How Europe Underdevel oped Africa. Walter Rodney 1973

Walter Rodney 1973

How Europe Underdeveloped Africa

Published by: Bogle-L'Ouverture Publications, London and
Tanzanian Publishing House, Dar-Es-Salaam 1973, Transcript from
6th reprint, 1983;

Transcribed: by Joaguin Arriola.

To
Pat, Muthoni, Mashaka and
the extended family

Contents

Preface

Chapter One. Some Questions on Development

1.1 What is Development
1.2 What is Underdevel opment?

Chapter Two. How Africa Developed Before the Coming

of the Europeans up to the 15th Century

http://www.marxists.org/subject/africa/rodney-walter/how-europe/index.htm (1 of 3) [8/22/05 11:01:42 AM]



How Europe Underdevel oped Africa. Walter Rodney 1973

2.1 General Over-View
2.2 Concrete Examples

Chapter Three. Africa’s Contribution to European

Capitalist Development — the Pre-Colonial Period

3.1 How Europe Became the Dominant Section of a World-
Wide Trade System
3.2 Africa s contribution to the economy and beliefs of early

capitalist Europe

Chapter Four. Europe and the Roots of African

Underdevelopment — to 1885

4.1 The European Slave Trade as a Basic Factor in African

Underdevel opment

4.2 Technological Stagnation and Distortion of the African
Economy in the Pre-Colonial Epoch

4.3 Continuing Politico-Military Developmentsin Africa—
1500 to 1885

Chapter Five. Africa’s Contribution to the Capitalist

Development of Europe — the Colonial Period

5.1 Expatriation of African Surplus Under Colonialism

http://www.marxists.org/subject/africa/rodney-walter/how-europe/index.htm (2 of 3) [8/22/05 11:01:42 AM]



How Europe Underdevel oped Africa. Walter Rodney 1973

5.2 The Strengthening of Technological and Military Aspects

of Capitalism

Chapter Six. Colonialism as a System for

Underdeveloping Africa

6.1 The Supposed Benefits of Colonialism to Africa
6.2 Negative Character of the Social, Political and Economic

Conseqguences

6.3 Education for Underdevel opment

6.4 Development by Contradiction

Walter Rodney Archive | Marxism & Anti-Imperialism in Africa

http://www.marxists.org/subject/africa/rodney-walter/how-europe/index.htm (3 of 3) [8/22/05 11:01:42 AM]



How Europe Underdevel oped Africa. Walter Rodney 1973

How Europe Underdeveloped Africa. Walter Rodney 1973

Preface

This book derives from a concern with the contemporary African
situation. It delvesinto the past only because otherwise it would be
impossible to understand how the present came into being and what the
trends are for the near future. In the search for an understanding of what
Is now called “underdevelopment” in Africa, the limits of enquiry have
had to be fixed as far apart as the fifteenth century, on the one hand and
the end of the colonial period, on the other hand.

|deally. an analysis of underdevel opment should come even closer to
the present than the end of the colonial period in the 1960s. The
phenomenon of neo-colonialism cries out for extensive investigation in
order to formulate the strategy and tactics of African emancipation and
development. This study does not go that far, but at least certain
solutions are implicit in a correct historical evaluation, just as given
medical remedies are indicated or contra-indicated by a correct
diagnosis of a patient’ s condition and an accurate case-history.
Hopefully, the facts and interpretation that follow will make a small
contribution towards reinforcing the conclusion that African
development is possible only on the basis of aradical break with the
international capitalist system, which has been the principal agency of
underdevelopment of Africaover the last five centuries.

Asthe reader will observe, the question of development strategy is
tackled briefly in the final section by A.M. Babu, former Minister of
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Economic Affairs and Development Planning, who has been actively
involved in fashioning policy along those lines in the Tanzanian context

. It isno accident that the text asa
whole has been written within Tanzania, where expressions of concern
for development have been accompanied by considerably more positive
action than in several other parts of the continent.

Many colleagues and comrades shared in the preparation of thiswork.
Special thanks must go to comrades Karim Hirji and Henry Mapolu of
the University of Dar es Salaam, who read the manuscript in a spirit of
constructive criticism. But, contrary to the fashion in most prefaces, |
will not add that “all mistakes and shortcomings are entirely my
responsibility.” That is sheer bourgeois subjectivism. Responsibility in
matters of these sortsis always collective, especially with regard to the
remedying of shortcomings. My thanks also go to the Tanzania
Publishing House and Bogle L'Ouverture Publications for co-operating
In producing this volume as simply and cheaply as possible. The
purpose has been to try and reach Africans who wish to explore further
the nature of their exploitation, rather than to satisfy the ‘ standard, set
by our oppressors and their spokesmen in the academic world.

Walter Rodney.
Dar es Salaam.
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Chapter One
Some Questions on Development

‘In contrast with the surging growth of the countriesin our socialist camp
and the devel opment taking place, albeit much more slowly, in the
majority of the capitalist countries, is the unquestionable fact that alarge
proportion of the so-called underdevel oped countries are in total
stagnation, and that in some of them the rate of economic growth islower
than that of population increase.

‘These characteristics are not fortuitous; they correspond strictly to the
nature of the capitalist system in full expansion, which transfers to the
dependent countries the most abusive and barefaced forms of exploitation.
It must be clearly understood that the only way to solve the questions now
besetting mankind is to eliminate completely the exploitation of dependent
countries by developed capitalist countries, with al the consequences that
thisimplies.’

Che Guevara, 1964.

1.1 What is Development?

Development in human society is a many-sided process. At the level of
the individual, it impliesincreased skill and capacity, greater freedom,
creativity, self-discipline, responsibility and material well-being. Some
of these are virtually moral categories and are difficult to evaluate —
depending as they do on the age in which one lives, one' s class origins,
and one’ s personal code of what is right and what is wrong. However,
what isindisputable is that the achievement of any of those aspects of
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personal development isvery much tied in with the state of the society
asawhole. From earliest times, man found it convenient and necessary
to come together in groups to hunt and for the sake of survival. The
relations which develop within any given social group are crucial to an
understanding of the society as awhole: Freedom, responsibility, skill,
etc. have real meaning only in terms of the relations of men in society.

Of course, each social group comes into contact with others. The
relations between individuals in any two societies are regulated by the
form of the two societies. Their respective political structures are
Important because the ruling elements within each group are the ones
that begin to dialogue, trade or fight, as the case may be. At the level of
social groups, therefore, development implies an increasing capacity to
regulate both internal and external relationships. Much of human
history has been afight for survival against natural hazards and against
real and imagined human enemies. Development in the past has aways
meant the increase in the ability to guard the independence of the social
group and indeed to infringe upon the freedom of others - something
that often came about irrespective of the will of the persons within the
societies involved.

Men are not the only beings which operate in groups, but the human
species embarked upon a unique line of development because man had
the capacity to make and use tools. The very act of making toolswas a
stimulus to increasing rationality rather than the consequence of afully
matured intellect. In historical terms, man the worker was every bit as
Important as man the thinker, because the work with tools liberated men
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from sheer physical necessity, so that he could impose himself upon
other more powerful species and upon nature itself. The tools with
which men work and the manner in which they organise their labour are
both important indices of social development.

More often than not, the term ‘development’ is used in an exclusive
economic sense — the justification being that the type of economy is
itself an index of other social features. What then is economic
development? A society develops economically as its members increase
jointly their capacity for dealing with the environment. This capacity
for dealing with the environment is dependent on the extent to which
they understand the laws of nature (science), on the extent to which
they put that understanding into practice by devising tools (technology),
and on the manner in which work is organised. Taking along-term
view, it can be said that there has been constant economic development
within human society since the origins of man, because man has
multiplied enormously his capacity to win aliving from nature. The
magnitude of man’s achievement is best understood by reflecting on the
early history of human society and noting firstly, the progress from
crude stone tools to the use of metals; secondly, the changeover from
hunting and gathering wild fruit to the domestication of animals and the
growing of food crops; and thirdly, the improvement in the character of
work from being an individualistic activity towards an activity which
assumes a social character through the participation of many.

Every people have shown a capacity for independently increasing their
ability to live a more satisfactory life through exploiting the resources
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of nature. Every continent independently participated in the early
epochs of the extension of man’s control over his environment —which
means in effect that every continent can point to a period of economic
development. Africa, being the original home of man, was a major
participant in the processes in which human groups displayed an ever
Increasing capacity to extract aliving from the natural environment.
Indeed, in the early period, Africawas the focus of the physical
development of man as such, as distinct from other living beings.

Development was universal because the conditions leading each
economic expansion were universal. Everywhere, man was faced with
the task of survival by meeting fundamental material needs; and better
tools were a consequence of the interplay between human beings and
nature as part of the struggle for survival. Of course, human history is
not a record of advances and nothing else. There were periodsin every
part of the world when there were temporary setbacks and actual
reduction of the capacity to produce basic necessities and other services
for the population. But the overall tendency was towards increased
production, and at given points of time the increase in the quantity of
goods was associated with a change in the quality or character of
society. Thiswill be shown later with reference to Africa, but to
indicate the universal application of the principle of
guantitative/qualitative change an example will be drawn from China.

Early man in Chinalived at the mercy of nature, and slowly discovered
such basic things as the fact that fire can be man-made and that seeds of
some grasses could be planted in the soil to meet food requirements.

http://www.marxists.org/subject/africa/rodney-walter/how-europe/ch01.htm (4 of 45) [8/22/05 11:03:06 AM]



How Europe Underdevel oped Africa. Walter Rodney 1973

Those discoveries helped inhabitants of Chinato have ssimple farming
communities using stone tools and producing enough for bare
subsistence. That was achieved severa thousand years before the birth
of Christ or the flight of the Prophet Muhammad. The goods produced
at that stage were divided more equally among the members of society,
who lived and worked in families. By the time of the T'ang dynasty of
the 7th century A.D., China had expanded its economic capacity not
only to grow more food but also to manufacture a wide variety of items
such as silks, porcelain, ships and scientific devices. This of course
represented a quantitative increase in the goods produced, and it was
inter-related with qualitative changes in Chinese society. By the later
date, there was a political state, where before there were only self-
government units. Instead of every family and every. individual
performing the tasks of agriculturalists, house-builders, tailors, etc.,
there had arisen specialization of function. Most of the population still
tilled the land, but there were skilled artisans who made silk and
porcelain, bureaucrats who administered the state and Buddhist and
Confucian religious philosophers who specialized in trying to explain
those things that lay outside of immediate understanding.

Specialization and division of labour led to more production as well as
inequality in distribution. A small section of Chinese society came to
take a large disproportionate share of the proceeds of human labour, and
that was the section which did least to actually generate wealth by
working in agriculture or industry. They could afford to do so because
grave inequalties had emerged in the ownership of the basic means of
production, which was the land. Family land became smaller asfar as
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most peasants were concerned, and a minority took over the greater
portion of the land. Those changes in land tenure were part and parcel
of development in its broadest sense. That is why development cannot
be seen purely as an economic affair, but rather as an overall social
process which is dependent upon the outcome of man’s efforts to deal
with his natural environment.

Through careful study, it is possible to comprehend some of the very
complicated links between the changes in the economic base and
changes in the rest of the superstructure of the society — including the
sphere of ideology and social beliefs. The changeover from
communalism in Asiaand Europe led for instance to codes of behaviour
peculiar to feudalism. The conduct of the European knights in armour
had much in common with that of the Japanese Samurai or warriors.
They developed notions of so-called ‘chivalry’ — conduct becoming a
gentleman knight on horseback; while in contrast had to learn extreme
humility, deference and obsequiousness — symbolised by doffing his
cap and standing bare-headed before his superiors. In Africa, too, it was
to be found that the rise of the state and superior classes led to the
practice whereby common subjects prostrated themselvesin the
presence of the monarchs and aristocrats. When the point had been
reached, it became clear that the rough equality of the family had given
way to a new state of society.

In the natural sciences, it iswell known that in many instances
guantitative change becomes qualitative after a certain period. The
common example is the way that water can absorb heat (a quantitative
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process) until at 100° C it changes to steam (a qualitative change of
form). Similarly, in human society it has always been the case that the
expansion of the economy leads eventually to a change in the form of
social relations. Karl Marx, writing in the 19th century, was the first
writer to appreciate this, and he distinguished within European history
several stages of development. The first major stage following after
simple bands of hunters was Communalism where property was
collectively owned, work was done in common, and goods were shared
out equally. The second was Savery, caused by the extension of
domineering elements within the family and by some groups being
overwhelmed by others. Slaves did avariety of tasks, but their main job
was to produce food. The next was Feudalism where agriculture
remained the principal means of making alivelihood, but the land
which was necessary for that purpose was in the hands of the few, and
they took the lion’ s share of the wealth. The workers on the land (now
called Serfs) were no longer the personal property of the masters, but
they were tied to the land of a particular manor or estate. When the
manor changed hands, the serfs had to remain there and provide goods
for the landlord — just keeping enough to feed themselves. Just as the
child of aslave was a dave, so the children of serfswere also serfs.
Then came Capitalism, under which the greatest wealth in the society
was produced not in agriculture but by machines—in factoriesand in
mines. Like the preceding phase of feudalism, capitalism was
characterised by the concentration in afew hands of ownership of the
means of producing wealth and by unequal distribution of the products
of human labour. The few who dominated were the bourgeoisie who
had originated in the merchants and craftsmen of the feudal epoch, and
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who rose to be industrialists and financiers. Meanwhile, the serfs were
declared legally free to leave the land and to go in search of
employment in capitalist enterprises. Their labour thereby became a
commaodity — something to be bought and sold.

It was predicted that there would be a further stage — that of Socialism—
in which the principle of economic would be restored, asin
communalism. In the present century, the phase of Socialism has indeed
emerged in some countries. Economically, each succeeding stage
represented development in the strict sense that there was increased
capacity to control the material environment and thereby to create more
goods and services for the community. The greater quantity of goods
and services were based on greatest skills and human inventiveness,
Man was liberated in the sense of having more opportunities to display
and develop his talents. Whether man uplifted himself in amoral sense
IS open to dispute. The advance in production increased the range of
powers which sections of society had over other sections, and it
multiplied the violence which was part of the competition for survival
and growth among social groups. It isnot at al clear that a soldier
serving capitalism in the last World War was less ‘ primitive’ in the
elemental sense of the word than a soldier serving in one of Japan’s
feudal armiesin the 16th century, or for that matter a hunter living in
the first phase of human organisation in the forests of Brazil.
Nevertheless, we do know that in those three respective epochs hunting
band, feudalism, capitalism-the quality of life improved. It became less
hazardous and |ess uncertain, and members of society potentially had
greater choice over their destinies. All of that isinvolved when the
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word ‘development’ is used.

In the history of those societies which have passed through severd
modes of production, the opportunity is presented of seeing how
guantitative changes give rise ultimately to an entirety different society.
The key feature isthat at given junctures the social relationsin the
society were no longer effective in promoting advance. Indeed, they
began to act as brakes on the productive forces and therefore had to be
discarded. Take for instance the epoch of slavery in Europe. However
morally indefensible slavery may have been, it did serve for awhileto
open up the mines and agricultural plantationsin large parts of Europe
and notably within the Roman Empire. But then those peasants who
remained free had their labour depressed and under-utilised because of
the presence of slaves. The slaves were not disposed to work at any
tasks requiring skills, so the technological evolution of society
threatened to come to a halt. Furthermore, the slaves were restless, and
slave revolts were expensive to put down. The landowners, seeing their
estates going to ruin, decided that it would be best to grant the legal
freedom for which slaves were clamouring. and to keep exploiting the
labour of these free serfs by ensuring that they had no lands to plough
other than those of the landlords. Thereby, a new set of social relations
—that of landlord and serf — replaced the old relations of slave master
and dlave.

In some instances. the changeover to a new mode was accompanied by
violence at a critical point. This occurred when the ruling classes
involved were being threatened with removal by the process of change.
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The feudal landlords remained in power for centuries during which the
merchant and manufacturing interest grew wealthy and sought to
achieve power and social pre-eminence. When classes are so well-
defined, their consciousness is at a high level. Both the landlord class
and the capitalists recognised what was at stake. The former fought to
hold on to the social relations which no longer corresponded to the new
technology of machine production and the organisation of work by
means of purchasing labour power. The capitalists flung themselves
into Revolutions in Europe in the 18th and 19th centuriesto break the
old relations of production.

The notions of revolution and class consciousness must be borne in
mind when it comes to examining the situation of the modern worker
and peasant classesin Africa. However, for the greater part of Africa’'s
history, the existing classes have been incompletely crystallized and the
changes have been gradual rather than revolutionary. What is probably
of more relevance for early African development is the principle that
development over the world’ s territories has always been uneven.

While all societies have experienced development, it is equally true that
the rate of development differed from continent to continent, and within
each continent different parts increased their command over nature at
different rates. Inside Africa, EQypt was capable of producing wealth in
abundance twenty-five centuries ago, because of mastery of many
scientific natural laws and their invention of technology to irrigate,
grow food, and extract minerals from the subsoil. At that time, hunting
with bows and even wooden clubs was what people depended on for
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survival in most parts of the African continent-and in various other
places such as the British Igles.

One of the most difficult questions to answer is exactly why different
peoples developed at different rates when left on their own. Part of the
answer liesin the environment in which human groups evolved and part
of it liesin the ‘superstructure’ of human society. That isto say, as
human beings battled with the material environment, they created forms
of social relations, forms of government, patterns of behaviour and
systems of belief which together constituted the superstructure-which
was never exactly the same in any two societies. Each element in the
superstructure interacted with other elements in the superstructure as
well as with the material base. For instance, the political and religious
patterns affected each other and were often intertwined. The religious
belief that a certain forest was sacred was the kind of element in the
superstructure that affected economic activity, since that forest would
not be cleared for cultivation. While in the final analysis the
breakthrough to a new stage of human devel opment is dependent upon
man’ s technical capacity to deal with the environment, it is also to be
borne in mind that peculiarities in the superstructure of any giv en
society have a marked impact on the rate of development.

Many observers have been puzzled by the fact that China never became
capitalist. It entered the feudal phase of development virtually 1,000
years before the birth of Christ; it had devel oped many aspects of
technology; and it had many craftsmen and artisans. Y et the mode of
production was never transformed to one where machines were the
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main means of producing wealth and where the owners of capital would
be the dominant class. The explanation is very complex, but in general
terms the main differences between feudal Europe and feudal Chinalay
In the superstructure —i.e. in the body of beliefs, motivations and socio-
political institutions which derived from the material base but in turn
affected it. In China, religious, educational and bureaucratic
gualifications were of utmost importance, and government wasin the
hands of state officials rather than being run by the landlords on their
own feudal estates. Besides, there were greater egalitarian tendenciesin
Chinese land distribution than in European land distribution, and the
Chinese state owned a great deal of land. The consequence was that the
landowners had greater powers as bureaucrats than as men of property,
and they used that to keep socia relations in the same mould. It would
have been impossible for them to have done that indefinitely, but they
slowed down the movement of history. In Europe, the elements of
change were not stifled by the weight of a state bureaucracy.

As soon as the first capitalists appeared in European society, an
Incentive was created for further development through the attitude of
this class. Never before in any human society had a group of people
seen themselves conscioudy functioning in order to make the maximum
profit out of production. To fulfill their objective of acquiring more and
more capital, capitalists took a greater interest in the laws of science
which could be harnessed in the form of machinery to work and make
profit on their behalf. At the political level, capitalism was aso
responsible for most of the features which today are referred to as
“Western Democracy’ . In abolishing feudalism, the capitalists insisted
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on parliaments, constitutions, freedom of the press, etc. These too can
be considered as devel opment. However the peasants and workers of
Europe (and eventually the inhabitants of the whole world) paid a huge
price so that the capitalists could make their profits from the human
labour that always lies behind the machines. That contradicts other
facets of development, especially viewed from the standpoint of those
who suffered and still suffer to make capitalist achievements possible.
This latter group are the majority of mankind. To advance, they must
overthrow capitalism; and that is why at the moment capitalism stands
In the path of further human social development. To put it another way,
the social (class) relations of capitalism are now outmoded, just as Slave
and feudal relations became outmoded in their time.

There was a period when the capitalist system increased the well-being
of significant numbers of people as a by-product of seeking out profits
for afew, but today the quest for profits comes into sharp conflict with
people' s demands that their material and social needs should be
fulfilled. The capitalist or bourgeois class is no longer capable of
guiding the uninhibited development of science and technology again
because these objectives now clash with the profit motive. Capitalism
has proved incapable of transcending fundamental weaknesses such as
underutilization of productive capacity, the persistence of a permanent
sector of unemployed, and periodic economic crises related to the
concept of ‘market’ —which is concerned with people’' s ability to pay
rather than their need for commodities. Capitalism has created its own
irrationalities such as a vicious white racism, the tremendous waste
associated with advertising, and the irrationality of incredible poverty in

http://www.marxists.org/subject/africa/rodney-walter/how-europe/ch01.htm (13 of 45) [8/22/05 11:03:06 AM]



How Europe Underdevel oped Africa. Walter Rodney 1973

the midst of wealth and wastage even inside the biggest capitalist
economies, such as that of the U.S.A. Above all, capitalism has
intensified its own political contradictionsin trying to subjugate nations
and continents outside of Europe, so that workers and peasants in every
part of the globe have become self-conscious and are determined to take
their destiny into their own hands. Such a determination isalso an
integral part of the process of development.

It can be offered as a generalization that all phases of development are
temporary or transient and are destined sooner or later to give way to
something else. It is particularly important to stress this with reference
to capitalism because the capitalist epoch is not quite over and those
who live at a particular point in time often fail to see that their way of
lifeisin the process of transformation and elimination. Indeed, it isone
of the functions of those who justify capitalism (bourgeois writers) to
try and pretend that capitalism is here to stay. A glance at the
remarkable advance of Socialism over the last fifty-odd years will show
that the apologists for capitalism are spokesmen of a social system that
IS rapidly expiring.

The fact that capitalism today is still around alongside of socialism
should warn us that the modes of production cannot simply be viewed
as a gquestion of successive stages. Uneven development has always
ensured that societies have come into contact when they were at
different levels— for example, one that was communal and one that was
capitalist.

When two societies of different sorts come into prolonged and effective
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contact, the rate and character of change taking place in both is
serioudly affected to the extent that entirely new patterns are created.
Two general rules can be observed to apply in such cases. Firstly, the
weaker of the two societies (i.e., the one with less economic capacity) is
bound to be adversely affected-and the bigger the gap between the two
societies concerned the more detrimental are the consequences. For
example, when European capitalism came into contact with the
indigenous hunting societies of America and the Caribbean, the latter
were virtually exterminated. Secondly, assuming that the weaker
society does survive, then ultimately it can resume its own independent
development only if it proceedsto alevel higher than that of the
economy which had previously dominated it. The concrete instances of
the operation of this second rule are found in the experience of the
Soviet Union, Chinaand Korea.

China and Korea were both at a stage approximating to feudalism when
they were colonised by the capitalist powers of Europe and Japan.
Russiawas never legally colonised, but while in the feudal stage and
before its own indigenous capitalism could get very far, the Russian
economy was subjugated by the more mature capitalism of Western
Europe. In all three cases, it took a socialist revolution to break the
domination of capitalism, and only the rapid tempo of socialist
development could make amends for the period of subjugation when
growth was misdirected and retarded. Indeed, as far as the two biggest
socialist states are concerned (the Soviet Union and China), socialist
development has aready catapulted them beyond states such as Britain
and France, which have been following the capitalist path for centuries.
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Up to the end of the 1950s (the point at which this study terminates),
Russia, China, Korea and certain nations in Eastern Europe were the
only countries which had decisively broken with capitalism and
imperialism. Imperialism isitself aphase of capitalist development in
which Western European capitalist countries, the U.S.A., and Japan
established political, economic, military and cultural hegemony over
other parts of the world which were initially at alower level and
therefore could not resist domination. Imperialism was in effect the
extended capitalist system, which for many years embraced the whole
world — one part being the exploiters and the other the exploited, one
part being dominated and the other acting as overlords, one part making
policy and the other being dependent.

Socialism has advanced on imperialism’s weakest flanks — in the sector
that is exploited, oppressed and reduced to dependency. In Asiaand
eastern Europe, socialism released the nationalist energies of colonised
peoples; it turned the goal of production away from the money market
and towards the satisfaction of human needs; it has eradicated
bottlenecks such as permanent unemployment and periodic crises; and
it has realised some of the promise implicit in Western or bourgeois
democracy by providing the equality of economic condition whichis
necessary before one can make use of political equality and equality
before the law.

Socialism has re-instated the economic equality of communalism, but
communalism fell apart because of low economic productivity and
scarcity. Socialism ams at and has significantly achieved the creation
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of plenty, so that the principle of egalitarian distribution becomes
consistent with the satisfaction of the wants of all members of society.

One of the most crucial factors leading to more rapid and consistent
expansion of economic capacity under Socialism has been the
Implementation of planned development. Most of the historical
processes so far described relate to involuntary and unplanned
development. No one planned that at a given stage human beings should
cease using stone axes and use iron implements instead; and (to come to
more recent times) while individual capitalist firms plan their own
expansion, their system is not geared to over-all planning of the
economy and the society. The capitalist state intervened only fitfully
and partially to supervise capitalist development. The Socialist state has
as its prime function the control of the economy on behalf of the
working classes. The latter -i.e., workers and peasants — have now
become the most dynamic force in world history and human

devel opment.

To conclude this brief introduction to the extremely complex problem
of social development, it is useful to recognise how inadequate are the
explanations of that phenomenon which are provided by bourgeois
scholars. They very seldom try to grapple with the issue in itstotality,
but rather concentrate attention narrowly on ‘ economic development’.
As defined by the average bourgeois economist, development becomes
simply a matter of the combination of given ‘factors of production’ :
namely land, population, capital, technology, speciaisation and large-
scale production. Those factors are indeed relevant, asisimplied in the

http://www.marxists.org/subject/africa/rodney-walter/how-europe/ch01.htm (17 of 45) [8/22/05 11:03:07 AM]



How Europe Underdevel oped Africa. Walter Rodney 1973

analysis so far; but omissions from the list of what bourgeois scholars
think relevant are really overwhelming. No mention is made of the
exploitation of the majority which underlay all development prior to
Socialism. No mention is made of the social relations of production or
of classes. No mention is made of the way that the factors and relations
of production combine to form a distinctive system or mode of
production, varying from one historical epoch to another. No mention is
made of imperialism as alogical phase of capitalism.

In contrast, any approach which tries to base itself on Socialist and
revolutionary principles must certainly introduce into the discussion at
the earliest possible point the concepts of class, imperialism, and
Socialism, as well as the concepts of the workers and oppressed
peoples. Each new concept bristles with its own complications, and it is
not to be imagined that the mere resort to certain terminology isthe
answer to anything. However, one has at |east to recognise the full
human, historical and social dimensions of development, beforeit is
feasible to consider ‘ underdevelopment’ or the strategies for escaping
from underdevel opment.

1.2 What is Underdevelopment?

Having discussed ‘ development’, it makes it easier to comprehend the
concept of underdevelopment. Obviously, underdevelopment is not
absence of development, because every people have developed in one
way or another and to a greater or lesser extent. Underdevel opment
makes sense only as a means of comparing levels of development. Itis
very much tied to the fact that human social development has been
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uneven and from a strictly economic view-point some human groups
have advanced further by producing more and becoming more wealthy.

The moment that one group appears to be wealthier than others, some
enquiry is bound to take place asto the reason for the difference. After
Britain had begun to move ahead of the rest of Europe in the 18th
century, the famous British economist Adam Smith felt it necessary to
look into the causes behind the ‘Wealth of Nations'. At the same time,
many Russians were very concerned about the fact that their country
was ‘backward’ in comparison with England, France and Germany in
the 18th century and subsequently in the 19th century. Today, our main
pre-occupation is with the differences in wealth between on the one
hand Europe and North America and on the other hand Africa, Asiaand
Latin America. In comparison with the first, the second group can be
said to be backward or underdevel oped. At all times, therefore, one of
the ideas behind underdevel opment is a comparative one. It is possible
to compare the economic conditions at two different periods for the
same country and determine whether or not it had developed; and (more
importantly) it is possible to compare the economies of any two
countries or sets of countries at any given period in time.

A second and even more indispensable component of modern
underdevelopment isthat it expresses a particular relationship of
exploitation: namely, the exploitation of one country by another. All of
the countries named as ‘ underdeveloped’ in the world are exploited by
others; and the underdevel opment with which the world is now pre-
occupied is a product of capitalist, imperialist and colonialist
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exploitation. African and Asian societies were developing
Independently until they were taken over directly or indirectly by the
capitalist powers. When that happened, exploitation increased and the
export of surplus ensued, depriving the societies of the benefit of their
natural resources and labour. That is an integral part of

underdevel opment in the contemporary sense.

In some quarters, it has often been thought wise to substitute the term
‘developing’ for ‘underdeveloped’ . One of the reasons for so doing isto
avoid any unpleasantness which may be attached to the second term,
which might be interpreted as meaning underdevel oped mentally,
physically, morally or in any other respect. Actualy, if
‘underdevelopment’ were related to anything other than comparing
economies, then the most underdevel oped country in the world would
be the U.S.A, which practices external oppression on a massive scale,
while internally there is ablend of exploitation, brutality, and
psychiatric disorder. However, on the economic level, it is best to
remain with the word ‘ underdeveloped’ rather than ‘developing’,
because the latter creates the impression that all the countries of Africa,
Asiaand Latin America are escaping from a state of economic
backwardness relative to the industrial nations of the world, and that
they are emancipating themselves from the relationship of exploitation.
That is certainly not true, and many underdevel oped countriesin Africa
and elsewhere are becoming more underdevel oped in comparison with
the world’ s great powers, because their exploitation by the metropoles
Is being intensified in new ways.
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Economic comparisons can be made by looking at statistical tables or
indices of what goods and services are produced and used in the
societies under discussion. Professional economists speak of the
National Income of countries and the National Income per capita. These
phrases have already become part of the layman’ s language, by way of
the newspapers and no detailed explanation will be offered here. It is
enough to note that the National Income is a measurement of the total
wealth of the country, while the per capitaincome is afigure obtained
by dividing the National Income by the number of inhabitants in order
to get an idea of the ‘average’ wealth of each inhabitant. This‘average
can be misleading where there are great extremes of wealth. A young
Ugandan put it in avery personal form when he said that the per capita
iIncome of his country camouflaged the fantastic difference between
what was earned by his poor peasant father and what was earned by the
biggest local capitalist, Madhvani. In considering the question of
development away from the state of underdevelopment, it is of supreme
importance to realise that such a process demands the removal of the
gross inequalities of land distribution, property holding and income,
which are camouflaged behind national income figures. At one stage in
history, advance was made at the cost of entrenching privileged groups,
In our times, devel opment has to mean advance which liquidates
present privileged groups with their corresponding unprivileged groups.
Nevertheless, the per capitaincomeis auseful statistic for comparing
one country with another; and the developed countries al have per
capitaincomes several times higher than any one of the recently
Independent African nations.
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The following table gives a clear picture of the gap between Africaand
certain nations measured in per capitaincomes. It isthe gap that allows
one group to be called ‘developed’ and another ‘underdeveloped’. (The
Information is obtained from United Nations statistical publications,
and appliesto the year 1968 unless otherwise stated.)

Countries Per Capitaincomein U.S.

dollars.
Canada 2,247
U.SA. 3,578
France (1967) 1,738
United Kingdom (1967) 1,560
AFRICA asawhole (1965) 1,400
Congo Y
Ghana 198
Kenya 107
Malawi 52
Morocco 185
South Africa 543
Tanzania 62
U.A.R. 156
Zambia 225

The gap that can be seen from the above evidence is not only great, but
It isalso increasing. Many people have come to realise that the
developed countries are growing richer quite rapidly, while

underdevel oped countries for the most part show stagnancy or slow
rates of growth. In each country, afigure can be calculated to represent
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the rate at which the economy grows. The growth rate is highest in
Socialist countries, followed by the big capitalist countries, and with the
colonies and ex-colonies trailing far behind. The proportion of
international trade which isin the hands of the underdevel oped
countriesis declining. That proportion was roughly 30% in 1938 and
went down to less than 20% in the 1960’s. Thisis an important
indicator because trade is both areflection of the quantity of goods
produced and away of obtaining goods not locally produced.

Developed economies have certain characteristics which contrast with
underdevel oped ones. The developed countries are all industrialized.
That isto say, the greater part of their working population is engaged in
industry rather than agriculture, and most of their wealth comes out of
mines, factories, etc. They have a high output of labour per man in
industry because of their advanced technology and skills. Thisiswell
known, but it is also striking that the devel oped countries have a much
more advanced agriculture than the rest of the world. Their agriculture
has aready become an industry, and the agricultural part of the
economy produces more athough it issmall. The countries of Africa,
Asia and Latin America are called agricultural countries because they
rely on agriculture and have little or no industry: but their agriculture
Is unscientific and the yields are far |ess than those of the devel oped
countries. In several of the largest underdeveloped nations, there was
stagnation and fall in agricultural output in and after 1966. In Africa,
the output of food per person has been falling in recent years. Because
the developed countries have a stronger industrial and agricultural
economy than the rest of the world, they produce far more goods than
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the poor nations-in the category of necessities aswell asluxuries. It is
possible to draw up statistical tables showing the production of grain,
milk, steel, electric power, paper, and a wide range of other goods; and
showing at the same time how much of each commaodity is made
available to each citizen (on the average). Once again, the figures are
highly favourable to afew privileged countries in the world.

The amount of steel used in a country is an excellent indicator of the
level of industrialization. At one extreme, one finds that the U.S.A.
consumes 685 kg. of steel per person, Sweden 623 kg. and East
Germany 437 kg. At the other extreme, one finds that Zambia consumes
10 kg., East Africa 8 kg. and Ethiopia 2 kg. When the same kind of
calculation is made for sugar, a sample of the results shows Australia
with 57 kg, and North America and the Soviet Union with 45 to 50 kg.
on the average. Africa, however, consumes only 10 kg. of sugar per
person per year, and thisis better than Asiawith 7 kg..

An even more gloomy set of statistics relate to basic food requirements.
Each individual needs a certain quantity of food per day, measured in
calories. The desirable amount is 3,000 calories per day; but no African
country comes anywhere near to that figure. Algerians consume on
average only 1,370 calories per day, while lvory Coast can consider
itself very well off within an African context with 2,290 calories as the
national average. Furthermore, one also has to judge the protein content
of the food; and many parts of Africa suffer from ‘protein famine’ —
which means that even when calories are available from starchy foods,
little protein is to he found. Persons in developed capitalist and Socialist
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countries consume twice as much protein food asthose in
underdeveloped countries. Such differences help to make it clear which
countries are ‘developed’ and which are *underdevel oped'.

The socia services provided by a country are of importance equal to
that of its material production in bringing about human well-being and
happiness. It is universally accepted that the state has the responsibility
to establish schools and hospitals, but whether these are provided by the
government or by private agencies, their numbers can be established in
relation to the size of the population. The extent to which basic goods
and social services are available in a country can also be measured
indirectly by looking at the life expectancy, the frequency of deaths
among children, the amount of malnutrition, the occurrence of diseases
which would be prevented by inoculation and public health services,
and the proportion of illiterates. In all these respects, the comparison
between the devel oped and underdevel oped countries shows huge and
even frightening differences. For every 1,000 children who are born
alive in Cameroon, 100 never live to see their first birthday, and out of
every 1,000 African children born alive in rural SierralLeone, 160 die
before reaching one year. Y et the comparable figures for the U.K. and
Holland are only 12 and 18, respectively. Besides many more African
children die before they reach the age of five. Lack of doctorsisamajor
drawback. In Italy, there is one doctor for every 580 Italiansand in
Czechoslovakiathere is one doctor for every 510 citizens. In Niger, one
doctor must do for 56,140 people; in Tunisia, one doctor for every
8,320 Tunisians; and in Chad one doctor for 73,460 persons.
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It takes a large number of skilled people to make an industrial economy
function; while the countries of Africa have awoefully insufficient
number of highly qualified personnel. The figures on doctors just given
confirm this, and the same problem exists with engineers, technicians,
agriculturalists and even administrators and lawyers in some places.
Middle level skillsin fields such as welding are also lacking. To make
matters worse, thereis at present a‘brain drain’ from Africa, Asiaand
L atin Americatowards North America and Western Europe. Thisisto
say, professionals, technicians, high-level administrators and skilled
workers emigrate from their homes, and the small number of skilled
people available to the underdevel oped world are further depleted by
the lure of better pay and opportunitiesin the devel oped world.

The lopsided nature of the present international economy is strikingly
brought home by the fact that the underdeveloped countries have in turn
to recruit foreign experts at fantastic cost.

Most of the data presented so far can be described as ‘ quantitative'. It
gives us measurements of the quantity of goods and services produced
In various economies. In addition, certain qualitative assessments have
to be made concerning the way that a given economy is put together.
For economic development it is not enough to produce more goods and
services. The country has to produce more of those goods and services
which in turn will give rise spontaneously to future growth in the
economy. For example, the food-producing sector must be flourishing
so that workers would be healthy, and agriculture on the whole must be
efficient so that the profits (or savings) from agriculture would
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stimulate industry. Heavy industry, such as the steel industry and the
production of electrical power, must be present so that one is capable of
making machinery for other types of industry and for agriculture. Lack
of heavy industry, inadequate production of food, unscientific
agriculture —those, are al characteristics of the underdevel oped
economies.

It istypical of underdevel oped economies that they do not (or are not
allowed to) concentrate on those sectors of the economy which in turn
will generate growth and raise production to a new level altogether, and
there are very few ties between one sector and another so that (say)
agriculture and industry could react beneficially on each other.

Furthermore, whatever savings are made within the economy are
mainly sent abroad or are frittered away in consumption rather than
being redirected to productive purposes. Much of the national income
which remains within the country goesto pay individuals who are not
directly involved in producing wealth but only in rendering auxiliary
services-civil servants, merchants, soldiers, entertainers, etc. What
aggravates the situation is that more people are employed in those jobs
than are really necessary to give efficient service; and to crown it all
these people do not reinvest in agriculture or industry. They squander
the wealth created by the peasants and workers by purchasing cars,
whisky and perfume.

It has been noted with irony that the principal ‘industry’ of many
underdevel oped countries is administration. Not long ago, 60%, of the
internal revenue of Dahomey went into paying salaries of civil servants
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and government leaders. The salaries given to the elected politiciansis
higher than that given to a British Member of Parliament, and the
number of parliamentariansin the underdeveloped African countriesis
also relatively high. In Gabon, there is one parliamentary representative
for every 6,000 inhabitants, compared to one French parliamentary
representative for every 100,000 Frenchmen. Many more figures of that
sort indicate that in describing atypical underdeveloped economy it is
essential to point out the high disproportion of the locally distributed
wealth that goes into the pockets of a privileged few.

Members of the privileged groups inside Africa always defend
themselves by saying that they pay the taxes which keeps the
Government going. At face value this statement sounds reasonable, but
on close examination it is really the most absurd argument and shows
total ignorance of how the economy functions. Taxes do not produce
national wealth and development. Wealth has to be produced out of
nature — fromtilling the land or mining metals or felling trees or
turning raw materials into finished products for human consumption.
These things are done by the vast magjority of the population who are
peasants and workers.

There would be no incomes to tax if the labouring population did not
work.

The incomes given to civil servants, professionals, merchants, etc. come
from the store of wealth produced by the community. Quite apart from
the injustices in the distribution of wealth, one has to dismiss the
argument that ‘the tax payers money’ iswhat develops a country. In
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pursuing the goal of development, one must start with the producers and
move on from there to see whether the products of their labour are
being rationally utilised to bring greater independence and well-being to
the nation.

By paying attention to the wealth created by human labour out of
nature, one can immediately appreciate that very few underdevel oped
countries are lacking in the natural resources which could gointo
making a better life; and in those cases it is usually possible for two or
three territories to combine together for their mutual benefit. In fact, it
can be shown that the underdeveloped countries are the ones with the
greatest wealth of natural resources and yet the poorest in terms of
goods and services presently provided by and for their citizens.

The United Nations Survey of Economic Conditions in Africa up to
1964 had this to say about the continent’ s natural resources.

Actually, African potential is shown to be greater every day
with new discoveries of mineral wealth. On the agricultural
side, African soil is not asrich as the picture of tropical
forests might lead one to believe; but there are other climatic
advantages so that with proper irrigation crops can be grown
all the year round in most parts of the continent.

The situation is that Africa has not yet come anywhere close to making
the most of its natural wealth, and most of the wealth now being

produced is not being retained within Africa for the benefit of Africans.
Zambia and Congo produce vast quantities of copper, but that is for the
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benefit of Europe, North America and Japan. Even the goods and
services which are produced inside of Africaand which remainin
Africanevertheless fall into the hands of non-Africans. Thus, South
Africaboasts of having the highest per capitaincome in Africa; but as
an indication of how thisis shared out, one should note that while the
Apartheid regime assures that only 24 white babies die out of every
1,000 live births, they are quite happy to allow 128 African babiesto
die out of every 1,000 live births. In order to understand present
economic conditions in Africa, one needs to know why it is that Africa
has realised so little of its natural potential, and one also needs to know
why so much of its present wealth goes to non-Africans who reside for
the most part outside of the continent.

In away, underdevelopment is a paradox. Many parts of the world that
are naturally rich are actually poor and parts that are not so well off in
wealth of soil and sub-soil are enjoying the highest standards of living.
When the capitalists from the developed parts of the world try to
explain this paradox, they often make it sound as though thereis
something ‘ God-given’ about the situation. One bourgeois economist,
In abook on development, accepted that the comparative statistics of
the world today show a gap that is much larger than it was before. By
his own admission, the gap between the developed and the

underdevel oped countries has increased by at least 15 to 20 times over
the last 150 years. However, the bourgeois economist in question does
not give a historical explanation, nor does he consider that thereisa
relationship of exploitation which allowed capitalist parasites to grow
fat and impoverished the dependencies. Instead, he puts forward a
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biblical explanation! He says that:

‘Itisdl told in the Bible:

For unto every one that hath shall be given, and he shall have abundance;
but from him that hath not shall be taken away even that which he hath.
(S Matthew, xxv, 29.)

The story of the “hath nots’ is the story of the modern underdevel oped
countries.’

Presumably, the only comment which one can make on that is*Amen’.

The interpretation that underdevel opment is somehow ordained by God
Is emphasi sed because of the racist trend in European scholarship. Itis
In line with racist prejudice to say openly or to imply that their
countries are more devel oped because their people are innately superior,
and that the responsibility for the economic backwardness of Africalies
in the generic backwardness of the race of black Africans. An even
bigger problem is that the people of Africa and other parts of the
colonised world have gone through a cultural and psychological crisis
and have accepted at least partially the European version of things. That
means that the African himself has doubts about his capacity to
transform and develop his natural environment. With such doubts, he
even challenges those of his brothers who say that Africa can and will
devel op through the efforts of its own people. If we can determine when
underdevelopment came about, it would dismiss the lingering suspicion
that it isracially or otherwise predetermined and that we can do little
about it.
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When the ‘experts’ from capitalist countries do not give aracist
explanation, they nevertheless confuse the issue by giving as causes of
underdevel opment the things which really are consequences. For
example, they would argue that Africaisin a state of backwardness as a
result of lacking skilled personnel to develop. It istrue that because of
lack of engineers Africa cannot on its own build more roads, bridges
and hydroelectric stations. But that is not a cause of underdevel opment,
except in the sense that causes and effects come together and reinforce
each other. The fact of the matter is that the most profound reasons for
the economic backwardness of a given African nation are not to be
found outside that nation. All that we can find inside are the symptoms
of underdevelopment and the secondary factors that make for poverty.

Mistaken interpretations of the causes of underdevelopment usually
stem either from prejudiced thinking or from the error of believing that
one can learn the answers by looking inside the underdevel oped
economy. The true explanation liesin seeking out the relationship
between Africa and certain developed countries and in recognising that
it isarelationship of exploitation.

Man has always exploited his natural environment in order to make a
living. At a certain point in time, there also arose the exploitation of
man by man, in that afew people grew rich and lived well through the
labour of others. Then a stage was reached by which peoplein one
community called a nation exploited the natural resources and the
labour of another nation and its people. Since underdevelopment deals
with the comparative economics of nations, it isthe last kind of
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exploitation that is of greatest interest here —i.e. the exploitation of
nation by nation. One of the common means by which one nation
exploits another and one that isrelevant to Africa’ s external relationsis
exploitation through trade. When the terms of trade are set by one
country in amanner entirely advantageous to itself, then the tradeis
usually detrimental to the trading partner. To be specific, one can take
the export of agricultural produce from Africa and the import of
manufactured goods into Africafrom Europe, North America and
Japan. The big nations establish the price of the agricultural products
and subject these prices to frequent reductions. At the same time the
price of manufactured goods is also set by them, along with the freight
rates necessary for trade in the ships of those nations. The minerals of
Africaalso fall into the same category as agricultural produce as far as
pricing is concerned. The whole import/export relationship between
Africaand itstrading partnersis one of unequal exchange and of
exploitation.

More far-reaching than just trade is the actual ownership of the means
of production in one country by the citizens of another. When citizens
of Europe own the land and the mines of Africa, thisisthe most direct
way of sucking the African continent. Under colonialism the ownership
was complete and backed by military domination. Today, in many
African countries the foreign ownership is still present, although the
armies and flags of foreign powers have been removed. So long as
foreigners own land, mines, factories, banks, insurance companies,
means of transportation, newspapers, power stations, etc. then for so
long will the wealth of Africaflow outwards into the hands of those
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elements. In other words, in the absence of direct political control;
foreign investment ensures that the natural resources and the labour of
Africa produce economic value which islost to the continent.

Foreign investment often takes the form of loansto African
governments. Naturally, these loans have to be re-paid; and in the 1960s
the rate of repayment (amortization) on official loansin underdevel oped
countries rose from $400 million per year to about $700 million per
year, and it is constantly on the increase. Besides, there is interest to be
paid on these |oans as well as profits which come from the direct
Investment in the economy. These two sources accounted for the fact
that over $500 million flowed outward from the underdevel oped
countries in 1965. The information on these matters is seldom complete,
for the obvious reason that those making the profit are trying to keep
things quiet, so the figures given above are likely to be underestimates.
They are meant to give some idea of the extent to which the wealth of
Africais being drained off by those who invest in, and thereby own, a
large part of the means of production of wealth in Africa. Furthermore,
In more recent times the forms of investment have become more subtle
and more dangerous. They include so-called ‘ absentee’ management of
local African companies by international capitalist experts.

Africatrades mainly with the countries of Western Europe, North
Americaand Japan. Africais aso diversifying its trade by dealing with
socialist countries, and if that trade proves disadvantageous to the
African economy, then the developed socialist countries will also have
joined the ranks of the exploiters of Africa. However, it isvery essential
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at this stage to draw a clear distinction between the capitalist countries
and the socialist ones, because socialist countries have never at any time
owned any part of the African continent nor do they invest in African
economies in such away as to expatriate profits from Africa. Therefore,
socialist countries are not involved in the robbery of Africa

Most of the people who write about underdevel opment and who are
read in the continents of Africa, Asiaand Latin America are spokesmen
for the capitalist or bourgeois world. They seek to justify capitalist
exploitation both inside and outside their own countries. One of the
things which they do to confuse the issue isto place all
‘underdeveloped’ countries, in one camp and all ‘developed’ countries
In another camp irrespective of different social systems; so that the
terms ‘ capitalist’ and ‘socialist’ never enter the discussion. Instead, one
Is faced with asimple division between the industrialised nations and
those that are not industrialised. It is true that both the U.S.A. and the
Soviet Union are industrialised and it is true that when one looks at the
statistics, countries such as France, Norway, Czechoslovakia and
Rumania are much closer together than any one of them isto an African
country. But it is absolutely necessary to determine whether the
standard of living in agiven industrialised country is a product of its
own internal resources or whether it stems from exploiting other
countries. The United States has a small proportion of the World's
population and exploitable natural wealth but it enjoys a huge
percentage of the wealth which comes from exploiting the labour and
natural resources of the whole world.
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The erroneous views about underdevelopment and the oversimplified
distinction between rich and poor nations are opposed by Socialist
scholars both inside and outside the Socialist countries. Those
erroneous views are also being exposed by economistsin

underdevel oped countries who are discovering that the explanations
offered by bourgeois scholars are explanations which suit the interests
of those countries which exploit the rest of the world through trade and
Investment. One French Socialist writer, Pierre Jalée, proposes that to
obtain aproper perspective of relations between developed countries
and underdevel oped ones, two categories should be set up namely,
imperialist and Socialist. The Socialist camp include all countries big
and small which have decided to break away from international
capitalism. The imperialist camp contains not only the capitalist giants
like the U.S.A., France, West Germany and Japan but also the weak
nations in which those industrial nations have investments. Therefore
the imperialist camp can be sub-divided into exploiting and exploited
countries. For the most part, the nations of Africafall into the group of
exploited countries inside of the capitalist/imperialist system. Roughly
one-third of the world’' s peoples are already living under some form of
Socialism. The other two-thirds constitute the capitalist/imperialist
camp, with the majority being in the exploited section.

It isinteresting to notice that in spite of their efforts to confuse the
situation, the bourgeois writers often touch on the truth. For example,
the United Nations (which is dominated by western capitalist powers)
would never stress the exploitation by capitalist nations, but their
economic reviews refer on the one hand to ‘the centrally planned
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economies’, which means the Socialist countries, and on the other hand
they speak of ‘the market economies’ which means in effect the
imperialist sector of the world. The latter is subdivided into ‘the
developed market economies and ‘the devel oping market economies’,
disguising the fact that the market means capitalist market. This study is
concerned with analysing the relations between those countries which
are together within the capitalist market system.

The things which bring Africainto the capitalist market system are
trade, colonial domination and capitalist investment. Trade has existed
for several centuries; colonial rule began in the late 19th century and
has almost disappeared; and the investment in the African economy has
been increasing steadily in the present century. Throughout the period
that Africa has participated in the capitalist economy, two factors have
brought about underdevelopment. In the first place, the wealth created
by African labour and from African resources was grabbed by the
capitalist countries of Europe; and in the second place restrictions were
placed upon African capacity to make the maximum use of its
economic potential —which iswhat development is all about. Those two
processes represent the answer to the two questions raised above as to
why Africa has realized so little of its potential and why so much of its
present wealth goes outside of the continent.

African economies are integrated into the very structure of the
developed capitalist economies; and they are integrated in a manner that
Is unfavourable to Africa and ensures that Africais dependent on the
big capitalist countries. Indeed, structural dependence is one of the
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characteristics of underdevelopment. Most progressive writers divide
the capitalist/imperialist system into two parts. The first is the dominant
or metropolitan section and the countries in the second group are often
called satellites because they are in the orbit of the metropolitan
economies. The same ideais conveyed by ssimply saying that the
underdevel oped countries are dependencies of the metropolitan
capitalist economies.

When a child or the young of any animal species ceases to be dependent
upon its mother for food and protection, it can be said to have
developed in the direction of maturity. Dependent nations can never be
considered developed. It is true that modern conditions force all
countries to be mutually interdependent in order to satisfy the needs of
their citizens; but that is not incompatible with economic independence
because economic independence does not mean isolation. It does,
however, require a capacity to exercise choice in external relations, and
above all it requiresthat a nation’s growth at some point must become
self-reliant and self-sustaining. Such things are obvioudly in direct
contradiction to the economic dependence of numerous countries on the
metropoles of Western Europe, North America and Japan.

It is also true that metropoles are dependent on the wealth of the
exploited portions of the world. Thisis a source of their strength and a
potential weakness within the capitalist/imperialist system, since the
peasants and workers of the dependencies are awakening to a realisation
that it is possible to cut the tentacles which imperialism has extended
Into their countries. However, there is a substantial difference between
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the dependence of the metropoles on the colonies and the subjugation of
the colonies under aforeign capitalist yoke. The capitalist countries are
technologically more advanced and are therefore the sector of the
Imperialist system which determined the direction of change. A striking
example to this effect is the fact that synthetic fabrics manufactured in
the capitalist metropoles have begun to replace fabrics made from raw
material grown in the colonies. In other words, (within certain limits) it
IS the technol ogically advanced metropoles who can decide when to end
their dependence on the coloniesin a particular sphere. When that
happens, it is the colony or neo-colony which goes begging cap in hand
for areprieve and anew quota. It isfor this reason that aformerly
colonised nation has no hope of developing until it breaks effectively
with the vicious circle of dependence and exploitation which
characterises imperialism.

At the social and cultural level, there are many features which aid in
keeping underdevel oped countries integrated into the capitalist system
and at the same time hanging on to the apron strings of the metropoles.
The Christian Church has always been a major instrument for cultural
penetration and cultural dominance, in spite of the fact. that in many
Instances Africans sought to set up independent churches. Equally
Important has been the role of education in producing Africansto
service the capitalist system and to subscribe to its values. Recently, the
Imperialists have been using new universities in Africato keep
themselves entrenched at the highest academic level.

Something as basic as language has come to serve as one of the
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mechanisms of integration and dependence. The French and English
that is so widely used in Africais more for the purpose of African
communicating with the exploiters rather than African with African.
Actually, it would be difficult to find a sphere which did not reflect the
economic dependence and structural integration. At a glance, nothing
could be less harmful and more entertaining than music, and yet this too
IS used as aweapon of cultural domination. The American imperialists
go so far as to take the folk music, jazz and soul music of oppressed
black people and transform this into American propaganda over the
Voice of America beamed at Africa

During the colonial period, the forms of political subordination in
Africawere obvious. There were governors, colonial officials and
police. In politically independent African states, the metropolitan
capitalists have to ensure favourable political decisions by remote
control. So they set up their political puppets in many parts of Africa,
who shamelessly agree to compromise with the vicious Apartheid
regime of South Africawhen their masters tell them to do so. The
African revolutionary Franz Fanon dealt scorchingly and at length with
the question of the minority in Africawhich serves as the transmission
line between the metropolitan capitalists and the dependenciesin
Africa. The importance of this group cannot be underestimated. The
presence of agroup of African sell-outsis part of the definition of
underdevelopment. Any diagnosis of underdevelopment in Africawill
reveal not just low per capitaincome and protein deficiencies, but also
the gentlemen who dance in Abidjan, Accra and Kinshasa when music
is played in Paris, London and New Y ork.
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Political instability is manifesting itself in Africa as a chronic symptom
of the underdevelopment of political life within the imperialist context.
Military coups have followed one after the other, usually meaning
nothing to the mass of the people, and sometimes representing a
reactionary reversal of the efforts at national liberation. This trend was
well exemplified in Latin American history, so that its appearance in
neo-colonial South Vietnam or in neo-colonial Africaisnot at all
surprising. If economic power is centred outside of national African
boundaries, then political and military power in any real senseisalso
centred outside until and unless the masses of peasants and workers are
mobilised to offer an alternative to the system of sham political
independence. All of those features are ramifications of
underdevelopment and of the exploitation of the imperialist system. In
most analyses of this question, they are either left out entirely or the
whole concept of imperialism and neocolonialism is dismissed as mere
rhetoric-especially by ‘academics’ who claim to be removed from
‘politics . During the remainder of this study, agreat deal of detail will
be presented to indicate the grim reality behind the so-called slogans of
capitalism, imperialism, colonialism, neo-colonialism and the like. For
the present moment, the position to be adopted can be stated briefly in
the following terms:

The question as to who and what is responsible for African
underdevelopment can be answered at two levels. Firstly, the answer is
that the operation of the imperialist system bears major responsibility
for African economic retardation by draining African wealth and by
making it impossible to develop more rapidly the resources of the
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continent. Secondly, one has to deal with those who manipulate the
system and those who are either agents or unwitting accomplices of the
said system. The capitalists of Western Europe were the ones who
actively extended their exploitation from inside Europe to cover the
whole of Africa

In recent times, they were joined and to some extent replaced by
capitalists from the United States; and for many years now even the
workers of those metropolitan countries have benefited from the
exploitation and underdevelopment of Africa. None of these remarks
are intended to remove the ultimate responsibility for development from
the shoulders of Africans. Not only are there African accomplices
inside the imperialist system, but every African has aresponsibility to
understand the system and work for its overthrow.

Brief guide to reading

Thereisagreat deal of literature on ‘development’ and
‘underdevelopment’, although less than one would expect in view of the
Importance of the subjects. Most of that which is available seeks to
justify capitalism. Hence, there is a narrow concentration on ‘ economic
development’ and particularly on capitalist economies, rather than any
analysis of human social development. That approach is challenged by
Marxist writers in the metropoles and increasingly by scholars from the
underdevel oped world.

Frederick Engels, Origins of the Family, Private Property and the Sate.
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Karl Marx, Preface to a Contribution to a Critique of Political
Economy.

Karl Marx, Pre-Capitalist Economic Formations edited by E. J.
Hobsbawm.

These three works are samples of writing by the founders of what is
now called Marxism. Most of the publications of Marx and Engels have
arelevance to the theme of development, with particular emphasis on
feudal and capitalist times.

Richard T. Gill, Economic Development: Past and Present.

Ragnar Nurkse, Problems of Capital Formation in Underdeveloped
Countries.

These are typical examples of bourgeois metropolitan views on
development and underdevelopment — the first being a text for North
American college students by a Canadian economist and the second
being a frequently reprinted work of one of the most prominent
bourgeois advocates of the ‘vicious circle of poverty’ theory.
Unfortunately, these are also the kind of books which dominates the
shelves of any university or public library in Africa. The reader is
invited to test this generalisation.

J. D. Bernal, Science in History.

Joseph Needham, Science and Civilisation in China.
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Both of these are lengthy, but they should be tackled. Science and
technology derive from the effort to understand and control the natural
environment. Familiarity with the history of scienceis essential to an
awareness of the development of society. Needham’ s book is cited here
as a corrective to the fairly common view that science is something
peculiarly European.

Celso Furtado, Development and Under devel opment.
A. Gunder Frank, Capitalism and Underdevelopment in Latin America.

T. Szentes, The Political Economy of Under devel opment. (Budapest,
1971.)

Thefirst writer isfrom Brazil, a country with along history of
dependence on and exploitation by the metropoles of Europe and North
America. Frank’s book reflects the thinking of many progressive Latin
American intellectuals and it has now become well entrenched as a
view of Marxists inside the metropoles. Szentes is a Hungarian
economist systematically applying Marxist insights to the actual data
and processes of the underdevel oped world and imperialism as awhole.

Samir Amin, The Class Struggle in Africa. (Africa Research Group,
Box 213, Cambridge, M assachusetts.)

Samir Amin isaNorth African. He stands out with regard both to the
volume of his productions and the quality of hisinsights. The text cited
above isvery general — covering in outline the period of the coots of
development in ancient Africaright up to the present and the projected
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Socialist future. It islikely that more of hiswork will be trandlated into
English (French being his working language).

Table of Contents
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Chapter Two. How Africa
Developed Before the Coming of the
Europeansup to the 15th Century

‘Before even the British came into relations with our people, we were a
devel oped people, having our own institutions, having our own ideas of

government.’
J. E. Casely-Hayford, 1922.
African (Gold Coast) Nationalist.

2.1 General Overview

It has been shown that, using comparative standards, Africatoday is
underdeveloped in relation to Western Europe and a few other parts of
the world; and that the present position has been arrived at, not by the
separate evolution of Africa on the one hand and Europe on the other,
but exploitation. Asiswell known, Africa has had prolonged and
extensive contact with Europe, and one has to bear in mind that contact
between different societies changes their respective rates of
development. To set the record straight, four operations are required:

(@) Reconstruction of the nature of development in Africa
before the coming of Europeans.

(b) Reconstruction of the nature of development which took
place in Europe before expansion abroad.
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(c) Analysis of Africa s contribution to Europe’ s present
‘developed’ state.

(d) Analysis of Europe’s contribution to Africa’s present
‘underdeveloped’ state.

The second task has already been extensively carried out in European
literature, and only passing references need be made; but the others are
al] deserving of further attention.

The African continent reveals very fully the workings of the law of
uneven development of societies. There are marked contrasts between
the Ethiopian empire and the hunting groups of pigmiesin the Congo
forest or between empires of the Western Sudan and the Khoisan hunter-
gatherers of the Kalahari Desert. Indeed, there were striking contrasts
within any given geographical area. The Ethiopian empire embraced
literate feudal Amharic noblemen aswell as ssmple Kaffa cultivators
and Galla pastoralists. The empires of the Western Sudan had
sophisticated, educated Mandinga townsmen, small communities of
Bozo fishermen and nomadic Fulani herdsmen. Even among clans and
lineages that appear roughly similar, there were considerable
differences. However, it is possible to distinguish between what was
uniquely ‘African’ and what was universal in the sense of being
characteristic of al] human societies at a given stage of development. It
IS also essential to recognise the process of dialectical evolution from
lower to higher forms of social organisation; and, in looking at the most
advanced social formations, one would appreciate the potential of the
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continent as a whole and the direction of change.

The moment that the topic of the pre-European African past is raised,
many individuals are concerned for various reasons to know about the
existence of African ‘civilisations'. Mainly, this stems from adesire to
make comparisons with European ‘civilisations'. Thisis not the context
in which to evaluate the so-called civilisations of Europe. It is enough
to note the behaviour of European capitalists from the epoch of davery
through colonialism, fascism and genocidal warsin Asiaand Africa
Such barbarism causes suspicion to attach to the use of the word
‘civilisation’ to describe Western Europe and North America. Asfar as
Africais concerned during the period of early development, itis
preferable to speak in terms of ‘cultures’ rather than civilisations.

A cultureis atotal way of life. It embraces w at people ate and what
they wore; the way they walked and the way they talked; the manner in
which they treated death and greeted the new-born. Obvioudy, unique
features came into existencein virtually every locality with regard to afl
social details. In addition, the continent of Africa south of the great
Sahara desert formed a broad community where resemblances were
clearly discernible. For example, music and dance had key rolesin
‘“uncontaminated’ African society. They were ever present at birth,
Initiation, marriage, death, etc., aswell as appearing at times of
recreation. Africais the continent of drums and percussion. African
peoples reached the pinnacl e of achievement in that sphere.

Because of the impact of colonialism and cultural imperialism (which
will be discussed later), Europeans and Africans themselvesin the
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colonial period lacked due regard for the unique features of African
culture. Those features have a value of their own that cannot be eclipsed
by European culture either in the comparable period before 1500 or in
the subsequent centuries. They cannot be eclipsed because they are not
really comparable phenomena. Who in thisworld is competent to judge
whether an Austrian waltz is better than a Makonde Ngoma?
Furthermore, even in those spheres of culture that are more readily
comparable, such as ‘thefine arts, it is known that African
achievements of the pre-European period stand as contributions to
man’s heritage of beautiful creations. The art of Egypt, the Sudan and
Ethiopia was known to the rest of the world at an early date. That of the
rest of Africaisstill being ‘discovered’ and rediscovered by Europeans
and present-day Africans. The verdict of art historians on the Ife and
Benin bronzesiswell known. Since they date from the 14th and 15th
centuries, they are very relevant to any discussion of African
development in the epoch before the contacts with Europe. Nor should
they be regarded as unusual, except with regard to the material in which
the scul ptures were executed. The same skill and feeling obviously
went into scul pture and art-work in non-durable materials, especialy
wood.

African dance and art were almost invariably linked with areligious
world-outlook in one way or another. Asiswell known, traditional
African religious practices exist in great variety, and it should also be
remembered that both Islam and Christianity found homes on the
African continent ailmost from their very inception. The features of the
traditional African religions help to set African cultures apart from
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those in other continents; but in this present context it is more important
to note how much African religion had in common with religion
elsewhere and how this can be used as an index to the level of
development in Africa before European impact in the 15th century.

Religion is an aspect of the superstructure of a society, deriving
ultimately from the degree of control and understanding of the material
world. However, when man thinksin religious terms, he starts from the
Ideal rather than with the material world (which is beyond his
comprehension). This creates a non-scientific and metaphysical way of
viewing the world, which often conflicts with the scientific materialist
outlook and with the development of society. African ancestral religions
were no better or worse than other religions as such. But by the end of
feudalism, Europeans began to narrow the area of human life in which
religion and the church played a part. Religion ceased to dominate
politics, geography, medicine, etc. To free those things from religious
restraints, it had to be argued that religion had its own sphere and the
things of thisworld have their own secular sphere. This secularization
of life speeded up the development of capitalism and later Socialism. In
contrast, religion pervaded African life in the period before the coming
of the whites, just asit pervaded life in other pre-feudal societies, such
as those of the Maoris of Australia or the Afghans of Afghanistan or the
Vikings of Scandinavia

Religion can play both a positive and a negative role as an aspect of the
superstructure. In most instances in early Africa, religious beliefs were
associated with the mobilisation and discipline of large numbers of
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people to form states. In afew instances, religion also provided
concepts in the struggle, for social justice. The negative aspects usually
arose out of the tendency of religion to persist unchanged for extremely
long periods, especially when the technology of earning aliving
changes very slowly. Thiswasthe case in African societies, asin al]
other pre-capitalist societies. At the same time, the religious beliefs
themselves react upon the mode of production, further slowing up
progress in that respect. For instance, belief in prayer and in the
intervention of ancestors and various Gods could easily be a substitute
for innovations designed to control the impact af weather and
environment.

The same kind of two-sided relationship also exists between the means
of earning aliving and the social patterns that arise in the process of
work. In Africa, before the 15th century, the predominant principle of
social relations was that of family and kinship associated with
communalism. Every member of an African society had his position
defined in terms of relatives on his mother’ s side and on his father’s
side. Some societies placed greater importance on matrilineal ties and
others on patrilineal ties. Those things were crucial to the daily
existence of a member of an African society, because land (the major
means of production) was owned by groups such as the family or clan-
the head of which was responsible for the land on behalf of al] kin,
including fore-parents and those yet unborn. In theory, this pattern was
explained by saying that the residents in any community were all direct
descendants of the first person who settled the land. When a new group
arrived, they often made a pretence that they too had ancestry dating
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back to the settling of the land or else they ensured that members of the
earliest kin groups continued to perform the ceremonies related to the
land and water of the region.

Similarly, the labour that worked the land was generally recruited on a
family basis. A single family or household would till its own plots and
It would also be available to share certain joint farming activities with
other members of the extended family or clan. Annual hunts and river
fishing were aso organised by a whole extended family or village
community. In amatrilineal society such as that of the Bemba
(Zambia), the bridegroom spent a number of years working for the
father of his bride; and many young men who had married daughters of
the same household often formed work-teams to help each other. In
Dahomey, ayoung man did not go to live with hiswife' s family, but
the dokpwe or work team allowed a son to participate in carrying out a
task of some magnitude for the father of hiswife. In both of those
examples, the right of the father-in-law to acquire labour and the
obligations of the son-in-law to give labour were based on kinship. This
can be contrasted with capitalism where money buys labour, and with
feudalism where the serf provides labour in order to have accessto a
portion of land which belongs to the landlord.

Having been produced on land that was family property and through
family labour, the resultant crops and other goods were distributed on
the basis of kinship ties. If aman’s crops were destroyed by some
sudden calamity, relativesin his own village helped him. If the whole
community was in distress, people moved to live with their kinsmen in
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another area where food was not scarce. In Akan country (Ghana),

clan system was highly organised, so that a man from Brong could visit
Fante many hundreds of miles away and receive food and hospitality
from a complete stranger who happened to be of his own clan.

Numerous examples could be brought forward to show the dominance
of the family principle in the communal phase of African development.
It affected the two principal factors of production — land and labour —
as well as the system of distributing goods. European anthropol ogists
who have studied African societies have done so mainly from avery
prejudiced and racist position, but their researches can nevertheless
provide abundant facts relating to family homesteads and compounds,
to the extended family (including affinal members who join by
association rather than by birth or marriage), and to lineages and clans
which carried the principles of kinship alliances over large aress.
However, while the exact details might have differed, similar socia
Institutions were to be found among the Gauls of 11th century France,
among the Viet of Indo-China at the same date, and virtually
everywhere else in the world at one time or another — because
communalism is one phase through which all human society passed.

In all African societies during the early epoch, the individual at every
stage of life had a series of duties and obligations to othersin the
society aswell as a set of rights. namely, things that he or she could
expect or demand from other individuals. Age was a most important
factor determining the extent of rights and obligations. The oldest
members of the society were highly respected and usually in authority;
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and the idea of seniority through age was reflected in the presence of
age-grades and age-sets in agreat many African societies. Circumcision
meant initiation into the society and into adulthood. From that moment,
aman was placed with othersin his own age-group and a woman
likewise. Usually, there were at |east three age-grades, corresponding
roughly to the young, the middle-aged and the old.

In large parts of Europe, when communalism broke down it gave way
to widespread davery as the new form in which labour was mobilised.
This davery continued throughout the European Middle Ages, with the
Crusades between Christians and Muslims giving an added excuse for
enslaving people. Slavery in turn gave way to serfdom, whereby the
labourer was tied to the land and could no longer be sold and
transported. Because it took many years for the transition from slavery
to feudalism to take place in Europe, it was common to find that feudal
society still retained numbers of slaves. Parts of China, Burmaand
India also had considerable numbers of slaves as the society moved
away from elementary communalism, but there was never any time-
span when slavery was the dominant mode of production in Asia. In
Africa, there were few slaves and certainly no epoch of slavery. Most of
the slaves were in North African and other Muslim societies, and in
those instances a man and his family could have the same slave status
for generations, within the overall feudal structure of the society.
Elsewhere in Africa, communal societies were introduced to the
concept of owning alien human beings when they made captivesin war.
At first, those captives were in avery disadvantaged position,
comparable to that of slaves, but very rapidly captives or their off-
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spring became ordinary members of the society, because there was no
scope for the perpetual exploitation of man by man in a context that was
neither feudal nor capitalist.

Both Marxists and non-Marxists alike (with different motivations) have
pointed out that the sequence of modes of production noted in Europe
were not reproduced in Africa. In Africa, after the communal stage
there was no epoch of slavery arising out of internal evolution. Nor was
there a mode of production which was the replica of European
feudalism. Marx himself recognised that the stages of development in
Asia had produced aform of society which could not easily be fitted
into a European dlot. That he called ‘the Asian mode of production’.
Following along those lines, a number of Marxists have recently been
discussing whether Africawas in the same category as Asia or whether
Africahasits own ‘ African mode of production’. The implications of
the arguments are very progressive, because they are concerned with
the concrete conditions of Africa rather than with preconceptions
brought from Europe. But the scholars concerned seem to be bent on
finding a single term to cover avariety of social formations which were
existing in Africafrom about the 5th century A.D. to the coming of
colonialism. The assumption that will underlie this study is that most
African societies before 1500 were in atransitional stage between the
practice of agriculture (plus fishing and herding) in family communities
and the practice of the same activities within states and societies
comparable to feudalism.

In asense, al history istransition from one stage to another, but some
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historical situations along the line have more clearly distinguishable
characteristics than others. Thus under communalism there were no
classes and there was equal access to land, and equality in distribution
— at alow levelj of technology and production. Feudalism involved
great inequality in distribution of land and social products. The landlord
class and its bureaucracy controlled the state and used it as an
Instrument for oppressing peasants, serfs, slaves and even craftsmen
and merchants. The movement from communalism to feudalism in
every continent took several centuries, and in some instances the
interruption of internal evolution never allowed the process to mature.
In Africa, there is no doubt that the societies which eventually reached
feudalism were extremely few. So long as the feudal state was still in
the making, elements that were communal co-existed with elements that
were feudal and with some peculiarities due to African conditions. The
transition was also characterised by a variety of social formations:
There were pastoralists and cultivators, fishing societies and trading
societies, raiders and nomads. They were all being progressively drawn
Into a relationship with the land, with each other, and with the state,
through the expansion of productive forces and the network of
distribution.

In feudal societies, there were clashes between the landlord and peasant
classes and later on between the landlord and merchant classes. Under
capitalism, the principal class contradiction inside Europe was between
the proletariat and the bourgeoisie. Those hostile class relations
provided the motive force within the respective societies. African
communal societies had differences such as age-grades and differences
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between ordinary members and religious leaders such as rain-makers.
However, those were not exploitative or antagonistic relations. The
concept of class asamotive force in social development had not yet
come about; and in the communal phase one must look at the
fundamental forces of production to understand the process of change.

Using a number of methods and concepts, it is possible to reconstruct
the most likely manner in which isolated family living was broken
down and production increased. For instance, the rise of age-grades can
be seen as responding to the need for greater solidarity, because age-
grades included and cut across many families. Similarly, communal
|labour was entered into by cross-sections of the community to make
work more efficient. The dokpwe work-group of Dahomey mentioned
above had awider application in serving the whole community to
perform the heavy tasks of clearing land, housebuilding, etc. With the
offer of some food and beer or palm wine, awork team or ‘work-be€’
could be mobilised in a short time in most African communities,
Including those of the light-skinned Berbers of North Africa

Of course, while the organisation of labour might have helped to
produce more, the principal change in the productive forces was that
which comprised new techniques — using the word in its broadest
sense to include both tools and skills in dealing with the environment
and new plant and animal species. The first prerequisite for mastery of
the environment is knowledge of that environment. By the 15th century,
Africans everywhere had arrived at a considerable understanding of the
total ecology — of the soils, climate, animals, plants and their multiple
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interrelationships. The practical application of thislay inthe need lo
trap animals, to build houses, to make utensils, to find medicines, and
above al] to devise systems of agriculture.

In the centuries before the contact with Europeans, the overwhelmingly
dominant activity in Africawas agriculture. In al the settled
agricultural communities, people observed the peculiarities of their own
environment and tried to find techniques for dealing with it in arational
manner. Advanced methods were used in some areas, such as terracing,
crop rotation, green manuring, mixed farming and regulated swamp
farming. The single most important technological change underlying
African agricultural development was the introduction of iron tools,
notably the axe and the hoe, replacing wooden and stone tools. It was
on the basis of the iron tools that new skills were elaborated in
agriculture aswell as in other spheres of economic activity.

The coming of iron, the rise of cereal-growing and the making of
pottery were all closely related phenomena. In most parts of Africa, it
was in the period after the birth of Christ that those things came about.
The rate of change over afew centuries was quite impressive. Millet
and rice had been domesticated from wild grasses just as yams were
made to evolve from selected wild roots. Most African societies raised
the cultivation of their own particular staple to afine art. Even the
widespread resort to shifting cultivation with burning and light hoeing
was not as childish as the first European colonialists supposed. That
simple form of agriculture was based on a correct evaluation of the soil-
potential, which was not as great as initially appears from the heavy
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vegetation; and when the colonialists started up-setting the thin top-soil
the result was disastrous.

The above remarks show that when an outsider comes into a new
ecological system, even if heis more skilled he does not necessarily
function as effectively as those who have familiarised themsel ves with
the environment over centuries; and the newcomer islikely to look
more ridiculousif heistoo arrogant lo realise that he has something to
learn from the ‘Natives' . However, it is not being suggested that
African agriculture in the early period was superior |o that of other
continents. On the contrary, African standards of husbandry on the land
and with livestock were not as high as those independently evolved in
most parts of Asiaand Europe. The weakness in Africa seemed to have
been the lack of aprofessional interest in acquiring more scientific
knowledge and in devising toolsto lighten the load of labour aswell as
to transform hostile environments into areas suitable for human activity.
Asfar as agriculture in Europe was concerned, this professionalism was
undertaken by the class with a vested interest in the land — namely, the
feudalist landowners and later the capitalist farmers.

It has previously been stated that development is very much determined
by the socia relations of production: i.e., those which have to do with
people’ s functions in producing wealth. Where a few people owned the
land and the majority were tenants, thisinjustice at a particular stage of
history allowed the few to concentrate on improving their land. In
contrast, under communalism every African was assured of sufficient
land to meet his own needs by virtue of being a member of afamily or
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community. For that reason and because land was relatively abundant,
there were few social pressures or incentives for technical changesto
Increase productivity.

In Asia, where much of the land was communally owned, there were
tremendous advances in some types of farming, especially irrigated
farming. This was because the state m India, China, Ceylon and other
places intervened and engaged in irrigation and other hydraulic works
on alarge scale. Thiswas also true of North Africa, which in most
respects followed a pattern of evolution similar to that of Asia. The
African land tenure pattern was closer to that of Asiathan to that of
Europe, but even the most politically developed African states did not p
ay therole of initiators and supervisors of agricultural development.
One reason may have been the lack of population pressure and hence
the scattered nature of settlements. Another may have been state
concentration on trading non-agricultural products to the exclusion of
other things. Certainly, when African societies became linked up with
other social systems outside the continent on the basis of trade, little
attention was paid to agriculture.

When it comes Lo t he question of manufacturing in Africa before the
time of the white man, it is also essential to recognise where
achievements have been underestimated. African manufactures have
been contemptuoudly treated or overlooked by European writers,
because the modern conception of the world brings to mind factories
and machines. However, ‘manufactures’ means literally ‘things made
by hand’, and African manufacture in this sense had advanced
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appreciably. Most African societies fulfilled their own needs for awide
range of articles of domestic use as well as for farming tools and
weapons.

One way of judging the level of economic development in Africafive
centuries ago is through the quality of the products. Here afew
examples will be given of articles which came to the notice of the
outside world. Through North Africa, Europeans became familiar with
a superior brand of red leather from Africa which was termed
‘Moroccan leather’. In fact, it was tanned and dyed by Hausa and
Mandinga specialists in northern Nigeria and Mali. When direct contact
was established between Europeans and Africans on the East and West
Coasts, many more impressive items were displayed. As soon as the
Portuguese reached the old kingdom of Kongo, they sent back word on
the superb local cloths made from bark and palm fibre-and having a
finish comparable to velvet. The Baganda were also expert bark-cloth
makers. Y et, Africa had even better to offer in the form of cotton cloth,
which was widely manufactured before the coming of the Europeans.
Wl into the present century, local cottons from the Guinea coast were
stronger than Manchester cottons. Once European products reached
Africa, Africans too were in a position to make comparisons between
their commodities and those from outside. In Katanga and Zambia, the
local copper continued to be preferred to the imported item, while the
same held true for iron ‘in a place like Sierra Leone.

It was at the level of scale that African manufactures had not made a
breakthrough. That isto say, the cotton looms were small, theiron
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smelters were small, the pottery was turned slowly by hand and not on a
whesdl, etc. Y et some changes were taking place in this context. Under
communalism, each household met its own needs by making its own
clothes, pots, mats, etc. That was true of every continent. However,
economic expansion from there on was associated with specialisation
and localisation of industry — peopl€’ s needs being met by exchange.
This trend was displayed in the principal African manufactures, and
notably in the cloth industry. Cotton fibre had to be ginned (separated
from the seed), then carded and spun into yarn, before being woven.

Either the yarn or the woven cloth had to be dyed, and the making of
the dye itself was a complex process. There was atime when all these
stages would be performed by a single family or rather by the women in
asingle family, asin Y orubaland. But economic development was
reflected in the separation of dyeing from cloth-making, and the
separation of spinning from weaving. Each separation marked greater
gpecialisation and quantitative and qualitative changes in output.

European industry has been intensively studied, and it is generally
recognised that in addition to new machinery a most decisive factor in
the growth of industry was the changeover from domestic production to
the factory system, with the guild marking an intermediary stage. The
guild was an association of specialists, passing on their skills by
training apprentices and working in buildings set aside for that purpose.
Africa, too, had elements of the guild system. At Timbuctu, there were
tailoring guilds, while in Benin guilds of a very restricted caste type
controlled the famous brass and bronze industry. In Nupe (now northern
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Nigeria) the glass and bead industry operated on aguild basis. Each
Nupe guild had a common workshop and a master. The master obtained
contracts, financed the guild, and disposed of the product. Both his own
relatives as well as strangers were free to enter the guild and learn the
various specialised tasks within the glass industry. What this amounted
to was simply that there was increasing specialisation and division of
labour.

Traditional African economies are usually called ‘ subsistence’
economies. Often, small villages farmed, hunted, fished, etc., and
looked after themselves independently with little reference to the rest of
the continent. Y et, at the same time, the vast majority of African
communities fulfilled at least afew of their needs by trade. Africawas a
continent of innumerable trade routes. Some extended for huge
distances like the routes across the Sahara or the routes connected with
Katanga copper. But in the main, it was trade between neighbouring or
not too far distant societies. Such trade was always a function of
production. Various communities were producing surpluses of given
commodities which could be exchanged for items which they lacked. In
that way, the salt industry of one locality would be stimulated while the
iron industry would be encouraged in another. In a coastal, lake or
riverain area, dried fish could become profitable, while yams and mi4let
would be grown in abundance elsewhere to provide a basis for
exchange. The trade so readily distinguishable in every part of the
continent between the 10th and 15th centuries was an excellent
indicator of economic expansion and other forms of development which
accompanied increasing mastery over the environment.

http://www.marxists.org/subject/africa/rodney-walter/how-europe/ch02.htm (18 of 64) [8/22/05 11:03:37 AM]



How Europe Underdevel oped Africa. Walter Rodney 1973

As part of the extension of trade, it was noticeable that barter was
giving way to some forms of money exchange. Barter was generally
practised when the volume of trade was small and when only afew
commodities were involved. However, as trade became more
complicated, some items began to be used as the standards for
measuring other goods. Those items could be kept as aform of wealth
easily transformed into other commodities when the need arose. For
example, sadt, cloth, iron hoes and cowry shells were popular forms of
money in Africa— apart from gold and copper, which were much rarer
and therefore restricted to measuring things of great value. In afew
places, such as North Africa, Ethiopia and the Kongo, the monetary
systems were quite sophisticated indicating that the economy was far
removed from simple barter and subsistence.

There were many other changes of a socio-political nature
accompanying the expansion of the productive forces. Indeed, things
such as agricultural practices, industry, trade, money and political
structures were inseparable — each interacting with the others. The
most developed areas of Africawere those where al the elements
converged, and the two socio-political features which were the
outstanding indices to development were the increase of stratification
and the consolidation of states.

The principles of family and deferment to age were slowly breaking
down throughout the centuries preceding the arrival of Europeansin
their sailing ships. Changes in technology and in the division of labour
made that inevitable. The introduction of iron, for example, gave
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economic and military strength to those who could make and acquireit.
Better tools meant more food and a greater population, but the latter
tended to outrun the supplies of material goods, and the possibilities of
wealth opened up by the possession of iron were seized upon by afew
to their own advantage. Skilled workersin iron, cloth, pottery, leather,
salt-making, etc. tended to pass on their skillsin closed groups known
as castes. That ensured that the division of labour operated in their
favour, because their position was privileged and

strategic. Iron workers were particularly favoured in some African
societies in which they either became the ruling groups or were very
close to the top of the social hierarchy. The division of labour aso
carried over into non-material spheres, producing professional minstrels
and historians. They too had certain special rights and privileges,
notably the ability to criticise freely without fear of reprisal. In some
circumstances, skilled castes were reduced to very low status. But what
was rare, and in any case it does not contradict the general assertion that
the tendency was for communalism to give rise to more and more
stratification.

Social stratification was the basis for the rise of classes and for social
antagonisms. To some extent, thiswas alogical follow-up of the
previous non-antagonistic differences in communal society. For
Instance, old men could use their control over land allocation, over
bride-price and over other traditional exchangesto try and establish
themselves as a privileged economic stratum. Secret Societies arose in
the areathat is now Liberia, Sierra Leone and Guinea, and they
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permitted knowledge, power and wealth to pass into the hands of the
elders and ultimately to the elders of particular lineages.

The contradiction between young men and their elders was not the type
that caused violent revolutions. But young men clearly had reasons for
resenting their dependence on elders, especially when it came to such
vital persona matters as the acquisition of wives. When disgruntled,
they could either leave their communities and set up for themselves or
they could challenge the principles within the society. In either case, the
trend was that some individuals and families were more successful than
others, and those families established themselves as permanent rulers.
Then age ceased to matter as much because even ajunior could succeed
to his father, once the notion of royal blood or royal lineage was
established.

In the period of transition, while African society retained many features
that were undisputably communal, it also accepted the principle that
some families or clans or lineages were destined to rule and others were
not. Thiswas true not only of cultivators but of pastoralists aswell. In
fact, livestock became unevenly distributed much more readily van
[and; and those families with the largest herds became socially and
politically dominant.

An even more important aspect of the process of social stratification
was that brought about by contact between different social formations.
Fishermen had to relate to cultivators and the latter to pastoralists.
There were even social formations such as bands of hunters and food-
gatherers who had not yet entered the phase of communal co-operation
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Often the relationship was peaceful. In many parts of the African
continent, there arose what is known as ‘symbiosis' between groups
earning their living in different ways -which really means that they
agreed to exchange goods and co-exist to their mutual advantage.
However, there was also room for considerable conflict; and when one
group imposed itself by force on another, the result was invariably the
rise of socia classes with the conquerors on top and the conquered at
the bottom.

The most common clashes between different social formations were
those between pastoralists and cultivators. In some instances, the
cultivators had the upper hand, as for instance in West Africa, were
cultivators like the Mandinga and Hausa were the overlords of the
Fulani cattle en right up 18th and 19th centuries. The reverse situation
was found in the Horn of Africaand most of East Africa. Another type
of clash was that in which raiding peoples took power over
agriculturalists, as happened in Angola and in and around the Sahara,
where the Moors and Tuareg exacted tribute from and even enslaved
more peaceful and sedentary peoples. The result in each case was that a
relatively small faction held control of the land and (where relevant)
cattle, mines and long-distance trade. It meant also that the minority
group could make demands on the labour of their subjects — not on the
basis of kinship but because a relationship of domination and
subordination existed

In truly communal societies, the |eadership was based on religion and
family ties. The senior, members of the society shared the work with
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others and recelved more or less the same share of the total product.
Certainly, no one starved while others stuffed themselves and threw
away the excess. However, once African societies began to expand by
internal evolution, conquest or trade, the style of life of the ruling group
became noticeably different. They consumed the most and the best that
the society offered. Y et, they were least directly involved in the
production of wealth by farming, cattle herding, fishing, etc. The ruling
class and the kings in particular had the right to call upon the labour of
the common man for certain projects and for a given number of days
per year. Thisis known as corvee labour, from a similar procedure
followed in feudal France. Such a system meant greater exploitation
and at the same time greater development of productive resources.

Social stratification as outlined above went hand in hand with the rise of
the state. The notion of royal lineages and commoner clans could not
have any meaning except in apolitical state with a concrete
geographical existence. It is significant that the great dynasties of the
world ruled over feudal states. To the European or European-trained
ear, the names of the Tudors, Bourbons, Hohenzollerns and Romanovs
would already be familiar. Japan had its Kamakuras and its Tokugawas
; China had its T'ang and its Ming; India had its Guptas and its
Marathas; and so on. All of those were feudal dynasties existing in a
period some centuries after the birth of Christ, but in addition there
were dynasties which ruled in each of those countries before feudal 1and-
tenure and class relations had fully crystallized. It means that the
transition to feudalism in Europe
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and Asia saw the rise of ruling groups and the
state as inter-dependent parts of the same process. In that respect,
Africawas no different.

From a political perspective, the period of transition from communalism
to feudalism in Africawas one of state formation. At the beginning (and
for many centuries), the state remained weak and immature. It acquired
definite territorial boundaries, but inside those boundaries subjects lived
In thelr own communities with scarcely any contact with the ruling
class until the time came to pay an annual tax or tribute. Only when a
group within the state refused to pay the tribute did the early African
states mobilise their repressive machinery in the form of an army to
demand what it considered as its rights from subjects. Slowly, various
states acquired greater power over their many communities of citizens.
They exacted corvee labour, they enlisted soldiers, and they appointed
regular tax-collectors and local administrators. The areas of Africain
which labour relations were breaking out of communal restrictions
corresponded to areas in which sophisticated political states were
emerging. Therise of states

was itself aform of development, which increased the scale of African
politics and merged small ethnic groups into wider identities suggestive
of nations.

In some ways, too much importance is attached to the growth of
political states. It was in Europe that the nation state reached an
advanced stage, and Europeans tended to use the presence or absence of
well-organised polities as a measure of ‘civilisation’. That is not
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entirely justified, because in Africathere were small political units
which had relatively advanced material and non-material cultures. For
Instance, neither the 1bo people of Nigeria nor the Kikuyu of Kenya
ever produced large centralised governments in their traditional setting.
But both had sophisticated systems of political rule based on clans and
(in the case of the Ibo) on religious oracles and ‘ Secret Societies . Both
of them were efficient agriculturalists and iron workers, and the 1bo
were manufacturing brass and bronze items ever since the Sth century
A.D., if not earlier.

However, after making the above qualification, it can be conceded that
on the whole the larger states in Africa had the most effective no
political structures and greater capacity or producing food ,clothing,
minerals and other material artefacts. It can readily be understood that
those societies which

had ruling classes were concerned with acquiring luxury and prestige
items. The privileged groups in control of the state were keen to
stimulate manufactures as well as to acquire them through trade. They
were the ones that mobilised labour to produce a greater surplus above
subsistence needs, and in the process they encouraged specialisation
and the division of [abour.

Scholars often distinguish between groups in Africawhich had states
and those which were ‘ stateless . Sometimes, the word statelessis
carelessly or even abusively used; but it does describe those peoples
who had no machinery of government coercion and no concept of a
political unit wider than the family or the village. After al], if thereisno
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class stratification in a society, it follows that there is no state, because
the state arose as an instrument to be used by a particular classto
control the rest of society in its own interests. Generally speaking, one
can consider the stateless societies as among the older forms of socio-
political organisation in Africa, while the large states represented an
evolution away from communalism — sometimes to the point of
feudalism.

Again, it must be emphasised that a survey of the scene in Africabefore
the coming of Europeans would reveal considerable unevenness of
development. There were social formations representing hunting bands,
communalism feudalism and many positions intermediate between the
last two. The remainder of this section will be devoted to areview of
the principal features of several of the most devel oped societies and
states of Africain the last thousand years or so before Africa came into
permanent contact with Europe. The areas to be considered are Egypt,
Ethiopia, Nubia, Morocco, the Western Sudan, the inter-lacustrine zone
of East Africaand Zimbabwe. Each serves as an example of what
development meant in early Africaand what was the direction of social
movement. To agreater or lesser extent, each was also aleading force
on the continent in the sense of carrying neighbours along the same
path, either by absorbing them or influencing them more indirectly.

2.2 Some concrete examples

() Egypt

It islogical to start with Egypt as the oldest culture in Africawhich rose
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to eminence. The glories of Egypt under the Pharaohs are well known
and do not need recounting. At one time, it used to be said or assumed
that ancient Egypt was not ‘ African’-a curious view which is no longer
seriously propounded. However, for the present purposes, it is more
relevant to refer to Egypt under Arab and Turkish rule from the 7th
century onwards. During that latter period, the ruling class was foreign,
and that meant that Egypt’sinternal development was tied up with other
countries, notably Arabiaand Turkey. Colonised Egypt sent abroad
great amounts of wealth in the form of food and revenue and that was a
very negative factor. But the tendency was for the ruling foreigners to
deal with their own imperial masters and to act smply asaruling elite
within Egypt, which became an independent feudal state.

One of thefirst features of feudalism to arrive in Egypt was the military
aspect. The Arabs, Turks and Circassian invaders were all militarily
inclined. Thiswas particularly true of the Mamluks who held power
from the 13th century onwards. Political power in Egypt from the 7th
century lay in the hands of amilitary oligarchy which delegated the
actual government to bureaucrats, thereby creating a situation similar to
that in places like China and Indo-China. Even more fundamental was
the fact that land tenure relations were undergoing change in such a way
that atrue feudal class came on the scene. All the conquerors made land-
grants to their followers and military captains. Initially, the land in
Egypt was the property of the state to be rented out to cultivators. The
state then had the right to re-appropriate the land and allocate it once
more, somewhat like the head of a village community acting as the
guardian of the lands of related families. However, the ruling military
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elements also became a new class of landowners. By the 15th century,
most of the land in Egypt was the property of the Sultan and his
military lords.

If there was a small class which monopolised most of the land, it
followed that there was alarge class of landless. Peasant cultivators
were soon converted into mere agricultural labourers, tied to the soil as
tenants or vassals of the feudal landlords. These peasants with little or
no land were known as the fellahin. In Europe, there are legends about
the exploitation and suffering of the Russian serfs or muhzik under
feudalism. In Egypt, the exploitation of the fellahin was carried out
even more thoroughly. The feudalists had no interest in the fellahin
beyond seeing that they produced revenue. Most of what the peasants
produced was taken from them in the form of tax, and the tax-collectors
were asked to perform the miracle of taking from the peasants even that
which they did not have! When their demands were not met, the
peasants were brutalised.

The antagonistic nature of the contradiction between the feudal warrior
landlords and the fellahin was revealed by a number of peasant revolts,
notably in the early part of the 8th century. In no continent was
feudalism an epoch of romance for the labouring classes, but the
elements of development were seen in the technology and the increase
in productive capacity. Under the patronage of the Fatimid dynasty (969
A.D. to 1170 n.n.), science flourished and industry reached a new level
in Egypt. Windmills and waterwheels were introduced from Persiain
the 10th century. New industries were introduced-paper-making, sugar-
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refining, porcelain, and the distillation of gasolene. The older industries
of textiles, leather and metal were improved upon. The succeeding
dynasties of the Ayyubids and the Mamluks also achieved a great deal,
especially in the building of canals, dams, bridges and agueducts, and in
stimulating commerce with Europe. Egypt at that time was still able to
teach Europe many things and was flexible enough to receive new
techniques in return.

Although feudalism was based on the land, it usually developed towns
at the expense of the countryside. The high points of Egyptian feudal
culture were associated with the towns. The Fatimids founded the city
of Cairo, which became one of the most famous and most cultured in
the world, seat to the legendary ‘ Arabian Knights'. At the same time,
they established the Azhar University which exists today as one of the
oldest in the world. The feudalists and the rich merchants were the ones
who benefitted most, but the craftsmen and other city dwellers of Cairo,
Alexandria, etc. were able to participate to some extent in the leisured
lives of the towns.

(b) Ethiopia

Ethiopia too, at the start of its history as a great power, was ruled over
by foreigners. The kingdom of Axum was one o the most important
nuclei around which feudal Ethiopia eventually emerged, and Axum
was founded near the Red Sea coast by a dynasty of Sabean origin from
the other side of the Red Sea. But the kings of Axum were never agents
of foreign powers, and they became completely Africanised. The
founding of Axum goes back to the Ist century n.D. and its ruling class
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was Christianised within afew centuries. After that they moved inland
and participated in the development of the Christian feudal Ethiopian
state.

The Ethiopian, Tigrean and Amharic ruling class was a proud one,
tracing its descent to Solomon. As a state which incorporated several
other smaller states and kingdoms, it was an empire in the same sense
as feudal Austriaor Prussia. The Emperor of Ethiopia was addressed as
‘Conqguering Lion of the Tribe of Judah, Elect of God, Emperor of
Ethiopia, King of Kings'. In practice, however, the ‘ Solomonic’ line
was not unbroken. Most of the consolidation of the inland Ethiopian
plateau was carried out in the 12th century by an intruding dynasty, the
Zagwe, who made claims to descent from Moses. The Zagwe kings
distinguished themselves by building several churches cut out of solid
rock. The architectural achievements attest to the level of skill reached
by Ethiopians as well as the capacity of the state to mobilise |abour on a
huge scale. Such tasks could not have been achieved by voluntary
family labour but only through the labour of an exploited class.

A great deal is known of the superstructure of the Ethiopian empire,
especialy its Christianity and its literate culture. History was written to
glorify the king and the nobility, especially under the restored
*Solomonic’ dynasty which replaced the Zagwe in 1270 A.D. Fine
Illuminated books and manuscripts became a prominent element of
Amharic culture. Equally fine garments and jewellery were produced
for the ruling class and for the church. The top ecclesiastics were part of
the nobility, and the institution of the monastery grew to great
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proportions in Ethiopia. The association of organised religion with the
state was implicit in communal societies, where the distinction between
politics, economics, religion, medicine, etc. was scarcely drawn. Under
feudalism everywhere, Church and State were in close alliance. The
Buddhists were pre-eminent in feudal Vietham, Burma, Japan and to a
lesser extent in China. In India, alimited Buddhist influence was
overwhelmed by that of the Hindus and Muslims; and of coursein
feudal Europe it was the Catholic Church which played the role
paralleled by the Orthodox Church in Ethiopia.

The wealth of Ethiopiarested on an agricultural base. The fertile
uplands supported cereal-growing and there was considerable livestock
raising, including the rearing of horses. Craft skillswere developed in a
number of spheres, and foreign craftsmen were encouraged. For
Instance, early in the 15th century, Turkish artisans settled in the
country and made coats of mail and weapons for the Ethiopian army.
Coptics from Egypt were also introduced to help run the financia
administration. No one denies that the word ‘ Feudal’ can be applied to
Ethiopiain those centuries, because there existed a clear-cut class
contradiction between the landlords and the peasants. Those relations
grew out of communalism that had characterised Ethiopia much earlier
like other parts of Africa.

Feudal Ethiopiaincluded lands that were communally owned by village
and ethnic communities as well as lands belonging directly to the
crown; but in addition large territories were conferred by the
conquering Amharic dynasties on members of the royal family, on
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soldiers and priests. Those who received huge areas of land became Ras
or provincia princes, and they had judges appointed by the emperor
attached to them. The peasants in their domain were reduced to tenants
who could earn their living only by offering produce to the landlord and
taxes to the state (also in produce). The landlords exempted themselves
from tax — atypical situation in feudal societies, and one which fed the
fires of revolution in Europe when the bourgeois class grew powerful
enough to challenge the fact that the feudalists were, using political
power to tax everyone but themselves. Ethiopia of course never reached
that stage of transition to capitalism. What is clear is that the transition
to feudalism had been made.

(c) Nubia

Nubia was another Christian region in Africa, but one which is not as
famous as Ethiopia. In the 6th century A.D., Christianity was
introduced onto the middle Nile in the districts once ruled by the
famous state of Kush or Meroe. In the period before the birth of Christ,
Kush was arival to Egypt in splendour, and it ruled Egypt for a number
of years. Its decline in the 4th century A.D. was completed by attacks
from the then expanding Axum. The three small Nubian states which
arose some time afterwards were to some extent the heirs of Kush,
although after their conversion to Christianity it was this religion which
dominated Nubian culture.

The Nubian states (which had consolidated to two by about the 8th
century) achieved most from the 9th to the 11th centuries, in spite of
great pressures from Arab and Islamic enemies,, and they did not finally
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succumb until the 14th century. Scholarly interest in Nubia has
focussed on the ruins of large red-brick churches and monasteries which
had murals and frescoes of fine quality. Several conclusions can be
drawn from that material evidence. In the first place, agreat deal of
|abour was required to build those churches along with the stone
fortifications which often surrounded them. As with the pyramids of
Egypt or the feudal castles of Europe, the common builders were
intensely exploited and probably coerced. Secondly, skilled labour was
involved in the making of the bricks and m the architecture. The
paintings indicate that the skills surpassed mere manual dexterity, and
the same artistic merit is noticeable in fragments of painted pottery
recovered from Nubia.

It has already been indicated that the church and monasteries played a
major role in Ethiopia, and thisis worth elaborating on with respect to
Nubia. The monastery was a major unit of production. Numerous
peasant huts were clustered round each monastery, which functioned
very much like the manor of afeudal lord. The wealth that accumulated
inside the churches was alienated from the peasants, while the finest
aspects of the non-material culture such as books were accessible only
to asmall minority. Not only were the peasants illiterate, but in many
cases they were non-Christians or only nominally Christian — judging
from the better known Ethiopian example of the same date. When the
Christian ruling class of Nubiawas eliminated by the Muslims, very
little of the achievements of the old state remained in the fabric of the
people sdaily lives. Such reversalsin the historical process are not
uncommon throughout human experience. Ultimately, the dialectic of
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development asserts itself, but some ebbing and flowing is inevitable.
The Nubian states were not in existence in the 15th century, but they
constitute alegitimate example of h e potentialities of African
development.

One can go further and discern that Kush was still contributing to
African development long after the kingdom had declined and given
way to Christian Nubia. It is clear that Kush was a centre from which
many positive cultural elements diffused to the rest of Africa. Brass-
work of striking similarity to that of Meroe was re-produced in West
Africa. and the technique by which West Africans cast their brassis
generally held to have originated in Egypt and to have been passed on
viaKush. Above all, Kush was one of the earliest and most vigorous
centres of iron mining and smelting in Africa, and it was certainly one
of the sources from which this crucial aspect of technology passed to
the rest of the continent. That is why the middle Nile was aleading
force in the social, economic and political development of Africaasa
whole.

(d) The Maghreb

|slam was the great ‘revealed’ religion which played the major role in
the period of the feudal development of the Maghreb — the lands at the
western extremity of the Islamic empires that stretched across Africa,
Asia and Europe within years of the Prophet Muhammad’ s death in the
7th century of the Christian era. The Arab empire-building under the
banner of Islam is a classic example of the role of religion in that
respect. Ibn Khaldun, a great 14th century North African historian, was
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of the opinion that |slam was the most important force allowing the
Arabs to transcend the narrow boundaries of small family communities
which were constantly struggling among each other. He wrote:

Arab pride, touchiness and intense jealousy of power render it impossible
for them lo agree. Only when their nature has been permeated by a
religious impulse are they transformed, so that the tendency lo anarchy is
replaced by a spirit of mutual defence. Consider the moment when
religion dominated their policy and led them o observe areligious law
designed lo promote the moral and material interests of civilisation. Under
a series of successors to the Prophet (Muhammad), how vast their empire
became and haw strongly was it established.

The above remarks by [bn Khaldun cover only one aspect of Arab
Imperial expansion, but it was certainly a crucial one, and attested to the
essential role of ideology in the developmental process. That has to be
considered in relation w and in addition to the material circumstances.
Furthermore, in judging the material conditions at any given time which
might form the basis for further expansion of production and further
growth of the society’ s power, it is also necessary to consider the
historical legacy. Like Islamic Egypt and Christian Nubia, the Maghreb
of the Islamic dynasties inherited arich historical and cultural tradition.
It was the seat of the famous society of Carthage which flourished
between 1200 B.C. and 200 B.C., and which was a blend of foreign
Influences from the eastern Mediterranean with the Berber peopl es of
the Maghreb. The region had subsequently been an important section of
the Roman and Byzantine empires, and before becoming Muslim the
Maghreb had actually distinguished itself as a centre of non-conformist
Christianity which went under the name of Donatism.
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The striking achievements of Muslim Maghreb were spread over the
naval, military, commercial and cultural spheres. Its navies controlled
the western Mediterranean and its armies took over most of Portugal
and Spain. When the Muslim advance into Europe was turned back in
the year 732 A.D., North African armies were already deep into France.
In the 11th century, the armies of the Almoravid dynasty gathered
strength from deep within Senegal and Mauretania and launched
themselves across the Strait of Gibraltar to reinforce Islam in Spain
which was being threatened by Christian kings. For over a century, the
Almoravid rule in North Africa and | beria was characterised by
commercial wealth and aresplendent literary and architectural record.
After being gected from Spain in the 1230s, the Maghreb Muslims or
Moors as they were called continued to maintain a dynamic society on
African soil. Asoneindex to the standard of socid life, it has been
pointed out that public baths, were common in the cities of Maghreb at
atime when in Oxford the doctrine was still being propounded that the
washing of the body was dangerous act.

One of the most instructive aspects of the history of the Maghreb is the
inter-action of social formations to produce the state. A major problem
that had to be resolved was that of integrating the isolated Berber
groups into larger political communities. There were also contradictions
between sedentary groups and nomadic pastoral sectors of the
population.

The Berbers were mainly pastoralists organised in patriarchal clans, and
in groups of clans connected by a democratic council of all adult males.
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Grazing land was under communal ownership, and maintaining
irrigation was also a collective responsibility for the agriculturalists.
Y et, cooperation within kin-groups contrasted with hostility between
those who had no immediate blood ties, and it was only in the face of
the Arab invaders that the Berbers united-using a nonconformist
Kharijite ISam as their ideology. The Kharijite revolt of 739 A.D. is
considered in one sense as being nationalistic and in another sense a
revolt of the exploited classes against the Arab military, bureaucratic
and theocratic elite, who professed the orthodox Sunni Islam. That
revolt of the Berber masses laid the basis for Moroccan nationalism,
and three centuries later the Almohad dynasty (1147-1270) brought
political unity to the whole of Maghreb as a product of the synthesis of
Berber and Arab achievements in the sphere of state-building.

Unfortunately, the Maghreb nation did not last; and instead the region
was bequeathed with the nuclei of three nation states-Morocco, Algeria
and Tunisia. Within each of the three areas, divisive tendencies were
very strong in the 14th and 15th centuries. For instance, in Tunisiathe
ruling Hafsid dynasty was constantly involved in crushing local
rebellions and defending the integrity of the state. It has been noted
already that the political state in Africaand elsewhere was a
consequence of development of the productive forces, but the state in
turn also conditioned the rate at which the economy advanced, because
the two were dialectically inter-related. Therefore, the failure of the
Maghreb to build a nation state and the difficulties of consolidating
state power even within the three divisions of Morocco, Algeriaand
Tunisiawere factors holding back the further development of the
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region. Moreover, political division weakened the Maghreb visavis
foreign enemies, and Europe was soon to take advantage of those
internal weaknesses, by launching attacks from the year 1415 onwards.

The experience of the Maghreb can be drawn upon to illustrate the
lengthy nature of transition from the one mode of production to another
and the fact that two different ways of organising society could co-exist
side by side over centuries. Throughout the period under discussion, a
great deal of land in that part of Africaretained its communal

ownership and family labour. Meanwhile, considerable socioeconomic
stratification had taken place and antagonistic classes had emerged. At
the very bottom of the ladder were the daves or harratine, who were
most often black Africans from south of the Sahara. Then came the
akhamme or landless peasants who worked the proprietors land and
gave the latter four-fifths of whatever was produced. Special mention
should be made of the position of women, who were not a class by
themselves but who suffered from deprivations at the hands of their
own menfolk and of the male-controlled ruling class. Therefore, the
women in the akhamme class were in avery depressed condition. At the
top of the society were the big landowners, who wielded political power
along with other devotees of the Muslim religion.

None of the African societies discussed so far can be said to have
thrown up capitalist forms to the point where the accumulation of
capital became the principal motive force. However, they all had
flourishing commercial sectors, moneylenders and strong handicraft
industries which were the features which ultimately gave birth to
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modern capitalism through evolution and revolution. The Maghreb
merchants were quite wealthy. They gained from the energies of the
cultivators, cattlemen and shepherds; they indirectly or directly
mobilised the labour in the mines of copper, lead, antimony and iron;
and they appropriated surplus from the skills of the craftsmen making
textiles, carpets, leather, pottery and articles of brass and iron. The
merchants were a class of accumulators, and their dynamism made
itsalf felt not only in the Maghreb but aso in the Sahara and across the
Saharain West Africa. In that way, the development of the Maghreb
acted as afactor in the development of what was called the Western
Sudan.

(e) The Western Sudan

To the Arabs, the whole of Africa south of the Saharawas the Bilad as
Sudan — the land of the Blacks. The name survives today only in the
Republic of Sudan on the Nile, but references to the Western Sudan in
early times concern the zone presently occupied by Senegal, Mdli,
Upper Voltaand Niger, plus parts of Mauretania, Guinea and Nigeria.
The Western Sudanic empires of Ghana, Mali and Songha have
become by-words in the struggle to illustrate the achievements of the
African past. That isthe areato which African nationalists and
progressive whites point when they want to prove that Africans too
were capable of political, administrative and military greatnessin the
epoch before the white men. However, a people’ s demands at any given
time change the kinds of questions to which historians are expected to
provide answers. Today the masses of Africa seek ‘ development’ and
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total emancipation. The issues that need resolution with regard to
Western Sudanic history are those which illumine the principles
underlying the impressive development of certain states in the heart of
Africa

The origins of the empire of Ghana go back to the 5th century A.D., but
It reached its peak between the 9th and 11th centuries. Mali had itsrime
in the 13th and 14th centuries, and Songhai in the two subsequent
centuries. None of the three were in exactly the same location; and the
ethnic origin of the three ruling classes was different; but they should be
regarded as ‘ successor states', following essentially the same line of
evolution and growth. They have been called trading statesso o tent at
It isamost forgotten that the principal activity of the population was
agriculture. It was a zone in which several species of millet were
domesticated, along with a species of rice, severa other food plants and
at least one type of cotton. It was a zone which saw the relatively early
introduction of iron in the millennium before the birth of Christ, and
iron tools exercised their attendant benefits on agriculture. The open
savannah country of the Western Sudan also favoured livestock. Some
groups such as the Fulani were exclusively pastoralist, but livestock
was to be found in varying degrees throughout the huge region. Cattle
were the most significant domesticated animals, followed by goats. The
rearing of horses, mules and donkeys was also carried on which was
made possible by wide tsetse-free areas. To add further variety, the
great Niger river allowed for the rise of specialist fishermen.

Population, the indispensable factor of production, could only have
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reached the density which it did because of increasing food supplies;
while handicraft industry and trade sprang primarily from the products
of agriculture. Cotton cultivation led to the making of cotton cloth with
such avariety of specialisation that there was internal trade in particular
cotton cloths, such as the unbleached fabric of Futa Djalon and the blue
cloth of Jenne. Pastoralism provided a variety of products for
manufacture, notably cattle hides and goatskins which went into the
making of sandals, leather jackets for military use, leather pouches for
amulets, and so on. Horses served as a means of transport to the ruling
class and made amagjor contribution to warfare and the size of the state.
For the purposes of interbreeding, some horses were imported from
North Africawhere the Arab bloodstock was of the finest quality. For
pack transport, the donkey was of course better fitted; and the Mossi
kingdom of Upper Voltafor along time specialised in breeding those
pack animals which were associated with long distance trade within the
vast region. On the edge of the Sahara, the camel took over-another
‘technological’ asset introduced from the north.

Mining was a sphere in which production was important. Some of the
royal clansin the Western Sudan, such as that of the Kante were
gpecialist blacksmiths. In a period of expansion by warfare, the control
over iron supplies and over iron-working skills was obviously decisive.
Besides, the two most important articles of long distance trade were salt
and gold, both obtained principally by mining. Neither the salt supplies
nor the gold supplies were originally within the domains of Ghana, but
it took steps to integrate them either by trade or by territorial expansion.
Ghana struck north into the Sahara, and towards the very end of the
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10th century it captured the town of Awdaghast from the Berbers-a
town useful for the control of the incoming salt mined in the middle of
the desert. Similarly Mali and Songhai sought to secure control of
Taghaza which was the largest single centre of salt mining. Songhai
took the prize of Taghaza from the desert Berbers and held it for many
years in the face of opposition from Morocco. Another crucial but
seldom stressed element in the pattern of production was the ownership
of copper minesin the Sahara by both Mali and Songhai.

To the south of Ghana lay the important sources of gold on the Upper
Senegal and its tributary the Faleme. It is said that Ghana obtained its
gold by ‘silent’ or ‘dumb’ barter which was described as follows:

The merchants beat great drums to summon the local natives, who were
naked and lived in holes in the ground. From these holes, which were
doubtless the pits from which they dug the gold, they refused to emergein
the presence of the foreign merchants. The latter, therefore, used to
arrange their trade goods in piles on the river bank and retire out of sight.
The local natives then came and placed a heap of gold beside each pile and
withdrew. If the merchants were satisfied they took the gold and retreated,
beating their drums to signify that the market was over.

The writer of the above lines (E. W. Bovill) a supposed European
authority on the Western Sudan, then goes on to say that silent trade or
dumb barter was afeature of the Western Sudan’ s gold trade throughout
all the centuries until modern times. Actually, the only thing dumb
about the trade is what he writes about it. The story of dumb barter for
gold in West Africais repeated in several accounts, starting with
ancient Greek scripts. It is clearly arough approximation of the first
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attempts at exchange of a people coming into contact with strangers,
and it was not a permanent procedure. During the rule of Ghana, the
people of the two principal goldfields of Bambuk and Boure were
drawn into regular trade relations with the Western Sudan. Ghana
probably and Mali certainly exercised political rule over the two
regions, where the mining and distribution of gold became avery
complicated process. During the centuries of Mali’s greatness,
extensive mining of gold began in the forest of modern Ghana to supply
the trans-Saharan gold trade. The existing socia systems expanded and
strong states emerged to deal with the sale of gold. The merchants who
come from the great cities of the Western Sudan had to buy the gold by
weight, using a small accurate measurement known as the benda.

When the Portuguese arrived at the river Gambia and got a glimpse at
how gold was traded on the upper reaches of the river, the marvelled at
the dexterity shown by the Mandinga merchants. The latter carried very
finely balanced scales, inlaid with silver and suspended from cords of
twisted silk. The gold dust and nuggets were weighed with brass
weights. The expertise of the Mandingain measuring gold and in other
forms of commerce was largely due to the fact that within that ethnic
group there was a core of professional traders, commonly referred to as
the Dioulas. They were not very wealthy, but were distinguished by
their willingness to travel thousands of miles from one end of the
Western Sudan to another. They also reached the coast or very near to
the coast in Gambia, Sierra Leone, Liberia. Ivory Coast and Ghana. The
Dioulas handled along list of African products — salt from the Atlantic
coast and the Sahara, kola nuts from the forests of Liberiaand Ivory
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Coast, gold from Akan country in modern Ghana, leather from
Hausaland, dried fish from the coast, cotton cloth from many districts
and especially from the central arcas of the Western Sudan, iron from
Futa Djalon in modern Guinea, shea butter from the upper Gambia, and
a host of other local articles. In addition, the trade of the Western Sudan
involved the circulation of goods originating in North Africa, notably
fabrics from Egypt and the Maghreb and coral beads from Ceuta on the
Mediterranean coast. Therefore, the pattern of Western Sudanic and
trans-Saharan commerce was integrating the resources of awide area
stretching from the Mediterranean to the Atlantic Ocean.

L ong-distance trade across the Sahara had special characteristics. Some
scholars have spoken of the camel as the ship of the Sahara, and the
towns which the camel caravans entered on either side of the desert
were called ‘ports' . In practice, the trans-Saharan trade was as great an
achievement as crossing an ocean. Much more than local trade, it
stimulated the famous cities of the region such as Walata, Timbuctu,
Gao and Jenne; and it brought in the literate Islamic culture. Long-
distance trade strengthened state power, which meant in effect the
power of the lineages who transformed themselves into a permanent
aristocracy. However, it isagross oversimplification of cause and effect
to say that it was the trans-Saharan trade which built the Western
Sudanic empires. Ghana, Mali and Songhai grew out of their
environment, and out of the efforts of their own population; and it was
only after they had a certain status that their ruling classes could express
an interest in long-distance trade and could provide the security to
permit that trade to flourish.
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It is significant that the Western Sudan never provided any significant
capital for the trans-Saharan trade. The capital came from the merchants
of Fez, Tlemcen and other cities of the Maghreb; and they sent their
agents to reside m e Western Sudan. To some extent, it was a colonial
relationship because the exchange was unequal in North Africa's
favour. However, the gold trade was at least capable of stimulating the
development of the productive forces within West Africa, while the
accompanying trade in slaves had no such benefits. Ghana, Mali and
Songhai all exported small numbers of slaves, and the empire of Kanem-
Bornu gave slave exports a much higher priority because it controlled
no gold supplies. Kanem-Bornu used its power to raid for captivesto
the south as far as Adamawain modern Cameroons. The negative
implications of such policies were to be fully brought out in later
centuries, when the steady trickle of slaves from afew parts of West
Africa across the Saharawas joined by the massive flow of the
continent’ s peopl es towards destinations named by Europeans.

Though falling considerably short of the feudal stage, state formation
was more advanced in the Western Sudan than in most other parts of
Africain the period 500 A.D. to 1500 A.D. part from Ghana, Madli,
Songhai and Kanem-Bornu, there were outstanding kingdomsin
Hausaland, in Moss, in Senegal, in the Futa Djalon mountains of
Guinea and in the basin of the Benue tributary of the river Niger. The
Western Sudanic techniques of political organisation and administration
spread out to many neighbouring regions, and influenced the rise of
innumerable small states scattered throughout the coastal region from
the river Senegal to the Cameroon mountains. Some specific Sudanic
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features were discernible in many kingdoms, notably the position of the
‘Queen Mother’ in the political structure.

The strengths and weaknesses of the Western Sudanic states attest to
the point which they had reached on the long road away from
communalism — with respect to social relations and to the level of
production. The state held together several clashing social formations
and ethnic groups. In the case of Kanem-Bornu, pastoralists and
cultivators were even able to integrate the camel nomads of the desert.
Elsewhere, the Tuareg nomads were kept at bay, so that cultivators and
other sedentary peoples could live their livesin peace. Men, domestic
beasts and goods were free to move for thousands of milesin security.
However, the state had not yet broken down the barriers between
different social formations. The state existed as an institution which
collected tribute from the various communities and restrained them
from clashing. In periods of weakness, the superstructure of the state
almost disappeared and | eft free scope for divisive political and social
tendencies. Each successive great state was a further experiment to deal
with the problem of unity, sometimes on a conscious level and more
often as an unconscious by-product of the struggle for survival.

Under feudalism, the ruling class in the state for the first time tore away
the social institutions which prevented the first embryo states from
exercising direct action on each subject. That isto say, feudalism
brought about a series of direct obligatory ties between the landed rulers
and the landless subjects. In the Western Sudan, that clear-cut class
division had not come into existence. By the time of Mali’s pre-
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eminence in the 13th and 14th centuries, a small amount of local
slavery had come into existence, and by the end of the 15th century
there were both chattel slaves and ‘domestic slaves comparable to
feudal serfs. For instance, in Senegal the Portuguese traders found that
there were e ements in the popul ation who worked most days for their
masters and afew days per month for themselves — a budding feudalist
tendency. Nevertheless, most of the population still had ample access to
land through their kin, and in political terms that means that the
authority of the ruling class was exercised over heads of families and
clans rather than over each subject.

Although communal egalitarianism was on its way out, communal
relations still persisted and had by the 15th century become a brake on
the development of the Western Sudan. Such surplus as was being
produced by the society over and above subsistence needs came out of
tribute from the collective communities rather than directly from the
producer to the exploiting class. That gave an incentive for maintaining
the old socia structures, although they were incapable of increasing
labour mobilisation and specialisation to a much greater degree. It was
unlikely that there would be a violent social revolution because classes
were not yet formed to spearhead a revolution. Under those
circumstances, major advances of technology were required to spark off
further changes. The degree of economic integration had to be enhanced
by greater productivity in various areas — allowing for more trade,
more specialisation in the division of labour, and the possibility of
surplus accumulation. But wheeled vehicles and the plow stopped in
North Africa, and so too did large-scale irrigation. Indeed, through the
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critical absence of large-scale irrigation, the productive base in the
Western u an actually decreased, for the Sahara was advancing. Ghana
had stood on fertile agricultural land, but both Mali and Songhai had
their centres further south, because the former northern terrain of Ghana
was claimed by the Sahara through dessication. Techniques necessary
for the control of this hostile environment and for the increase of
agricultural and manufacturing capacity had either to evolve locally or
to be brought in from outside. In the next phase of African history after
the coming of the white men, both of those alternatives were virtually
ruled out in West Africa

(f) The Inter-lacustrine Zone

The high level of social evolution in the Western Sudan has been the
cause of lengthy debates as to whether the region had achieved
feudalism of the European variety, or whether it should be classed
together with the great Asian empires, or whether it created a new and
unigue category of its own. On the eastern side of the continent,
development in the same period was definitely slower. For one thing,
the people of East Africa acquired iron tools at a much later date than
their brothersin the North and West; and, secondly, the range of their
technology and skills was narrower. However, by the 14th century, state
formation was well under way, and the principles of development
revealed in the process are worth considering. An area of specid
Interest is that of the great |akes of Africaand particularly the zone
around the group of lakes which the British thought fit to renamein
honour of various members of the British ruling family-Victoria,
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Albert, Edward, George In that inter-lacustrine zone, several famous
states eventually emerged, one of the earliest and largest being that of
Bunyoro-Kitara

Bunyoro-Kitara comprised in whole or in part the regions which today
are called Bunyoro, Ankole, Toro, Karagwe and Buganda— all of
which fall in Uganda, except Karagwe which isin Tanzania. Historical
traditions have been orally preserved by these various peoples who at
one time fell within the boundaries of Bunyoro-Kitara; and the
traditions concentrate on the ruling dynasty, which is known as the
Bachwezi. The Bachwezi were supposedly an immigrant pastoralist
group. They introduced long-horned humped cattle, which later became
the major species in the inter-lacustrine zone. Posession of these cattle
undoubtedly aided them to become aruling aristocracy in the 14th and
15th centuries. They became a social stratum above the clans which
previously existed, and which had narrow territorial bases. The period
of Bachwezi pre-eminence is also associated with iron-working, the
manufacture of bark-cloth, the technique of sinking well-shafts through
rocks, and (most striking of all) the construction of extensive earthwork
systems, used apparently both for defence and for enclosing large herds
of cattle. Thelargest of the earthworks was at Bigo, with ditches
extending over six and a half miles.

The division of labour between pastoralists and cultivators and the
nature of their contacts intensified the process of caste formation and
class stratification in the inter-lacustrine area. The pastoralist Bahima
had imposed their rule over the cultivators or Bairu. Social classes grew
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out of a situation of changing labour relations. The earthworks of Bigo
and elsewhere are were not built by voluntary family labour, and some
form of coercion must also have been used to get the cultivators to
produce a surplus for their new lords. For instance, the Bachwezi are
said to have established a system by which young men were conscripted
Into the king' s service and were maintained by Bairu who occupied and
cultivated land assigned for the support of the army. They also
introduced slave artisans and administrators. When administrative
officials were appointed at alocal level to rule on behalf of the
aristocrats, that was afirst step towards setting up feudal fiefsasin
Ethiopia; for while the question of land grants had not yet entered the
picture, it must be borne in mind that inequality in the distribution of
cattle meant in fact unequal access to the means of production.

Much uncertainty surrounds the precise identification of the Bachwezi.
It is possible that they were not immigrants. Nevertheless, it is generaly
held that they were light-complexioned pastoralists coming from the
north. Assuming that thiswas so, it is essential to stress that whatever
was achieved in the inter-lacustrine region in the 14th and 15th
centuries was a product of the evolution of African society as awhole
and not a transplant from outside. In order to place those East African
events within the context of universal human achievement, a parallel
can be drawn with India. Centuries before the birth of Christ, Northern
India was also the recipient of light-complexioned pastoral immigrants
known as Aryans. There was a time when everything in Indian culture
was attributed to the Aryans; but then careful scrutiny revealed that the
basis of Indian society and culture had been laid by the earlier
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population known as the Dravidians. Therefore, it isnow considered far
more sensible to see the achievements of North India as a product of
synthesis or combination of Aryan and Dravidian. Similarly in East
Africa, one needs to seek the elements of synthesis between the new
and the old and that in effect was the path of development in the inter-
lacustrine zone in the 14th and 15th centuries.

As has just been noted, the Bachwezi are associated with techniques
such as iron working and bark cloth manufacture. It isnot at all clearly
established that they introduced such techniques for the first time, and it
Is much more probable that they presided over the elaboration of such
skills. Certainly, iron-using societies were known in East Africa severd
centuries before the Bachwezi period. At Engaruka, just south of the
present Kenyal/Tanzania border, there are to be found the ruins of a
small but impressive iron age society, which flourished sometime
before the end of the first millennium A.D. (i.e. before 1000 A.D.).
Engaruka was a concentrated agricultural settlement engaging in
terracing, irrigation and the construction of walls by the technique
known as dry stone building, whereby no lime was required to hold the
stones together. In the inter-lacustrine area itself, there had emerged a
banana-based agriculture, which was capable of supporting alarge
sedentary population. That was the sort of pre-condition for moving
from communal isolation to statehood.

It issignificant that orally-preserved traditions imply the existence of
kingdoms in Bunyoro and Karagwe before the Bachwezi. State
formation was already in an embryo stage when the outsiders arrived,
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and the likelihood is that they did not remain outsiders for long. Unlike
the Aryansin India, the Bachwezi did not even impose their own
language, but adopted the Bantu speech of the local inhabitants. That
reflects the dominance of local rather than foreign elementsin the
synthesis. In any event, the cultural product was African, and was part
of the pattern of development through localised evolution combined
with the interplay of social formations on a continent-wide scale.

Among the contributions supposedly made by the Bachwezi to the inter-
lacustrine kingdoms was the introduction of religion based on the
phases of the moon. In all of the situations examined so far, religion
played a significant role in promoting the building of the state leading
away from the ssmple organisation of the family community.
Christianity and Islam have been most frequently associated with large
scale building both inside and outside of Africa. That isto be explained
not so much by the actual religious beliefs, but because membership in
a powerful universal church gave the ruling class of ayoung state many
advantages. A Christian or Muslim prince had accessto a literate
culture and awider- world. He dealt with traders and craftsmen
professing that religion he used administrators and churchmen who
were literate; and he could travel to parts of the world such as Mecca.
Above al, the universal religions replaced ‘traditional’ African
ancestral religions in Ethiopia, Sudan, Egypt, Maghreb and
progressively in the Western Sudan because Christianity and Islam
were not rooted in any given family community and therefore could be
used to mobilise the many communities that were merging into the
state. However, religious beliefs which had been accepted by asingle
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clan or ethnic group could be elevated in the same form or in adlightly
altered form to become the religion of the whole state. Thiswas the
situation in the inter-lacustrine zone, and indeed in most other parts of
Africa outside the regions already described.

(g) Zimbabwe

In Zimbabwe, one of the great constructionsin brick (dated around the
14th century) is commonly referred to as ‘temple’ and isfelt to have
served religious purposes. Even from the scanty evidence, it is clear that
the religious aspect of social development was of the greatest
Importance in serving to cement ties between individuals in that
emergent African society. For instance, the ruling classin the 15th
century empire of Mutapa in Zimbabwe were pastoralists and their
religious ritual included objects that were symbolic of cattle, as was
found in the inter-lacustrine kingdoms such as Bunyoro and Karagwe.
One can guess that the rituals al'so symbolised the dominance of the
cattle owners, just as they also paid respect to pre-existing ideas of the
cultivatorsin order to effect a stable synthesis. The details of the picture
are not available in the present stage of knowledge, but what is required
Is that any discussion of African religion must seek to present it in a
mobile evolutionary manner and to relate it to changing socio-economic
forms and institutions. That task being beyond the confines of the
present study, it is proposed to examine Zimbabwe as yet another

region where the productive base and the political superstructure can be
ascertained to have developed appreciably in the last few centuries
before Africawas drawn into contact with Europe.
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Within the southernmost section of the continent, the areain which
striking achievements were registered by the 15th century was that
between the rivers Zambezi and Limpopo, covering the territories that
were later to be called Mozambique and Rhodesia. Iron-using and state-
building peoples were active there from early in the first millennium A
.D., and eventually there emerged in the 15th century the empire which
Europeans called Monomotapa. The term ‘ Zimbabwe' is being used
here to designate the Zambesi / Limpopo cultures in the few centuries
preceding the European arrival, because it was from the 11th to the 14th
century that there flourished the societies whose most characteristic
feature was the building of large stone palaces, known collectively as
Zimbabwe.

Much has been written about the buildings which distinguish the
Zimbabwe culture. They are a direct response to the environment of
granite rocks, being built upon granite hills and of flaked granite. The
most famous site of surviving stone ruinsis that of Great Zimbabwe,
north of the river Sabi. One of the principal structures at Great
Zimbabwe was some 300 feet long and 220 feet broad, with the walls
being 30 feet high and 20 feet thick. The technique of laying the bricks
one on the other without lime to act as a cement was the same style
noted in the description of Engarukain northern Tanzania. It was in fact
a peculiar aspect of material culture in Africa, being widely found in
Ethiopia and the Sudan. The style of the encircling brick walls at Great
Zimbabwe and other sites was also characteristically African in that it
was an elaboration of the mud enclosures or kraals of many Bantu-
speaking people.
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One European archaeologist is reported to have said that there was as
much labour expended in Zimbabwe as on the Pyramids in Egypt. That
Is surely an overstatement, for the Pyramids were raised through an
incredible amount of slave labour, which could not possibly have been
at the disposal of the rulersin Zimbabwe. However, it is definitely
necessary to reflect on the amount of labour which would have been
required to construct the buildings within the Zimbabwe region up until
the 15th century. The workers may well have been from particular
ethnic groups who were subjugated by other ethnic groups, but in the
process of subjugation they were acquiring the character of a social
class whose labour was being exploited. Nor was it sheer manual
labour. Skill, creativity and artistry went into the construction of the
walls, especialy with regard to the decorations, the inner recesses and
the doors.

When Cecil Rhodes sent in his agents to rob and steal in Zimbabwe,
they and other Europeans marvelled at the surviving ruins of the
Zimbabwe culture, and automatically assumed that it had been built by
white people. Even today there is still atendency to consider the
achievements with a sense of wonder rather than with the calm
acceptance that it was a perfectly logical outgrowth of human social
development within Africa, as part of the universal process by which
man’ s labour opened up new horizons. The sense of reality can only be
restored by making it clear that the architecture rested on afoundation
of advanced agriculture and mining, which had come into existence
over centuries of evolution.

http://www.marxists.org/subject/africa/rodney-walter/how-europe/ch02.htm (55 of 64) [8/22/05 11:03:38 AM]



How Europe Underdevel oped Africa. Walter Rodney 1973

Zimbabwe was a zone of mixed farming, with cattle being important,
since the areais free from tsetse flies. Irrigation and terracing reached
considerable proportions. There was no single dam or agueduct
comparable to those in Asia or ancient Rome, but countless small
streams were diverted and made to flow around hills, in a manner that
indicated an awareness of the scientific principles governing the motion
of water. In effect, the people of Zimbabwe had produced
‘hidrologists’, through their understanding of the material environment.
On the mining side, it is equally striking that the African peoplesin the
zone in question had produced prospectors and ‘ geologists who had a
clear idea of where ‘to look for gold and copper in the sub-soil. When
the European colonialists arrived in the 19th century, they found that
virtually all the gold-bearing and copper-bearing strata had been mined
previously by Africans — though of course not on the same scale as
Europeans were to achieve with drilling equipment. Among the
Zimbabwe people, there also arose craftmen who worked the gold into
ornaments with tremendous skill and lightness of touch.

The presence of gold in particular was a stimulus to external trade, and
in turn it was external demand which did most to accelerate mining. In
the first millennium A.D., there was a gold-using aristocracy at
Ingombe Ilede just north of the Zambezi. Presumably, they got their
supplies from gold mines further south. However, gold isrequired in
large quantities only in a society which produces a very large economic
surplus and can afford to transform part of that surplusinto gold for
prestige purposes, (asin India) or into coinage and money to promote
capitalism (as in Western Europe). The pre-feudal African societies did
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not have such a surplus nor the social relations which made it necessary
for gold to circulate a great deal internally. Hence, it was the presence
of Arab traders as far south as Sofala in the M ozambique channel which
spurred Zimbabwe to mine more gold for export just about the same
time in the 11th century when stonebuilding was beginning. The
implication is that a number of factors coincided: namely, the
intensification of class stratification, of state consolidation, of
production and building techniques, and of trade.

Several different ethnic groups contributed to Zimbabwe society. The
earliest populations of the region were the ‘Bushmen' and Khoisan type
of hunters who today are found only in small numbersin Southern
Africa. They were incorporated into the physical stock of newcomers
from further north speaking Bantu languages, and in fact they made
their contribution to the Bantu languages of the area. Among the Bantu
speakers, there were also severa different groups coming into their own
at different times. The material evidence which has been revealed by
archaeol ogists shows various pottery styles, contrasting burial positions
and different bone structures among skeletons. Other material artefacts
show that over the centuries many societies occupied the region of
Zimbabwe. Much of the interpenetration of one group by another was
done peacefully, although at the same time, the very existence of the
fortified hill-tops and stone defences shows that the largest states were
engaged in military struggles for survival and pre-eminence.
Furthermore, some ethnic groups must have been permanently relegated
to inferior status, so as to provide the labour for agriculture, building
and mining. Other clans specialised in pastoralism, warfare and the
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control of religious apparatus such as divination and rainmaking.

It is believed that the inhabitants of Zimbabwe in the 11th to the 14th
centuries were Sotho-speaking ; but by the time the Portuguese arrived
a Shona-speaking dynasty had taken control of most of the region. That
was the Rozwi clan which set up the state of Mutapa, between the
Zambezi and the Limpopo. The ruler was known as the Mwene Mutapa,
which apparently meant ‘the great Lord of Mutapa’ to his own
followers, but was held to mean ‘the great pillager’, by peoples whom
he conquered and wielded together into asingle empire. The first
individual to hold the title Mwene Mutapa ruled from about 1415-1450,
but the dynasty had already been growing prominent before that date.
The capital was at first sited at Great Zimbabwe, and later moved north.
What was important was that the Mwene M utapa appointed governors
to rule over various localities outside the capital, in a manner
comparable to that of the Western Sudanic empires or the inter-
lacustrine ‘ Bachwezi’ states.

The Rozwi lords of Mutapa did most to encourage production for
export trade, notably in gold, ivory and copper. Arab merchants came to
reside in the kingdom and the Zimbabwe region became involved in the
network of Indian Ocean commerce, which linked them with India,
Indonesia, and China. One of the principal achievements of the Rozwi
lords of Mutapa was to organise a single system of production and
trade. They exacted tribute from the various communitiesin their
kingdoms, which was both a sign of sovereignty and aform of trade,
because the movement of goods was stimulated. There is no doubt that
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the foreign trade strengthened the Mutapa state ; but above all it
strengthened the ruling strata which had a monopoly over that aspect of
economic activity. In comparison with other African elites at that time,
the Rozwi of Zimbabwe still had along way to go. They were not in the
same category as the Amharic nobility of Ethiopia or the Arab/Berber
feudal lords of the Maghreb. They did imbibe a few influences from
outside, but they did not travel like the rulers of Mali and Songhai who
made the pilgrimage to Mecca. Their dress was still mainly animal
skins, and such cloth as they utilised were recent imports from the Arab
traders rather than the product of the evolution of their own skillsin that
field. In that respect, Zimbabwe also trailed behind other early African
states such as Oyo in Yorubaland, Benin in the same . ;. and the 14th-
century empire of Kongo (which Europeans referred to as the greatest
state in West Africa at the time of their arrival).

It has been considered necessary for the purposes of illustration to
consider some (though by no means all) of the outstanding areas of
development in Africa before the coming of the Europeans. Nor should
it be forgotten that there were innumerable village communities
emerging to become states that were small in size, but were sometimes
sharply stratified internally and displayed an impressive level of
material advance. Those described above should be sufficient to
establish that Africain the 15th century was not just a jumble of
different ‘tribes . There was a pattern and there was historical
movement. Societies such as feudal Ethiopia and Egypt were at the
furthest point of the process of evolutionary development. Zimbabwe
and the Bachwezi states were also clearly on the ascendant away from
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communalism, but at alower level than the feudal states and afew
othersthat were not yet feudal such as those in the Western Sudan.

Conclusion

In introducing the concept of development, attention was drawn to the
fact that the slow imperceptible expansion in social productive capacity
ultimately amounted to a qualitative difference, with the arrival at the
new stage sometimes being announced by social violence. It can be said
that most African societies had not reached a new stage that was
markedly different from communalism, and hence the use in this study
of the cautious term, ‘transitional’. It can also be noted that nowhere
had there been any internal social revolutions. The latter have taken
place in European and world history only where class consciousness led
to the massive intervention of people’ s wills within the otherwise
Involuntary socio-economic process. Such observations help to situate
African development up to the 15th century at alevel that was below
mature class-ridden feudalism.

It should also be re-iterated that davery as a mode of production was
not present in any African society, although some slaves were to be
found where the decomposition of communal equality had gone
furthest. Thisis an outstanding feature illustrating the autonomy of the
African path within the, broader framework of universal advance. One
of the paradoxes in studying this early period of African history is that
It cannot be fully comprehended without first deepening our knowledge
of theworld at large, and yet the true picture of the complexities of the
development of man and society can only be drawn after intensive
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study of the long neglected African continent. There is no escaping the
use of comparisons as an aid to clarity; and indeed the parallels have
been narrowly restricted to Europe when they could also be provided by
examples from Asian history. Therein lies the cultural imperialism
which makes it easier for the European-educated African to recall
names like the (French) Capetians and the (Prussian) Hohenzollerns
rather than the Vietnamese dynasties of Id and Tran for the latter are
either unknown to him, or would be considered unimportant if known,
or might even be judged too difficult to pronounce!

Several historians of Africa have pointed out that after surveying the
developed areas of the continent in the 15th century and those within
Europe at the same date, the difference between the two was in no way
to Africa s discredit. Indeed, the first Europeans to reach West and East
Africa by sea were the ones who indicated that in most respects African
development was comparable to that which they knew. To take but one
example, when the Dutch visited the city of Benin they described it
thus:

The town seemsto be very great. When you enter into it, you go into a
great broad street, not paved, which seemsto be seven or eight times
broader than the Warmoes street in Amsterdam....

The king's palace is a collection of buildings which occupy as much space
as the town of Harlem, and which is enclosed with walls. There are
numerous apartments for the Prince’ s ministers and fine galleries, most of
which are as big as those on the Exchange at Amsterdam. They are
supported by wooden pillars encased with copper, where their victories are
depicted, and which are carefully kept very clean.
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The town is composed of thirty main streets, very straight and 120 feet
wide, apart from an infinity of small intersecting streets. The houses are
close to one another, arranged in good order. These people are in no way
inferior to the Dutch as regards cleanliness; they wash and scrub their
houses so well that they are polished and shining like a looking-glass.

Y et, it would be self delusion to imagine that all things are exactly
equal in Benin and in Holland. European society was already more
aggressive, more expansionist and more dynamic in producing new
forms. The dynamism within Europe was contained within the merchant
and manufacturing class. In the galleries of the exchange at Amsterdam
sat Dutch burghers — the ancestors of the modern bourgeoisie of
industry and finance. This classin 15th century Europe was able to
push the feudal landowners forward or aside. They began to discard
conservatism and to create the intellectual climate in which change was
seen as desirable. A spirit of innovation arose in technology and
transformation of the mode of production was quickened. When Europe
and Africa established close relations through trade, there was therefore
already a slight edge in Europe’' s favour — an edge representing the
difference between a fledgling capitalist society and one that was still
emerging from communalism.

Brief Guide to Reading

Studies on early African history are lacking for many reasons, the most
obvious being that African history was for along time considered by
the colonialists as having so little value that it was not worth
reconstructing. Another decisive factor isthat studies of Africawere
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mainly carried out by European bourgeois anthropol ogists, whose
philosophical outlook on ‘primitive societies caused them to separate
African society from its historical context. There was a concentration
on micro-units and no reference to overall patterns. The new African
scholarship has been under way for too short atime to have provided
any significant breakthrough. The few books cited below are part of the
new approach.

B. Davidson, Africa in History.

Henri Labouret, Africa before the White Man
M. Shinnie, Ancient African Kingdoms.

M. Panikkar, The Serpent and the Crescent.

The above group of books are assessments by non-Africans from a
sympathetic perspective and with sufficient value for them to be
respected and widely used inside Africa. M. Panikkar is an unusual
example of an Asian scholar with a professional interest in the African
continent.

J. Ajayi and |. Espie (editors), A Thousand Years of West African
History.

B. A. Ogot and J. A. Kieran (editors), Zamani, a Survey of East African
History.

African historians have begun to provide syntheses of the continent’s
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history by putting together relevant collections — usually on some
section of the continent, as in the two examples above. Unfortunately,
the quality varies from one selection to another, and African writers
have not as yet provided any coherent overview of the regions with
which the are supposedly dealing.

G. Afolabi Ojo, Yoruba Culture, a Geographical Analysis.
B. M. Fagan, Southern Africa during the Iron Age.

What these two dissimilar books have in common is an awareness of
the material environment. Afolabi Ojo isa Nigerian geographer and B.
M. Fagan is an English archaeologist.
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Chapter Three. Africa’s
Contribution to European Capitalist
Development — the Pre-Colonial
Period

‘British trade is a magnificent superstructure of American commerce and
naval power on an African foundation.’
Malachi Postlethwayt,

‘The African Trade, the Great Pillar and Support of the British Plantation
Trade in North America, 1745.

‘If you were to lose each year more than 200 million livres that you now
get from your colonies; if you had not the exclusive trade with your
colonies |o feed your manufactures, o maintain your navy, lo keep your
agriculture going, lo repay for your imports, lo provide for your luxury
needs, |o advantageously balance your trade with Europe and Asia, then |
say it clearly, the kingdom would beirretrievably lost.’

Bishop Maury (of France) : Argument against France' s ending the Slave
trade and giving freedom to its slave colonies. Presented in the French
National Assembly, 1791.

3.1 How Europe Became the Dominant Section of a World-

wide Trade System

Because of the superficiality of many of the approachesto
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‘“underdevelopment’, and because of resulting misconceptions, it is
necessary to re-emphasi se that development and underdevel opment are
not only comparative terms, but that they also have a dialectical
relationship one to the other: that isto say, the two help produce each
other by interaction. Western Europe and Africa had arelationship
which ensured the transfer of wealth from Africato Europe. The
transfer was possible only after trade became truly international; and
that takes one back to the late 15th century when Africa and Europe
were drawn into common relations for the first time — along with Asia
and the Americas. The developed and underdevel oped parts of the
present capitalist section of the world have been in continuous contact
four and a half centuries. The contention here isthat over that period
Africa helped to develop Western Europe in the same proportion as
Western Europe helped to underdevel op Africa

The first significant thing about the internationalisation of trade in the
15th century was that Europeans took the initiative and went to other
parts of the world. No Chinese boats reached Europe, and if any African
canoes reached the Americas (as is sometimes maintained) they did not
establish two-way links. What was called international trade was
nothing but the extension overseas of European interests. The strategy
behind international trade and the production that supported it was
firmly in European hands, and specifically, in the hands of the sea-
going nations from the North Seato the Mediterranean. They owned
and directed the great mgjority of the world’s sea-going vessels, and
they controlled the financing of the trade between four continents.
Africans ,alittle clue asto the tri-continental links between Africa,
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Europe and the Americas. Europe had a monopoly of knowledge about
the international exchange system seen as awhole, for Western Europe
was the only sector capable of viewing the system as awhole.

Europeans used the superiority of their ships and cannon to gain control
of al] the world' s waterways, starting with the western Mediterranean
and the Atlantic coast of North Africa. From 1415, when the Portuguese
captured Ceuta near Gibraltar, they maintained the offensive against the
Maghreb. Within the next sixty years, they seized ports such as Arzila,
El-Ksar-es-Seghir and Tangier, and fortified them. By the second half

of the 15th century, the Portuguese controlled the Atlantic coast of
Morocco and used its economic and strategic advantages to prepare for
further navigations which eventually carried their ships round the Cape
of Good Hope in 1495. After reaching the Indian Ocean, the Portuguese
sought with some success to replace Arabs as the merchants who tied
East Africato Indiaand therest of Asia. the 17th and 18th centuries, the
Portuguese carried most of the East African ivory which was marketed
in India; while Indian cloth and beads were sold in East and West
Africa by the Portuguese, Dutch, English and French. The same applied
to cowry shells from the East Indies. Therefore, by control of the seas,
Europe took the first steps towards transforming the several parts of
Africaand Asiainto economic satellites.

When the Portuguese and the Spanish were still in command of a major
sector of world trade in the first half of the seventeenth century, they
engaged in buying cotton cloth in Indiato exchange for slavesin Africa
to mine gold in Central and South America. Part of the gold in the
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Americas would then be used to purchase spices and silks from the Far
East. The concept of metropole and dependency automatically came
Into existence when parts of Africawere caught up in the web of
international commerce. On the one hand, there were the European
countries who decided on the role to be played by the African economy;
and on the other hand, Africaformed an extension to the European
capitalist market. Asfar asforeign trade was concerned, Africawas
dependent on what Europeans were prepared to buy and sell.

Europe exported to Africa goods which were already being produced
and used in Europe itself — Dutch linen, Spanish iron, English pewter,
Portuguese wines, French brandy, Venetian glass beads, German
muskets, etc. Europeans were also able to unload on the African
continent goods which had become unsaleable in Europe. Thus, items
like old sheets, cast-off uniforms, technologically outdated firearms,
and lots of odds and ends found guaranteed markets in Africa. Africans
slowly became aware of the possibility of demanding and obtaining
better imported goods, and pressure was exerted on the captains of
European ships; but the overall range of trade goods which left the
European ports of Hamburg, Copenhagen and Liverpool was
determined almost exclusively by the pattern of production and
consumption within Europe.

From the beginning, Europe assumed the power to make decisions
within the international trading system. An excellent illustration of that
Is the fact that the so-called international law which governed the
conduct of nations on the high seas was nothing else but European law.
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Africans did not participate in its making, and in many instances
African people were simply the victims, for the law recognised them
only as transportable merchandise. If the African slave was thrown
overboard at sea, the only legal problem that arose was whether or not
the slave-ship could claim compensation from the insurers! Above all,
European decision-making power was exercised in selecting what
Africa should export — in accordance with European. needs.

The ships of the Portuguese gave the search for gold the highest
priority, partly on the basis of well-known information that West
African gold reached Europe across the Sahara and partly on the basis
of guesswork. The Portuguese were successful in obtaining gold in
parts of West Africaand in eastern Central Africa; and it was the ‘ Gold
Coast’ which attracted the greatest attention from Europeans in the 16th
and 17th centuries. The number of forts built there was proof to that
effect, and the nations involved included the Scandinavians and the
Prussians (Germans) apart from other colonial stalwarts like the British,
Dutch and Portuguese.

Europeans were anxious to acquire gold in Africa because there was a
pressing need for gold coin within the growing capitalist money
economy. Since gold was limited to very small areas of Africaasfar as
Europeans were then aware, the principal export was human beings.
Only in avery few places at given times was the export of another
commodity of equal or greater importance. For instance, in the Senegal
there was gum, in Sierra Leone camwood, and in Mozambique ivory.
However, even after taking those things into account, one can say that

http://www.marxists.org/subject/africa/rodney-walter/how-europe/ch03.htm (5 of 28) [8/22/05 11:05:43 AM]



How Europe Underdevel oped Africa. Walter Rodney 1973

Europe allocated to Africathe role of supplier of human captives to be
used as slavesin various parts of the world.

When Europeans reached the Americas, they recognised its enormous
potential in gold and silver and tropical produce. But that potential
could not be made areality without adequate labour supplies. The
indigenous Indian population could not withstand new European
diseases such as small-pox, nor could they bear the organised toil of
slave plantations and slave mines, having barely emerged from the
hunting stage. That iswhy in islands like Cuba and Hispaniola, the

local Indian population was virtually wiped out by the white invaders.
At the same time, Europe itself had a very small population and could
not afford to release the labour required to tap the wealth of the
Americas. Therefore, they turned to the nearest continent, Africa, which
incidentally had a population accustomed to settled agriculture and
disciplined labour in many spheres. Those were the objective conditions
lying behind the start of the European slave trade, and those are the
reasons why the capitalist class in Europe used their control of
international trade to ensure that Africa specialised in exporting
captives.

Obvioudly, if Europe could tell Africans what to export that was an
expression of European power. However, it would be a mistake to
believe that it was an overwhelming military power. Europeans found it
Impossible to conquer Africans during the early centuries of trade,
except in isolated spots on the coast. European power resided in their
system of production which was at a somewhat higher level than
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Africa s at that time. European society was leaving feudalism and was
moving towards capitalism; African society was then entering a phase
comparable to feudalism.

The fact that Europe was the first part of the world to move from
feudalism towards capitalism gave Europeans a headstart over humanity
elsewhere in the scientific understanding of the universe, the making of
tools and the efficient organisation of labour. European technical
superiority did not apply to all aspects of production, but the advantage
which they possessed in a few key areas proved decisive. For example,
African canoes on theriver Nile and the Senegal coast were of a high
standard, but the relevant sphere of operations was the ocean, where
European ships could take command. West Africans had devel oped
metal casting to afine artistic perfection in many parts of Nigeria, but
when it came to the meeting with Europe beautiful bronzes were far less
relevant than the crudest cannon. African wooden utensils were
sometimes works of great beauty, but Europe produced pots and pans
that had many practical advantages. Literacy, organisational experience,
and the capacity to produce on an ever-expanding scale also counted in
the European favour.

European manufacturesin the early years of trade with Africawere
often of poor quality, but they were of new varieties and were found
attractive. Estaban Montg o, an African who ran away from a Cuban
dave plantation in the 19th century, recalled that his people were
enticed into slavery by the colour red. He said:

It was the scarlet which did for the Africans; both the kings and the rest
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surrendered without a struggle. When the kings saw that the whites were
taking out these scarlet handkerchiefs asif they were waving, they told the
blacks, ‘ Go on then, go and get a scarlet handkerchief’, and the blacks
were so excited 6y the scarlet they ran down lo the ships like sheep and
there they were captured.

That version by one of the victims of slavery isvery poetic. What it
means is that some African rulers found European goods sufficiently
desirable to hand over captives which they had taken in warfare. Soon,
war began to be fought between one community and another for the
sole purpose of getting prisoners for sale to Europeans, and even inside
agiven community aruler might be tempted to exploit his own subjects
and capture them for sale. A chain reaction was started by European
demand for daves (and only slaves) and by their offer of consumer
goods — this process being connected with divisions within African
society.

It is often said for the colonial period that vertical political divisionsin
Africamade conquest easy. Thisis even more true of the way that
Africa succumbed to the slave trade. National unification was a product
of mature feudalism and of capitalism. Inside of Europe, there were far
fewer political divisions than in Africawhere communalism meant
political fragmentation with the family as the nucleus, and there were
only afew statesthat had real territorial solidity. Furthermore, when
one European nation challenged another to obtain captives from an
African ruler, Europe benefitted from whichever of the two nations won
the conflict. Any European trader could arrive on the coast of West
Africaand exploit the political differences which he found there. For
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example, in the small territory that the Portuguese later claimed as
Guinea-Bissau, there were more than a dozen ethnic groups. It was so
easy to set one off against another that Europeans called it a‘slave
trader’ s paradise’.

Although class divisions were not pronounced in African society, they
too contributed to the case with which Europe imposed itself
commercially on large parts of the African continent. The rulers had a
certain status and authority, and when bamboozled by European goods
they began to use that position to raid outside their societies aswell as
to exploit ainternally by victimizing some of their own subjects. In the
simplest of societies where there were no kings, it proved impossible
for Europeans to strike up the alliance which was necessary to carry on
atrade in captives on the coast. In those societies with ruling groups,
the association with Europeans was easily established; and afterwards
Europe hardened the existing internal class divisions and created new
ONes.

In effect, particular aspects of African society became weaknesses when
Europeans arrived as representatives of a different phase of
development. And yet the subjugation of the African economy through
dlave trade was a slow process at the outset, and in some instances
African opposition or disinterest had to be overcome. In the Congo, the
dave trade did not get under way without grave doubts and opposition
from the king of the state of Kongo at the beginning of the 16th century.
He asked for masons, priests, clerks, physicians, etc.; but instead he was
overwhelmed by slave ships sent from Portugal, and a vicious trade was
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opened up by playing off one part of the Kongo Kingdom against
another. The king of the Kongo had conceived of possibilities of
mutually beneficial interchange between his people and the European
state, but the latter forced him to specialise in the export of human
cargo. It isaso interesting to note that while the Oba (king) of Benin
was willing to sell afew female captives, it took a great deal of
persuasion and pressure from Europeans to get him to sell male African
prisoners of war, who would otherwise have been brought into the ranks
of Benin society.

Once trade in slaves had been started in any given part of Africa, it soon
became clear that it was beyond the capacity of any single African state
to change the situation. In Angola, the Portuguese employed an unusual
number of their own troops and tried to seize political power from
Africans. The Angolan state of Matamba on the river Kwango was
founded around 1630 as a direct reaction against the Portuguese. With
Queen Nzinga at its head, Matamba tried to co-ordinate resistance
against the Portuguese in Angola. However, Portugal gained the upper
hand in 1648, and this left Matamba isolated. Matamba could not
forever stand aside. So long as it opposed trade with the Portuguese, it
was an object of hostility from neighbouring African states which had
compromised with Europeans and slave trading. So in 1656 queen
Nzinga resumed business with the Portuguese — amajor concession to
the decision-making role of Europeans within the Angolan economy.

Another example of African resistance during the course of the dave
trade comes from the Baga people in what is now the Republic of
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Guinea. The Bagalived in small states, and about 1720 one of their
|leaders (Tomba by name) aimed at securing an alliance to stop the dave
traffic. He was defeated by local European resident-traders, mulattoes
and other dlave-trading Africans. It is not difficult to understand why
Europeans should have taken immediate steps to see that Tomba and his
Baga followers did not opt out of the role allocated to them by Europe.
A parallel which presents itself isthe manner in which Europeans got
together to wage the ‘Opium War’ against Chinain the 19th century to
ensure that Western capitalists would make profit while the Chinese
were turned into dope addicts.

Of coursg, itisonly as alast resort that the capitalist metropoles need to
use armed force to ensure the pursuit of favourable policiesin the
dependent areas. Normally, economic weapons are sufficient. In the
1720s, Dahomey opposed European slave traders, and was deprived of
European imports — some of which had become necessary by that
time. Agga Trudo, Dahomey’s greatest king, appreciated that European
demand for slaves and the pursuit of slaving in and around Dahomey
was in conflict with Dahomey’ s development. Between 1724 and 1726,
he looted and burnt European forts and slave camps; and he reduced the
trade from the * Slave Coast’ to a mere trickle, by blocking the paths
leading to sources of supply in theinterior. European salve dealers were
very bitter, and they tried to sponsor some African collaborators against
AgajaTrudo. They failed to unseat him or to crush the Dahomian state,
but in turn Aggafailed to persuade them to develop new lines of
economic activity, such aslocal plantation agriculture; and, being
anxious to acquire firearms and cowries through the Europeans, he had
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to agree to the resumption of slave trading in 1730.

After 1730, Dahomian slaving was placed under royal control and was
much more restricted than previoudly. Y et, the failure of this
determined effort demonstrated that a single African state at that time
could not emancipate itself from European control. The small size of
African states and the numerous political divisions made it so much
easier for Europe to make the decisions asto Africa srolein world
production and trade.

Many guilty consciences have been created by the slave trade.
Europeans know that they carried on the slave trade, and Africans are
aware that the trade would have been impossible if certain Africans did
not co-operate with the slave ships. To case their guilty conscience,
Europeans try to throw the maor responsibility for the slave trade on to
the Africans. One European author of abook on the slave trade
(appropriately entitled Sns of Our Fathers) explained how many other
white people urged him to state that the trade was the responsibility of
African chiefs, and that Europeans merely turned up to buy the captives
— as though without European demand there would have been captives
sitting on the beach by the millions! Issues such as those are not the
principal concern of this study, but they can be correctly approached
only after understanding that Europe became the centre of aworld-wide
system and that it was European capitalism which set slavery and the
Atlantic slave trade in motion.

The trade in human beings from Africawas a response to external
factors. At first, the labour was needed in Portugal, Spain and in
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Atlantic idands such as Sao Tome, Cape Verde and the Canaries; then
came the period when the Greater Antilles and the Spanish American
mainland needed replacements for the Indians who were victims of
genocide ; and then the demands of Caribbean and mainland plantation
societies had to be met. The records show direct connections between
levels of exports from Africa and European demand for slave labour in
some part of the American plantation economy. When the Dutch took
Pernambuco in Brazil in 1634, the Director of the Dutch West Indian
Company immediately informed their agents on the ‘ Gold Coast’ that
they were to take the necessary steps to pursue the trade in slaves on the
adjacent coast east of the Volta— thus creating for that areathe
infamous name of the ‘ Slave Coast.” When the British West Indian
Islands took to growing sugar cane, the Gambia was one of the first
places to respond. Examples of this kind of external control can be
Instanced right up to the end of the trade, and this embraces Eastern
Africaalso, since European markets in the Indian Ocean islands became
Important in the 18th and 19th centuries, and since demand in places
like Brazil caused Mozambicans to be shipped round the Cape of Good
Hope.

3. 2 Africa’s contribution to the economy and beliefs of early

capitalist Europe

The kinds of benefits which Europe derived from its control of world
commerce are fairly well known, although it is curious that the
recognition of Africa’s major contribution to European development is
usually made in works devoted specifically to that subject; while
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European scholars of Europe often treat the European economy asif it
were entirely independent. European economists of the 19th century
certainly had no illusions about the inter-connections between their
national economies and the world at large. J.S. Mill, as spokesman for
British capitalism, said that as .far as England was concerned, ‘the trade
of the West Indiesis hardly to be considered as external trade, but more
resembles the traffic between town and country.” By the phrase ‘trade
of the West Indies Mill meant the commerce between Africa, England
and the West Indies, because without African labour the West Indies
were valueless. Karl Marx also commented on the way that European
capitaliststied Africa, the West Indies and Latin Americainto the
capitalist system; and (being the most bitter critic of capitalism) Marx
went on to point out that what was good for Europeans was obtained at
the expense of untold suffering by Africans and American Indians.
Marx noted that ‘the discovery of gold and silver in America, the
extirpation, endavement and entombment in mines of the aborigina
population, the turning of Africainto acommercial warren for the
hunting of black skins signalised the rosy dawn of the era of capitalist
production’.

Some attempts have been made to try and quantify the :actual monetary
profits made by Europeans from engaging rn the dave trade. The actual
dimensions are not easy to fix, but the profits were fabulous. John
Hawkins made three trips to West Africain the 1560s, and stole
Africans whom he sold to the Spanish in America. On returning to
England after the first trip, his profit was so handsome that Queen
Elizabeth | became interested in directly participating in his next
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venture ; and she provided for that purpose a ship hamed the Jesus.
Hawkins left with the Jesus to steal some more Africans, and he
returned to England with such dividends that Queen Elizabeth made
him a knight. Hawkins chose as his coat of arms the representation of
an African in chains.

Of course, there were inevitably voyages that failed, slave ships that
were |ost at sea, etc. Sometimes trade in Africadid well, while at other
times it was the profit in the Americas that was really substantial. When
all the ups and downs are ironed out, the level of profit had to be
enough to justify continued participation in that particular form of trade
for centuries. A few bourgeois scholars have tried to suggest that the
trade in slaves did not have worthwhile monetary returns. They would
have us believe that the same entrepreneurs whom they praise in other
contexts as the heroes of capitalist development were so dumb with
regard to slavery and dlave trade, that for centuries they absorbed
themselves in a non-profit venture! This kind of argument isworth
noting more as an example of the distortions of which white bourgeois
scholarship is capable than as something requiring serious
consideration. Besides, quite apart from capital accumulation, Europe’ s
trade with Africa gave numerous stimuli to Europe’ s growth.

Central and South American gold and silver — mined by Africans —
played acrucial role in meeting the need for coin in the expanding
capitalist money economy of Western Europe, while African gold was
also significant in that respect. African gold hel ped the Portuguese to
finance further navigations around the Cape of Good Hope and into
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Asiaever since the 15th century. African gold was also the main source
for the mintage of Dutch gold coin in the 17th century ; helping
Amsterdam to become the financial capital of Europe in that period;
and further it was no coincidence that when the English struck a new
gold coinin 1663 they called it the ‘guinea’. The Encyclopaedia
Britannica explains that the guineawas ‘agold coin at one time current
In the United Kingdom. It was first coined in 1663, in the reign of
Charles 11, from gold imported from the Guinea Coast of West Africa
by a company of merchants trading under charter from the British
crown — hence the name.’

Throughout the 17th and 18th centuries, and for most o the 19th
century, the exploitation of Africaand African labour continued to be a
source for the accumulation o capital to be re-invested in Western
Europe. The African contribution to European capitalist growth
extended over such vital sectors as shipping, insurance, the formation
companies, capitalist agriculture, technology and the manufacture of
machinery. The effects were so wide-ranging that many are seldom
brought to the notice of the reading public. For instance, the French St.
Malo fishing industry was revived by the opening up of marketsin the
French dlave plantations; while the Portuguese in Europe depended
heavily on dyes like indigo, camwood, Brazil wood and cochineal
brought from Africa and the Americas. Gum from Africa also played a
part in the textile industry, which is acknowledged as having been one
of the most powerful engines growth within the European economy.
Then there was the export of ivory from Africa, enriching many
merchants in London’s Mincing Lane, and providing the raw material
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for industries in England, France, Germany, Switzerland, and North
America— producing items ranging from knife handles piano keys.

Africa s being drawn into the orbit of Western Europe speed up the
|atter’ s technological development. For example, the evolution of
European shipbuilding from the 16th century to the 19th century was a
logical consequence of their monopoly of sea commerce in that period.
During that time, the North Africans were bottled up in the
Mediterranean. and although it was from them that Europeans initially
borrowed a great deal of nautical instrumentation, North Africans made
no further worthwhile advances. Where the original European
advantage was not sufficient to assure supremacy, they deliberately
undermined other people’ s efforts. The Indian navy, for instance,
suffered from the rigid enforcement of the English Navigation Laws.

Y et, the expenses involved in building new and better European ships
were met from the profits of overseas trade with India, Africa, etc. The
Dutch were pioneers in improving upon the which took the Spanish and
Portuguese out across the Atlantic, and the succession of Dutch trading
companies operating in Asia, Africaand America were the ones
responsible for experimentation. By the 18th century, the British were
using Dutch know-how as a basis for surpassing the Dutch themselves,
and the Atlantic was their laboratory. It used to be said that the dave
trade was a training ground for British seamen. It is probably more
significant to note that the Atlantic trade was the stimulator of
consistent advances in naval technology.

The most spectacular feature in Europe which was connected with
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African trade was the rise of sea-port towns — - notably Bristal,
Liverpool, Nantes, Bordeaux and Seville. Directly or indirectly
connected to those ports, there often emerged the manufacturing centres
which gave rise to the ‘industrial revolution’. In England, it was the
county of Lancashire which wasthe first centre of the industrial
revolution and the economic advance in Lancashire depended first on
the growth of the port of Liverpool through slave trading.

The connections between slavery and capitalism in the growth of
England is adequately documented by Eric Williamsin his well-known
book Capitalism and Savery. Williams gives a clear picture of the
numerous benefits which England derived from trading and exploiting
daves, and he identified by name several of the personalities and
capitalist firms who were the beneficiaries. Outstanding examples are
provided in the persons of David and Alexander Barclay, who were
engaging in slave trade in 1756 and who later used the loot to set up
Barclays Bank. There was a similar progression in the case of Lloyds
— from being a small London coffee house to being one of the world’s
largest banking and insurance houses, after dipping into profits from
slave trade and slavery. Then there was James Watt, expressing eternal
gratitude to the West Indian slave owners who directly financed his
famous steam engine, and took it from the drawing-board to the factory.

A similar picture would emerge from any detailed study of French
capitalism and slavery, given the fact that during the 18th century the
West Indies accounted for 20% of France' s external trade-much more
than the whole of Africain the present century. Of course, benefits were
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not always directly proportionate to the amount of involvement of a
given European state in the Atlantic trade. The enormous profits of
Portuguese overseas enterprise passed rapidly out of the Portuguese
economy into the hands of the more devel oped Western European
capitalist nations who supplied Portugal with capital, ships and trade
goods. Germany was included in this category, along with England,
Holland and France.

Commerce deriving from Africa helped a great deal to strengthen trans-
national links within the Western European economy, bearing in mind
that American produce was the consequence of African labour.
Brazilian dyewoods, for example, were re-exported from Portugal into
the Mediterranean, the North Sea and the Baltic, and passed into the
continental cloth industry of the 17th century. Sugar from the Caribbean
was re-exported from England and France to other parts of Europe to
such an extent that Hamburg in Germany was the biggest sugar-refining
centre in Europe in the first half of the 18th century. Germany supplied
manufactures to Scandinavia, Holland, England, France and Portugal
for resalein Africa. England, France and Holland found it necessary to
exchange various classes of goods the better to deal with Africans for
gold, slaves and ivory. The financiers and merchants of Genoa were the
powers behind the markets of Lisbon and Seville; while Dutch bankers
played asimilar role with respect to Scandinavia and England.

Western Europe was that part of Europe in which by the 15th century
the trend was most visible that feudalism was giving way to
capitalism.*
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The peasants were being driven off the land in England, and
agriculture was becoming a capitalist operation. It was also becoming
technologically more advanced — producing food and fibres to support
alarger population and to provide a more effective basis for the woollen
and linen industries in particular. The technological base of industry as
well asits social and economic organisation, was being transformed.
African trade speeded up several aspects, including the integration of
Western Europe, as noted above. That iswhy the African connection
contributed not merely to economic growth (which relates to
guantitative dimensions) but also to real development in the sense of
increased capacity for further growth and independence.

In speaking of the European slave trade, mention must be made of the
U.S.A., not only because its dominant population was European, but
also because Europe transferred its capitalist institutions more
completely to North Americathan to any other part of the globe, and
established a powerful form of capitalism — after eliminating the
indigenous inhabitants and exploiting the labour of millions of
Africans: Like other parts of the New World, the American colonies of
the British crown were used as means of accumulating primary capital
for re-export to Europe. But the Northern colonies also had direct
access to benefits from slavery in the American South and in the British
and French West Indies. Asin Europe, the profits made from slavery
and dlave trade went firstly to commercial ports and industrial areas,
which meant mainly the north-eastern sea-board district known as New
England and the state of New Y ork. The Pan-Africanist, W. E. B. Du
Bois, in astudy of the American slave trade, quoted a report of 1862 as
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follows;

the number of persons engaged in the slave trade and the amount of capital
embarked in it exceed our powers of calculation. The city of New Y ork
has been until of late (1862) the principal port of the world for this
infamous commerce; athough the cities of Portland and Boston me only
second to her in that distribution.

American economic development up to mid-19th century rested
squarely on foreign commerce, of which slavery was a pivot. In the
1830s, slave-grown cotton accounted for about half the value of all
exports from the United States of America. Furthermore, in the case of
the American colonies of the 18th century, it can again be observed that
Africa contributed in a variety of ways — one thing leading to another.
For instance, in New England, trade with Africa, Europe and the West
Indies in slaves and slave-grown products supplied cargo for their
merchant marine, stimulated the growth of their ship-building industry,
built up their towns and their cities, and enabled them to utilise their
forests, fisheries and soil more effectively. Finally, it was the carrying
trade between the West Indian slave colonies and Europe which lay
behind the emancipation of the American colonies from British rule,
and it was no accident that the struggle for American independence
started in the leading New England town of Boston. In the 19th century,
the connection with Africa continued to play an indirect rolein
American political growth. In the first place, profits from the dave
activities went into the coffers of political parties, and even more
important the African stimulation and black labour played avital rolein
extending European control over the present territory of the U.SA. —

http://www.marxists.org/subject/africa/rodney-walter/how-europe/ch03.htm (21 of 28) [8/22/05 11:05:43 AM]



How Europe Underdevel oped Africa. Walter Rodney 1973

notably in the South, but including also the so-called ‘Wild West’
where black cowboys were active.

Slavery is useful for early accumulation of capital, but it istoo rigid for
Industrial development. Slaves had to be given crude non-breakable
tools which held back the capitalist development of agriculture and
industry. That explains the fact that the northern portions of the U.S.A.
gained far more industrial benefits from davery than the South which
actually had slave institutions on its soil; and ultimately the stage was
reached during the American Civil War when the Northern capitalists
fought to end slavery within the boundaries of the U.S.A., so that the
country as awhole could advance to a higher level of capitalism.

In effect, one can say that within the U.S.A. the dave relationsin the
South had by the second half of the 19th century come into conflict
with the further expansion of the productive base insidethe U.S.A. asa
whole, and a violent clash ensued before the capitalist relations of
legally free labour became generalised. Europe maintained slavery in
places that were physically remote from European society; and
therefore inside Europe itself, capitalist relations were elaborated
without being adversely affected by slavery in the Americas. However,
even in Europe there came a moment when the leading capitalist states
found that the trade in :slaves and the use of slave labour in the
Americas was no longer in the interest of their further development.
Britain made this decision early in the 19th century, to be followed later
by France.

Since capitalism, like any other mode of production, isatotal system
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which involves an ideological aspect, it is also necessary to focus on the
effects of the ties with Africa on the development of ideas within the
superstructure of European capitalist society. In that sphere, the most
striking feature is undoubtedly the rise of racism as awidespread and
deeply rooted element in European thought. The role of slavery in
promoting racist prejudice and ideology has been carefully studied in
certain situations, especialy inthe U.S.A. The ssimple fact isthat no
people can enslave another for centuries without coming out with a
notion of superiority, and when the colour and other physical traits of
those peoples were quite different it was inevitable that the prejudice
should take aracist form. Within Africaitself, the same can be said for
the situation in the Cape Province of South Africa where white men
were establishing military and social superiority over non-whites ever
since 1650.

It would be much too sweeping a statement to say that all racial and
colour prejudice in Europe derived from the enslavement of Africans
and the exploitation of non-white peoplesin the early centuries of
international trade. There was also anti-Semitism at an even earlier date
Inside Europe and there is always an element of suspicion and
Incomprehension when peoples of different cultures come together.
However, it can be affirmed without reservations that the white racism
which came to pervade the world was an integral part of the capitalist
mode of production. Nor was it merely a question of how the individual
white person treated a black person. The racism of Europe was a set of
generalisations and assumptions, which had no scientific basis, but were
rationalised in every sphere from theology to biology.
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Occasionally, it is mistakenly held that Europeans enslaved Africans for
racist reasons. European planters and miners enslaved Africans for
economic reasons, so that their labour power could be exploited.
Indeed, it would have been impossible to open up the New World and
to use it as a constant generator of wealth, had it not been for African
labour. There were no other alternatives. the American (Indian)
population was virtually wiped out and Europe’ s population was too
small for settlement overseas at that time. Then, having become utterly
dependent on African labour, Europeans at home and abroad found it
necessary to rationalise that exploitation in racist terms as well.
Oppression follows logically from exploitation, so as to guarantee the
|atter. Oppression of African people on purely racial grounds
accompanied, strengthened and became indistinguishable from
oppression for economic reasons.

C. L. R. James, noted Pan-Africanist and Marxist, once remarked that

The race question is subsidiary to the class question in politics, and to
think of imperialism in terms of race is disastrous. But |o neglect theracia
factor as merely incidental is an error only less grave than lo make it
fundamental.

It can further be argued that by the 19th century white racism had
become so institutionalised in the capitalist world (and notably in the
U.S.A.) that it sometimes ranked above the maximisation of profit asa
motive for oppressing black people.

In the short run, European racism seemed to have done Europeans no

http://www.marxists.org/subject/africa/rodney-walter/how-europe/ch03.htm (24 of 28) [8/22/05 11:05:43 AM]



How Europe Underdevel oped Africa. Walter Rodney 1973

harm, and they used those erroneous ideas to justify their further
domination of non-European peoples in the colonial epoch. But the
international proliferation of bigoted and unscientific racist ideas was
bound to have its negative consequences in the long run. When
Europeans put millions of their brothers (Jews) into ovens under the
Nazis, the chickens were coming home to roost. Such behaviour inside
of ‘democratic’ Europe was not as strange as it is sometimes made out
to be. There was always a contradiction between the elaboration of
democratic ideas inside Europe and the elaboration of authoritarian and
thuggish practices by Europeans with respect to Africans. When the
French Revolution was made in the name of ‘Liberty, Equality and
Fraternity’, it did not extend to black Africans who were enslaved by
France in the West Indies and the Indian Ocean. Indeed, France fought
against the efforts of those people to emancipate themselves, and the
|leaders of their bourgeois revolution said plainly that they did not make
It on behalf of black humanity.

It is not even true to say that capitalism developed democracy at home
In Europe and not abroad. At home, it was responsible for atalk or
certain rhetoric of freedom but it was never extended from the
bourgeoisie to the oppressed workers,; and the treatment of Africans
must surely have made such hypocrisy a habit of European life,
especially within the ruling class. How else can one explain the fact that
the Christian church participated fully in the maintenance of davery and
still talked about saving souls! The hypocrisy reached its highest levels
inside the U.S.A. Thefirst martyr in the American national war of
liberation against the British colonialists in the 18th century was an
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African descendant, Crispus Attucks; and both slave and free Africans
played akey role in Washington’s armies. And yet, the American
Constitution with its famous preamble that ‘all men are created equal’
sanctioned the continued enslavement of Africans. In recent times, it
has become an object of concern to some liberals that the U.S.A. is
capable of war crimes of the order of My Lai in Vietnam. But the fact

of the matter isthat the My Lais began with the enslavement of
Africans and American Indians. Racism, violence and brutality were the
concomitants of the capitalist system when it extended itself abroad in
the early centuries of international trade.

Brief Guide to Reading

The subject of Africa’ s contribution to European development reveals
several of the factors which limit awriter’ s representation of reality.

L anguage and nationality, for instance, are effective barriers to
communication. Works in Englisn seldom take account of the effect
brought about in France, Holland or Portugal by participation in slaving
and other forms of commerce which exploited Africain the pre-colonial
period. The ideological gulf isresponsible for the fact that most
bourgeois scholars write about phenomena such as the Industrial
Revolution in England without once mentioning the European slave
trade as afactor in primary accumulation of capital. Marx himself had
laid great emphasis on sources of overseas capital accumulation. But
Marxists (as prominent as Maurice Dobb and E. J. Hobsbawm) for
many years concentrated on examining the evolution of capitalism out
of feudalism inside Europe, with only marginal reference to the massive
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exploitation of Africans, Asians and American Indians.
Eric Williams, Capitalism and Savery,
Oliver Cox, Capitalism as a System.

Cox, an African American, makes the basic point that capitalism has
from very early times been an international system. Eric Williams, a
West Indian, was very precise and very detailed in illustrating the
connection between British capitalism and the enslavement of Africans.

W. E. B. du Bois, The Suppression of the Atlantic Save Trade lo the
U.SA.

Richard Pares, Yankees and Creoles; the trade between North America.

Both of these provide data on the contribution of African labour to the
development of capitalism in the U.S.A. in the epoch of slavery.

Leo Huberman, Man’s Worldly Goods. The Story of the Wealth of
Nations.

F. Clairemonte, Economic Liberalism and Underdevel opment.

Huberman’'s book is an excellent overall treatment of the development
of capitalism out of feudalism in Europe. It includes a section in which
therole of davery is highlighted. Clairemonte’s study accords
recognition to the role played by the sub-continent of Indiain building
Europe.
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P. Curtin, The Image of Africa.

Winthrop Jordan, White Over Black: American attitudes towards the
Negro.

These two texts are relevant to the question of the rise of white racism,
although neither of the two make sufficiently explicit the connection
between racism and capitalism

Table of Contents
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Chapter Four. Europe and the Roots
of African Underdevelopment — to
1885

‘The relation between the degree of destitution of peoples of Africaand
the length and nature of the exploitation they had to endure is evident.
Africaremains marked by the crimes of the slave-traders: up to now, her
potentialities are restricted by under-population.’

Ahmed Sekou Toure,

Republic of Guinea, 1962

4.1 The European Slave Trade as a Basic Factor in African

Underdevelopment

To discuss trade between Africans and Europeans in the four centuries
before colonial ruleisvirtually to discuss dave trade. Strictly speaking,
the African only became a slave when he reached a society where he
worked as a slave. Before that, he wasfirst afree man and then a
captive. Nevertheless, it is acceptable to talk about the trade in laves to
refer to the shipment of captives from Africato various other parts of
the world where they were to live and work as the property of
Europeans. Thetitle of this section is deliberately chosen to call
attention to the fact that the shipments were all by Europeans to markets
controlled by Europeans, and thiswas in the interest of European
capitalism and nothing else. In East Africa and the Sudan, many
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Africans were taken by Arabs and were sold to Arab buyers. Thisis
known (in European books) asthe ‘Arab Slave Trade'. Therefore, let it
be clear that when Europeans shipped Africans to European buyers it
was the ‘ European Slave trade’ from Africa

Undoubtedly, with few exceptions such as Hawkins, European buyers
purchased African captives on the coasts of Africaand the transaction
between themselves and Africans was aform of trade. It is also true that
very often a captive was sold and resold as he made his way from the
interior to the port of embarkation — and that too was form of trade.
However, on the whole, the process by which captives were obtained on
African soil was not trade at all. It was through warfare, trickery,
banditry and kidnapping. When one tries to measure the effect of
European slave trading on the African continent, it is very essential to
realise that one is measuring the effect of social violence rather than
trade in any normal sense of the word.

Many things remain uncertain about the slave trade and its
consequences for Africa, but the general picture of destructivenessis
clear, and that destructiveness can be shown to be the logical
consequence of the manner of recruitment of captivesin Africa. One of
the uncertainties concerns the basic question of how many Africans
were imported. This has long been an object of speculation, with
estimates ranging from a few millions to over one hundred million. A
recent study has suggested afigure of about ten million Africans landed
alive in the Americas, the Atlantic islands and Europe. Becauseitisa
low figure, it is already being used by European scholars who are
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apologists for the capitalist system and its long record of brutality in
Europe and abroad. In order to white-wash the European dave trade,
they find it convenient to start by minimising the numbers concerned.
Thetruth isthat any figure of Africansimported into the Americas
which is narrowly based on the surviving records is bound to be low,
because there were so many people at the time who had a vested
interest in smuggling slaves (and withholding data). Nevertheless, if the
low figure of ten million was accepted as abasis for evaluating the
impact of slaving on Africa as awhole, the conclusions that could
legitimately be drawn would confound those who attempt to make light
of the experience of the rape of Africans from 1445 to 1870.

On any basic figure of Africans landed alive in the Americas, one
would have to make several extensions — starting with acalculation to
cover mortality in transhipment. The Atlantic crossing or ‘Middle
Passage’, asit was called by European slavers, was notorious for the
number of deaths incurred, averaging in the vicinity of 15% to 20%.
There were a'so numerous deaths in Africa between time of capture and
time of embarkation, especially in cases where captives had to travel
hundreds of miles to the coast. Most important of all (given that warfare
was the principal means of obtaining captives) it is necessary to make
some estimate as to the number of people killed and injured so asto
extract the millions who were taken alive and sound. The resultant
figure would be many times the millions landed alive outside of Africa,
and it isthat figure which represents the number of Africans directly
removed from the population and labour force of Africa because of the
establishment of slave production by Europeans.
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The massive loss to the African labour force was made more critical
because it was composed of able-bodied young men and young women.
Slave buyers preferred their victims between the ages of 15 and 35, and
preferably in the early twenties; the sex ratio being about two men to
one woman. Europeans often accepted younger African children, but
rarely any older person. They shipped the most healthy wherever
possible, taking the trouble to get those who had already survived an
attack of smallpox, and who were therefore immune from further
attacks of that disease, which was then one of the world’s great killer
diseases.

Absence of data about the size of Africa’ s population in the 15th
century makes it difficult to carry out any scientific assessment of the
results of the population outflow. But, nothing suggests that there was
any increase in the continent’ s popul ation over the centuries of slaving,
although that was the trend in other parts of the world. Obvioudly, fewer
babies were born than would otherwise have been the case if millions of
child-bearing ages were not eliminated. Besides, it is essential to
recognise that the slave trade across the Atlantic Ocean was not the only
connection which Europeans had with slaving in Africa. The dave trade
on the Indian Ocean has been called the * East African dave trade’ and
the ‘Arab dlave trade’ for so long that it hides the extent to which it was
also a European dave trade. When the slave trade from East Africawas
at its height in the 18th century and in the early 19th century, the
destination of most captives was the European-owned plantation
economies of Mauritius, Réunion and Seychelles-as well asthe
Americas, viathe Jape of Good Hope. Resides, Africans labouring as
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davesin certain Arab countries in the 18th and 19th centuries were all
ultimately serving the European capitalist system which set up a
demand for slave-grown products, such as the cloves grown —
Zanzibar under the supervision of Arab masters.

No one has been able to come up with afigure representing total losses
to the African population sustained through the extraction of save
labour from all areasto all destinations over the many centuries that
dlave trade existed. However, on every other continent from the 15th
century onwards, the population showed constant and sometimes
gpectacular natural increase; whileit is striking that the same did not
apply to Africa. One European scholar gave the following estimates of
world population (in millions) according to continents:

1650 1750 1850 1900
Africa100 100 100 120
Europe 103 144 274 423
Asia 257 437 656 857

None of the above figures are really precise, but they do indicate a
consensus among researchers on population that the huge African
continent has an abnormal record of stagnation in this respect, and there
IS no causative factor other than the trade in slaves to which attention
can be drawn.

An emphasis on population loss as such is highly relevant to the
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guestion of socio-economic development. Population growth played a
major role in European development in providing labour, markets, and
the pressures which led to further advance. Japanese population growth
had similar positive effects; and in other parts of Asiawhich remained
pre-capitalist, the size of the population led to a much more intensive
exploitation of the land than has ever been the case in what is still a
sparsely-peopled African continent.

S0 long as the population density was low, then human beings viewed
as units of labour were far more important than other factors of
production such as land. From one end of the continent to the other, it is
easy to find examples that African people were conscious that
population was in their circumstances the most important factor of
production. Among the Bemba, for instance, numbers of subjects were
held to be more important than land. Among the Shambala of Tanzania,
the same feeling was expressed in the saying ‘aking is people’. Among
the Balanta of Guinea-Bissau, the family’ s strength is represented by
the number of hands there are to cultivate the land. Certainly, many
African rulers acquiesced in the European slave trade for what they
considered to be reasons of self-interest, but on no scale of rationality
could the outflow of population be measured as being anything but
disastrous for African societies.

African economic activity was affected both directly and indirectly by
population loss. For instance, when the inhabitants of a given areawere
reduced below a certain number in an environment where tsetse fly was
present, the remaining few had to abandon the area. In effect,

http://www.marxists.org/subject/africa/rodney-walter/how-europe/ch04.htm (6 of 88) [8/22/05 11:06:22 AM]



How Europe Underdevel oped Africa. Walter Rodney 1973

enslavement was causing these people to lose their battle to tame and
harness nature — a battle which is at the basis of development.
Violence also meant insecurity. The opportunity presented by European
slave dealers became the major (though not the only) stimulus for a
great deal of social violence between different African communities and
within any given community. It took the form more of raiding and
kidnapping than of regular warfare, and that fact increased the element
of fear and uncertainty.

Both openly and by implication, all the European powers n the 19th
century indicated their awareness of the fact that the activities
connected with producing captives were inconsistent with other
economic pursuits. That was the time when Britain in particular wanted
Africans to collect palm produce and rubber and to grow agricultural
crops for export in place of slaves,; and it was clear that slave-raiding
was violently conflicting with that objective in Western, Eastern and
Central Africa. Long before that date, Europeans accepted that fact
when their self-interest was involved. For example, in the 17th century,
the Portuguese and Dutch actually discouraged slave trade on the ‘ Gold
Coast’ for they recognised that it could be incompatible with gold trade.
However, by the end of that century, gold had been discovered in
Brazil, and the importance of gold supplies from Africawas lessened.
Within the total Atlantic pattern, African daves became more important
than gold, and Brazilian gold was offered for African captives at
Whydah (Dahomey) and Accra. At that point, slaving began
undermining the * Gold Coast’ economy and destroying the gold trade.
Slave-raiding and kidnapping made it unsafe to mine and to travel with
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gold; and raiding for captives proved more profitable than gold-mining.
One European on the scene noted that ‘ as one fortunate marauding
makes a native rich in aday, they therefore exert themselves rather in
war, robbery and plunder than in their old business of digging and
collecting gold'.

The above changeover from gold-mining to dave-raiding took place
within a period of afew years between 1700 and 1710, when the * Gold
Coast’ came to supply about 5,000 to 6,000 captives per year. By the
end of the 18th century, a much smaller number of captives were
exported from the * Gold Coast’, but the damage had already been done.
It is worth noting that Europeans sought out different parts of West and
Central Africaat different timesto play the role of major suppliers of
daves to the Americas. This meant that virtually every section of the
long western coastline between the Senegal and Cunene rivers had at
least afew years experience of intensive trade in slaves — with all its
consequences. Besides, in the history of Eastern Nigeria, the Congo,
Northern Angola and Dahomey, there were periods extending over
decades when exports remained at an average of many thousands per
year. Most of those areas were also relatively highly developed within
the African context. They were lead rig forces inside Africa, whose
energies would otherwise have gone towards their own self-
Improvement and the betterment of the continent as awhole.

The changeover to warlike activities and kidnapping must have affected
all branches of economic activity, and agriculture in particular.
Occasionally, in certain localities food production was increased to
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provide supplies for slave ships, but the overall consequence of saving
on agricultural activitiesin Western, Eastern and Central Africawere
negative. Labour was drawn off from agriculture and conditions became
unsettled. Dahomey, which in the 16th century was known for
exporting food to parts of what is now Togo, was suffering from
faminesin the 19th century. The present generation of Africans will
readily recall that in the colonial period when able-bodied men left their
homes as migrant labourers that upset the farming routine in the home
districts and often caused famines. Slave trading after all, meant
migration of labour in amanner one hundred times more brutal and
disruptive.

To achieve economic development, one essential condition isto make
the maximum use of the country’s labour and natural resources.
Usually, that demands peaceful conditions, but there have been timesin
history when social groups have grown stronger by raiding their
neighbours for women, cattle and goods, because they then used the
‘booty’ from the raids for the benefit of their own community. Slaving
in Africadid not even have that redeeming value. Captives were
shipped outside instead of being utilised within any given African
community for creating wealth from nature. It was only as an accidental
by-product that in some areas Africans who recruited captives for
Europeans realised that they were better off kegping some captives for
themselves. In any case, slaving prevented the remaining population
from effectively engaging in agriculture and industry, and it employed
professional slave hunters and warriors to destroy rather than build.
Mite apart from the moral aspect and the immense suffering that it
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caused, the European slave trade was economically totally irrational
from the viewpoint of African development.

For certain purposes, it is necessary to be more specific and to speak of
the trade in slaves not in general continent-wide terms but rather with
reference to the varying impact on several regions. Therelative
intensity of slave-raiding in different areasis fairly well known. Some
South African peoples were enslaved by the Boers and some North
African Muslims by Christian Europeans, but those were minor
episodes. The zones most notorious for human exports were, firstly,
West Africafrom Senegal to Angola along a belt extending about 200
miles inland and, secondly, that part of East Central Africawhich today
covers, Tanzania, Mozambique, Malawi, Northern Zambia and Eastern
Congo. Furthermore, within each of those broad areas, finer distinctions
can be drawn.

It might therefore appear that dave trade did not adversely affect the
development of some parts of Africa, sSimply because exports were non-
existent or at alow level. However, the contention that European slave
trade was an underdevel oping factor for the continent as a whole must
be upheld, because it does not follow that an African district which did
not trade with Europe was entirely free from whatever influences were
exerted by Europe. European trade goods percolated into the deegpest
interior, and (more significantly) the orientation of large areas of the
continent towards human exports that other positive inter-actions were
thereby ruled out.

The above proposition may be more fully grasped by making some
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comparisons. In any given economy, the various components reflect the
well-being of others. Therefore, when there is depression in one sector,
that depression invariably transfersitself to others to some extent.
Similarly, when there is buoyancy in one sector then others benefit.
Turning to biological sciences, it will be found that students of ecology
recognise that a single change, such as the disappearance of a small
species could trigger off negative or positive reactions in spheres that
superficially appear unconnected. Parts of Africaleft ‘free’ by export
trends in captives must have been affected by the tremendous
dislocation — in ways that are not easy to comprehend, because it is so
much a question of what might have happened.

Hypothetical questions such as ‘what might have happened if . . . ?
sometimes lead to absurd speculations. But it is entirely legitimate and
very necessary to ask ‘what might have happened in Barotseland
(southern Zambia) if there were not generalised slave-trading across the
whole belt of central Africawhich lay immediately north of
Barotseland? . ‘What would have happened in Buganda if the
Katangese were concentrating on selling copper to the Baganda instead
of captivesto Europeans?

During the colonial epoch, the British forced Africans to sing

Rule Britannia, Britannia rule the waves
Britons never never never shall be dlaves

The British themselves started singing the tune in the early 18th
century, at the height of using Africans as daves. ‘What would have
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been Britain's level of development had millions of them been put to
work as slaves outside of their homeland over a period of four
centuries? Furthermore, assuming that those wonderful fellows could
never never never have been slaves, one could speculate further on the
probable effects on their development had continental Europe been
enslaved. Had that been the case, its nearest neighbours would have
been removed from the ambit of fruitful trade with Britain. After al,
trade between the British Iles and places like the Baltic and the
Mediterranean is unanimously considered by scholars to have been the
earliest stimulus to the English economy in the late feudal and early
capitalist period, even before the era of overseas expansion.

Onetactic that is now being employed by certain European (including
American) scholarsisto say that the European slave trade was
undoubtedly a moral evil, but it was economically good for Africa
Here attention will be drawn only very briefly to afew of those
arguments to indicate how ridiculous they can be. One that receives
much emphasis that African rulers and other persons obtained Europe
commoditiesin exchange for their captives, and this was how Africans
gained ‘wealth’. This suggestion fails to take into account the fact that
several European imports were competing with and strangling African
products; it fails to take into account the fact that none of the long list of
European articles were of the type which entered into the productive
process, but were rather items to be rapidly consumed or stowed away
uselessly; and it incredibly overlooks the fact that the majority of the
Imports were of the worst quality even as consumer goods — cheap gin,
cheap gunpowder, pots and kettles full of holes, beads, and other
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assorted rubbish.

Following from the above, it is suggested that certain African kingdoms
grew strong economically and politically a consequence of the trade
with Europeans. The greatest of the West African kingdoms, such as
Oyo, Benin, Dahomey and Asante are cited as examples. Oyo and
Benin were great, before making contact with Europeans, and while
both Dahomey and Asante grew stronger during the period of the
European slave trade, the roots of their achievements went back to
much earlier years. Furthermore — and thisisamajor fallacy in the
argument of the slave trade apologists — the fact that a given African
state grew politically more powerful at the sametime asit engaged in
selling captives to Europeans is not automatically to be attributed to the
credit of the trade in slaves. A cholera epidemic may kill thousandsin a
country and yet the population increases. The increase obviously came
about in spite of and not because of the cholera. Thissimplelogic
escapes those who speak about the European slave trade benefitting
Africa. The destructive tendency of slave trading can be clearly
established; and, wherever a state seemingly progressed in the epoch of
slave trading, the conclusion is ssmply that it did so in spite of the
adverse effects of a process that was more damaging than cholera. This
IS the picture that emerges from a detailed study of Dahomey, for
instance, and in the final analysis although Dahomey did its best to
expand politically and militarily while still tied to slave trade, that form
of economic activity seriously undermined its economic base and left it
much worse off.
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A few of the arguments about the economic benefits of the European
dlave trade for Africa amount to nothing more than saying that
exporting millions of captives was away pf avoiding starvation in
Africal To attempt to reply to that would be painful and time-wasting.
But, perhaps a dightly more subtle version of the same argument
requires areply: namely, the argument that Africa gained because in the
process of slave trading new food crops were acquired from the
American continent and these became staples in Africa. The cropsin
guestion are maize and cassava, which became staplesin Africalatein
the 19th century and in the present century. But the spread of food crops
Is one of the most common phenomena in human history. Most crops
originated in only one of the continents, and then social contact caused
their transfer to other parts of the world. Trading in slaves has no
gpecial bearing on whether crops spread-the simplest forms of trade
would have achieved the same result. Today, the Italians have (hard)
wheat foods like spaghetti and macaroni as their staple, while most
Europeans use the potato. The Italians took the idea of the spaghetti
type foods from the Chinese noodle after Marco Polo returned from
travels there, while Europe adopted the potato from American Indians.
In neither case were Europeans enslaved before they could receive a
benefit that was the logical heritage of all mankind, but Africans are to
be told that the European slave trade developed us by bringing us maize
and cassava.

All of the above points are taken from books and articles published
recently, asthe fruit of research in major British and American
Universities. They are probably not the commonest views even among
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European bourgeois scholars, but they are representative of a growing
trend that seems likely to become the new accepted orthodoxy in
metropolitan capitalist countries; and this significantly coincides with
Europe’ s struggle against the further decolonization of Africa
economically and mentally. In one sensg, it is preferable to ignore such
rubbish and isolate our youth from its insults; but unfortunately one of
the aspects of current African underdevelopment is that the capitalist
publishers and bourgeois scholars dominate the scene and help mould
opinions the world over. It isfor that reason that writing of the type
which justifies the trade in slaves has to be exposed as racist bourgeois
propaganda, having no connection with reality or logic. It isa question
not merely of history but of present day liberation struggle in Africa.

4.2 Technological Stagnation and Distortion of the African

Economy in the Pre-Colonial Epoch.

It has already been indicated that in the 15th century European
technology was not totally superior to that of other parts of the world.
There were certain specific features which were highly advantageous to
Europe-such as shipping and (to alesser extent) guns. Europeans
trading to Africa had to make use of Asian and African consumer
goods, showing that their system of production was not absolutely
superior. It is particularly striking that in the early centuries of trade,
Europeans relied heavily on Indian cloths for resale in Africa, and they
also purchased cloths on several parts of the West African coast for
resale elsewhere. Morocco, Mauretania, Senegambia, Ivory Coast,
Benin, Y orubaland and Loango were all exporters to other parts of
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Africa— through European middlemen. Y et, by the time that Africa
entered the colonial era, it was concentrating almost entirely on the
export of raw cotton and the import of manufactured cotton cloth. This
remarkable reversal istied to technological advance in Europe and to
stagnation of technology in Africa owing to the very trade with Europe.

Cloth manufacture in the world went through a stage of handlooms and
small-scale craft production. Up to the 16th century, that was the
genera pattern in Africa, Asiaand Europe: with Asian cloth makers
being the most skilled in the world. Indiais the classic example where
the British used every means at their disposal to kill the cloth industry,
so that British cloth could be marketed everywhere, including inside
Indiaitself. In Africa, the situation was not so clear-cut, nor did it
require as much conscious effort by Europeans to destroy African cloth
manufacture, but the trend was the same. Europe benefitted
technologically from its external trade contacts, while Africa either
failed to benefit or actually lost. Vital inventions and innovations
appeared in England in the late 18th century, after profits from external
trade had been re-invested. Indeed, the new machinery represented the
investment of primary capital accumulated from trading and from
davery. African and Indian trade strengthened British industry, which
in turn crushed whatever industry existed in that is now called the
‘“underdeveloped’ countries.

African demand for cloth was increasing rapidly in the 15th, 16th and
17th centuries, so that there was a market for all cloth produced locally
aswell as room for imports from Europe and Asia. But, directed by an
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acquisitive capitalist class, European industry increased its capacity to
produce on alarge scale by harnessing the energy of wind, water and
coal. European cloth industry was able to copy fashionable Indian and
African patterns, and eventually to replace them. Partly by establishing
a stranglehold on the distribution of cloth around the shores of Africa,
and partly by swamping African products by importing cloth in bulk,
European traders eventually succeeded in putting an end to the
expansion of African cloth manufacture.

There are many varied social factors which combine to determine when
a society makes a breakthrough from small scale craft technology to
equipment designed to harness nature so that labour becomes more
effective. One of the mgor factorsis the existence of a demand for
more products than can be made by hand, so that technology is asked to
respond to a definite social need-such asthat for clothes. When
European cloth became dominant on the African market, it meant that
African producers were cut off from the increasing demand. The craft
producers either abandoned their tasks in the face of cheap available
European cloth, or they continued on the same small hand-worked
Instruments to create styles and pieces for localized markets. Therefore,
there was what can be called ‘technological arrest’ or stagnation, and in
some instances actual regression, since people forgot even the ssmple
technique of their forefathers. The abandonment of traditional iron
smelting in most parts of Africais probably the most important instance
of technological regression.

Development means a capacity for self-sustaining growth. It means that
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an economy must register advances which in turn will promote further
progress. The loss of industry and skill in Africawas extremely small, if
we measure it from the viewpoint of modern scientific achievements or
even by standards of England in the late 18th century. However, it must
be borne in mind that to be held back at one stage meansthat it is
Impossible to go on to afurther stage. When a person was forced to
leave school after only two years of primary school education, it isno
reflection on him that he is academically and intellectually less

devel oped than someone who had the opportunity to be schooled right
through to university level. What Africa experienced in the early
centuries of trade was precisely aloss of development opportunity, and
thisis of the greatest importance.

One of the features associated with technological advance is a spirit of
scientific enquiry closely related to the process of production. This
leads to inventiveness and innovation. During the period of capitalist
development in Europe, this was very much the case, and historians lay
great emphasis on the spirit of inventiveness of the English in the 18th
century. Socialist societies do not leave inventions merely to chance or
good luck — they actively cultivate tendencies for innovation. For
instance, in the German Democratic Republic, the youth established a
“Y oung Innovators Fair’ in 1958, calling upon the intellectual
creativity of socialist youth, so that within ten years over 2,000 new
Inventions were presented at that fair. The connection between Africa
and Europe from the 15th century onwards served to block this spirit of
technological innovation both directly and indirectly.
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The European slave trade was a direct block, in removing millions of
youth and young adults who are the human :agents from whom
inventiveness springs. Those who remained in areas badly hit by dave-
capturing were preoccupied about their freedom rather than with
improvements in production. Besides, even the busiest African in West,
Central, or East Africawas concerned more with trade than with
production, because of the nature of the contacts with Europe; and that
situation was not conducive to the introduction of technological
advances. The most dynamic groups over agreat area of Africa became
associated with foreign trade — notably, the Afro-Portuguese
middlemen of Upper Guinea, the Akan market women, the Aro traders
of the Bight of Biafra, the mulattos of Angola, the Y ao traders of
Mozambique, and the Swahili and Wanyamwezi of East Africa. The
trade which they carried on was in export items like captives and ivory
which did not require the invention of machinery. Apart from that, they
were agents for distributing European imports.

When Britain was the world’ s leading economic power, it used to be
referred to as a nation of shopkeepers: but most the goods in their shops
were produced by themselves, and it was while grappling with the
problems posed by production that their engineers came up with so
many inventions. In Africa, the trading groups could make no
contribution to technological improvement because their role and
preoccupation took their minds and energies away from production.

Apart from inventiveness, we must also consider the borrowing of
technology. When a society for whatever reason finds itself
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technologically trailing behind others, it catches not so much by
Independent inventions but by borrowing. Indeed, very few of man's
major scientific discoveries have been separately discovered in different
places by different people. Once a principle or atool is known, it
spreads or diffuses to other peoples. Why then did European technology
failed to make its way into Africa during the many centuries of contact
between the two continents? The basic reason is that the very nature of
Afro-European trade was highly unfavourable to the movement of
positive ideas and techniques from the European capitalist system to the
African pre-capitalist (communal, feudal, and pre-feudal) system of
production.

The only non-European society that borrowed effectively from Europe
and became capitalist is that of Japan. Japan was aready a highly
developed feudal society progressing towards its own capitalist formsin
the 19th century. Its people were neither ensaved nor colonised by
Europe, and its foreign trade relations were quite advantageous. For
Instance, Japanese textile manufacturers had the stimulus of their own
growing internal market and some abroad in Asia and Europe. Under
those circumstances, the young Japanese capitalist class (including
many former feudalist landowners) borrowed technology from Europe
and successfully domesticated it before the end of the 19th century. The
use of this example from outside of Africais meant to emphasise that
for Africato have received European technology the demand would
have had to come from inside Africa— and most probably from a class
or group who saw profit in the new technology. There had to be both
willingness on the part of Europeans to transfer technology and African
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socio-economic structures capable of making use of that technology and
internalising it.

Hunting for elephants or captives did not usually inducein Africaa
demand for any technology other than firearms. The lines of economic
activity attached to foreign trade were either destructive as davery was,
or at best purely extractive, like ivory hunting and cutting camwood
trees. Therefore, there was no reason for wanting to call upon European
skills. The African economies would have had little room for such skills
unless negative types of exports were completely stopped. A
remarkable fact that is seldom brought to light is that several African
rulersin different parts of the continent saw the situation clearly, and
sought European technology for internal development, which was
meant to replace the trade in slaves.

Europeans deliberately ignored those African requests that Europe
should place certain skills and techniques at their disposal. Thiswas an
element in the Kongo situation of the early 16th century, which has
already been mentioned. It happened in Ethiopia also, though in
Ethiopia no trade in captives was established with Europeans. A
Portuguese embassy reached the Ethiopian court in 1520. Having
examined Portuguese swords, muskets, clothes, books and other
objects, the Emperor Lebna Dengel felt the need to introduce European
technical knowledge into Ethiopia. Correspondence exists between the
Emperor and European rulers such as kings Manuel | and John I11 of
Portugal and Pope Leo X, in which requests were made for European
assistance to Ethiopian industry. Until late in the 19th century,
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Ethiopian , petitions to that effect were being repeated with little or no
success.

In the first half of the 18th century, there were two further examples of
African rulers appreciating European technology, and stating their
preference for skills and not slave ships. When Agaja Trudo of
Dahomey sought to stop the trade in captives, he made an appeal to
European craftsmen, and he sent an ambassador to London for that
purpose. One European who stayed at the court of Dahomey in the late
1720s told his countrymen that ‘if any tailor, carpenter, smith or any
other sort of white man that is free be willing to come here, he will find
very good encouragement’. The Asantehene, Opoku Ware (1720-50),
also asked Europeans to set up factories and distilleries in Asante, but
he got no response.

Bearing in mind the history of Japan, it should be noted that the first
requests for technical assistance came from the Ethiopian and Kongo
empires, which in the 16th century where at alevel undoubtedly
comparable to most European feudal states, with the important
exception that they had not produced the seeds of capitalism. During the
18th century the great African states of Dahomey and Asante became
prominent. They had passed out of the communal stage and had a
somewhat feudal class stratification along with specialisation in many
activities such as the working of gold, iron and cloth. Asante society
under Opoku Ware had already shown a capacity for seeking out
Innovations, by going to the trouble of taking imported silk and
unravelling it so as to combine the silk threads with cotton to make the
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famous kente cloth. In other words, there would have been no difficulty
In such African societies mastering European technical skills and
bridging the rather narrow gap which existed between them and Europe
at that time.

Waell into the 19th century, Europe displayed the same indifference to
requests for practical assistance from Africa, although by that period
both African rulers and European capitalists were talking about
replacing slave trade. In the early 19th century, one king of Calabar (in
Eastern Nigeria) wrote the British asking for a sugar refinery; while
around 1804 king Adandozan of Dahomey was bold enough to ask for a
firearms factory! By that date, many parts of West Africawere going to
war with European firearms and gunpowder. There grew up asayingin
Dahomey that ‘ He who makes the powder wins the war’, which was a
far-sighted recognition that Africans were bound to fall before the
superiority of Europeans in the field of arms technology. Of course,
Europeans were also fully aware that their arms technology was
decisive, and there was not the dlightest chance that they would have
agreed to teach Africans to make firearms and ammunition.

The circumstances of African trade with Europe were unfavourable to
creating a consistent African demand for technology relevant to
development; and when that demand was raised it was ignored or
rejected by the capitalists. After al, it would not have been in the
Interests of capitalism to develop Africa. In more recent times, Western
capitalists had refused to build the Volta River Dam for Ghana under
Kwame Nkrumah, until they realised that the Czechoslovakians would
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do the job; they refused to build the Aswan Dam for Egypt, and the
Soviet Union had to come to the rescue; and in asimilar situation they
placed obstacles in the way of the building of arailway from Tanzania
to Zambia, and it was the Socialist state of Chinathat stepped into
express solidarity with African peasants and workers in a practical way.
Placing the whole question in historical perspective allows us to see that
capitalism has always discouraged technological evolution in Africa
and blocks Africa’ s accessto its own technology. Aswill beseenin a
subsequent section, capitalism introduced into Africaonly such limited
aspects of its material culture as were essential to more efficient
exploitation, but the general tendency has been for capitalism to
underdevelop Africain technology.

The European slave trade and overseas trade in general had what are
known as ‘ multiplier effects on Europe’s development in avery
positive sense. This means that the benefits of foreign contacts extended
to many areas of European life not directly connected with foreign
trade, and the whole society was better equipped for its own internal
development. The opposite was true of Africanot only in the crucia
sphere of technology but also with regard to the size and purpose of
each economy in Africa. Under the normal processes of evolution, an
economy grows steadily larger so that after awhile two neighbouring
economies merge into one. That was precisely how national economies
were created in the states of Western Europe through the gradual
combination of what were once separate provincial economies. Trade
with Africa actually helped Europe to weld together more closely the
different national economies, but in Africathere was disruption and
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disintegration at the local level. At the same time, each local economy
ceased to be directed exclusively or even primarily towards the
satisfaction of the wants of its inhabitants; and (whether or not the
particular Africans recognised it) their economic effort served externa
interests and made them dependent on those external forces based in
western Europe. In thisway, the African economy taken as a whole was
diverted away from its previous line of development and became
distorted.

It has now become common knowledge that one of the principal
reasons why genuine industrialisation cannot easily be realised in
Africatoday isthat the market for manufactured goodsin any single
African country istoo small, and there is no integration of the markets
across large areas of Africa. The kind of relationship which Africahas
had with Europe from the very beginning, has worked in adirection
opposite to integration of local economies. Certain interterritorial links
established on the continent were broken down after the 15th century
because of European trade. Several examples arose on the West African
coast down to Angola, because in those parts European trade was most
voluminous, and the surviving written record is also more extensive.

When the Portuguese arrived in the region of modern Ghanain the
1470s, they had few commodities to offer the inhabitants in exchange
for the gold coveted by Europe. However, they were able to tranship
from Benin in Nigeria supplies of cotton cloths, beads, and female
daves, which were saleable on the * Gold Coast’. The Portuguese were
responding to a given demand on the ‘ Gold Coast’, so that a previous
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trade must have been in existence between the people of Benin and
those of the ‘Gold Coast’, particularly the Akan. The Akan were gold
producers, and the people of Benin were specialist craftsmen who had a
surplus of cloth and beads which they manufactured themselves. As an
expansionist state with alarge army, Benin also had access to prisoners
of war, while the Akan seemed concerned with building their own
population and labour force, so the latter acquired female captives from
Benin and rapidly integrated them as wives. When the Portuguese
intervened in this exchange, it was subordinated to the interests of
European trade. As soon as Portugal and other European nations had
sufficient goods so as not to be dependent on the re-export of certain
commaodities from Benin, then all that remained were the links between
the ‘Gold Coast’ and Europe on the one hand and between Benin and
Europe on the other.

Probably, Benin products had reached the ‘ Gold Coast’ by way of the
creeks behind the coast of what is now Dahomey and Togo. Therefore,
it would have been more convenient when Europeans established a
direct link across the open sea. As pointed out earlier, the superiority of
Europeans at sea was of the greatest strategic value, along with their
organisational ability. Thiswasillustrated in several places, beginning
with the Maghreb and Mauretania. After the Portuguese took control of
the Atlantic coast of North-West Africa, they were able to secure
horses, woollen goods and beads, which they shipped further south to
West Africafor gold and saves ; up to the early 16th century, the most
important article brought by the Portuguese for trade in Senegambia
was the horse. In exchange for one horse they received as many as
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fifteen captives. North African woollens and beads were also utilised by
the Portuguese in buying gold on the river Gambia and as far south as
Sierra Leone.

It needs to be recalled that the Western Sudan had links with the West
African coast and with North Africa. Long before the European arrival,
horses were moving from North Africato be inter-bred with local West
African stock. Long before the European arrival, the Arabs and
Mauretanians travelled to the river Senegal and further south to meet
the Mandinga Djolatraders and hand over to them products such as
beads made in Ceuta and cloth spun from the wool of North African
sheep. With the advantage of rapidity of transport by sea as opposed to
overland across the desert, the Portuguese were in effect breaking up
the economic integration of the region. As with the Benin/ Akan
example, the point to note is that after the Portuguese became
middlemen they had the opportunity of developing a new trade pattern
by which both North West Africaand West Africalooked to Europe
and forgot about each other.

A similar situation came into existence on the Upper Guinea coast, and
this time the European exploitation was aided by the presence of white
settlersin the Cape Verde Islands. The Portuguese and the Cape Verde
settlers broke into the pattern of local Upper Guinea trade ever since the
1470s. They intervened in transfers of raw cotton and indigo dye from
one African community to another, and the Cape V erdean settlers
established a flourishing cotton-growing and cotton-manufacturing
industry. They used labour and techniques from the mainland, and
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exported the finished products along the length of the coast down to
Accra.

The Portuguese also took over the trade in cowries in the Kongo and its
off-shore islands, the trade in salt along the Angolan coast, and the trade
in high-quality palm cloth between northern and southern Angola. In
some instances, they achieved dominance not just because of their ships
and commercial skills but aso by the use of force — providing they
were operating on the coast and could bring their cannon into use. In
East Africa, for instance, the Portuguese used violence to capture trade
from the Arabs and Swahili. The disruption of African commerce
between the ‘Ivory Coast’ and the ‘Gold Coast’ followed that pattern. A
strong coastal canoe trade existed between these two regions, with the
people of Cape Lahou (modern Ivory Coast) sailing past Cape Three
Points to sell their cloth as far east as Accra. The Portuguese set up a
fort at Axim near Cape Three Points to service gold trade with the
hinterland; and one of its functions was to chop the east-west coastal
African trade. They banned Axim residents from going to Cape Lahou,
and they stopped canoes from ‘Ivory Coast’ from travelling east beyond
Axim. The purpose was obvioudly to make both areas separate
economic entities exclusively tied to Europe.

The above-mentioned African commerce proved to have roots. The
Dutch found it still going on when they took over Axim in 1637. The
servants of the Dutch West India Company which was operating on the
‘Gold Coast’ wanted put a complete stop to the African trade; and when
that was not achieved they tried to force the people of the ‘Ivory Coast’
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to buy a certain amount of Dutch goods. The Dutch ruled that each
Axim canoeman going to Cape Lahou should carry Dutch goods worth
at least 4 ounces of gold. The purpose was to convert a purely inter-
African exchange into a European/African trade.

What was doubly detrimental to African attempts to integrate their own
economies was the fact that when Europeans became middiemen in
local trade networks, they did so mainly to facilitate the extraction of
captives, and thereby subordinated the whole economy to the European
dave trade. In Upper Guinea and the Cape Verde islands, the
Portuguese and their mulatto descendants engaged in alarge variety of
exchanges involving cotton, dyes, kola nuts and European products.
The purpose of it all wasto fill the holds of slave ships. In Congo and
Angola, the same picture emerges. The salt, cowry shells and palm
cloth that came in Portuguese hands made up for their shortage of trade
goods and served to purchase captives on different parts of the coast
and deep in the interior.

The element of subordination and dependenceis crucial to an
understanding of African underdevelopment today, and itsrootslie far
back in the era of international trade. It is aso worth noting that thereis
atype of false or pseudo integration which is a camouflage for
dependence. In contemporary times, it takes the form of free-trade areas
in the formerly colonised sections of the world. Those free-trade areas
are made to order for the penetration of multi-national corporations.
From the 15th century onwards, pseudo integration appeared in the
form of the interlocking of African economies over long distances from
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the coast, so as to allow the passage of human captives and ivory from a
given point inland to a given port on the Atlantic or Indian Ocean. For
example, captives were moved from Congo through what is now
Zambia and Malawi to Mozambique, where Portuguese, Arab or French
buyers took them over. That was not genuine integration of the
economies of the African territories concerned. Such trade merely
represented the extent of foreign penetration, thereby stifling local
trades.

The West African gold trade was not destroyed, but it became directly
dependent on European buyers by being diverted from the northward
routes across the Sahara. Within the savannah belt of the Western
Sudan, the trans-Saharan gold trade had nourished one of the most
highly developed political zonesin all Africafrom the 5th century
onwards. But it was more convenient for Europe to obtain its gold on
the West Coast than through North African intermediaries, and oneis
|eft to speculate on what might have occurred in the Western Sudan if
there had been a steady increase in the gold trade over the 17th and 18th
centuries. Nevertheless, there is something to be said in favour of
African trade with Europe in this particular commodity. Gold
production involved mining and an orderly system of distribution
within Africa. Akan country and parts of Zimbabwe and Mozambique
sustained flourishing socio-political systems up to the 19th century,
largely because of gold production.

Certain benefits also derived from the export of ivory. The search for
Ivory became the most important activity in several East African
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societies at one time or another, sometimes in combination with the
trade in captives. The Wanyamwezi of Tanzaniawere East Africa’ s best
known traders — acquiring their reputation through carrying goods for
hundreds of miles between Lake Tanganyika and the Indian Ocean.
When the Wanyamwezi gave their attention to the export of ivory, this
sparked off other beneficial developments, such as increased trading in
hoes, food and salt between themselves and their neighbours.

Y et, ivory was an asset that was rapidly exhausted in any given region,
and the struggle to secure new supplies could lead to violence
comparable to that which accompanied the search for human captives.
Besides, the most decisive limitation of ivory trade was the fact that it
did not grow logically from local needs and local production. Large
quantities of ivory were not required by any society inside Africa, and
no African society turned to elephant hunting and ivory collection on a
big scale until the demand came from Europe or Asia. Any African
society which took ivory exports seriously, then had to re-structure its
economy so as to make ivory trade successful. That in turn led to
excessive and undesirable dependence on the overseas market and an
external economy. There could be growth in the volume of commerce
and the rise of some positive side-effects, but there was decrease in
capacity to achieve economic independence and self-sustaining socia
progress. Besides, at all times one must keep in mind the dialectical
opposite of the trade in Africa: namely, production in Europe or in
America under European control. The few socially-desirable by-
products of elephant hunting within Africa were chicken-feedin
comparison with the profits, technology and skills associated with the
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product in Europe. In that way, the gap between Africa and Europe was
constantly widening; and it ison the basis of that gap that we arrive at
development and underdevel opment.

4.3 Continuing Politico-Military Developments in Africa, —
1500 to 1885.

Modern African nationalist historians correctly stressthat Africahad a
meaningful past long before the coming of Europeans. They also stress
that Africans made their own history long after coming into contact
with Europe, and indeed right up to the period of colonisation. That
African centred approach to the continent’ s past is quite compatible
with one which equally emphasises the transformatory role of external
forces, such as overseas trade in slaves, gold, ivory, etc. The
reconciliation of the two approachesis facilitated by bearing in mind
the following three factors:

() The external (and mainly European) impact up to 1885
was very uneven in geographical terms, with the coasts being
obviously more exposed.

(b) Commerce with Europeans affected different aspects of
African life in varying degrees, with the political, military and
Ideological apparatus being virtually untouched.

(c) Dynamic features of independent African evolution and
development (asillustrated in chapter 2) continued to operate
after 1500.
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It has already been argued that it would be misleading to try and
compartmentalise Africainto areas that were affected by slave trading
and those which were not, for the continent as awhole had to bear the
costs. However, for present purposes, it is enough to make the crude
distinction between those parts of Africawhich were directly caught up
In European-generated activities and those parts which to all
appearances continued in the traditional manner.

Developments continued in certain areas such as south Central Africa,,
because the population there was free to pursue a path dictated by the
interplay between African people and the African environment in the
particular localities. Besides, there were achievements even in those
societies under the heaviest bombardment of slaving. Slave trading led
to the commercial domination of Africa by Europe, within the context
of international trade. In very few instances did Europeans manage to
displace African political authoritiesin the various social systems. So
African states in close contact with Europe in the pre-colonia era
nevertheless had scope for political manoeuvre, and their evolution
could and did continue.

Military conquest of Africa awaited the years of the imperialist
Scramble. In pre-colonial centuries of contact with Europe, African
armies were in existence, with all the socio-political implications which
attach to an armed sector in society. Equally important was the fact that
direct imports; from Europe in the cultural and ideological spheres were
virtually nil. Christianity tried sporadically and ambivalently to make
an impact on some parts of the continent. But most of the few
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missionaries in places like the Congo, Angola and Upper Guinea
concentrated on blessing Africans as they were about to be launched
across the Atlantic into davery. Asit was, Christianity continued only
In Ethiopia, where it had indigenous roots. Elsewhere, there flourisned
|slam and other religions which had nothing to do with European trade.
As before, religion continued to act as an element of the superstructure,
which was crucial in the development of the state.

So long asthereis political power, so long as people can be mobilised
to use weapons, and so long as society has the opportunity to defineits
own ideology, culture, etc., then the people of that society have some
control over their own destinies, in spite of constraints such as those
Imposed as the African continent slipped into orbit as a satellite of
capitalist Europe. After all, although historical development is
Inseparable from material conditions and the state of technology, it is
also partially controlled by a peopl€e’ s consciousness at various stages.
That is part of the interdependence of base and superstructure alluded to
at the outset.

Revolution is the most dramatic appearance of a conscious people or
class on the stage of history; but, to greater or lesser extent, the ruling
classin any society is aways engaged in the developmental process as
conscious instruments of change or conservatism. Attention in this
section will be focussed on the political sphere and its power
companion, the military. In those areas, Africans were able to excel
even in the face of slave trading.

Politico-military development in Africafrom 1500 to 1885 meant that
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African social collectives had become more capable of defending the
interests of their members, as opposed to the interests of people outside
the given community. It also meant that the individual in a politically
mature and militarily strong state would be free from external threat of
physical removal. He would have more opportunities to apply his own
skill in fields as diversified as minstrelry and bronze-working, under the
protection of the state. He could aso use his creativity and
Inventiveness to refine the religion of his people, or to work out amore
manageabl e constitution, or to contribute to new techniques of war, or
to advance agriculture and trade. Of course, it is also true that the
benefits of all such contributions went mainly to a small section of
African society, both within and without the zone of slaving; for, as
communalism receded, the principle of egalitarian distribution was
disregarded. These various points can be illustrated by concrete
historical examples drawn from all over the continent during the pre-
colonial period in question.

(a) The Yoruba

In a previous discussion, the Y oruba state of Oyo was merely listed as
one of the outstanding representatives of African development up to the
eve of European arrival in the 15th century. The remarkable 14th- and
15th-century artistic achievements of Oyo, of its parent state of life, and
of the related state of Benin have been well studied, because of the
preservation of ivory, terracotta and bronze sculptures. It is clear that
the earliest bronzes were the best and that there was a deterioration in
execution and sengitivity from the 16th through to the 18th century.
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However, politically, states such as Oyo and Benin did continue to
prosper for avery long time after the arrival of Europeans on the West
African coast. Since Oyo and the Y oruba people were within an
intensive area of dave trading, their fate between 1500 and 1885 is of
considerable significance.

The kingdom of Oyo kept fairly clear of any involvement with dave
trading until the late 18th century. Instead, its people concentrated on
local production and trade, and on the consolidation and expansion of
the trade. Indeed, although the nucleus of the Oyo kingdom had already
been established in the 15th century, it was during the next three
centuries that it expanded to take control of most of what was later
termed Western Nigeria, large zones north of the river Niger and the
whole of what is nhow Dahomey. In effect, it was an empire, ruled over
by an Alafin in conjunction with an aristocracy. It was in the 16th, 17th
and 18th centuries that the subtle constitutional mechanisms which
regulated relations between the Alafin and his principal subjects and
between the capital and the provinces were crystallised.

In so far as Oyo had an interest in the coast, it was as an outlet more for
cloth than for slaves. Being some distance inland, the Y oruba of Oyo
concentrated on relations with the hinterland, thereby connecting with
the Western Sudanic trading zone. It was from the North that Oyo got
the horses which made its armies feared and respected. Oyo isaprime
example of that African development which had its roots Jeep in the
past, in the contradictions between man and environment. Its people
continued to develop on the basis of forces which they did not
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consciously manipulate, as well as through the deliberate utilisation of
political techniques.

Early in the 19th century, Oyo and Y orubaland in general began to
export captives in considerable numbers. They were obtained partly by
military campaigns outside Y orubaland, but aso through local slave
procuring. Local slave procuring involved kidnapping, armed raids,
uncertainty and disunity. Those features, together with internal
constitutional tensions and an external threat from the Islamic North,
brought about the downfall of the Oyo empire by about 1830. The
famous Y oruba ancestral home of Ife was also despoiled and its citizens
turned into refugees, because of quarrels among the Y oruba over
Kidnapping for sale into Slavery.

But it was testimony to the level of development in that part of Africa
that, within afew years the inhabitants were able to reconstruct new
political states. notably those of New Oyo, Ibadan, Ijaye, Abeokuta and
|jebu — each centred on atown, and with enough land for successful
agriculture. Until the British arrived to kindly impose ‘order’ in Nigeria,
the Y oruba peopl e kept experimenting with various political forms,
with heavy emphasis on the military, and keeping to the religion of their
forefathers.

Being conscious of territorial boundaries, the inhabitants and rulers of
any given state invariably become involved in clashes with
neighbouring states. The state in the feudal epoch in Europe and Asia
was particularly concerned with its military capacity. The ruling class
comprised in whole or in part the professional fighting forces of the
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state. One rationalisation by which they justified their enjoyment of the
major portion of the surplus of society was that they offered armed
protection to the ordinary peasant or serf. This generalisation was as
true of 19th-century Y orubaland asit was of Prussia and Japan. Without
adoubt, Africans in that region were proceeding along the line of
development leading to social organisation comparable to feudalism in
Europe, Asia and parts of Africa such as Ethiopia and the Maghreb,
which were at that stage some centuries earlier.

In the Oyo empire, the civil power was dominant, and the military
generals were servants of the king. Subsequently, however, the military
took over effective political power. For instance, the Ajaye state was
founded by Kurunmi, said to have been the greatest Y oruba general of
those troubled times following the fall of Oyo. Kurunmi established a
personal military ascendancy in Ajaye. |badan was dightly different, in
that there it was agroup of military officers who collectively formed the
political elite. Effortsto put civilians back in power were half-hearted
and unsuccessful. After al, the town itself grew out of amilitary
encampment.

The city-state of Abeokuta perhaps made the most consistent effort to
make the military an arm of the civil state. But, what mattered most was
the defence of the townships within the fortified walls of Abeokuta.
Abeokuta s fortified walls became famous as the place where many a
rival army met disaster; and, under those circumstances, the Ologun or
war-chiefs were the social and political powers.

While the militarisation of politics was going onin Y orubaland,
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changes were taking place in the structure of the society, which brought
about sharper class stratification. Numerous captives were taken in war,
most of whom were sold to Europeans, so that Y orubaland became
notorious as a slave supplying region right up to the 1860s. But many
war prisoners were retained locally, in conditions approximating either
to slavery or to serfdom, depending on whether or not they were first-
generation captives. Sometimes, refugees fleeing from destroyed towns
also had no option other than to become clients or serfs of other free

Y oruba. Such refugees were made to give service to their new overlords
by farming the land, in return for armed protection. However, serfs
were also used as soldiers, which means that they had access to the
means of production (the land) only through meeting an obligation in
military labour. That is a measure of the extent to which the principle of
Kinship had been weakened, and it indicates that, in contrast to the
typical communal village, states such as those in 19th-century

Y orubaland allocated roles and rewards to their citizens on the basis of
reciprocal obligations characteristic of feudalism.

During the period under discussion, the division of labour among the

Y oruba was extended with the rise of professional soldiers or ‘war-
boys,” asthey were called. The professional soldiers, who were sons of
aristocrats, left farming disdainfully to prisoners and serfs-the large
number of whom ensured agricultural plenty. Other branches of
economic activity also flourished, notably the making of cloth and palm
oil and the trade in various products. These things were true, in spite of
the fact that by that time some labour was being lost both in the form of
slaves exported and in the form of labour power devoted to capturing
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people for export. European visitors to Y orubaland in the middle of the
19th century could still admire the level of its material culture, along
with the highly colourful and impressive aspects of its non-material
culture such asthe annual ‘Yam Festivals and the ritual of the religious
cults of Shango, Oghboni, €tc.

One item of European technology that was anxiously sought by
Africans and that was fairly easily obtainable from Europeans was the
firearm. From the 1820s onwards, the Y oruba acquired European
firearmsin large numbers, and integrated them into the pattern of trade,
politics and military strategy. On the eve of colonial rule, Y oruba
generals were reaching out for breech-loading rifles and even rockets;
but Europe stepped in too quickly for that move to get very far.
Through a series of actions which started as early as 1860 in Lagos (and
which included missionary infiltration as well as armed invasion) the
British managed to bring that part of Africaunder colonial rule.

Economic development is a matter of an increasing capacity to produce,
and it istied up with patterns of land tenure and class relations. These
basic facts were well brought out both positively and negatively in

Y oruba history, in the decades before independence was lost. So long as
agricultural production was not disrupted, then for so long any given

Y oruba state remained in a strong position. |badan was once the
greatest military power in Y orubaland, selling captives aswell as
retaining many for use as labourers for its own benefit. But Ibadan’s
farming areas were hit by war, and |badan’ s rulers also started

removing prisoners farming the land and selling them instead to
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Europeans. That became necessary because |badan needed firearms,
and those could be obtained only by selling slaves. It was at that point
that the undermining effect of the presence of European slave buyerson
the coast became really paramount.

By selling its own captives and serfs, |badan was undermining its own
socio-economic base. If the prisoners were to develop into atrue serf
class, then those prisoners would have had to be guaranteed the right to
remain fixed on the soil and protected from sale. That was one of the
reasons why slavery as a mode of production in Europe had to give way
to serfdom and feudalism; and, under normal circumstances, Y oruba
society did rapidly guarantee the irremovability of those captives who
were integrated into the local production pattern. But, forces unleashed
by the European presence as slave buyers were too great to be
withstood, and any hope of solving the problem disappeared with the
loss of political power under colonialism.

Too often, historians lay undue emphasis on the failure of 19th-century
Y oruba states to unite and produce an entity as large as the former
empire of Oyo. But, firstly, the size of apolitical unit is not the most
important criterion for evaluating the achievement of its peoples. And,
secondly, a given people can disintegrate politically and later integrate
even more effectively. The Y oruba states of 1badan, Abeokuta, |jaye,
etc., had populations of up to 100,000 citizens — as large as most of the
city-states, principalities and palatinates of feudal Germany. That isa
comparison which isworth bringing to light, and it is one that struck
European observers who happened to visit Y orubaland in the middie
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years of the 19th century.

Germany has long had a common culture and language, and there was a
form of political unity under the Holy Roman Empire from the 12th to
the 15th century. However, after the Reformation and the break-up of
the Holy Roman Empire, the German people were divided into as many
separate political entities asthere are days in the year, some of them
being hardly bigger than a public park. Y et, the internal classrelations
and productive forces continued to develop throughout Germany, and
ultimately by 1870 unity was again achieved, with feudalism giving
way to a powerful capitalist nation state. Similarly, the Y orubawere a
widely spread cultural entity with a single language. After the fall of the
Oyo empire the developmental processes were slowed down by both
internal and external factors, but they were not stopped. It took the
arrival of European colonialism to do that.

Within the sphere of West and Central African slaving, state building
continued with varying degrees of success. For instance, the Akan state
system grew up in a manner as impressive as that of the Oyo empire.
Fortunately for the Akan, dave exports reached alarming proportions
only during the first half of the 18th century. By that time, a state such
as Asante had sunk roots deep enough to withstand the adverse effects
of dlaving. It continued to be incorporated with the heartlands of the
Western Sudan, and by the 1870s when the British tried to dictate to
Asante, these famous African people did not give up without heroic
armed struggle.

Asante’' s connection with the export of slavesin the 18th century led its
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rulersto concentrate on expansionism of the type which would bring in
captives through wars, raids, tribute, and as articles of trade from
regions where they had been made prisoner. Besides, since the 15th
century, Akan country was building up rather than exporting its human
resources. Captives were incorporated locally into the society; and on
the eve of colonialism a substantial proportion of Asante society was
made up of Odonko-ba — the descendants of one-time captives, who
were the labouring population on the land. Development had come not
through exporting and losing labour but by increasing and maximising
It.

(b) Dahomey

Asante' s eastern neighbour beyond the Volta river was Dahomey. Since
Dahomey was more deeply involved in the European slave trade and for
amuch longer period, its experiences shall be cited at a greater length.

Throughout the 18th and 19th century, Dahomey had a stagnant if not
declining population, and an economy that had virtually no props other
than slave exports. What Dahomey succeeded in doing in spite of all
that is atribute to the achievements of man inside the African continent.
It should be made clear that the groundwork far the socio-political
development of the Aja or Fon people of Dahomey was laid down in
the period preceding the influence of Europe on West Africa. By the
15th century, the Aja states of Allada and Whydah were already in
existence, having a loose connection with the Y oruba of Ife. Dahomey
was an offshoot from Alladain the 16th century, and by the early 18th
century it expanded to incorporate both Allada and Whydah.
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The kings of Allada and Whydah had made the mistake of either failing
to protect their own citizens from enslavement or of actually conniving
at their enslavement. Dahomey never followed such a policy, which
was directly antagonistic to the very maintenance of the state. Instead,
Dahomey eventually became the classic raiding state of West Africa,
after failing to get Europeans to accept any products other than human
beings. To achieve that, Dahomey had first to build up atightly
organised military state, whose monarch came much closer to an
authoritarian or despot than did the Alafin of Oyo or the Asantehene of
Asante. Secondly, Dahomey invested a great deal of time and ingenuity
on itsarmy, so as to protect its own citizens and wage war abroad.

Within European history, the state of Sparta stood out as one that was
completely dedicated to the art of war. Europeansin Africain the 18th
and 19th centuries invariably referred to Dahomey as a Black Sparta.
Throughout the 18th century, the cavalry of Oyo was more than a match
for Dahomey’ s foot soldiers, and Dahomey remained a tribute-paying
portion of the Oyo empire. But with the fall of Oyo, Dahomey became
the supreme military state in that region, and indeed wreaked vengeance
on its former Y oruba overlords. Warfare was necessary for securing
slaves outside of Dahomey and for obtaining firearms. It was in fact
essential for survival.

Dahomey’ s profound pre-occupation with militaristic activities can be
Illustrated in many ways. Their value system rewarded the brave and
the victorious, while ruthlessly despising and even liquidating the
cowardly and the unsuccessful on the battlefield. The two chief
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ministers of the king were the commanders of the ‘Left’ and ‘Right’
armies, and other military officers held political appointments. Then,
too, the artistic media constantly harped upon the theme of war.
Beautiful mosaics and paintings appeared on the walls of the palaces of
Dahomey — all dealing with military victories. Historical accounts, as
rendered by professional reciters, reflected the same bias; and the cloth
workers busied themselves making emblems, ‘ colours', and umbrellas
for the generals and the regiments.

Two unigue innovations set Dahomey off from its African neighbours
and even givesit aspecial claim within the context of feudal or semi-
feudal military organisation. Firstly, Dahomey encouraged young boys
to become apprentices of war. By the age of 11 or 12, a boy would be
attached to a veteran soldier-helping to carry his supplies, and
observing battle. The second innovation (and the one that was more
widely commented upon) was Dahomey’ s utilisation of its female
population within the army. Apparently, the wivesin the royal palace
started off as a ceremonial guard in the 18th century, and then
progressed to become an integral part of Dahomey’ s fighting machine,
on terms of complete equality of hardship and reward. Dahomey’s
population in the 19th century was probably no more than 200,000; and
the state consistently managed to send 12,000 to 15,000 actives on its
annual campaigns. Of those, it was estimated in 1845 that some 5,000
were women — the so-called ‘ Amazons of Dahomey’, who were feared
for their ferocity in battle.

In the long run, the trade in slaves cast a blight on Dahomey. Slaving
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campaigns were costly and not always rewarding in terms of captives.
European buyers failed to turn up during certain years, depending on
European conditions. E.g., during the American War of Independence,
the French Revolution and the subsequent revolutionary wars, there was
alull in Dahomian slave exports, because far fewer European ships
could be spared for the trade in slaves. Without selling captives to get
firearms to carry on more warfare for slaves, Dahomey felt its glory and
military honour was slipping. Resort to human sacrifice was one
attempt to compensate for the diminishing reputation of the state and its
monarch as was the case with the Oba of Benin in the 19th century.

Even so, the story of the reputed savagery of Dahomey was exaggerated
incredibly. The Dahomian state created such refinements as a
population census; it conducted diplomacy far and wide, with all the
niceties and the protocol that one usually hears of only in connection
with “civilised’ European states,; and it built up a system of espionage
and intelligence as an essential ingredient in its own security. Above all,
attention should be focussed at |east briefly on the role of the artist in
Dahomian society. Much of African art springs from elaboration of
things functional, such as pottery and cloth. However, both religion and
the state power also stimulated art. For instance, the brasses and
bronzes of I1fe were executed on behalf of the religious cults and were
associated with the Oni of Ife and the royal family. Indeed, it is a most
widespread phenomenon that the feudal ruling class gave its protection
to artists, along with sustenance and recognition. Thiswastruein
Mandarin Chinawith pottery makers and theatre artists; it was true of
16th century Italy of the Renaissance; and it was true of Dahomey from
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the 17th to the 19th centuries.

No one now knows which Dahomian is to be credited with any given
artistic achievement of the independent pre-colonia period. However,
In that time, particular individuals were being given the opportunity for
self-discovery and self-development and of serving the society as a
whole. Their task was to give pleasure and to capture the hopes and
ambitions of the people in palace wall paintings, in wrought-iron
sculptures, in the stamped patterns of hand-woven cloths designed for
royalty, on the intricately carved heads of the safe-conduct staffs of the
king’'s ambassadors, and in the lively tales of how the founder of the
Dahomian kingdom came out of the belly of aleopard. It was art that
centred around royalty and noble families, but it was also a national
product and a point of identification for the people as a whole.
Subsequently, such artistic skills either disappeared or became debased
to serve the curiosity of philistine colonialists.

It is still held in some quarters that Dahomey’ s development in certain
spheres must be credited to slave trading. To demonstrate conclusively
that African political and military development through to the 19th
century was an extension of groundwork already laid in an earlier
epoch, it is best to turn to zones where foreign influence was non-
existent. The interlacustrine zone of East Africais one such.

(c) The Eastern Inter-Lacustrine States

In an earlier discussion, attention was directed to Bunyoro-Kitara as the
most advanced socio-political formation in East Africa up to the 15th
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century. Its ruling dynasty, the Bachwezi, declined for reasons that are
not clear, and they were overwhelmed by new immigrants from the
north. While there is some doubt as to whether the Bachwezi had an
Ethiopian origin, it is clearly established that the 16th century
Immigrants were Luo peoples from a section of the Nile that flows
through the Sudan.

Following upon Luo migrations, a new line known as the Babito
dynasty, was placed in power over Bunyoro proper. Other branches of
the same dynasty were enthroned in severa places, sometimes breaking
off from the main line. Aslate as the 19th century, a separate Babito
kingdom was carved out in Toro. Meanwhile, the Bachwezi or Bahima
had staged a comeback in regions to the south, in the form of aclan
known as the Bahinda. The Bahinda were one of the pastoralist clans of
the old Bunyoro-Kitara state, and in the period from the 16th century
onwards their stronghold was in Ankole and Karagwe.

Obvioudly, the new Babito ruling class immediately sought to take
control of the land, but in accordance with settled African customs, they
|ater tried to project themselves as the original owners of the land,
rather than usurpers. In Busoga, where there were several small Babito
Kings, aresearcher reported the following dial ogue about land between
amember of aroyal clan and a commoner:

Royal clan member — ‘We found this place empty and made something
of it. You fellows later came round begging for land, so we were generous
and gave you some. Naturally you're now our slaves.’

Commoner — ‘Oho! What alie! We were here long before you. Y ou took
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your power by trickery. Y ou princes have always been scoundrels!’

At no stage in the independent history of these interlacustrine states did
land become purely a personal possession, to be monopolised by a
given class, asin the classic European feudal model. Scholars
frequently demand this feature before they concede that feudalism has
arrived; but they fail to take into account the reality of the distribution
and usufruct (or produce) of the land being in the hands of afew, and
they fail to realise that where cattle were a dominant form of wealth
then private ownership of herds was also part of a process by which
producers were separated from the means of production. To be specific,
those who owned the herds were usually the Bahinda or other Bahima
or the new Babito families, while those who tended them were clients
and virtually serfs of the owners. Asfar asland was concerned, the
peasant who farmed it paid a heavy tax in crops to the clan heads and
ruling authorities, to allow the latter to live without resort to agricultural
work.

It is necessary to recall that in the process of independent evolution on
all continents, the increase in productive capacity was accompanied by
Increasing inequality at all stages except socialism. To say that the inter-
lacustrine zone continued devel oping uninterruptedly up to the eve of
colonialism is to highlight the expanded productive capacity of the
states and at the same time to recognise frankly that it was the result of
Increased exploitation not only of natural resources but also of the
labour of the majority. The latter were disenfranchised and oppressed to
get them to tail in the interests of afew who lived in palaces.
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The inter-lacustrine kingdoms fell mainly in what is now Uganda,
Rwanda and Burundi. Only in the north-east of Tanzaniaare there
representatives of the inter-lacustrine complex of states. North-east
Tanzania was the most devel oped portion of the country in the pre-
colonial epoch, because the rest of mainland Tanzania comprised
numerous small kingdoms that had not decisively left behind the
communal stage. But north-east Tanzania was also the corner of the
country in which problems arose when a new ideology of egalitarianism
was being preached after the end of the colonial era, because there was
already aregime of inequality in the distribution of land and produce
and in the rights granted to individuals. In fact, in any meaningful
political sense, the area was feudal.

There is some disagreement as to the origins of the important inter-
lacustrine state of Buganda. Some traditions give it the same Luo origin
as Bunyoro, while others tend to hold that it was a Bachwezi survival.
Its social structure certainly paralleled that of Babito Bunyoro closely.
Unlike in Ankole, in Buganda the Bahima did not have the reins of
political power. They were only associated with the cattle-owning
ruling class, very often in the junior capacity of herdsmen. In any event,
Buganda s history was one of gradual expansion and consolidation at
the expense of Bunyoro and other neighbours. By the 18th century, it
had become the dominant power in the whole region.

The Buganda state had a sound agricultural base, with bananas as a
staple and with cattle products being available. Their craftsmen
manufactured bark-cloth for export, and local production of iron and
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pots was supplemented by imports from neighbouring African
communities. Their lack of salt was a big stimulus to the extending of
their trade network to obtain the necessary supplies,; and, as was true of
the Western Sudan, such an extension of the network of commerce was
in effect integrating the productive resources of alarge area. Carl

Peters, the advance agent of German colonialism in East Africa
remarked that ‘in estimating the political and commercial affairs of East
Africatoo little stressis laid on thisinternal trade among the tribes. The
barter trade of Buganda defies all direct calculation.” In Buganda' s case,
the absence of slave trading must have been important in expanding
internal production and trade, and therefore providing a sound base for
the political superstructure.

The kings of Buganda set up a small permanent armed force, which
served as a bodyguard; and the rest of the national army was raised
when necessary. The political administration was centralised under the
Kabaka, and district rulers were appointed by the Kabaka and his
council, rather than |eft to be provided by the clans on a hereditary
family basis. Great ingenuity went into devising plans for administering
this large kingdom through a network of local officials. Perhaps the best
tributes to the political sophistication of Buganda came from the
British, when they found Buganda and other East African feudalitiesin
the 19th century. They were the best tributes because they were
reluctantly extracted from white racists and culturally arrogant
colonialists, who did not want to admit that Africans were capable of
anything.
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Actually, Europeans were so impressed with what they saw in the inter-
lacustrine zone that they invented the thesis that those political states
could not possibly have been the work of Africans and must have been
built at an earlier date by white ‘Hamites from Ethiopia. This myth
seemed to get some support from the fact that the Bachwezi were said
to have been light-skinned. However, in the first place, had the
Bachwezi come from Ethiopia they would have been black or brown
Africans. And secondly, as noted earlier, the cultures of East Africa
were syntheses of local developments, plus African contributions from
outside the specific localities. They were certainly not foreign imports.

Assuming that the Bachwezi or Bahimawere from Ethiopia, then they
lost their language and became Bantus-peaking like their subjects. The
same thing happened to the Babito dynasty of Luo extraction, indicating
that they had been absorbed by the local culture. Furthermore, the
Babito and the Bahima/Bahinda also forged close connections from the
16th to the 19th centuries. In effect, out of different ethnic groups,
castes and classes, a number of ‘nationalities’ were emerging. The
‘nationality’ group is held to be that social formation which
Immediately precedes the nation state, and the definition appliesto the
peoples of Buganda, Bunyoro, Ankole, Karagwe and Toro, aswell asto
those in Rwanda and Burundi.

(d) Rwanda

The western most portion of the inter-lacustrine zone comprised the
kingdoms of Rwanda and Burundi. The two countries which today bear
those names are centred around the old kingdoms. The experiences of
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Rwandawill be instanced here.

Like the old Bunyoro-Kitara kingdom and like its north-eastern
neighbour state in Ankole, Rwanda was split into two major socia
groups. Though the great majority of the population were cultivators
known as the Bahutu, political power was in the hands of Batutsi
pastoralists, comprising about 10% of the population. An even smaller
minority were the Batwa (about 1 %), who were at avery low level of
pre-agricultural social organisation.

The relative physiques of the three social segments in Rwanda offers an
Interesting commentary on the development of human beings as a
species. The Batuts are one of the tallest human groups in the world,;
the Bahutu are short and stocky; and the Batwa are pygmies. The
differences can be explained largely in terms of social occupation and
diet. The Batwa were not living in settled agricultural communities :
Instead, they wandered around in small bands, hunting and digging
roots, thereby failing to assure themselves of plentiful or rich food. At
the other extreme, the Batuts pastoralists were subsisting on a
constantly accessible and rich diet of milk and meat. The Bahutu were
more socially advanced than the Batwa; they ate more and more
regularly than the latter because Bahutu agriculture meant that they did
not live entirely on the whims of nature, following scarce game like the
Batwa. However, the quality of their food fell short of the protein-rich
Batuts diet. Thus, the development of man, the physical being isalso
linked in abroad sense to the expansion of productive capacity and the
distribution of food.
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In any event, it was their political and military achievements rather than
their height which distinguished the Batutsi from a historical viewpoint.
Their contribution to the kingdom of Rwanda goes back to the 14th
century, to a period contemporaneous with the Bachwezi. There were
indeed striking parallels and actual links between Rwanda and Ankole
and between Karagwe and Burundi. But unlike Bunyoro-Kitara,
Rwanda in the 14th and 15th centuries, was far from being asingle
political entity. There were several small chiefdoms, and it was the
expansion of a central Rwanda Tuts clan which gradually created a
small compact state in the 17th century. Later still, that central Rwanda
state extended its frontiers; and it was still doing so when the
colonialists arrived. For instance, rulersin Mpororo (Ankole) were
already paying tribute to Rwanda, which was growing at Ankole's
expense.

At the head of the Rwanda kingdom was the Mwami. Like so many
other African rulers, his powers were sanctioned by religious beliefs
and his person surrounded by religious ritual. Feudal kingsin Europe
often tried to get their subjects to believe that royal authority emanated
from God and that the king therefore ruled by ‘divine right’. Subjects of
African kings like those of the Mwami of Rwanda often accepted
something quite close to that proposition. Of course, in addition, the
authority of the king had to be based on real power, and the Mwami of
Rwanda did not overlook that fact.

Rujugirawas a famous Mwami of the 18th century, and the last of the
Independent line was Rwaabugiri (known also as Kigeri V), who died
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in 1895. Gahindiro is another whose praises were sung by the court
musicians and historians. Each of them was associated with one or more
contributions to refining and el aborating the power structure of the
state, which meant that they each embodied certain historical, class and
national forces.

The Mwami Rujugirain the 18th century took the step of placing his
frontier zones under the exclusive authority of amilitary commander,
and stationing strong contingents of soldiers -there. The move was
significant because in any young and growing state the most uncertain
areas are those on the frontiers, known as the ‘ marcher provinces in
European feudal terminology. Rujugirawas in effect placing the
marcher provinces under military law, and he also put permanent
military camps at strategic places.

Early in the 19th century, Mwami Gahindiro overhauled the civil
administration. In each province, there was created both aland-chief
and a cattle chief-one being responsible for farm rents and the other for
cattle dues. Besides, there were smaller district authorities or *hill
chiefs within al the provinces, all members of the Batutsi aristocracy.
Whether by accident or design, it turned out that administrators
responsible for different areas and different matters were jeal ous of
each other, and that kept them from uniting to conspire against the
Mwami. The ‘hill chiefs’ were for along time hereditary within given
Batsuts clans or lineages; but under Rwaabugiri they became
appointive-another move which strengthened central government.
Meanwhile, the civil servants and councillors (collectively known as

http://www.marxists.org/subject/africa/rodney-walter/how-europe/ch04.htm (55 of 88) [8/22/05 11:06:23 AM]



How Europe Underdevel oped Africa. Walter Rodney 1973

Biru) were given grants of land which were free from the intervention
of the land- and cattle-chiefs, thereby cementing the loyalty of the Biru
to the throne.

The system of social relations which emerged in Rwanda were more
completely hierarchical and feudal than in most other parts of Africa
Hierarchy and socio-legal interdependence of classes and individuals
were features found in the army, the civil administration and in the
socia fabric itself. The key to everything el se was the control over
cattle, through an institution known as ubuhake. This meant that the
poor (in cattle) and those of low status (by birth) could approach anyone
with more cattle and more respected status, and offer his physical
labour servicesin return for cattle and protection. The cattle were never
given as outright property, but only the usufruct was handed over to a
client. Therefore, the client could have the use of the cattle for so long
as he reciprocated by handing over milk and meat to his overlord, and
for so long as he remained loyal. Of course, the peasant on the land also
had to perform labour services and provide tribute in the form of food.

The Batuts aristocracy fulfilled their function of offering ‘ protection’
partly by making representations at the Mwami’ s court or by defending
their dependentsin legal cases. Above al, however, the protection came
through specialisation in the military art. Ever since the 15th century,
there was compulsory military service for certain Batutsi lineages. Sons
of the Batuts aristocracy became royal pages, receiving all their
educational training within amilitary context. Each new Mwami made
afresh recruitment to add to existing forces. Some Bahutu were
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associated with particular regiments to provide supplies, and the Batwa
were also incorporated as specialist archers (with poisoned arrows).

Of course, the ‘protection’ which the Batutsi gave the Bahutu was a
myth, in the sense that what they were guarding was their exploitation
of the Bahutu. They defended them from external enemies, so that the
population became dense and plentiful. They conserved the Bahutu, so
that the latter could exercise their highly devel oped agronomical
knowledge to produce surplus. Furthermore, the top stratum of Batutsi
were the cattle owners, and they left their cattle to the lesser Batuts to
tend, thereby exploiting the labour and profound empirical knowledge
which the common cattle herders possessed. Asin Europe and Asia,
such was the socioeconomic base which supported a life of leisure and
intrigue among the Batutsi aristocracy.

There was little inter-marriage between Batutsi and Bahutu, and hence
they are regarded as castes. The Batwa, too, can be similarly
categorised; but since the castes were hierarchically placed one over the
other, it was also a situation of class, and there was upward and
downward mobility from one class to another to a certain extent. At the
same time, Batutsi, Bahutu and Batwa together evolved as the Rwanda
nation, having common interests to defend against even the Batuts,
Bahutu and Batwa who comprised the kingdom of Burundi. The people
of Rwanda were not unique in developing a state and a sense of national
consciousness, while at the same time experiencing the rise of more
sharply differentiated classes and castes in society. The important thing
Is that they were free to develop relatively unaffected by alien
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influence, and certainly free from direct ravages of slave trading.
(e) Ama-Zulu

The same freedom from slave trading was operational in South Africa,
for West African exports of capotes began in Angola and East African
exports came from Mozambigue and zones further north. The area
south of the Limpopo was one that had some of the ssmpler socid
formationsin Africa up to the 15th century. The eastern side was
sparsely peopled up to alate date by the Khoi Khoi herdsmen, who
were slowly edged out by Bantu speakers. When European ships
touched on the Natal coast in the 16th century, it was still aregion of
widely-scattered homesteads; but in the years to come the population
became denser and important politico-military development took place.

Anyone with a nodding acquaintance with the African past would have
heard the name of Shaka, the Zulu leader who most embodied the social
and political changes which took place in the eastern portion of South
Africa. One biographer (a European) had this to say of Shaka:

‘Napoleon, Julius Caesar, Hannibal. Charlemagne.. . . such men asthese
have arisen periodically throughout the history of the world to blaze atrail
of glory that has raised them high above the common level. Such a man
was Shaka, perhaps the greatest of them all.’

The above praise-song appeared on the back-cover of the biography in
guestion; and, since capitalist publishers treat books just like boxes of
soap-powder, one has admittedly to be suspicious of any advertisement
designed to sell the book. Nevertheless, all commentators on Shaka
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(both African and European) frequently compare him favourably with
the ‘Great Men’ of European history. It is therefore appropriate to
examine Ama-Zulu society up to the 19th century with aview to
understanding the role of the leader in relationship to the devel opment
of society asawhole.

Shaka was born about the year 1787, and the impressive achievements
attributed to him in his 40-year life span can only be briefly enumerated
here. By 1816, he was head of a small Ama-Ngoni clan, the Ama-Zulu.
Within afew years, he had re-organised it militarily — both in terms of
weapons and the tactics and strategy of war — so that the Ama-Zulu
clan became afeared fighting force. Through warfare and political
manoeuvring , he united and commanded the Ama-Ngoni who had
previously been divided into dozens of independent or semi-
Independent clans. At one point, it seemed as though Shaka was about
to unite under one rule the whole of the region that is now Natal,
Lesotho and Swaziland. That task was not accomplished when he met
his death in 1828, nor were his successors able to maintain Shaka's
sway. But the territory belonging to the Ama-Zulu nation in the late
19th century was 100 times greater than the 100 sg. miles of the original
patrimony of the Ama-Zulu clan asinherited by Shakain 1816. It wasa
diminished and less powerful AmaZulu that was still capable in 1876 of
inflicting upon the British one of the most crushing defeatsin their
history of overseas adventuring — at the battle of |sandlwana.

Shaka grew up at atime when the questions of unity and of effective
armies were being posed serioudly for the first time among the Ama-
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Ngoni. Previoudly, the clans (which generally coincided with
chiefdoms) displayed atendency to segment or break into smaller and
smaller units. Asthe eldest son of a clan head grew to adulthood, he
went off to settle his own kraal; and a new junior clan was born, for his
father’ s clan remained senior and its headship passed to the eldest son
of the ‘great wife'. That pattern of segmentation was possible so long as
population density was low and land was plentiful for farming and-
grazing. Under those circumstances, there was little competition for
resources or political power; and wars were hardly any more dangerous
than agame of football in Latin America. Usually a clan had traditional
rivalry with another given clan. They knew each other well, and their
champions fought in a spirit of festivity. One or two might have been
Killed, but then everyone went home until the rematch.

Early in the 19th century, the casual tempo of Ama-Zulu life and
politics had changed considerably. A greater population meant |less and
less room for junior membersto ‘hive off’ on their own. It meant less
grazing land for cattle, and disputes over cattle and land. Asthe Ama-
Zulu began to fight more frequently, so they began to feel the necessity
to fight more effectively. At the same time, senior clan heads began to
recognise the need for apolitical structure to ensure unity, the
maximisation of resources and the minimisation of internecine conflict.

Shaka addressed himself to both the military and political problems of
Zululand, which he saw as two sides of the same coin. He thought that
the centralising political nucleus should achieve military superiority and
demonstrate it to other sectors. That would generally lead to peaceful
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acceptance of the greater political state, or else the dissidents would be
thoroughly crushed.

The eraof conflict and warfare in Zululand in the early 19th century
brought troops face to face much more often, but the pattern of military
encounter still remained that of the long-distance hurling of light
Umkhonto or spears. For close fighting, a weapon grasped in the hands
IS much more damaging-as feudal armies discovered in Europe and
Asia, and therefore resorted to sword and pike. Shaka, while serving as
ayoung soldier, came up with the solution of devising a heavy short
assegal, which was used purely for stabbing rather than throwing. In
addition, he discarded the |loose sandals so as to achieve more speed in
closing with the enemy and more dexterity at close quarters. Through
experience, Shaka and his fellow youth then discovered the specific
techniques of using their shields and assegais to best effect.

Of course, warfare comprises not just the encounter of individual
soldiers, but (more importantly) a pattern of tactics and strategy in
relationship to the opposing forces taken as awhole. This aspect of war
also attracted Shaka' s attention, and his outstanding innovation camein
the form of izimpi (regiments) deployed so asto allow for areserve
behind the fighting vanguard and for two wings or ‘horns’ capable of
encircling the enemy’ s flanks. Finally (and most importantly), an army
has to be trained, disciplined and organised so that it is a meaningful
unit in peace and in war. Shaka created new regiments to include men
up to 40 years of age. He kept hisizimpi on constant exercises and
‘fatigues’, so that the individual soldier wasfit and proficient, while the
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army as a whole synchronised in accordance with the wishes of its
commanders.

The Zulu army was more than afighting force. It was an educational
Institution for the young, and an instrument for building loyalties that
cut across clans and could be considered as national. Promotion came
through merit, and not through clan or regional origin. The enforced use
of the Zulu branch of the family of Ngoni languages also worked in the
direction of national consciousness. Over an area of 12,000 sg. miles,
citizens came to call themselves ‘Ama-Zulu’, and to relegate their clan
names to second place. Over amuch larger area still, Zulu influence
was profoundly felt. Policies such as curbing the excesses of witchcraft
diviners (izanusi) and the fact that Zululand became free of internal
struggles led to an influx of population from outside its boundaries— a
positive contribution to the resources of the Zulu state.

European travellers who have left written accounts of Zululand in
Shaka’ s time were impressed by the cleanliness (as they werein Benin
In the 15th century) and they were equally struck by the social order,
absence of theft, sense of security, etc. (just like the Arabs who
travelled in the Western Sudan during its period of imperial greatness).
In actual fact, both the cleanliness and the security of life and property
were part of Zulu life from long before, and under Shaka what was
Impressive was the scale on which these things extended, owing to the
protective umbrella of the state. The people being impressed were
Europeans,; and European evidence is the best evidence in that it can
scarcely be said to have been pro-African propaganda. One white
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visitor who saw a march-past of fifteen of Shaka' s regiments, wrote
that:

‘it was amost exciting scene, surprising to us, who could not have
imagined that a nation termed “savages’ could be so disciplined and kept
in order.’

A great deal more could be added concerning Ama-Zulu political
Institutions and its army. But what is relevant here is to understand why
a Shakawas possible in Africain the 19th century, before the coming of
colonial rule.

Had Shaka been a slave to some cotton planter in Mississippi or some
sugar planter in Jamaica, he might have had an ear or a hand chopped
off for being a ‘recalcitrant nigger’, or at best he might have
distinguished himself in leading a lave revolt. For the only great men
among the unfree and the oppressed are those who struggle to destroy
the oppressor. On a slave plantation, Shakawould not have built aZulu
army and a Zulu state — that much is certain. Nor could any African
build anything during the colonial period, however much a genius he
may have been. Asit was, Shaka was a herdsman and awarrior. Asa
youth, he tended cattle on the open plains — free to develop his own
potential and apply it to his environment.

Shaka was able to invest his talents and creative energiesin a
worthwhile endeavour of construction. He was not concerned with
fighting for or against slave traders; he was not concerned with the
problem of how to re-sell goods made in Sweden and France. He was
concerned with how to develop the Zulu arca within the limits imposed
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by his peoplée’' s resources.

It must be recognised that things such as military techniques were
responses to real needs, that the work of the individual originatesin and
Is backed by the action of society as awhole, and that whatever was
achieved by any one leader must have been bounded by historical
circumstances and the level of development, which determine the extent
to which an individual can first discover, then augment and then display
his potential.

To substantiate the above points, it can be noted that Shaka was
challenged to create the heavy stabbing assegai, when he realised that
the throwing spear broke when used as a stabbing weapon. More
important still, what Shaka came up with depended upon the collective
effort of the Ama-Zulu. Shaka could ask that a better assegai be forged,
because the Ama-Ngoni had been working iron for along time, and
specialist blacksmiths had arisen within certain clans. It was atribute to
the organisational and agricultural capacity of the society as awhole
that it could feed and maintain a standing army of 30,000 men, re-equip
them with iron weapons, and issue each soldier with the full-length
Zulu shield made from cattle hide.

Because the scientific basis and experimental pre-conditions were
lacking in Zulu society, Shaka could not have devised a firearm — no
matter how much genius he possessed. But, he could get his people to
forge better weapons, as we explained above; and he found them
receptive to better selective breeding practices when he set up specid
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royal herds, because the people already had a vast fund of empirical
knowledge about cattle and alove of the cattle herding profession.

In the politico-military sphere, Shaka was following in the footsteps of
his original protector, Dingizwayo, and to some extent in the footsteps
of Zwide, who was arival to both Dingizwayo and Shaka. Dingizwayo
opened up trade with the Portuguese at Delagoa Bay in 1797 (mainly in
Ivory), and he stimulated arts and crafts. His most distinguished
Innovation was in the army, when he instituted a system of recruiting
regiments according to age grades. Previously, each locality tended to
dominate within a given regiment; and, in any event, people were
accustomed to fighting side by side with members of their own kraal,
locality and clan. However, when all men in a given age-grade were
brought into the same regiment, this emphasised a greater national
feeling and also increased Dingizwayo’ s power vis-a-visthe smaller
clan heads.

Dingizwayo was head of the important Ama-Mthethwa clan, and he
succeeded in establishing his paramountcy in what |ater became the
southern portion of Zululand. In the north, Zwide of the Ama-
Ndwandwe was also engaging in political consolidation. Shaka served
in one of the junior age-grade regiments of Dingizwayo, and remained
faithful to the latter’ s centralising power, until Dingizwayo met his
death at the hands of Zwide in 1818. Thereafter, Shaka took up many of
the military and political techniques of Dingizwayo and greatly
Improved them. That is development: It isa matter of building upon
what isinherited and advancing slowly, provided that no one comesto
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‘civilise’ you.
Conclusion

Theregions of Y orubaland, Dahomey, the inter-lacustrine kingdoms
and Zululand, which have so far been discussed, are examples of
leading forces in the political development which was taking place in
Africaright up to the eve of colonisation. They were not the only
leading forces, and even where the states were territorially much
smaller, there were observable advances in political organisation.

Areas of Africathat were most advanced by the 15th century generally
maintained their standards, with few exceptions such as Kongo. In
North Africa and Ethiopia, for example, feudal structures remained
Intact, though there was a noticeable lack of continued growth. In the
Western Sudan, the Hausa states were heirs to the political and
commercial tradition of the great empires after the fall of Songhai in the
17th century; and early in the 19th century there arose the Islamic
Caliphate of Sokoto with its centre in Hausaland. The Sokoto empire
was one of the largest political units ever established on the African
continent, and it suffered from many internal schisms through lack of
adequate mechanisms for integrating so vast aterritory. Experiments to
deal with the problem of unity were continued in the Western Sudan,
with Islam as the hoped-for unifying factor. An Islamic theocratic state
was established across the Niger bend by Ahmadu Ahmadu in the
middle of the 19th century, while another was created by Al Ha) Omar
on the upper Niger. Most outstanding of all was the Mandinga state
carved out under the leadership of Samori Toure by the 1880s. Samori

http://www.marxists.org/subject/africa/rodney-walter/how-europe/ch04.htm (66 of 88) [8/22/05 11:06:23 AM]



How Europe Underdevel oped Africa. Walter Rodney 1973

Toure was not a scholar like the renowned Uthman dan Fodio and Al
Ha Omar, who before him had been creators of 1slamic states; but
Samori Toure was a military genius and a political innovator, who went
further than the others in setting up a political administration where a
sense of loyalty could prevail over and above clans, localities and ethnic
groups.

Zimbabwe, too, progressed, with only slight interference from
Europeans. Locally, the centre of power shifted from Mutapato
Changamire; and eventually in the 19th century, Nguni groups (fleeing
from the power of the Zulu) overran Zimbabwe. So long as the Nguni
were warrior bands on the march, they obviously proved destructive;
but by the middle of the 19th century the Nguni had already spread their
own building technigues to Mozambique and to what is now Southern
Rhodesia, and had joined with the local population to establish new and
larger kingdoms — infused with a sense of nationality, as was the case
in Zululand.

Meanwhile, across vast areas of Central Africa, striking political change
was also taking place. Up to the 15th century, the level of socid
organisation was low in the area between Kongo and Zimbabwe.
Precisely in that area, there arose the group of states known as the L uba-
Lunda complex. Their political structures rather than their territorial
size made them , significant; and their achievements were registered in
the face of constantly encroaching slaving activities.

On the large island of Madagascar, the several small states of an earlier
epoch had by the late 18th century given way to the powerful feudal
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Merina kingdom. More often than not, Madagascar isignored in general
assessments of the African continent, although (both in the physical and
cultural sense) Africaiswrit large on the Malagasy people. They, too,
suffered from loss of population through slave exports; but the Merina
kingdom did better than most aving states, because more intensive
cultivation of high-yielding swamp rice and the breeding of cattle offset
the loss of labour. This situation should serve as a reminder that
development accompanied by slave trading must not be superficially
and illogically attributed to the export of the population and the
dislocation attendant upon slave raiding. The bases of the political
development of the Merina kingdom and of all others (whether or not
engaged in slaving) lay in their own environment — in the materia
resources, human resources, technology and social relations. So long as
any African society could at least maintain its inherited advantages
springing from many centuries of evolutionary change, then for so long
could the superstructure continue to expand and give further
opportunities to whole groups of people, to classes and to individuals.

At the beginning of this section, attention was drawn to the necessity
for reconciling a recognition of African development up to 1885 with
an awareness of the losses simultaneously incurred by the continent in
that epoch, due to the nature of the contact with capitalist Europe. That
Issue must also be explicitly alluded to at this point. It isclearly
ridiculous to assert that contacts with Europe built or benefitted Africa
In the pre-colonial period. Nor does it represent reality to suggest (as
President Leopold Senghor once did) that the slave trade swept Africa
like a bush fire, leaving nothing standing. The truth is that a developing
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Africawent into slave trading and European commercial relations as
Into a gale-force wind, which shipwrecked afew societies, set many
others off course, and generally slowed down the rate of advance.
However (pursuing the metaphor further) it must be noted that African
captains were still making decisions before 1885, though aready forces
were at work which caused European capitaliststo insist on, and
succeed in taking over, command.

4.4 The Coming of Imperialism and Colonialism

In the centuries before colonia rule, Europe increased its economic
capacity by leaps and bounds, while Africa appeared to have been
amost static. Africain the late 19th century could still be described as
part communal and part feudal, although Western Europe had moved
completely from feudalism to capitalism. To €ucidate the main thesis
of this study, it is necessary to follow not only the development of
Europe and the underdevel opment of Africa, but also to understand how
those two combined in asingle system — that of capitalist imperialism.

The European economy was producing far more goods by making use
of their own resources and labour, as well as the resources and labour of
the rest of the world. There were many qualitative changesin the
European economy, which accompanied and made possible the increase
in the quantity of goods. For example, machines and factories rather
than and provided the main source of wealth; and labour had long since
ceased to be organised on arestricted family basis. The peasantry had
been brutally destroyed and the labour of men, women and children was
ruthlessly exploited. Those were the great social evils of the capitalist
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system, which must not be forgotten; but, on the issue of comparative
economics, the relevant fact is that what was a dlight difference when
the Portuguese sailed to West Africain 1444 was a huge gap by the
time that European robber statesmen sat down in Berlin 440 years later
to decide who should steal which parts of Africa. It was that gap which
provided both the necessity and the opportunity for Europe to move into
the imperialist epoch, and to colonise and further underdevel op Africa

The growing technological and economic gap between Western Europe
and Africawas part of the trend within capitalism to concentrate or
polarise wealth and poverty at two opposite extremes.

Inside of Western Europe itself, some nations grew rich at the expense
of others. Britain, France and Germany were the most prosperous
nations. Poverty prevailed in Ireland, Portugal, Spain and Southern
Italy. Inside of the British, French and German economies, the
polarisation of wealth was between the capitalists on the one hand and
the workers and afew peasants on the other. The big capitalists got
bigger and the little ones were eliminated. In many important fields,
such asiron and steel manufacture, textiles and particularly banking, it
was noticeable that two or three firms monopolised most of the
business. The banks were also in acommanding position within the
economy as awhole, providing capital to the big monopoly industrial
firms.

European monopoly firms operated by constantly fighting gain control
over raw materials, markets and means of communications. They also
fought to be the first to invest in new profitable undertakings related to
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their line of business — whether it be inside or outside their countries.
Indeed, after the scope for expansion became limited inside of their
national economies, their main attention was turned to those countries
whose economies were less devel oped and who would therefore offer
little or no opposition to the penetration of foreign capitalism. That
penetration of foreign capitalism on aworld-wide scale from the late
19th century onwards is what we call ‘imperialism’.

Imperialism meant capitalist expansion. It meant that European (and
North American and Japanese) capitalists were forced by the internal
logic of their competitive system to seek abroad in less devel oped
countries opportunities to control raw material supplies, to find markets,
and to find profitable fields of investment. The centuries of trade with
Africa contributed greatly to that state of affairs where European
capitalists were faced with the necessity to expand in a big way outside
of their national economies.

There were certain areas of Africain which European investment was
meant to get immediate super-profits. The mines of South Africa, the
loans to North African governments, and the building of the Suez Canal
were in that category. The Suez Canal also ensured the greater
profitability of European investment in and trade with India. However,
Africa s greatest value to Europe at the beginning of the imperialist era
was as a source of raw materials such as palm products, groundnuts,
cotton and rubber. The need for those materials arose out of Europe’'s
expanded economic capacity, its new and larger machines and its
Increasing wage-earning population in towns. All of those things had

http://www.marxists.org/subject/africa/rodney-walter/how-europe/ch04.htm (71 of 88) [8/22/05 11:06:23 AM]



How Europe Underdevel oped Africa. Walter Rodney 1973

developed over the previous four centuries, and again it needsto be
repeated that one of the important factors in that process was the
unequal trade with Africa

Imperialism is essentially an economic phenomena, and it does not
necessarily lead to direct political control or colonisation. However,
Africawas the victim of colonisation. In the period of the notorious
Scramble for Africa’, Europeans made a grab for whatever they thought
gpelt profitsin Africa, and they even consciously acquired many areas
not for immediate exploitation but with an eye to the future. Each
European nation that had these short-term and long-term economic
interests ran up its own flag in different parts of Africaand established
colonial rule. The gap that had arisen during the period of pre-colonial
trade gave Europe the power to impose political domination on Africa.

Pre-colonial trade in dlaves, ivory, gold, etc., was conducted from the
coasts of Africa. On the coasts, European ships could dominate the
scene, and if necessary forts could be built. Before the 19th century,
Europe was incapable of penetrating the African continent, because the
balance of force c their disposal was inadequate. But the same
technological changes which created the need to penetrate Africaaso
created the power to conquer Africa. The firearms of the imperialist
epoch marked a qualitative leap forward. Breech-loading rifles and
machine guns were afar cry from the smooth-bored muzzle |oaders and
flintlocks of the previous era. European imperialists in Africa boasted
that what counted was the fact that they had the Maxim machine gun
and Africans did not.
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Curioudly, Europeans often derived the moral justification for
Imperialism and colonialism from features of the international trade as
conducted up to the eve of colonia rulein Africa. The British were the
chief spokesmen for the view that the desire to colonise was largely
based on their good intentions in wanting to put a stop to the slave
trade. True enough, the British in the 19th century were as opposed to
dave trading as they were once in favour of it. Many changesinside
Britain had transformed the 17th century necessity for slavesinto the
19th century necessity to clear the remnants of slaving from Africaso
as to organise the local exploitation of land and labour. Therefore,
slaving was rejected in so far as it had become afetter on further
capitalist development; and it was particularly true of East Africa,
where Arab slaving persisted until late in the 19th century. The British
took special self-righteous delight in putting an end to Arab slave
trading, and in deposing rulers on the grounds that they were slave
traders. However, in those very years, the British were crushing
political leadersin Nigeria, like Jaja and Nanawho had by then ceased
the export of slaves, and were concentrating instead on products like
palm oil and rubber. Similarly, the Germansin East Africa made a
pretence of being most opposed to rulers like Bushiri who were
engaged in slave trading, but the Germans were equally hostile to
African rulers with little interest in slaving. The common factor
underlying the overthrow of African rulersin West, Central, North and
South Africawas that they stood in the way of Europe’simperial needs.
It was the only factor that mattered, with anti-slaving sentiments being
at best superfluous and at worst calculated hypocrisy.
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King Leopold of Belgium also used the anti-slavery excuse to introduce
into Congo forced labour and modern slavery. Besides, all Europeans
had derived ideas of racial and cultural superiority between the 15th and
19th centuries, while engaged in genocide and the enslavement of non-
white peoples. Even Portugal, an impoverished and backward European
nation in the imperialist era, could still presume that it had a destiny to
civilise the nativesin Africal

Thereisacurious interpretation of the Scramble and African partition
which virtually amounts to saying that colonialism came about because
of Africa’s needs rather than those of Europe. Africa, they say, required
European colonisation if it were to advance beyond the stage it had
reached the late 19th century. Clearly, they do not appreciate that such a
line of reasoning was suggesting that Africawould develop if it were
given bigger doses of the European concoction that had already started
Its underdevel opment — that it would develop if it lost the last
remnants of its freedom of choice, which had clearly been serioudly
undermined by the pre-colonial trade — that it would develop if its
economy became more integrated with Europe’ s on terms that were
entirely dictated by Europe. Those implications and their fallacies
would be plain to anyone who tries to understand the devel opment
process before making pronouncements on any particular epoch of
human development in Africa.

Throughout the 14th century, African rulers were displaying great
initiative in pursuit of the broadest forms of cultural contact with
Europe. In the case of West Africa, that meant seeking substitutes for
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trade in slaves. Dahomey, one of the most embroiled in slave trading,
was among those states that used many of the last years of its
independence to find a healthy basis for cultural exchange with
Europeans.

In 1850, the reigning Dahomean king, Ghezo, proclaimed an edict
whereby all-young oil-palms were to be freed from parasites
surrounding them, and severe penalties were to be imposed for cutting
palm trees. Ghezo who ruled from 1818 to 1857 was areformer, and he
made sincere efforts to meet criticisms of his policies by groups such as
missionaries and anti-slavery campaigners; but it soon became clear
that Europeans were not bent on seeing Dahomey re-emerge as a strong
state, but were rather creating excuses and the subjective conditions to
justify their proposed colonisation of the people of Dahomey. Under
those circumstances, the last Dahomean monarch, Glele, fell back on
his capital at Abomey, and pursued the policies which he considered
most consistent with the dignity and independence of Dahomey. Glele
raided Abeokuta, which contained converts who were aready ‘British
protected persons’; he told the French to get the hell out of Porto Novo;
and he generally resisted until defeated militarily by the French in 1889.

African groups who had little or nothing to do with slave exports also
intensified their efforts to integrate into awider world in the 19th
century. Gungunhana, the Nguni ruler of Gazain Mozambique, asked
for a Swiss missionary doctor and maintained him at his court for
several years until the Portuguese conquered his kingdom in 1895.
After the Portuguese imposed colonial rule, it was along time before
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Africans saw another doctor!

It is particularly instructive to turn to the example of Egypt under
Muhammad Ali, who ruled from 1805 to 1849. Capitalist Europe had
left feudal North Africa behind over the course of the 17th and 18th
centuries. Muhammad Ali was aware of that, and consciously aimed at
catching up with Europe. He instituted a series of reforms, the most
important of which were of an economic nature. Egypt grew and
manufactured its own cotton, and it made glass, paper, and other
industrial goods. Egypt was not to be used as a dumping ground for
European goods which would undermine local industry, so that
protective tariff walls were set up around Egypt’s ‘infant industries'.
That did not mean that Egypt became isolated from the rest of the
world. On the contrary, Muhammad Ali borrowed experts from Europe,
and he increased Egypt’ s foreign trade.

The ideals of Muhammad Ali could be related in the idiom of modern
social science as being the creation of aviable, self-propelling economy
to provide the basis for national independence. Such ideals were
diametrically opposed to the needs of European capitalism. British and
French industrialists wanted to see Egypt not as a textile manufacturer
but as a producer of raw cotton for export, and an importer

European manufactures. European financiers wanted Egypt to be a
source of investment, and in the second half of the 18th century they
turned the Sultan of Egypt into an international beggar, who mortgaged
the whole of Egypt to international monopoly financiers. Finaly,
European statesmen wanted Egyptian soil to serve as a base for
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exploiting Indiaand Arabia. Therefore, the Suez Canal was dug out of
Egyptian soil by Egyptians, but it was owned by Britain and France,
who then extended political domination over Egypt and Sudan.

Education is undeniably one of the facets of European life which had
grown most appreciably during the capitalist epoch. Through education
and extensive use of the written word, Europeans were in aposition to
pass on to the others the scientific principles of the material world
which they had discovered, as well as abody of varied philosophical
reflections on man and society. Africans were quick to appreciate
advantages deriving from aliterate education. In Madagascar, the
Merinakingdom did a great deal to sponsor reading and writing. They
used their own language and an Arabic script, and they welcomed the
aid of European missionaries. That conscious borrowing from all
relevant sources was only possible when they had the freedom to
choose. Colonisation, far from springing from Malagasy needs, actually
erected a barrier to the attainment of the ‘ modernisation’ initiated by the
Merinakingsin the 1860s and 1870s. A similar example can be found
in the history of Tunisia before the axe of Partition fell.

In many parts of the world, capitalism in itsimperialist form accepted
that some measure of political sovereignty should be left in the hands of
the local population. Thiswas so in Eastern Europe, in Latin America,
and to a more limited extent in China. However, European capitalists
came to the decision that Africa should be directly colonised. Thereis
evidence to suggest that such a course of action was

not entirely planned. Britain and France up to the 1850s and 1860s
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would have preferred to divide Africainto informal ‘ spheres of
influence’ . That means that there would have been a gentlemen’s
agreement that (say) Nigeriawould be exploited by the British
merchants while Senegal would be exploited by Frenchmen. At the
same time both Englishmen and Frenchmen would trade in a minor way
in each other’ sinformal empire. But, firstly, there was disagreement
over who should suck which pieces of Africa (especially since Germany
wanted to join the grabbing); and, secondly, the moment that one
European power declared an area of Africa as aProtectorate or a
colony, it put up tariffs against European traders of other nationalities,
and in turn forced their rivals to have colonies and discriminatory
tariffs. One thing led to another, and soon six European capitalist
nations were falling over each other to establish direct political rule
over particular sections of Africa. Make no mistake about it, gentlemen
like Karl Peters, Livingstone, Stanley, Harry Johnston, de Brazza,
General Gordon and their masters in Europe were literally scrambling
for Africa. They barely avoided amgor military conflagration.

In addition to the factors that caused the chain-reaction of the Scramble
as described above, Europeans were also racially motivated to seek
political domination over Africa. Thee 19th century was onein which
white racism was most violently and openly expressed in capitalist
societies, with the U.S.A. asafocal point, and with Britain taking the
|lead among the Western European capitalist nations. Britain accepted
granting dominion status to its old colonies of white settlersin Canada,
Australiaand New Zealand; but it withdrew self-government from the
West Indies when the white planters were ousted from the legidative
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assemblies by black (or brown) people. Asfar as Africais concerned,
Englisnmen violently opposed black self-government such as the Fante
Confederation on the Gold Coast in the 1860s. They also tried to erode
the authority of black Creolesin Sierra Leone. In 1874, when Fourah
Bay College sought and obtained affiliation with Durham University,
the Times newspaper declared that Durham should next affiliate with
the London Zoo! Pervasive and vicious racism was present in
Imperialism as a variant independent of the economic rationality that
initially gave birth to racism. It was economics that determined that
Europe should invest in Africaand control the continent’s raw materials
and labour. It was racism which confirmed the decision that the form of
control should be direct colonial rule.

Africans everywhere fought against alien political rule, and had to be
subdued by superior force. But a sizeable minority did insist that their
trade connections with Europe should remain unbroken, for that was a
measure of the extent to which they were already dependent on Europe.
The most dramatic illustration of that dependence was the
determination with which some Africans fought the end of the
European dave trade.

For most European capitalist states, the ensdavement of Africans had
served its purpose by the middle of the 19th century; but for those
Africans who dealt in captives the abrupt termination of the trade at any
given point was a crisis of the greatest magnitude. In many areas, major
socia changes had taken place to bring the particular regions effectively
Into the service of the European slave trade — one of the most
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significant being the rise of ‘domestic davery’ and various forms of
class and caste subjugation. African rulers and traders who found their
socia existence threatened by the earliest legal edicts such as the 1807
British Act against the trade in slaves found ways of making contact
with Europeans who still wanted slaves.

In sub-Saharan Africa and especially in West Africa, the export of
slaves declined most rapidly where Europeans were prepared to buy
other commodities. As soon as inhabitants of any region found that they
had a product which Europeans were accepting in place of the former
slave trade, those inhabitants put tremendous effort into organising the
aternatives. namely, ivory, rubber, palm products, groundnuts, €tc.
Once more, those efforts demonstrated the determination of a small but
decisive proportion of Africans. It was a determination based on the
desire to obtain European trade goods, many of which had ceased to be
mere curiosities or luxuries, and were regarded instead as necessities.

Thefirst four centuries of Afro/European tradein avery real sense
represent the roots of African underdevelopment. Colonialism
flourished rapidly from a European viewpoint, because several of its
features were already rooted in Africain the preceding period. One of
the most decisive features of the colonial system was the presence of
Africans serving as economic, political and cultural agents of the
European colonialists. Those agents or ‘compradors were already
serving European interests in the pre-colonial period. The impact of
trade with Europe had reduced many African rulers to the status of
middlemen for European trade; it had raised ordinary Africans to that
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same middleman commercial role; and it had created a new trading
group of mixed blood-the children of European or Arab fathers. Those
types can all be referred to as ‘ compradors’, and they played akey role
In extending European activity from the coast into the hinterland, as
soon as Europeans thought of taking over political power. One
outstanding example of the above isthe way that the French colonialists
used Africans and mulattoes on the Senegal ese coast as agents for the
spread of French control for thousands of miles into areas now covered
by Senegal, Mali, Chad, Upper Voltaand Niger. Those particular blacks
and mulattoes were living in the trading ports of Gorée, Dakar, St.

L ouis and Rufisque; and they had had long-standing links with Atlantic
trade.

Africans conducting trade on behalf of Europeans were not merely
commercial agents, but also cultural agents, since inevitably they were
heavily influenced by European thought and values. The search for
European education began in Africa before the colonial period. Coastal
rulers and traders recognised the necessity to penetrate more deeply into
the way of life of the white man who came across the sea. The mulatto
sons of white traders and the sons of African rulers were the ones who
made the greatest effort to learn the white ways. This helped them to
conduct business more effectively. One Sierra Leone ruler in the 18th
century explained that he wished ‘to learn book to be rogue as good as
white man'; and there were many others who saw the practical
advantages of literacy. However, the educational process also meant
imbibing values which led to further African subjugation. One West
African educated in this early period wrote a Ph.D. thesisin Latin
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justifying slavery. That was not surprising.: The Rev. Thomas
Thompson was the first European educator on the ‘ Gold Coast’, and he
wrote in 1778 a pamphlet entitled, The African Trade for Negro Saves
Shown to be Consistent with the Principles of Humanity and the Laws
of Revealed Religion.

One of the most striking features of 19th century West * African history
IS the manner in which Africans returned from slavery under European
masters and helped in the establishment of colonial rule. Thiswas
especially true of Africanswho returned from the West Indies and
North Americato Sierra Leone or who were released from slave ships
and landed in SierraLeone. To alesser extent, it also applied to
Africans who were once in Brazil. Such individuals had assimilated
capitalist values, and like most European missionaries, promoted the
kinds of activity that went along with colonial rule. In arather different
context, it can be argued that the Arabs of Zanzibar and the East
African ere also transformed into agents of European colonialism. At
first, they resisted because European colonialism affected their own
expansionist ambitions on the East African but they soon came to an
arrangement which gave Europeans the ultimate powers. The
Europeans reduced the small Arab clique into political and economic
Instruments of imperialism.

European superiority over the Arabsin East and North : and in the
Middle East demonstrates conclusively modern imperialismis
Inseparable from capitalism, and the role of slavery in the context of
capitalism. The Arabs had acquired Africans as daves for centuries, but
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they were exploited in afeudal context. African slavesin Arab hands
became domestics, soldiers, and agricultural serfs. Whatever surplus
they produced was not for reinvestment and multiplication of capital, as
In the West Indian or North American slave systems but for’
consumption by the feudal elite. Indeed, slaves were often maintained
more for social prestige than for economic benefit.

The mgor exceptions to that rule were 19th century Zanzibar 