the Limpopo river. (See 
Fig. i.i.) Elsewhere Europeans were beginning to exert control over Egypt 
and Tunisia, ruled some coastal populations in Senegal and the Gold Coast 
(now Ghana) and held such enclaves as T h e Gambia , Sierra Leone, Lagos, 
Libreville and parts of Angola and Mozambique. B y 1935 European admini-
stations controlled almost the entire continent (see Fig. 12.2). T h e half 
century saw European medical science progressing from an ignorance of 
the cause of most of Africa's major diseases to an ability to contain or 
cure most of them; indeed the period ends just as the sulpha drugs were 
ushering in an era of chemotherapy of great significance for the continent. 
It also spans almost the whole railway-building age and a transition from 
a time when nearly all land transport was by h u m a n porterage to one where 
lorries were beginning to multiply on a growing network of dusty or m u d d y 
roads. 

Population growth 

Demographers have published tables of African population change with 



























































T h e social repercussions 
of colonial rule: 
the new social structures 

A. E. AFIGBO 

Change and continuity 

In the rival mythologies of European imperialism and colonial nationalism, 
change was an innovation introduced by European rule into so-called 
traditional societies. T o imperial apologists change, as applied to colonial 
peoples, suggests progress, a dramatic and beneficial linear transition from 
a static and barely productive traditional culture to a dynamic and limitless 
modernism. But to colonial nationalists the word primarily connotes 
'disruption', the process by which unsympathetic and uncomprehending 
imperialists shattered the idyllic world of colonial peoples leaving in its 
place turmoil, instability and uncertainty. 

These differing attitudes notwithstanding, the two rival mythologies 
would appear to subscribe to a number of c o m m o n assumptions regarding 
change and traditional societies in the colonial situation. These include 
the belief that traditional societies were basically static, and therefore 
antithetical to modern values as a result of which the natural relationship 
between them was one of conflict; that n e w values, attitudes and structures 
necessarily displaced their traditional counterparts once they came into 
contact; and that in any given colony or even geographic region, traditional 
societies responded uniformly to the impact of European culture. 

Recently, however, scholars have shown that for Africa the above 
assumptions are unfounded since the societies on which European rule 
was imposed were far from static. O n the contrary they were the products 
of generations, or even centuries and millennia, of change. O n e can, in 
fact, assert that 'modernization in Africa has been a continuous process 
from earliest times'. Such ingredients as occupational specialization, urban­
ization, social mobility or even labour migration, usually associated with 
change and modernization, were operative in pre-colonial Africa. 

N o r is the 'traditional-modern' polar model, with all its attendant 
implications of conflict and incompatibility, applicable to the entire 
spectrum of African experience of change under colonialism. There were 
manifold variations in the reaction of African cultures to western innova­
tions. Not only were certain customs and beliefs discarded or modified, 











































Religion in Africa during 
the colonial era 

K. ASARE O P O K U 

T h e imposition of European colonial rule on Africa was not merely the 
forceful establishment of European political, economic and social power 
on colonial possessions. It was also a cultural imposition and it used culture 
to buttress the political, economic and social superstructure which colonial­
ism represented. It is the religious aspect of this cultural imposition of 
colonialism and the African response to it that this chapter deals with. 

T h e state of African religious life on the eve of colonial rule 

Traditional African religion in the pre-colonial period 

Traditional African religion was, and still is, inextricably bound up with 
African culture. It was a pervasive force, and as E m m a n u e l Obiechina 
aptly puts it: 

There is hardly any important area of h u m a n experience which is 
not linked to the supernatural and the people's sense of religion and 
religious piety . . . these . . . are part and parcel of the ideological 
structure of traditional society, and so essential to a proper interpreta­
tion of experience in the traditional social context.1 

This pervasiveness of religion through the total way of life of African 
peoples gave traditional religion a remarkable wholeness within the context 
of the culture out of which it originated. 

It was based on a particular world view, which included not only the 
people's view of the supernatural but also their understanding of the nature 
of the universe, the nature of h u m a n beings and their place in the world, 
and the nature of G o d , w h o was known by various local names. Essentially 
a spirit, G o d had no images or physical representations and was 
acknowledged as the Creator and Sustainer of the world. Power, justice, 
beneficence and eternity were attributed to H i m , and as the Source of all 
Power, G o d had power over life and death. H e rewarded m e n but also 

0 

i. E . Obiechina, 1978, p. 208. 































































T h e arts in Africa during 
the period of colonial rule 

W O L E SOYINKA 

In February 1976, at a police checkpoint between Ibadan and Lagos, 
Nigeria, a m a n was arrested for being in possession of antiquities, believed 
stolen. H e had two sackfuls of bronze and wooden sculptures, all of which, 
he insisted, were his o w n property. T h e police later discovered that he 
was telling the truth. This m a n , a recent convert to Islam, lived and worked 
in Ibadan in a communal compound. T h e Yoruba deities whose carved 
figures were found on him were typically brought into the city by labour 
migrants where, in their temporary homes, they ministered to the spiritual 
needs of the displaced artisans, petty traders, city clerks and other workers. 
Later, however, the head of this compound was converted to Islam and 
he in turn began to convert his neighbours. After the suspect's o w n conver­
sion, he was m a d e to understand that his former religious symbols had 
to give way if the compound was to become a fitting habitation for the 
spirit of Allah. Unable to bear the thought of their physical destruction, 
he resolved to take them back to their original h o m e , his village, where 
they are n o w reinstalled. 

A c o m m o n pattern of the movement of cultural forms and their concrete 
manifestations, the incident provides an apt model of survival, even renewal 
of cultural values in the face of religious and other more socially intensive 
forms of domination. W h a t was true in 1976 can be seen as having been 
even more commonplace in that more dramatic period of external domina­
tion in Africa, when an entire people, its social organizations, and its 
economic and artistic patterns became subjugated to strategies for 
m a x i m u m exploitation by outside interests. T h e slave trade had intensified 
internecine warfare for over two centuries, leading to cultural devastation 
on an unprecedented scale. Punitive raids by colonial forces, missionary 
intolerance and lack of understanding - all these had thoroughly derailed 
the accustomed cultural directions of the continent. Different methods of 
foreign control or interaction with the African populace naturally evoked 
or created different cultural responses from the displaced African. Belgian 
and Portuguese colonialism, as well as British settler colonialism in East 
Africa, are easily recognized as the most ruthless on the continent. They 
created conditions for the truly displaced African in the most literal sense 





















































African politics and 
nationalism, 1919—35 

B. O. OLORUNTIMEHIN 

W e need a clear understanding of the nature of nationalism in Africa for a 
proper appreciation of the events that will be discussed in this chapter. A 
preliminary point to m a k e is the distinction between the expression of 
nationalism in Europe from the nineteenth century and that in colonized 
Africa in the period between the two world wars. Nationalism in Europe 
has been the expression of the desire of communities which accepted the 
fact of c o m m o n cultural identities, coupled with a c o m m o n historical past, 
for an independent, sovereign existence in political organizations (states) of 
their o w n . T h e struggle was to ensure a coincidence between the cultural 
nation and the organization of its political life as a state. A s the Greek, 
Italian and G e r m a n examples illustrate, what emerged from the nationalist 
movements were, by and large, nation-states. 

In Africa, the aspirations of the states and groups which fought against 
European empire builders and tried to prevent the establishment of the 
colonial system up to the outbreak of the First World W a r were in essence 
the same as those which imbued the nationalist movements in Europe. 
However, one feature of the war was that it ended with the imperial lords 
consolidating their positions vis-à-vis the defenders of African independ­
ence and sovereignty. In spite of the ferment of ideas which contributed to 
undermining imperialism as a system, colonial rule became a de facto 
situation to the extent that some authors have referred to the inter-war 
period as the 'golden age' of colonialism in Africa. 

Most of the colonies that had been created were m a d e up of several 
culturally and historically diverse nationality groups for w h o m , for the most 
part, the fact of subjection to a c o m m o n alien ruler was the main base for 
unity. T h e colonial situation represented for all a new setting in which they 
had to forge new identities of alien rule. In such situations colonial 
boundaries which in nearly all cases incorporated m a n y cultural nations 
under a c o m m o n imperial administration were taken as given. T h e forging 
of n e w identities began with the acceptance of the essential African-ness of 
the various cultural nations. T h e units of the colonial administrations 
represented, in practically all cases, the territorial definitions of what the 
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Politics and nationalism in 
North-East Africa, 

i9!9-35 

H . A. IBRAHIM 

Introduction 

T w o forms of nationalism competed for supremacy in North-East Africa 
in the inter-war years - secular nationalism on the one side and religiously-
inspired patriotism on the other. T h e continuing legacy of the M a h d ï in 
the Sudan and of Sayyid M u h a m m a d in Somalia managed to fuse religion 
and patriotic sentiment the most directly. O n the other hand, Egyptian 
nationalism in the inter-war years was getting more secular (see Fig. 4.1). 
But even in Egypt, Islamic modernism and nationalism interacted in the 
theatre of politics. After all, Sa'd Zaghlül, the nationalist w h o dominated 
Egyptian politics for the first decade following the First World W a r , was 
influenced by Djamäl al-Dïn al-Afghânï, the stormy revolutionary pan-
Islamist w h o had had a part in 'bringing about the first stirrings of national 
consciousness and discontent under IsmäTT. 1 However, it would still be 
true to say that the movement which Zaghlül led was basically a secular 
patriotic movement . T h e protests in southern Sudan were also basically 
secular: it was in northern Sudan and Somalia during those inter-war 
years that the religious factor was the more difficult to disentangle from 
the political. 

In addition to the dialectic between religion and secularism in politics 
during these years, there was the dialectic between nationalism and 
economic problems. This period included some of the worst years of 
economic depression in the history of the modern world. B y the end of 
the 1920s the imperial powers themselves were experiencing the pressures 
of a deepening recession, culminating in the Great Depression. T h e colonies 
of North-East Africa had been feeling the economic squeeze a decade or 
two before the Great Depression hit the industrialized world. 

For North-East Africa yet another characteristic of the inter-war years 
was that they witnessed both a further expansion of imperialism, on one 
side, and a n e w militancy against imperialism on the other. T h e years 
between the two world wars were the years of Europe's last frontier - as 
new territory was annexed and colonial control was consolidated. This 

1. A. Hourani, 1962, pp. 108-9; s e e als0 N . R . Keddie, 1968. 















































Politics and nationalism in 
the Maghrib and the Sahara, 

1919-35 

J. B E R Q U E 

After the First World W a r : an upsurge of nationalism 
and colonialist reaction 

T h e political historian on the look-out for signs of what is somewhat 
inaccurately called 'nationalism'1 at first finds explicit evidence of it only 
in Tunisa. In Algeria he notes a growing malaise, but is puzzled by its 
ambiguity. In Morocco the birth of a nationalist party dated only from 
some ten years after the end of the First World W a r , and even then had a 
formidable traditional past to contend with. In Libya, the people were still 
preoccupied with the problem of maintaining their sovereignty and 
independence in the face of the aggressive imperialism of Italy, and 
as it was seen in Chapter 5, this struggle continued until the 1930s. Libya is 
therefore not dealt with in this chapter. 

O p e n w a r and passive resistance 

T h e 'dissidence' or stba of the Berbers, then practically general in Morocco, 
was clearly a continuation of a pre-colonial phenomenon. But it was no 
longer the same as it had been under Muläy Hasan,2 when it could easily 
accommodate itself to the official fiction which saw it as a fairly harmless 
game akin to refusal to pay taxes. T h e penetration of the French into the 
Middle Atlas region, at the time of which w e are speaking, encountered 
more difficulty than that of the sultans,3 despite the fact that it was still 
effected in the n a m e of the 'legal government' or Makhzen. But the 
Makhzen was from n o w onwards that of the Christians - the Makhzen 
al-Nasära — and aroused more dangerous reactions than the old ethnic 
unrest. T h e defence of the nation took the form of xenophobia and holy 
war, and resistance spread over all the High and Middle Atlas. Towards 

1. At this point it would be more appropriate to speak of 'patriotism'; cf. M . Lacheraf, 
1963, p. 69. A n d as Anouar Abdel Malek has suggested, 'nationalitaire' ('nationalitarian' 
- pro-nationality) would be more correct in this context than 'nationaliste' (pro-nation). 

2. Cf. AI-Nâsirï, 1907, pp. 277 ff (trans. Eugène Fumey) . 
3. See A . Guillaume, 1946, p. 47. 
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Politics and nationalism in 
West Africa, 1919-35 

A. A D U B O A H E N 

A s indicated in Chapters 6 and 12, resistance to colonialism in most parts 
of West Africa died d o w n during the First World W a r . Indeed, as M . 
Crowder has shown,1 except in parts of the Ivory Coast, Niger, the Gold 
Coast (now Ghana) and the eastern parts of Nigeria, most West Africans 
showed loyalty to their colonial rulers during the war and some of the 
traditional rulers even voluntarily contributed m e n and resources in the 
form of money to the imperial war effort. However, after the war, African 
reactions to colonialism were resumed with even greater vigour and 
determination. Indeed, if the period from 1919 to 1935 has been described 
as the high noon of colonialism in West Africa, it was also the period 
that saw African resistance to colonialism and nationalist activities in West 
Africa at its peak. 

African nationalism and political activities in West Africa during this 
period were shaped by a number of factors. These were the impact of 
the First World W a r , the colonial situation itself, an increase in the number 
of the educated and professional elite as well as the working class, especially 
in the urban centres, the general economic conditions of the 1920s and 
1930s, the socio-economic changes in the rural areas caused by the spread 
of the cultivation of cash crops, and finally, the diffusion of pan-Africanism 
and pan-Africanist activities into West Africa. Crowder (Chapter 12) has 
discussed in detail the impact of the First World W a r on Africa and on 
nationalist activities. Suffice it to state here first and foremost that the 
forced conscription of m a n y Africans aroused a great deal of anger especially 
in the former French African areas. Secondly, the war proved to the African 
that the white m a n was after all not a superman and could therefore be 
resisted. Thirdly, after the war, 'loyalist' West Africans were expecting 
rewards for their loyalty in the form of more concessions and more 
participation in the running of their o w n affairs, a feeling which was very 
m u c h strengthened by the principles of liberal democracy and self-
determination enunciated by President W o o d r o w Wilson of the United 

2 

1. See Chapter 12 above. 

















































Politics and nationalism in 
East Africa, 1919-35 

E. S. A T I E N O - O D H I A M B O 

T h e Kiswahili word siasa provides a useful umbrella for the two key words 
in the title of this chapter. Siasa includes opposition, complaint, agitation, 
activism. It embraces actions by organized groups as well as the spontaneous 
actions of spirited individuals. T h e practitioners of siasa are referred to 
as wanasiasa (singular: mwanasiasa). T h e British colonial authorities h o w ­
ever referred to siasa as 'agitation', and to the wanasiasa as 'agitators'. But 
beyond this apparent British simplicity lay significant diversity at the levels 
of organizational scale, and with regard to areas of concern. Recent scholar­
ship1 has usefully drawn attention to the various levels of concern, and 
therefore the various arenas of activity, that the wanasiasa indulged in. 
This categorization is an improvement on John Lonsdale's earlier historio-
graphical designation2 of East African politics in the inter-war years as 
being essentially activism with a local focus. For, granted that the grounds 
for political activity lay in the local grievances of the masses and of certain 
individuals a m o n g the masses, the arenas for their articulation varied: from 
the chiefs' baraza in the location to the files of the Secretary of State for 
the Colonies in London; also from the licensed political rally to the defiant 
mass meetings on hilltops and armed rehearsals for war in the forests. 
T h u s one local issue could be presented at two or more levels at the same 
time, the initiative for action depending on the perception of the articulators 
as to what level would be most responsive to the given pressure at the 
given time. Siasa, then, represents a collective consciousness about colonial 
wrongs at a specific location in a given time. T h e term simultaneously 
captures the consciousness of clans, of nationalities, of social classes. T h e 
political activities that are the concern of this chapter, then, were the 
activities arising from concrete group consciousness. T h e y were mass 
activities. Each m o v e m e n t required a leadership, but the masses were the 
movement while the leadership was the vanguard. T h e assumption in 
the rest of this chapter is therefore that behind each movement and each 
leader, there lined up the masses.3 A n d depending on the levels and arenas 

1. D . A . L o w and J. M . Lonsdale in D . A . L o w and A . Smith (eds), 1976, pp. 40-8. 
2. J. M . Lonsdale, 1968(a). 
3. ibid. 



















































Politics and nationalism in 
Central and Southern 
Africa, 1919-35 

A. B. DAVIDSON, A. ISAACMAN 
and R. PÉLissiER 

Deep differences have always marked African political life in such widely 
differing countries as Angola, Bechuanaland (now Botswana), Belgian 
Congo (now Zaire), Northern Rhodesia (now Zambia), Basutoland (now 
Lesotho), Nyasaland (now Malawi), Mozambique , Swaziland, Southern 
Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe) , South West Africa (now Namibia), and the 
Union of South Africa (now Republic of South Africa). These differences, 
still apparent n o w , were considerable in the period between 1919 and 1935. 
O n e reason for these differences was that these countries were parts of 
different colonial empires - the British, Portuguese or Belgian. Another 
was their different political status, with some being colonies, others 
protectorates and one a dominion. Last, but not least, great variations 
existed at the economic level, in turn generating distinct patterns of social 
differentiation. A n d yet, the emergence of the new anti-colonial movements 
in Southern and Central Africa reveal distinctly specific features compared 
with East and West Africa. This chapter examines the changing nature 
of popular protest in Southern and Central Africa with particular attention 
being given to South Africa, the Belgian Congo, and the former Portuguese 
colonies. ' 

The economic and political setting in Southern Africa and 
the Belgian Congo: an overview 

T h e specific features of Southern Africa stem both from the character 
of colonial-capitalist penetration and from the ethnic stratification of 
societies which was more complex than elsewhere in Africa. Nowhere did 
the 'European sector' develop so rapidly, dwarfing the 'traditional' African 
economy. This economic pattern and the complexity of ethnic stratification 

1. A . B . Davidson was primarily responsible for the discussion on the economic and 
political setting in Southern Africa and the Belgian Congo, and the section on popular 
resistance in South Africa and the neighbouring territories. A . Isaacman wrote the sections 
on Mozambique and the Belgian Congo and, together with R . Pélissier, the overview of 
the economic and political setting in Angola and Mozambique. R . Pélissier also wrote the 
section on Angola. 
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Ethiopia and Liberia, 
1914-35: two independent 
African states in the 
colonial era 
M . B . A K P A N based on contributions 
from A. B. JONES and R. P A N K H U R S T 

His Majesty's Government will join with the United States Govern­
ment in making representations in the strongest terms to the Liberian 
Government to induce that Government to lay before the forthcoming 
meeting of the Council of the League of Nations a request for the 
appointment of a Governing Commission [over Liberia] . . . His 
Majesty's Government will also exert strong pressure on the Liberian 
Government to persuade them to apply for a loan under the League 
auspices.1 (British Foreign Office, London, to British Ambassador 
in Washington, D C ; January 1931.) 

I do not want agreements unless they give m e everything, including 
the head of the Emperor [Haile Sellassie] . . . Even if I a m given 
everything I prefer to avenge A d o w a . I a m prepared.2 (Benito 
Mussolini, Italian Fascist leader, August 1935.) 

O n the surface, it would appear that the matters in dispute between 
Ethiopia and Italy could have only academic interests for Liberia. 
But a more profound consideration of the implications inherent in 
the facts surrounding the dispute would convince the most unthinking 
mind that the situation is of the highest significance to a State situated 
as is Liberia. Should the League of Nations be unable to assert its 
moral influence in the maintenance of international decency, decorum 
and security, then the smaller States in the World will become, as 
in fact they have always been, the prey of imperialistic Adventurers.3 

(Edwin J. Barclay, President of Liberia, December 1935.) 

T h e quotations above convey the force of European imperialism against 
Liberia and Ethiopia during m a n y of the inter-war years, and the bond 
that continued to bind Liberians and Ethiopians as Africans and victims 
of European aggression. This chapter discusses, in comparative terms, this 
aggression, the responses of Liberia and Ethiopia to it, and other political, 
economic and social developments that occurred in both countries during 
the period 1915-35. 

1. R . E . Anderson, 1952, pp. 110-11. 
2. E . M . Robertson, 1977, pp. 160-2. 
3. E . J. Barclay, 1935(b), p. 15. 





































































Africa and the N e w World 

R. D . R A L S T O N 
with sections on Latin America and the 
Caribbean by A L B U Q U E R Q U E M O U R Ä O 

Substantial African expatriate communities or influences have affected such 
diverse regions of the world as classical Greece and R o m e ; Portugal (since 
the fifteenth century); the Caribbean; the United States (since the seven­
teenth century); Britain (since the eighteenth century); Canada (particularly 
after the American W a r of Independence); Brazil (particularly since the 
eighteenth century); Saudi Arabia; India; and, occasionally, Turkey. 
Meanwhile, variations on the African diaspora have been represented in 
the coming and going of African traders, sailors, interpreters, educators 
and African students in the Americas, and in the resettlement of black 
North Americans, Afro-Brazilians and Afro-Cubans in Africa. Linkages 
between what became the two principal spheres of the black world - Africa 
and the Americas - were maintained over time through exchanges of per­
sonnel, cultural materials, and political ideology. T h e purpose of this 
chapter is to delineate the interactions between Africans and peoples of 
African descent in the Americas during the colonial period of African 
history. 

African and American black linkages during the period 1880-1935 con­
sisted essentially of five types of activities: (1) back-to-Africa movements 
or black emigration - mostly from North America, but also from the 
Caribbean and Brazil - into parts of Africa (mostly West Africa, but also 
South Africa and the Horn); (2) American evangelism featuring Afro-
American missionaries as 'gospel conductors' in Africa; (3) a renewed 
Middle Passage in the form of a stream of African students matriculating 
at American black schools and universities; (4) several varieties of pan-
Africanist activities, including conferences, organizations and educational, 
literary or commercial activities which put Africans in touch with the black 
world of the Americas and which helped to influence events in colonial 
Africa; and (5) persistence and transformation of African cultural values 
in Latin America and the Caribbean. These five themes will be discussed 
in turn in the five divisions of this chapter. 









































































Colonialism in Africa: 
its impact and significance 

A. A D U B O A H E N 

B y 1935, as is evident from the earlier chapters of this volume, colonialism 
had been firmly fastened on Africa like a steel grid, and it looked as if 
it was going to remain there forever. However, colonialism proved just 
as ephemeral as any other institution created and maintained by force. 
Within a matter of only some forty-five years from 1935, the colonial system 
had been uprooted from over 90% of Africa and confined only to that 
part of the continent south of the L i m p o p o River. That is to say, colonial­
ism lasted in most parts of Africa for under a hundred years, indeed from 
the 1880s to the 1960s. In the history of a people and a whole continent, 
this is a very brief span indeed. H o w and w h y this incredible feat of the 
uprooting of colonialism was accomplished, or, to quote the words of 
Margery Perham, w h y this 'astonishingly rapid emancipation since 1950' ' 
form two of the main themes of the concluding volume of this History. 
In the concluding chapter of this volume, however, w e would like to address 
ourselves to two main questions. First, what legacies did colonialism 
bequeath to Africa, or what impact did it make on Africa? T h e second 
question is, in view of this impact or balance sheet, what is the significance 
of colonialism for Africa? Does it constitute a revolutionary or important 
episode in the history of the continent? W a s it a major break with the 
past of the continent, or was it, after all, a mere passing event which did 
not constitute a break in the history of the continent? O r as L . H . G a n n 
and Peter Duignan have posed the same question, what is 'the place of 
the colonial era within the wider context of African history'?2 

The colonial impact 

Probably nothing has become as controversial a subject as the impact of 
colonialism on Africa. T o some writers on Africa such as G a n n , Duignan, 
Perham and P. C . Lloyd, its impact was on balance either a blessing or 
at worst not harmful for Africa. 

1. M . Perham, 1961, p. 24. 
2. 'Epilogue' în L . H . Gann and P. Duignan (eds), 1970, p. 526. 
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