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The Challenge of State-Building
in Africa

The history of every continent is written clearly
in its geographical features, but of no continent
is this more true than of Africa.

Lord Hailey, An African Survey

THE FUNDAMENTAL PROBLEM facing state-builders in Africa—be they pre-
colonial kings, colonial governors, or presidents in the independent era—
has been to project authority over inhospitable territories that contain
relatively low densities of people. Sub-Saharan Africa, with roughly 18
percent of the world’s surface area, has always been sparsely settled. Af-
rica had only 6 to 11 percent of the world’s population in 1750, 5 to 7
percent in 1900, and only 11 percent in 1997." Relatively low population
densities in Africa have automatically meant that it always has been more
expensive for states to exert control over a given number of people com-
pared to Europe and other densely settled areas. As John Iliffe wrote, “In
the West African savannah, underpopulation was the chief obstacle to
state formation.”

In only a few places in Africa, including the Great Lakes region and the
Ethiopian highlands, are there ecologies that have supported relatively
high densities of people. Not surprisingly, these areas, with the longest
traditions of relatively centralized state structures, have been periodically
able to exercise direct control over their peripheries.* However, ecologi-
cal conditions throughout most of the continent do not allow high densi-
ties of people to be easily supported. More than 50 percent of Africa has

! Calculated from John D. Durand, “Historical Estimates of World Population: An Eval-
vation,” Population and Development Review 3 (September 1977): p. 259 and World Bank,
World Development Report 1998, p 191.

2 John lliffe, Africans: The History of a Continent (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1995), p. 70.

3 While hampered by very poor data, Robert Bates found that, in the African polities he
was able to code, “the higher the population density, the greater the level of political
centralization.” Sec his Essays on the Political Economy of Rural Africa (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1983), p. 35. See also Robert F. Stevenson, Population and Politi-
cal Systems in Tropical Africa (New York: Columbia University Press, 1968).
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inadequate rainfall; indeed, contrary to the popular imagination, only 8
percent of the continent has a tropical climate. Approximately one-third
of the world’s arid land is in Africa.*

In Africa, two other factors have aggravated the cost of extending
power in the face of low population densities. First, African countries
have quite varied environmental conditions. Ecological differences across
provinces of a country in West Africa, which can be coastal, forest, savan-
nah, or near-desert, are greater than in any European country.” Therefore,
the models of control an African state must develop for these highly
differentiated zones are more varied, and thus more costly, than what a
government in Europe or Asia must implement in order to rule over their
more homogenous rural areas. Second, it is expensive to project power
over distance in Africa because of the combination of a peculiar set of
geographical features. As Ralph Austen notes,

The geography of Africa also presents serious barriers to long-distance trans-
port. Water travel is limited by the small amount of indented shoreline relative
to the size of the interior surface of the continent, as well as the disrupted
navigability of most rivers, due to rapids and seasonal shallows. The wheel was
introduced into northern Africa for overland travel during ancient times but
then abandoned because the terrain and distances to be covered could not
feasibly be provided with the necessary roads.®

The daunting nature of Africa’s geography is one of the reasons the re-
gion was only colonized in the late 1800s despite its proximity to Eu-
rope. The Europeans found it easier to colonize Latin America hundreds
of years before despite the much greater distances involved.

Why the particular pattern of population density occurred, given Af-
rica’s geography, is not within my competence to explain.” Rather, this
book examines how successive sets of leaders in Africa responded to a
political geography they were forced to take as a given. This is not an
argument for the kind of geographical determinism that has captivated
scholars from Ibn Khalddn to Montesquieu to Jeffrey Sachs.® A variety of
paths were open to African leaders as they confronted their environ-

* W. Bediako Lamousé-Smith and Joseph School, Afyica Inseractive Maps, CD-ROM,
(Odenton, Md.: Africa Interactive Maps, 1998).

' W. Arthur Lewis, Politics in West Africa (London: George Allen and Unwin, 1965), p.
24.

¢ Ralph Austen, African Economic History (London: James Currey, 1987), p. 20.

7 For a provocative thesis, sec Jared Diamond, Guns, Germs and Steel: The Fate of Hu-
man Societies (New York: W. W. Norton, 1997), chapter 19.

* See Ibn Khaldtin, The Mugaddimab, trans. Franz Rosenthal (London: Routledge and
Kegan Paul, 1967), p. 63; Montesquieu, The Spirit of the Laws, vol. 1 (Cincinnati: Robert
Clarke, 1873), p. 255; and Jeffrey Sachs, “Nature, Nurture, and Growth,” The Economist,
14 June 1997, pp. 19-23.
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ments. However, the challenges posed by political geography, especially
low population densities, could not be ignored by any leader. Such an
approach offers a tremendous methodological advantage: by holding the
physical environment “constant,” I can focus on the precise political cal-
culations of different African leaders over time as they sought to design
their states.

In this book, I argue that leaders confront three sets of issues when
building their states: the cost of expanding the domestic power infra-
structure; the nature of national boundaries; and the design of state sys-
tems. Understanding the decisions made regarding each is critical, and
there are profound trade-offs inherent to different approaches. Africa’s
political geography helped structure the responses that leaders adopted to
each set of issues just as European decisions were influenced by the struc-
tural features of that region. The following two sections provide a com-
parison of Europe and Africa’s political geographies. I then develop the
analytic tools that are central to this study.

The European Experience of State Consolidation

The African experience of politics amid large supplies of land and low popu-
lation densities while confronting an inhospitable physical setting is in dra-
matic contrast to the European experience of state-building. In Europe,
through the fourteenth century, population densities were not high enough
to put immediate pressure on land and compel territorial competition. As
Mattingly notes, “In the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, the continental
space of Western Europe still impeded any degree of political organization
efficient enough to create a system of continuous diplomatic pressures.”
However, starting in the fifteenth century in Italy and later elsewhere,
population densities increased. As a result, European nations began to
compete for territory, a tendency that only makes sense if population
densities are relatively high and vacant land is limited or nonexistent, so
that the value of conquering land is higher than the price to be paid in
wealth and men. In turn, there was significant pressure to strengthen
states in order to fight wars. Charles Tilly notes that one of the central
reasons for the creation of relatively centralized state apparatuses in Eu-
rope was the “continuous aggressive competition for trade and territory
among changing states of unequal size, which made war a driving force
in European history.”'® Wars of territorial conquest, as chapter four notes
in much greater detail, have been central to the formation of particular

° Garrett Mattingly, Renaissance Diplomacy (London: Jonathan Cape, 1955), p. 60.
1 Charles Tilly, Coercion, Capital, and Eunropean Stares, A.D. 990-1992 (Cambridge,
MA: Blackwell, 1990), p. 54.
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types of states because they create, quite literally, a life and death impera-
tive to raise taxes, enlist men as soldiers, and develop the necessary infra-
structure to fight and win battles against rapacious neighbors.

Because European states were forged with iron and blood, it was criti-
cal for the capital to physically control its hinterland. Tilly notes, “as
rulers bargained directly with their subject populations for massive taxes,
military service, and cooperation in state programs, most states took fur-
ther steps of profound importance: a movement toward direct rule that
reduced the role of local or regional patrons and places representatives of
the national state in every community, and expansion of popular consul-
tation in the form of elections, plebiscites, and legislatures.”" In particu-
lar, the constant threat of war and the need to protect valued territory
meant that the physiology of the state forced leaders to place particular
¢mphasis on control of remote areas that could be lost in battle. Again,
Tilly notes: “Europeans followed a standard war-provoking logic: every-
one who controlled substantial coercive means tried to maintain a secure
area within which he could enjoy the returns from coercion, plus a forti-
fied buffer zone, possibly run at a loss, to protect the secure area.”
These border defenses protected the state from its external competitors
and, simultaneously, completed the job of internal consolidation. Thus,
frontier fortifications have been, according to Frederick the Great, the
“mighty nails which hold a ruler’s provinces together.”" Lord Salisbury—
a critical participant in the scramble for Africa, and the eponym for the
capital of Southern Rhodesia—even said, in exasperation, that if his mili-
tary advisers had their way, they would garrison the moon to prevent an
attack from Mars."*

Successful European state development was therefore characterized by
profound links between the cities—the core political areas—and the sur-
rounding territories. Indeed, the growth of states was closely correlated
with the development of significant urban areas. As Tilly has argued,
“The commercial and demographic impact of cities made a significant
difference to state formation. . . . The existence of intensive rural-urban
trade provided an opportunity for rulers to collect revenues through cus-
toms and excise taxes, while the relatively commercialized economy
made it casier for monarchs to bypass great landlords as they extended
royal power to towns and villages.”** Critically, for this study, he goes on

" Ibid., p. 63.
" Ibid., p. 70.

" Quoted in John H. Herz, “Rise and Demise of the Territorial State,” World Politics 9
1957): p. 477.

" Michael Howard, The Lessons of History (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1991), p.
'3.

* Tilly, Coercion, Capital, and European States, p. 49. Similarly, Michael Mann notes that
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to note, “Cities shape the destinies of states chiefly by serving as con-
tainers and distribution points for capital. By means of capital, urban
ruling classes extend their influence through the urban hinterland and
across far-flung trading networks.”* So profound have been the ties be-
tween the major cities and the countryside that the roster of great cities
that have dominated the western world (Venice, Antwerp, Genoa, Am-
sterdam, London, New York) stand as excellent proxies to the rise and
fall of national powers."”

Understanding African Politics

However, Europe’s demographic history is not shared by many other
parts of the world. It is quite remarkable that by 1975, Africa had only
reached the level of population density that occurred in Europe in 1500,
Nor is Africa’s population density unusual. Many other regions of the
world are also sparsely settled. As is clear from table 1.1, Latin America,
North Aftica, and the areas of the former Soviet Union have population
densities that are historically much closer to Africa than to Europe.

The ramifications of lower population densities can be seen in the very
different history of relations between capitals and their hinterlands. In
Africa, in contrast to Europe, the current states were created well before
many of the capital cities had reached maturity. Addis Ababa appears to
be the only example of rapid urban growth in a designated capital not
under the control of Europeans.* Elsewhere in the precolonial period,
even royal villages moved periodically as “soil become exhausted or
buildings deteriorated or as bad fortune indicated that the old site had
lost its virtue.”” Even most of the storied towns of West Africa were
quite small until after colonial rule began. For instance, in 1901, Lagos
had only eighteen thousand people and Accra about twenty-one thou-
sand, while as late as 1931 only ten thousand people lived in Abidjan. At
the turn of the century, only Ibadan, with two hundred thousand, had
what could be considered to be a large population. Similarly, in 1906, the

for Europe, “The state loomed rather larger in the urban sector.” The Somrces of S.on'ul
Power: A History of Power from the Beginning to A.D.1760, vol. 1 (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1986), p. 423.

** Tilly, Coercion, Capital, and European States, p. 51.

7 Ibid., p. 47. '

** Richard Pankhurst, “Menelik and the Foundation of Addis Ababa,” Journal of Afyican
History 2 (1961): p. 103. o

*® Elizabeth Colson, “African Society at the Time of the Scramble,” in Colonialism in
Africa, 1870-1960, ed. L. H. Gann and Peter Duignan, vol. 1 (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1969), p. 42.
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TABLE 1.1
Comparative Population Densities over Time (People/Sq. Km)

Region 1500 1750 1900 1975
Japan 46.4 78.3 118.2 294.8
South Asia 15.2 24.1 38.2 100.3
Europe 13.7 26.9 62.9 99.9
China 13.4 22.2 45.6 91.1
Latin America 2.2 0.8 3.7 16.3
North Africa 1.6 2.2 9.4 14.1
Sub-Saharan Africa 1.9 2.7 4.4 13.6

Former U.S.S.R. area 0.6 1.6 6.1 11.6

Sources: Calculated from John D. Durand, “Historical Estimates of World Population: An
Kvaluation,” Population and Development Review 3 (September 1977): p. 259; World
Bank, World Development Report 1992 (Washington, D.C.: 1992), p. 219; and Food and
Agriculture Organization, Production Yearbook 1993 (Rome: FAO, 19?4), pp. 3-14.

Table was calculated using the midpoint of the population estimates that Durand
presents.

two largest towns in East Africa were Dar es Salaam with twenty thou-
sand and Mombasa with thirty thousand people.? .

The Europeans, after formally colonizing Africa in thc' late.-mnetecnth
century, did create many urban areas. However, these cities dld. not serve
as the basis of state creation in the same manner as occurred in Europe
because the colonizers were not interested in duplicating the power infra-
structure which bound city to hinterland in their homelands. Rather, Fhe
cities were mainly designed to service the needs of the colonizers. Partic-
ularly telling are the location of the capitals the colonialists created. By
1900, twenty-eight of the forty-four colonial capitals were lo.cated on the
coast, demonstrating the low priority of extending power mlanfi com-
pared to the need for easy communication and transport links with Eu-
rope.” Rather systematically, Europeans created capitals that moved
power toward the ocean and away from the interior centers of power that
Africans had slowly created and that had managed to exert contro% over
parts of their surrounding territories. Thus, Lagos becamF the capital of
Nigeria rather than Ibadan, Ife, or Sokoto; Accra the caPltal of th.e Gold
Coast (Ghana) rather than Kumasi; and Bamako (with its good links to
the Senegalese coast), the capital of Mali instead of Timbuktu. Some
colonial capitals, including Lusaka, Nairobi, Salisbury (now Harare), and

* Walter Elkan and Roger van Zwanenberg, “How People Came to Live in Towns.,” in
Colonialism in Afvica, 1870~1960, cd. Peter Duignan and L. H. Gann, vol. 4, (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1975), p. 655. . ' o

* A. J. Christopher, “Urbanization and National Capitals in Africa,” in Urbanization in
Africa: A Handbook, ed. James D. Tarver (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1994), p. 411.
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Windhoek were created de novo outside of preexisting polities in order
to service the logistical and health needs of the white conquerors. Many
others, including Abidjan, Banjul, Dakar, and Kinshasa, were also newly
established by the colonialists but quickly acquired an African veneer be.-
cause they were not in settler colonies.? In extreme examples of how
African capital cities did not follow the European pattern of extending
power, Mauritania and Bechuanaland (now Botswana) were actually
ruled by capitals outside their nominal boundaries during the colonial
period (Saint-Louis and Mafeking, respectively).

Accordingly, once the capitals were created, they did not immediately
begin to effectively extend power throughout their extensive but sparsely
settled territories. Catherine Coquery-Vidrovitch finds that “as of the be-
ginning of the twentieth century, the colonial penetration had barely be-
gun.”* W. Arthur Lewis concluded that prior to World War II, “The
countryside had no continuous politics.”* Tellingly, it was only in the
limited number of settler colonies, almost entirely in southern Africa, that
the colonial state’s reach was extended in a comprehensive manner. In
Southern Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe), the presence of a relatively large
number of white settlers who saw themselves living permanently in Af-
rica, in contrast to most colonialists who were transients, propelled the
creation of a remarkably efficient and brutal state that protected the set-
tlers from market forces while dispossessing many Africans of their land
The fact that wars of liberation had to be fought in Africa’s settler colo-
nies (e.g., Zimbabwe, Angola, Mozambique, Namibia) was in good part
a reflection of the simple fact that unlike the rest of Africa, where the
transfer of power was astonishingly peaceful, those colonial states had the
motivation and the ability to fight for power.

During the terminal colonial period, politics become national in many
countries as nationalist movements emerged. However, neglect of the
rural areas by colonial governments over decades, combined with organi-
zational problems posed by a large peasant population atomistically dis-
persed across a vast hinterland that had few roads or telephones, deterred
most politicians from investing heavily in mobilizing the rural areas. As a
result, nationalist politics in the 1950s and 1960s were very much urban
affairs. As Aristide Zolberg concluded:

* See David Simon, Cities, Capital, and Development: African Cities in the World Econ-
omy (London: Belhaven Press, 1992), pp. 24-5.

* Catherine Coquery-Vidrovitch, Afyica: Endurance and Change South of the Sabara
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1988), p. 174.

* Lewis, Politics in West Africa, p. 14.

* See Jeffrey Herbst, State Politics in Zimbabwe (Berkeley: University of California Press,
1990), chapter 2.
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But it is difficult to believe, on the basis of the evidence available, that 1‘1‘ndcr
existing circumstances the capacity of these [nationalist] m?vements for “mo-
bilization” extended much beyond intermittent electioneering and‘ the coll.ec-
tion of more tangible support in the form of party dues from a tiny fraction
of the population. Although their ambition was often to exten.d tentaclf.:s
throughout society, they were creatures with a relatively large head in the capi-
tal and fairly rudimentary limbs.*

The nationalists received states that were appropriate' to the way they had
conducted their politics: primarily urban, wiFh fev.v links to the surround-
ing countryside where most of the populat.lon-h'ved. In turn, they ‘fur-
thered the urban bias of their states by marginalizing peasant populations
and by providing urban groups with privileged access to many of' the
resources allocated by the state. As Robert H. Bates d‘ocumc?nted, Afr1§an
politicians traditionally equated their political survival with appeasing
their urban populations via subsidies even if the much larger, and poorer,
rural populations had to be taxed.” ' o

After independence, many African countries mad.e s1gn1ﬁcant progress
in extending administrative structures over their territories. However, Af-
rican leaders still find physical control over substantial parts of the popu-
lation to be a difficult issue. For instance, Goran Hyden argues that be-
cause African peasants depend primarily on rain-fed .ag.na}lture rath.er
than on cooperative techniques of production, such as irrigation found in
more densely settled areas, and because smallholders are less mtegratgd
into the cash economy than elsewhere in the world, the peasantry in
Africa is “uncaptured.””® Hyden argues that be.cause “the s,tate dges n.ci
really enter into the solution of his [the African peasant’s] existenti
problems” there is “a definite limit . . . to how .far enfo-rce.ment of state
policies can go in the context of peasant production.”?” .Slml.larly, Michael
Bratton has argued that “The essence of the postcolonial history of sub-
Saharan Africa is therefore an unresolved political struggle: On one hand,
political elites wish to extend the authority of the state over scattered
populations, most of whom live in rural areas; on the. oth.er -hand,. peas-
ants remain determined to preserve a realm of authority within which to

 Aristide R. Zolberg, Creating Political Ovder: The Party-States of West Afvica (Chicago:
Rand McNally and Co., 1966), pp. 34-5. . o

¥ Robert H. Bates, Markets and States in Sub-Saharan Africa (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1981), p. 33.

® Goran Hyden, Beyond Ujaman in Tanzania: Undevdevelopment and an Uncaptured
Peasantry (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1980), pp. 9.—18. S.ec also Stephen G.
Bunker, Peasants against the State: The Politics of Market Control in Bugisu, Uganda, 1900-
1983 (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1987), p. 5.

» Hyden, Beyond Ujamaa in Tanzania, pp. 23—4.
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make decisions about their own lives.”® It is hardly surprising that in a
United Nations’ survey, African governments were more likely to express
unhappiness over their population distributions than governments in any
other regions of the world.*

Further, the long economic crisis that many African countries have expe-
rienced since the late 1970s has caused a profound erosion of many govern-
ments’ revenue bases and, consequently, their ability to project power.
Instead of African states gradually consolidating control over their territo-
rics as time progresses, even the most basic agents of the state—agri-
cultural extension workers, tax collectors, census takers—are no longer to
be found in many rural areas. The Economic Commission for Africa la-
mented that, because of the poor state of the road systems, “whole areas
are practically cut off from capital cities.”® This is an especially important
problem in Africa because about 69 percent of the population, on average
across the continent, still live in rural areas compared to 61 percent for all
low and middle income countries.® Some states are increasingly unable to
exercise physical control over their territories. William C. Thom, U. S.
Defense Intelligence Officer for Africa, has written that

Most African state armies are in decline, beset by a combination of shrinking
budgets, international pressures to downsize and demobilize, and the lack of
the freely accessible military assistance that characterized the cold war period.
With few exceptions, heavy weapons lie dormant, equipment is in disrepair, and
training is almost nonexistent. . . . the principal forces of order are in disorder
in many countries at a time when the legitimacy of central governments (and
indeed sometimes the state) is in doubt.*

For instance, a parliamentary report of Zimbabwe’s army—long thought
to be one of the more competent militarics on the continent—found
that the force had only 5 percent of its vehicles in working order,
monthly pilot training had been abandoned, and 70 percent of the troops

in one brigade had been off duty for a year or more, on forced leaves in
order to save money.*

* Michael Bratton, “Peasant-State Relations in Postcolonial Africa: Patterns of Engage-
ment and Disengagement,” in Szate Power and Social Forces: Domination and Transforma-
tion in the Third World, ed. Joel S. Migdal, Atul Kohli, and Vivienne Shue, (New York:
Cambridge University Press, 1994), p. 231.

" United Nations, Concise Report on the World Population Sirnation in 1993 (New York:
United Nations, 1994), p. 36.

* Economic Commission for Africa, Survey of Economic and Social Conditions in Africa,
1991-2, (Addis Ababa: Economic Commission for Africa, 1994), p. 117.

* World Bank, Worid Development Report 1998, p- 231.

* William G. Thom, “An Assessment of Prospects for Ending Domestic Military Conflict
i Sub-Saharan Africa,” CSIS Afvica Notes 177 (October 1995), p. 3

* “Zimbabwe: Report Cites UK Paper on ‘Ominous’ State of Defense Force,” Harare
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Even the wave of democratization that swept Africa in the 1990s has
not breached the center-periphery divide. The revolts since 1989 against
African authoritarianism were largely urban affairs, with little participa-
tion by any organized rural group.*® Not surprisingly, few if any of the
political parties that have come into existence since 1989 have strong
rural roots.” It still appears too difficult to organize the peasants qua
peasants, despite the fact that spatial location is an excellent determinant
of life chances in much of Africa.*

An appropriate capstone to the comparison between Africa—pre-
colonial, colonial, and independent—and Europe is their strikingly differ-
ent traditions involving the most dramatic action typically associated with
a state: warfare. Due to low population densities and the large amount of
open land in Africa, wars of territorial conquest, as chapters two, three,
and four will discuss at length, have seldom been a significant aspect of
the continent’s history. In precolonial Africa, the primary object of war-
fare, which was continual in many places, was to capture people and
treasure, not land which was available to all. In contrast to European
states that, at least at some points in their histories, needed to mobilize
tremendous resources from their own populations to fight wars and were
therefore forced to develop profound ties with their own hinterlands,
precolonial African leaders mainly exploited people outside their own
polity because the point of war was to take women, cattle, and slaves.”
Thus the slave trade, especially in the eighteenth century, should be seen

Zimbabwe Standard, 11 May 1998, cited in Foreign Broadcast Information Service, Dasly
Report: Sub-Saharan Afvica, 12 May 1998.

% Michael Bratton and Nicolas van de Walle, “Toward Governance in Africa: Popular
Demand and State Responses,” in Governance and Politics in Afvica, ed. Goran Hyden and
Michael Bratton (Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner, 1992), 1992, p. 31.

¥ Henry Bienen and Jeffrey Herbst, “Economic and Political Reform in Africa,” Compar-
ative Politics 29 (October 1996), p. 36.

* In Ghana, 80 percent of the poor and almost all of the poorest are in the rural arcas
outside of Accra. Similarly, in a survey of Cote d’Ivoire, researchers found that while 59
percent of all Tvorians live in the rural areas, 86 percent of the poorest 30 percent of the
population and 96 percent of the poorest 10 percent of the population live outside the
cities. See respectively E. Oti Boateng et al., A Poverty Profile for Ghana, 1987-1988, Social
Dimensions of Adjustment in sub-Saharan Africa Working Paper no. 5 (Washington, DC:
The World Bank, 1990), p. 14, and Paul Glewwe and Dennis de Tray, The Poor during
Adjustment: A Case Study of Cote d’Ivoire, Living Standards Measurement Survey Paper no.
47 (Washington, DC: The World Bank, 1988), p.13.

® The classic statement is by Catherine Coquery-Vidrovitch, “The Political Economy of
the African Peasantry and Modes of Production,” in The Political Economy of Contemporary
Af¥ica, ed. Peter C. W. Gutkind and Immanuel Wallerstein (Beverly Hills, CA: Sage Pub-
lications, 1976), p. 105. Compare to Charles Tilly “War Making and State Making as
Organized Crime,” in Bringing the State Back In, ed. Peter B. Evans, Dietrich
Rueschemeyer, and Theda Skocpol, (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1985), 183.
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as part of the process by which African states grew: by capturing people
rather than by gaining control over territory.*

In the colonial and independence periods, Europeans and Africans
h.avc gone to claborate lengths to prevent wars of conquest from occur-
ring in Africa, a series of efforts that were strikingly successful compared
to the war-torn history of Europe and other regions throughout the
twentieth century. The consequential role that war played in European
state development was not replicated in Africa, or in Latin America for
that matter.* In particular, African states have never had the security im-
}?crativc to physically control the hinterlands in the face of competition
from hostile neighbors. Since the external imperative for capitals to con-
solidate authority was largely absent, African leaders have had to devise
an entirely different set of strategies to exert control over their territories.

The Extension of Power in Africa

How those who sought to create African states responded to the contin-
'ual problem of extending authority over distance, given a particular polit-
ical geography, is the focus of this book. This question goes to the very
essence of politics because, as Weber and others have repeatedly noted

the signal characteristic of a state is its monopoly on the legitimate use o%
physical force in the territory it is said to control.? It is also an issue that
has been analyzed almost entirely by focusing on Europe.” Scholars have
concentrated on the European experience when trying to understand
state development despite the fact that Europe contains only a small per-
centage of the states formed throughout history. In part, this myopia is
duc to the fact that the rise of European states is well documented. Of
vourse, concentrating on Europe, the taproot of the nation-state, appears
logical because today all states worldwide do have the form of the nation-

’ “ Iam.cs L: Newman, The Peopling of Afvica: A Geggraphic Interpretation (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 1995), pp. 129-130.
. * See the paper of my colleague Miguel Angel Centeno, “Blood and Debt: War and
axation in Nineteenth Century Latin America,” American Journal of Sociology 102
1997): pp. 1565-1605. s / Sviolgy (May
* Max Weber, “Politics as a Vocation,” reprinted in From Max Weber: Essays in Soci-
alq;; ¢d. H. H. Gerth and C. Wright Mills (New York: Oxford University Press, 1958)
P 76. ’
! R‘cprescntativ.c.books include Tilly, Coercion, Capital, and European States, Brian M.
Ihan}mg, The Military Revolution and Political Change: Origins of Democracy and Autoc-
racy in Early Moder?'; Europe (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1992) Mann, Sowurces
n{ Social .Power, Barr.mgton Moore, Social Origins of Dictatorship and Democracy: Lovd and
Peasant in the Making of the Modern World (Boston: Beacon Press, 1966); and Hendrick

:pmyt, The Sovercign State and its Competitors (Princeton: Princeton University Press
994, ’




22 CHAPTER ONE

state as theorized and executed by the Europeans. Indeed, the analysis of
the creation of many third world states is, by necessity, intertwined with
accounts of European imperialism and colonialization.* There was also a
long-term western project of delegitimating nonwestern sovereignty that
was critical to the colonial project and that, inevitably, seeped into the
academic literature.*

However, the European experience does not provide a template for
state-making in other regions of the world. As S. E. Finer has noted in
his monumental work on the history of government, “the development
of states in Europe is—in a world-historical perspective—highly idio-
syncratic.”* Many other regions of the world share the African experi-
ence of having significant outlying territories that are difficult for the
state to control because of relatively low population densities and difficult
physical geographies. For instance, Gledhill notes that in Mexico, “The
hills are associated with wildness, violence, and political freedom, the
plains with docility, pacification, and susceptibility to repression, a con-
trast which contains an element of truth.”” Similarly, the idea of the
anarchic northern frontier that presented the opportunity to escape from
the state is an integral part of old Russian political mythology.** In South-
cast Asia, the divide between center and periphery is also often pro-
nounced: “In many senses, the capital was the state, and its power radi-
ated from center to the periphery.”® Of course, there is also a long
historical tradition of examining the American frontier and the political

consequences of open spaces.”
Similarly, the study of international relations, which has much to say

# [ am grateful to Deborah Yashar for this point.
 David Strang, “Contested Sovereignty: The Social Construction of Colonial Imperial-
ism,” in State Sovereignty as Social Construct, ed. Thomas J. Biersteker and Cynthia Weber

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), p. 34.
4 §. E. Finer, The History of Government from Earliest Times, vol 1. (Oxford: Oxford

University Press, 1997), p. 5.

+ john Gledhill, “Legacies of Empire: Political Centralization and Class Formation in the
Hispanic-American World,” in State and Society: The Emergence and Development of Social
Hierarchy and Political Centralization, ed. John Gledhill, Barbara Bender, and Mogens
Trolle Larsen (London: Unwin Hyman, 1988), p. 317.

# David Z. Scheffel, ““There is Always Somewhere to Go . . . Russian Old Believers and
the State,” in Outwiiting the State, ed. Peter Sakinik (New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction
Publishers, 1989), p. 115.

+ Emphasis in the original. Donald G. McCloud, Southeast Asia: Tradition and Modern»

ity in the Contemporary World (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1995), p. 71.
% See, for instance, Frederick Jackson Turner, The Frontier in American History (New

York: Henry Holt, 1920}, and Howard Lamar and Leonard Thompson, ed., The Frontier 8
thern Africa Compared (New Haven: Yale University I'resty

History: North America and Sou
1981). Of course, both these books examine how colonialists or whites have dealt with ¢

frontier, rather than the perspectives of the indigenous populations.
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about the nature of state development, has had an almost exclusive fi
on Europe despite the presence of state systems elsewhere in the Woallci
l!mt have had radically different operating assumptions. The focu g
Europe has been continually bemoaned in the intcrnatio;lal relatio . l(') .
crature .although little has been done to correct the problem that alll o5t
the entire study of international relations is really an extended scr'mos;
case studies of Europe. As Gilpin notes, “There is a need for a corries .
tive .study of international systems that concentrates on systemi hpara_
i different types of international systems.”*! Y e
. However, to understand the extension of power in Africa, the tradi
l?(mal tools of political science that stress leadership dccisio,ns in t? -
tional structures, and systemic considerations can continue to bc’us Sd t;l-
the analysis that follows, I suggest that state consolidation in Africca can
be understood by examining three basic dynamics: the assessment of iﬁn
COStS Qf expansion by individual leaders; the nature of buffer mccha(x)li )
esablished by the state; and the nature of the regional state system Osnrrl1 ,
by understanding all three levels is a complete analysis of ch con;ol'd d
tion of power in Africa possible. I disregard the boundaries bctvs: "
vomparative politics and international relations because a more holi:'t(:iirc1

Ml.llySIS 1S IlCCCSS&I‘y to undCIStaIld tllc OIIS()llda p >
C tion Of OwWer 1n luflca
or ()l’llCI arcas fOI‘ that matter.

Costs

Al leaders face costs when trying to expand their writ of authority. Gi
the fack of a security imperative, which forced European statc-blfiyl'dcrm:n
placc' assets at the frontier at a loss, African statemakers were able witshFO
¢entain constraints and given historical circumstances, to makc:, m IE
more nuanced calculations about the costs and bcncﬁt,s of broadcas;'lc
power. Of course, the extension of authority always costs somcth'ng
given the need to deploy soldiers and administrators. The exact natu mgf
the costs leaders face depends, in part, on how far power is bein bri)cg
wt: ifa state is making an incremental step beyond its central bgasc t;a;
n hc. ac?ucvcd using existing capabilities, costs will be lower than if
suthority is Pcing projected to an area far beyond the base, as this rcl-
Quires mobilization of an entirely new set of resources. Of cou,rsc consol
Mation of rule is also a function of how the state system defines t;rritor(i)ai
suntrol. Consolidation may only be the investment in enough securi
fiacts to secure an area physically, while other states may have to maktz
@tensive investments in such areas as roads, telecommunications, and
b

* Robert Gilpin, War and C ; " .
Pew, 1981), p?43, nd Change in World Politics (Cambridge: Cambridge University
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local government in order to integrate a peripheral area into the overall
cconomy. Thus, African leaders seeking to extend their power face a vari-
cty of costs: some inescapable in the short-term associated with conquest;
some that are contingent on the scale of the changes being brought
about; and some that can be postponed to the long-term that are largely
associated with the consolidation of authority.®

The implications of understanding, from the perspective of the state-
maker, the extension of authority as a series of different types of costs
that have to be met are significant. For instance, the cost calculations of
African leaders were radically different than those made by Europeans: in
Africa, conquest and consolidation must be understood as different pro-
cesses, with different cost structures, because wars were primarily not
over territory and the end of wars did not leave the organizational and
infrastructure residual that was typical in Europe. As a result, as chapter
five discusses at length, the desired characteristics of a state in Africa are
different from those traditionally valued in Europe.

Boundaries

I'he second major dynamic the book examines is the politics of bound-
ries. Understanding boundary politics—broadly defined as attempts by
states to mediate pressures from the international system through the use
of buffer mechanisms to maximize their authority over territory—is obvi-
ously an important component of analyzing the extension of authority.
states can and do lower the costs of controlling a territory by developing
1 set of boundary institutions that insulate them from possible economic
nd political threats while enhancing the capabilities of the center. As
Nilliam J. Foltz has noted, “Who studies systems studies boundaries”
ecause effective boundaries “increase the collective power of those
vithin them by providing the potental for organization and preventing
he diffusion of effort and energy.”s

The particular institutions that mediate the pressures from the interna-
lonal system become of special concern to weak rulers who do not have
lear control over their territory; therefore, examining them may be espe-
ially informative in understanding the politics of African state develop-
1ent. In many ways the most consequential buffer mechanism is the

* Here I am borrowing from W. Arthur Lewis’s excellent discussion of fixed costs in his
werhead Costs: Some Essays in Economic Analysis (New York: Augusts M. Kelley, 1970),
9.

* William J. Foltz, “Modernization and Nation-Building: The Social Mobilization Model
cconsidered,” in From National Development to Global Community, ed. Richard L. Mer-
‘t and Bruce M. Russett (London: George Allen and Unwin, 1981), p. 39.
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territorial boundary that mediates political pressures, including threats of
intervention, from rivals. The traditional view of African boundaries is
that they are a critical weakness of African states because they have re-
mained unchanged despite the fact that the original colonial demarca-
tions were done in a hurried manner that often did not account for local
political, sociological, economic, or ethnic factors. As Jackson and
Rosberg argue, “The boundaries of many countries, particularly but by
no means exclusively in French-speaking Africa, were arbitrarily drawn by
the colonial powers and were not encouraging frameworks of unified,
legitimate, and capable states.”s* Similarly, Davidson regrets that those
who recognized that “the colonial partition had inserted the continent
into a framework of purely artificial and often positively harmful fron-
tiers” did not come to the fore at independence.*s Or as Bentsi-Enchill
argues, “the nineteenth century partition of Africa by the European colo-
nial powers was not made with any attention to the boundaries of these
traditional polities . . . the newly independent African states, are, in gen-
cral, territorially composite and have inherent problems of domestic
boundary demarcation and maintenance between the traditional polities
and jurisdictions of which they are composed.”s

In fact, the system of territorial boundaries, as this book demonstrates
in detail, has been critical to the particular patterns of African state con-
solidation and has been scen as a tremendous asset by African leaders,
both in the colonial and independence periods. Far from being a hin-
drance to state consolidation, African boundaries have been perhaps the
critical foundation upon which leaders have built their states. In addition,
the territorial boundaries help shape other buffer institutions that also
insulate polities from international pressures. These other buffer institu-
tions vary considerably but include currency exchange mechanisms (which
define the means of conversion between domestic and international units
of money) and citizenship rules (which determine the difference between
citizens and foreigners). Chapters seven and eight demonstrate that these
boundary systems have also had significant effects on African state
consolidation.

Understanding the precise manner in which pressures from the inter-
national system are mediated by state structures offers a way to move

* Robert H. Jackson and Carl G. Rosberg, “The Marginality of African States,” in Afi-
can Independence: The First Twenty-Five Years, ed. Gwendolen M. Carrer and Patrick
O’Meara (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1985), p. 46.

* Basil Davidson, The Black Man’s Burden. Afvica and the Curse of the Nation-State
(New York: Times Books, 1992), p. 163.

* Kwamena Bentsi-Enchill, “The Traditional Legal Systems of Africa,” in Property and
Trust, vol. 6, International Encyclopedia of Comparative Law, (Tibingen: J. C. B. Mohr,
1976), pp. 2-138.
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beyond grand theorizing to developing concrete propositions that an-
alyze the relationship between the international and domestic systems.
There is today something of a scholarly consensus that the international
system is important to understanding politics in African countries, but
that even third world states have a degree of autonomy, which necessi-
tates examining purely political factors and avoiding the economic deter-
minism that characterizes dependency theory. Accordingly, the next logi-
cal step is to better specify how international pressures are mediated by
state institutions to affect domestic politics. Such a specification will be
especially useful at the end of the millenium because international
forces—be they international financial institutions such as the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund (IMF) or the even more impersonal forces of inter-
national capital markets—are perceived as having an increasingly pro-
found effect on the domestic decisions of leaders in Africa and elsewhere
in the developing world.”” The analysis that follows demonstrates that
much of this conventional wisdom is incorrect.

State Systems

Finally, the study will concentrate on the state system that successive
African leaders constructed in order to further their own efforts at state
consolidation. One of the reasons that Tilly’s analysis is so successful for
Europe is that he develops a convincing picture of the international con-
text of state development by focusing on the continual threat of war that
all nations faced. There is a similar need to understand the international
context African states face, although it is radically different from Europe.
It is particularly important to recognize that the international system was
not simply a given for even the weak leaders who successively ruled Afri-
can states. Repeatedly, this study will report that rulers in Africa created a
particular type of state system in order to help them confront the peculiar
difficulties they were having in exercising their authority across the terri-
tories they were said to control. Cooperation, rather than continual con-
flict, has characterized Africa during the last century of state-making, a
vision that directly challenges traditional realist assumptions about the
anarchical nature of international society and the importance of the threat
of force.

An appreciation of the importance of being able to manipulate the
state system immediately allows for an understanding of why simple cost
models of state expansion are wrong. For example, Richard D. Auster

 Barbara Stallings, “International Influence on Economic Policy: Debt, Stabilization,
and Structural Reform,” in The Politics of Economic Adjustment ed. Stephan Haggard and
Robert R. Kaufman (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1992), p. 43.
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and Morris Silver develop a model of state development where the state
expands until average costs are rising, an adaption of venerable cost
models in economics.®® However, this model ignores the fact that by
changing the nature of the international system, states can profoundly
alter the costs of gaining and consolidating control over land. Since inter-
national society determines what state control actually means, to not in-
vestigate the nature of the state system is to fail to grasp the fundamental
dynamics of state consolidation. Of course, pure economic models of
state expansion cannot incorporate such overarching design considera-
tions because they are based on the assumption that states are system-
takers, just as firms are assumed to be price-takers, and therefore unable
to affect the economic system within which they operate.®

That African states, perhaps best known in the literature as colonial
creations and among the weakest in the world, were still strong enough
to affect the state systems they operated within is critical to note because
scholars have too often taken the international system as simply the back-
ground to the drama of domestic state development. One of the unfortu-
nate implications of the division between comparative politics and inter-
national relations is that while scholars in the latter discipline have been
quick to point out the effect of international forces on domestic politics,
the impact of state development on international relations has sometimes
not been fully appreciated. In examining how leaders affect the design of
the state system, this book thus examines what Robert Gilpin has called
the most fundamental type of change in the international system:
“change in the nature of the actors or diverse entities that compose an
international system.”*

Costs, Boundavries, and State Systems

Maximum analytic leverage is gained when the interplay between the
cost of state expansion, boundary mechanisms, and the state system can
be understood. For instance, the cost of territorial expansion can be ma-
nipulated by states by changing the international understanding of what
it means to control territory. Similarly, particular types of buffer mecha-
nisms increase or reduce the cost of territorial expansion. Likewise, the
nature of the international system affects what kind of buffer mechanisms

** Richard D. Auster and Morris Silver, The State as a Firm: Economsc Forces in Political
Development (Boston: Martinus Nijhoff, 1979), p. 30. See also Gilpin, War and Change in
World Politics, p. 106.

% See, for instance, Robert O. Keohane, After Hegemony: Cooperation and Discord in the
World Political Economy (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1984), p. 27.

* Gilpin, War and Change in World Politics, p. 39.
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Figure 1.1. Possible Paths to State Consolidation

states can establish. Chapters two, three, and four explain the overall
development of African states in the precolonial, colonial, and postinde-
pendence periods using this model. Chapters five and six then examine
internal design questions to illustrate in greater detail the ramifications of
the cost calculations that leaders have made. Chapters seven and eight
explain the impact of different types of boundaries on state consolidation.
Finally, chapter nine explains the overarching trajectory of African states
and develops alternatives to the status quo that might allow states to
broadcast power in a more effective manner.

Continuities in African Politics

By examining the different answers that leaders over centuries have given
to the dilemmas of state consolidation, I am also offering an approach to
confront the fundamental problem of studying African politics. The ma-
jor difficulty scholars have is that almost all would agree with Patrick
Chabal that the colonial interlude was relatively brief and that it is neces-
sary to study lines of continuity between precolonial politics and the
modern era.® At the same time, attempting to place colonialism within
the context of the continuities of African history has been stressed by

* Patrick Chabal, Political Domination in Afvica: Reflections on the Limits of Power
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), p. 3.
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historians who note colonial rule’s artificiality, Africans’ role in modifying
it through protest, and the long history of intergroup conflict in Africa
that predates the Europeans.” However, most scholars would also agree
with Crawford Young that the imposition of colonial rule changed

cverything:

The colonial state in Africa lasted in most instances less than a century—a mere
moment in historical time. Yet it totally reordered political space, social hier-
archies and cleavages, and modes of economic production. Its territorial grid—
whose final contours congealed only in the dynamics of decolonization—deter-
mined the state units that gained sovereignty and came to form the present
system of African polities.®

Similarly, Naomi Chazan and her colleagues justify beginning their study
of modern African politics with the creation of the colonial state by stat-
ing simply: “The basis of the postcolonial state in Africa is the colonial
state.”®* Or, as the manifesto of the Belgian-Congolese elite claimed in
1956, “In the history of the Congo, the last eighty years have been more
important than the millenniums which have preceded them.”*

Faced with the intuition that African politics must have deep continu-
ities but aware of the profound disjuncture in form and practice caused
by colonialism, scholars have generally been unsuccessful in developing a
view of African politics that takes the precolonial period seriously while
still acknowledging the traumas created by white rule. Thus, most text-
books on African politics begin their substantive discussions with the co-
lonial state while only making the briefest of acknowledgments regarding
the possibility of continuities with the precolonial era.®

However, the continued failure to fully understand the course of Afri-
can politics is unacceptable. As is argued in the following chapters, there
are broad continuities in African politics that become apparent when the
approach of successive leaders to the same political geography is exam-

% See, for instance, J. F. A. Ajayi, “Colonialism: An Episode in African History,” in Colo-
nialism in Africa, 1870-1960, ed. L. H. Gann and Peter Duignan vol. 1 (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1969), p. 508.

* Crawford Young, The African Colonial State in Comparative Perspective (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 1994), pp. 9-10.

* Naomi Chazan et al., Politics and Society in Contemporary Africa (Boulder, CO: Lynne
Rienner, 1988), p. 40.

¢ “Manifesto of the Belgian-Congolese Elite, 1956,” reprinted in The Political Awaken-
ing of Afica, ed. Rupert Emerson and Martin Kilson (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall,
1965), p. 99.

“ See, for instance, Chazan et al. Politics and Society in Contemporary Africa; William
Tordoft, Government and Politics in Africa, 2nd ed. (London: Macmillian Press, 1993);
Richard Hodder-Williams, An Introduction to the Politics of Tropical Africa (London:
George Allen and Unwin, 1984).
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to suggest that developments in the Italian peninsula beginning around
1100 A.D. structure modern Italian politics.s” Thus, one of the operating
assumptions of this study is that Pliny the Elder was wrong: there is often

nothing new out of Africa.
As some African states break down and the facade of sovereignty that

replicated today. Basil Davidson is correct in arguing that “the pre-
colonial past is not recoverable.”” Nor should it be. However, it does

tion-state as theorized, designed, and imposed by the Europeans is to be
developed. Certainly, such investigations are already beginning. For in-
stance, Ali Mazrui looks to the African past in proposing models of duyal
sovereignty that would include both civilians and representatives of the
security forces in a new type of parliament.”

Conclusion

“ Robert D, Putnam, Making Democracy Work: Civic Traditions in Modern Italy (Prince-
ton: Princeton University Press, 1993), p. 121. For another argument that state structures
are highly path dependent, that s, they reflect events that occurred hundreds of years ago,
se¢ Thomas Ertman, Birty of the Leviathan: Building States and Regimes in Medieval and
Early Modern Europe (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), pp. 317-8.

* Christopher Clapham, Afica in the International System: The Politics of State Survival
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), p. 30.

® Davidson, Black Man’s Burden, p. 315.

" Ali A. Mazrui, “The African State as a Political Refugee,” in Afyican Conflict Resolu-
tion: The U.S. Role in Peacemaking, ed. David R. Smock and Chester A. Crocker (Washing-
ton, DC: United States Institute of Peace Press, 1995), p- 18.
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ment that leaders had to confront and the institutions they created in
hght of their own political calculations, the entire trajectory of state cre-

world, the viability of African states depends on leaders successfully meet-
g the challenges posed by their particular environment,



Two
Power and Space in Precolonial Africa

The limit of one’s strength, that was the
boundary.
A Yardaji villager quoted in
William E. S. Miles, Hausaland Divided.:
Colonialism and Independence
in Nigeria and Niger

PRECOLONIAL RULERS in Africa struggled over the centuries to extend
their power. While few were as direct as Emperor Haile Salaisse, who
named his son Asfa-Wasen (Ambharic for “expand the frontiers”),' the
desire to expand control over people (in particular) was as much a con-
stant in precolonial Africa as it was elsewhere in the world. It is thus
hardly surprising that “among the Yoruba kingdoms, and most West Afri-
can states, campaigns were so frequent as to be a normal, though sea-
sonal activity.”> However, precolonial Africa was a world where the ex-
tension and consolidation of power meant something very different from
the broadcasting of authority in Europe or in postcolonial regions of the
developing world.

This chapter explores the theory and practice of broadcasting power in
precolonial Africa. It focuses on the nonterritorial nature of power and
how African rulers in the time before the Europeans conceived of their
boundaries. While the political organizations in precolonial Africa do not
resemble today’s states, I argue that the different ways of broadcasting of
power in precolonial Africa are eminently understandable. Thus, while
the state system was radically different from the modern set of interna-
tional norms and practices, there was a system of relations across polities
that could be understood. The final section returns to the model devel-
oped in chapter one so that precolonial practices can be placed in com-
parative perspective.

! Christopher Clapham, “Boundary and Territory in the Hom of Africa,” in Af¥ican
Boundaries: Barriers, Conduits and Opportunities, ed. Paul Nugent and A. T. Asiwaju (Lon-
don: Pinter, 1996), p. 239.

2 Robert Smith, Kingdoms of the Yoruba, 3rd ed. (London: James Currey, 1988), p. 99.
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Conceptions of Power

Precolonial political practices do not figure in almost any analysis of Afri-
can politics because the operations of states before the Europeans are
seen as too exotic to be relevant. The critical problem for most current
scholars is that power in precolonial polities was not, in the first instance,
based on control of land. Unfortunately, the very basis of the modern
understandings of states and state systems are tied to the control of terri-
tory. As Samuel E. Finer noted, “Tell a man today to go and build a state;
and he will try to establish a definite and defensible territorial boundary
and compel those who live inside it to obey him.” The focus on control
of land as the basis of state authority is not surprising in Europe where,
due to population densities, land was in short supply. Indeed, an assump-
tion that land was scarce, and therefore control of territory was an impor-
tant indication of power, underlies much of Weber’s own analysis.* Sim-
ilarly, control of territory is the basis of international understandings of
state authority since states in Europe fought about land. Thus, Gilpin
argues, “The control and division of territory constitute the basic mecha-
nism governing the distribution of scarce resources among the states in
an international system.””

Forced to anchor their analyses in the control of territory, many schol-
ars make the mistake of suggesting that precolonial Africa had neither
states nor state systems. For instance, Robert H. Jackson argues, “Africa
was a continental archipelago of loosely defined political systems: a world
of societies rather than states and far more recognizable to anthropology
than to international relations.”® However, students of anthropology and
history have not attempted to aggregate knowledge of institutions on a
comparative basis. Instead, their focus has been on specific issues within
particular societies. As a result, a comparative project cannot be dis-
cerned. Goody’s 1971 remark that, “progress in the comparative study of
centralized institutions in Africa has not been great”™” still applies decades
later.

? Samuel E. Finer, “State-Building, State Boundaries, and Border Control,” Social Science
Information 13 (August—October, 1974): p. 79.

¢ See, for instance, Max Weber, “Structures of Power,” in From Max Weber: Essays in
Sociolagy, ed. H. H. Gerth and C. Wright Mills (England: Routledge, 1991), p. 165.

* Gilpin, War and Change in World Politics, p. 37.

‘ Robert H. Jackson, Quasi-states: Sovereignty, International Relations, and the Third
World (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), p. 67. For a similar view scc E. J.
Hobsbawm, The Age of Empire, 1875-1914 (London: Weidenfield and Nicolson, 1987),
p. 23.

" Jack Goody, Technology, Tradition, and the State in Africa (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1971), pp. 16-7.
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Assuming that states and systems of states did not exist in Africa sim.plny
because the European model was not followed demonstrates, at the mini-
mum, a lack of imagination and, more importantly, a rather. narrow con-
ception of how power can be organized. To equate states with firm terti-
torial control is to misread even much of Europe’s own history. Precolonial
Africa was, in many ways, similar to medieval Europe, where shared sovcr;
cignty between the church and various political units was not uncommon.
Hard territorial boundaries were also a rather late development in Eu-
rope.” Similarly, citizenship laws—regulations that. tie i'ndividuals to a
unique geographic entity—were generally not codified in Europc. until
the nineteenth century.”® Finer, in his world history of government, is able
to analyze medieval states as states, despite their very different concep-
tions of territorial control, and to compare them to other types of states."
There should therefore be no objection to studying precolonial African
states as states and including them in a comparative analysis. . o

In fact, states and state systems can be discerned in prc'colonlal Afn?a if
preconceptions based on Europe’s recent history are discarded. Afrl.can
states did broadcast authority, did have firm notions of Wh‘at consolida-
tion of power meant, and did develop conventions for rel;.itlons between
states. Thus, Robert S. Smith, in the most detailed historical account of
warfare and diplomacy in precolonial Africa, noted that, for largc parts .Of
West Africa, “international relations in peace and war were carpcd out in
a more or less recognizable fashion, and, to go a little further, in a coher-
ent and rational manner which showed itself capable under favourable
conditions of leading to political, economic, and technical improvements

in society.”"?

Mapping Power in Precolonial Africa

In precolonial Africa, land was plentiful and populations thin on tbc
ground, especially as compared to Europe, China, and Japan. Precolonial

$ F. H. Hinsley, Sovereignty, 2nd ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), p.
609. John Gerard Ruggie, “Continuity and Transformation in the World Polity: Towards a
Neorealist Synthesis,” World Politics 35 (January 1983): p. 274. . .

1 A Heldrich et al., ed., “Persons,” chap. 2 in Persons and Family, vol. 4, International
Encyclopedia of Comparative Law (Tiibingen: J. C. B. Mohhf, 1995), pp. 291-2.

W E. Finer, The History of Government from Earliest Times, vol. 3. (Oxford: Oxford

iversi . 1266.
Ul“’lvlii)stl)teyrtpgsg;nlizlg,z)’;’;fure and Diplomacy in Pre-Colonial West Africa, 2nd ed. (Mad-
ison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1976), pp. 141-2. For an important case study, see
Joseph K. Adjaye, Diplomacy and Diplomats in Nineteenth Century Asante, 2nd ed.
(Trenton, NJ: Africa World Press, 1996).
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polities were “surrounded by large tracts of land that were open politi-
cally or physically or both.”"* As a result, there were few areas where
territorial competition was the central political issue because land was
plentiful. Reflecting the reality of population scarcity in Africa, property
rights over people were extraordinarily well developed in Africa compared
to other parts of the world.™

In addition to the sheer abundance of land, African farmers also de-
pended almost completely on rain-fed agriculture and therefore invested
little in any particular piece of territory. As a result, few specific pieces of
land were that valuable or worth a great price to defend. African agricul-
ture was extensive, with low fixed investments in any particular piece of
land, because the fundamental tool of intensive farming, the plough,
spread throughout Eurasia without ever reaching Africa (except, it should
not be a surprise to learn, Ethiopia). Goody describes the results of the
failure to develop the plough:

In the first place it [the plough] increases the area of land a man can cultivate
and hence makes possible a substantial rise in productivity, at least in open
country. This in turn means a greater surplus for the maintenance of specialist
crafts, for the growth of differences in wealth and in styles of life, for develop-
ments in urban, that is, non-agricultural, life. In the second place, it stimulates
the move to fixed holdings and away from shifting agriculture. Thirdly (and
not independently) it increases the value (and decreases the availability) of land.*

A full explanation of why the plough was not adopted by African soci-
eties is beyond this study. However, given the sheer availability of land,
there may have been very little pressure to adopt instruments to improve
the productivity of a given piece of land.'® At the same time, the failure of
any significant society to adopt the plough meant that there was no dem-
onstration effect that could have been the impetus for the general adop-
tion of the technology.

African societies differed markedly from the high density Asian polities
Wittfogel called “hydraulic societies” where, because of the (literal) sunk
costs in irrigation works, particular pieces of land had great value.” A

¥ Igor Kopytoff, “The Internal African Frontier: The Making of African Political Cul-
ture,” in The Afvican Frontier: The Reproduction of Traditional Afvican Societies, ed. Igor
Kopytoff (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1987), p. 10.

* Igor Kopytoff and Suzanne Miers, “African ‘Slavery’ as an Institution of Marginality,”
in Slavery in Afvica, ed. Suzanne Miers and Igor Kopytoff (Madison: University of Wiscon-
sin Press, 1977), p. 11.

¥ Goody, Technology, Tradition, and the State in Africa, p. 25.

' Coquery-Vidrovitch, Afvica: Endurance and Change South of the Sabara, p. 14. The
classic statement is Esther Boserup, The Conditions of Agricultural Growth: The Economics
of Agrarian Change under Population Pressure (New York: Aldine, 1965).

v Karl A. Wittfogel, Oriental Despotism: A Comparative Study of Total Power (New Ha-
ven: Yale University Press, 1957), p. 34
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quick look at the extraordinary paddy works in Asia, the accumulated
work of generations that devoted their sweat equity to intensive agricul-
ture, makes it clear just how valuable land was in those regions. Corre-
spondingly, in Asia, and in large parts of Europe, states had a profound
interest in controlling areas of intensive agriculture because of the possi-
bilities of high revenue flows from taxes with relatively low collection
costs. At the extreme, in China, the state was large and endured through
the centuries facing only competition at the borders, in part because Chi-
nese leaders constructed a class alliance with landed warrior nobility.’ In
contrast, in Africa, states found the same amount of territory less valuable
because low productivity agriculture meant that there was less in the way
of people or surplus to tax and collection costs were probably higher.

The Primacy of Exit

The combination of large amounts of open land and rain-fed agriculture
meant that, in precolonial Africa, control of territory was often not con-
tested because it was often easier to escape from rulers than to fight
them. Africans, on the basis of sensible cost-benefit equations, would,
more often than not, rather switch than fight. They could move and farm
on other pieces of land relatively easily because it was not necessary to
sink significant investment into the land. For instance, Robert W. Harms,
in his history of the central Zaire basin, provides an important account of
a society constantly expanding outward because traders responded to
competition or quarreling by establishing new villages on virgin land.”
Migration to escape from social or political problems was also common
among the Yoruba, the Edo, the Fon, and many others. A. I. Asiwaju
notes, for example, that the reign of Oba Ewuare of Benin, in the mid-
fifteenth century, was so unpopular that it generated, “waves of protest
migrations which ostensibly led to the foundation of many communities
of closely related groups.”® Similarly, Thomas J. Barfield notes, “the
powers of the Dinka chief were weak . . . because rather than submit to
his authority, dissident groups could move to a new territory if they were
dissatisfied.” He goes on to note that the Zulu Empire, one of the
largest agglomerations of power in precolonial African history, occurred
because the land frontier closed in what is now South Africa during the

" Vivienne Shue, The Reach of the State: Sketches of the Chinese Body Politic (Stanford,
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* A. 1. Asiwaju, “Migrations as Revolt: The Example of the Ivory Coast and the Upper
Volta Before 1945,” Journal of African History 17 (1976): p. 578.

» Thomas J. Barfield, The Nomadic Alternative (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall,
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nineteenth century after the Boer settlers expanded the territory under
their control.”

States without Maps

The demographic and political realities in precolonial Africa had a pro-
found effect on the contours of the states. In particular, as control of
particular pieces of land was not critical to African societies, “there was
no indigenous map-making in Africa or . . . its presence is so insignificant
as to justify that generalisation.”” The only society that had a significant
map-making tradition was Ethiopia, which is also one of the very few
African societies that had a tradition of writing.”* It was logical therefore
that understandings of what it meant to control a particular territory in
precolonial Africa differed markedly from the modern era. In particular,
precolonial African societies unbundled ownership and control of land.
For instance, Ivor Wilks, in writing about the Ashanti theory of sover-
eignty, noted that “rights of sovereignty were regarded as distinguishable
from the exercise of authority.” Thus, it was not an uncommon practice
in Ashanti law for the land to belong to one person (e.g., the southern
provinces to the Asantahene) but the people to another (in the case of
the south, to the Fanti or the British Governor).” Similarly, Harms writes
of the Nunu in what is now Democratic Republic of the Congo: “The
political theory of the Nunu, like that of peoples in many parts of Africa,
had long distinguished between guardians of the land and guardians of
the people. According to this theory, strangers who settled in an unoc-
cupied part of a guardian’s territory could continue to be governed by
their own headmen provided they recognized the ritual control of the
original guardian over the land.”** Land disputes between the Zulus and
the early Dutch settlers were also aggravated because the Zulus believed
that they could let the whites settle on land without giving up ownership
while the settlers did not distinguish between occupation and ownership.
Conflict between the two groups was further exacerbated by the Zulu
tradition of claiming that their authority extended everywhere people had

2 1bid., p. 47.

% Charles G. Hunt, “Some Notes on Indigenous Map-Making in Africa,” in Maps and
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pledged obedience to the king, rather than to the kind of clear territorial
claims to which the whites were accustomed.”

It is striking how common the distinction between possession and con-
trol of land was given the great distances between the polities just cited.
As was the case in Europe, the nature of material conditions on the
ground helped structure a set of political beliefs about the nature of sov-
creignty.”® It is only natural that societies, such as those in Europe and
Asia, with relatively high population densities and with land that requires
mgnificant investment to yield the necessary level of productivity, will tol-
crate little ambiguity in demarcating control over territory.” Similarly, the
Alrican acceptance of far more nuanced understanding of control of terri-
tory was made possible by the fact that land often was not a scarce re-
source and that there were few imperatives to developing a zero-sum
understanding of demarcating authority. Thus, the development of par-
ticular notions of sovereignty is highly dependent on a particular political
geography and is not simply the culmination of a particular line of legal
thinking.

Patterns of Tervitorial Control

In many precolonial societies, a significant difference existed between
what control of the political center meant and what the partial exercise of
power amounted to in the hinterland. Formal political control in pre-
colonial Africa was difficult and had to be earned through the construc-
tion of loyalties, the use of coercion, and the creation of an infrastructure.
Otherwise, it was too easy for people to leave. Political control could
never be taken for granted given that the environment made it so difficult
o continually exert authority over any significant distance. Further, the
unbundling of ownership and control of land made it hard to gain com-
plete control of a territory. As a result, the areas leaders were certain to
control formally—the political cores—were of limited size and were de-
termined by the development of an infrastructure to broadcast power.
For instance, the Ashanti empire was able to extend control over rela-
tively large distances and have some of the attributes of a modern nation-
sate because of an extensive series of roads that converged on the capital,
Kumasi. These roads were vital to the exercise of formal authority be-
vause they allowed for the quick movement of troops and bound the

" (. de B. Webb and J. B. Wright, ed., A Zulu King Speaks: Statements Made by Cetsh-
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territory into a relatively coherent economy. Of places beyond the great
roads, it was said, “no Asante is familiar with these places because the
King’s highways do not run there.”®

Perhaps the most concrete expression of precolonial African views of
the requirements to exercise formal control over an area are found in the
so-called Mankesssim Constitution adopted by the Fanti Confederation
in 1871 in what is now Ghana. The Confederation coalesced after a war
with the Ashanti that saw the British largely abandon the Fanti.*® The
collected chiefs noted that the primary goals of the newly formed confed-
eration were to promote friendly relations, to improve the country, and
to build “good and substantial roads (article 8, section 3).” In an exercise
of (quite literal) constitutional engineering, the Fanti detailed how wide
(“fifteen feet broad™) the roads should be (article 26). The Fanti under-
stood that without these roads, they would have no way to broadcast
their authority and were therefore so concerned with the development of
the political infrastructure that they prominently featured it in their con-
stitution. Having gone through elaborate lengths to highlight the need
to create roads in order to give meaning to their confederation, the Fanti
still noted that it was up to each king and chief to carry out the resolu-
tions approved by the king president (article 13).* Even then, the Fanti
noted that their rule would be exercised over those who would join it
rather than through extension of control via administrative fiat.*® Thus,
both the very real physical requirements for extending formal authority
and the utter precariousness of broadcasting power were readily acknowl-
edged by precolonial leaders who understood the daunting geography
they confronted.

Without such infrastructure, African states lacked the capability to for-
mally control large amounts of land beyond the center of the polity be-
cause they could not project power in other ways. For instance, Wylie
notes “The wealth and food supplies necessary for highly elaborate mili-
taty organization and the population necessary for large armies simply did
not exist in Temneland.”** Warfare tended to be concentrated on seizing
booty since it was hard to hold onto territory. As most farmers had noth-
ing to seize, the most valuable treasure was slaves (i.e., the farmers them-

% See Wilks, Asante in the Nineteenth Century, pp. 1-2.
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selves).® Due to the slave trade, capturing people who later could be sold
to the Europeans or Omanis or other Africans was, in fact, one of the
most profitable activities that could be undertaken at particular times in
many parts of the continent. Of course, the slave trade only contributed
to the notion that true power was not synonymous with the control of
land. Many African states continually tried to make forays into the inte-
nior to feed the continual demand for slaves but did not try to extend
formal control into those areas because it was not profitable.

Central governments were often not concerned about what outlying
arcas did as long as tribute was paid (sometimes in the form of slaves),
and there were no imminent security threats emerging to challenge the
center.® This particular view of what control meant was made possible by
the ability to separate ownership and control of land. Thus, a ruler might
vicew a distant territory as owing some kind of tribute to him (leaders
were all men) without any notion that he controlled the actions of the
people in the outlying areas on a day-to-day basis. Kopytoff describes the
greneral pattern of precolonial political authority:

The core, usually the area of earliest political consolidation, continued to be
ruled directly by the central authority. Then came an inner area of closely as-
similated and politically integrated dependencies. Beyond it was the circle of
relatively secure vassal polities. . . . This circle merged with the next circle of
tribute-paying polities, straining at the center’s poljtical leash. Beyond, the cen-
ter’s control became increasingly symbolic . . . The center could only practice
political intimidation and extract sporadic tribute through institutionalized
raiding or undisguised pillage.”

Thus, even a famous kingdom such as fourteenth-century Mali main-
tained what was only described as “loose political ties with the far-flung
districts of an empire.”® Or, consider the following description of
Borgu’s political power in western Sudan:
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Bussa’s supremacy was not based on its political strength or extensive do-
mains. . . . Whether tribute was paid or not depended on the strength of the
Bussa king: a strong ruler had little trouble in enforcing payment of tribute for
two reasons: first, if tribute was not forthcoming retaliatory action would have
occurred, and second, the benefits of security and protection which accrued
from an alliance with a strong ruler constituted an added incentive for pay-

ment.®

Similarly, Reyna describes precolonial east-central Sudan as a “vast point-
illist landscape” with each point being “a polity within a field of empire.”*
Finally, when Ashanti took over Dagomba, it “continued to be governed
by its own king and chiefs, under its traditional laws and constitution, on
condition that its capital and large towns paid, each year, a handsome
tribute to Kumasi.”*

Correspondingly, it was natural that many precolonial African states
were exceptionally dynamic. Political organizations were created, rose,
and fell naturally in response to opportunities and challenges.*” Many
outlying territories found that they could escape their rulers’ authority
relatively easily. For instance, Jan Vansina writes of the central African
kingdoms: “provinces could break off from the kingdom whenever cir-
cumstances were favorable. This happened in Kongo, in the Kuba king-
dom, and in the Lunda empire, where every ruler who was far enough
away . . . became independent.”® Colson claims that, “Breakaway move-
ments were common even in West Africa and the few other favoured
regions where men made material improvements upon the land. Else-
where they formed part of the history of every state.”*

Because the broadcasting of power was constrained, there was much
more cultural diversity even within precolonial empires than in later Eu-
ropean empires. African empires in the western and central Soudan, such
as Mali and Kanem-Bornu, were similar to the loose-knit empires of the
European Middle Ages such as the Holy Roman Empire and the large
kingdom of the Angevins that existed on both sides of the English Chan-
nel. In all these empires, “the territorial extent of the empire depended
not upon the ethnic or cultural unity of the subjects but upon the mili-
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tary predominance and the dynastic alliances of the small ruling group.”*
Indeed, African invaders tended to be absorbed into the ranks of the
conquered, especially as they tended to marry the daughters of com-
moners.* Of course, that type of conquest contained the seeds of its
own demise. As in medieval Europe, “appointed officials tended to be-
tome hereditary, and hereditary subordinate rulers to become less
#calous in carrying out the wishes of the paramount ruler. Control be-
vame more nominal, and less real, the more remote the center was.
Dispersal of taxing rights invites—indeed, constitutes—fragmentation
of sovereignty.”¥

In most parts of Africa, ethnic and other attachments were constantly
in flux as polities continually expanded and contracted. Thus, Colson
notes the Ibo (in what is now Nigeria) who, starting in 1967, shed a
tremendous amount of blood to create their own ethnic state:

In 1870 the Ibo lived in small autonomous village communities that warred on
one another. They recognized no common political leaders, though adherence
to a few popular shrines provided a means of exerting widespread influ-
ence. . . . The Ibo communities may have felt some common identification as
against communities of non-Ibo speakers, but this was probably minimal since
they had no common names for themselves nor any tradition of a former unity.*

The Ibo, and many other groups, were organized in such a decentralized
manner because, in their areas, it was simply too costly to create polities
\.\'ilh a larger geographic reach and because no other polity could reach
far cnough to extend formal authority over them. Ibo identity would
change over the next century as cost structures evolved to favor larger
territorial units.

Imagining Power

Not surprisingly, African conceptions of how power was broadcast over
distance reflected their states’ capabilities and their particular material en-
vironments. While generalizations are inevitably faulty across such a
broad range of polities, it can be said that power was (quite realistically)
conceived of as a series of concentric circles radiating out from the core.
Wilks, in his excellent study of Ashanti authority, reports two informants
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one hundred and fifty years apart describing Ashanti authority in the
same manner: rippling out from a center point. In a rather stunning ex-
ample of how little topography mattered to precolonial rulers, power was
seen as radiating out in a perfect circle despite the fact that the ocean
essentially cut off the southern boundary long before it “should” have
ended.” Similarly, in two of the very rare maps drawn by African leaders
in the precolonial or early colonial period, the dispersal of power is por-
trayed in much the same manner. In the map drawn by Caliph Muham-
mad Bello for Captain Clapperton in 1824 (Map 2.1) and the more de-
tailed one drawn by Sultan Njoya of Bamum when offering his kingdom
to British suzerainty in December 1915 (Map 2.2), power is displayed as
radiating out from a center. As Yearwood notes:

both [maps] were dominated by a centrally placed capital with its main build-
ings, while the outlying territories were greatly compressed. The Sokoto Cali-
phate appeared as a set of cities, shown as circles, dominated by the mosques
and places of Sokoto; Bamum as a network of roads linking outlying towns to
the capital. In Bello’s map there was no political border, while in Njoya’s it was
an inconspicuous feature.®

The emphasis on the political center and the relative inattention paid to
the hinterland nicely reflects the reality of power in precolonial Africa.

The Determinants of Power

The physiology of the precolonial African state was radically different
from what was found in postmedieval Europe, where more attention was
devoted to physically controlling (more valuable) territory and, in partic-
ular, significant assets were placed in the hinterland to deter and to defeat
possible invaders. While African leaders would not want, under normal
circumstances, to lose territory to other powers, it would often not be
worth the price to actually try to defend outlying areas. The foregone
revenue was probably not great since the area was at the periphery of the
state. Given that sovereignty was not exclusive over many areas, it was
quite possible that some revenue might still be received if the center
could manage to mount attacks that might scare the outlying populace
into paying tribute, no matter what the new masters did.

The diameters of the circles of authority were determined by how far
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a R the center actually could project the different types of authority. Wilks
DE jou reports that the Ashanti conceived of their empire as radiating out in all
E E P directions for twenty days walking or roughly a month for a messenger to
o = § depart from the capital Kumasi and return from the frontier. Any farther
E%\ % was deemed too difficult to administer because the lag in response time
=< P il

SRRy ) R

wis too great. While the armies of Ashanti occasionally campaigned be-
e " : yond the border, the “reach of government . . . was recognized as less
. ‘ than that of the military . . . The mental map of Greater Asante as a
month reflected, it may be supposed, a rational recognition of reality:
that without any major change in the speed of communications, no lands
more distant that a month from Kumase, in and out, could effectively be
administered even though they might be subdued for the duration of a
campaign.”® Wilks’s estimate of individuals covering about ten miles a
day is similar to Hilton’s estimate of twelve miles per day in the Kongo
Kingdom in what is now Angola and Democratic Republic of the Congo.*
The actual distance a messenger could walk in a reasonable period of
time defined the boundary because the exercise of authority was bound
tightly to the ability to project coercion. Olfert Dapper, a seventeenth-
ventury Dutch geographer, provided a contemporary account of the inev-
able result of not physically being able to reach an area in a reasonable
period of time: “The Count of Soyo is the most powerful vassal of the
King of Congo, but he is not the most faithful or the most subject.
Because the forest of Findemguolla encompassing his states serves as a
strong bulwark and renders him nearly inaccessible to a great army, this
count no longer wants to recognize the King of Congo as his sovereign
and believes that he should be given the status of an ally.”®
Across Africa, states were naturally largest in the savannah belt of West
Africa because, “only here could horses and camels be used to speed the
movement of armies and to permit large-scale trade between the various
regions.”* At the other end of the spectrum, in some areas of Africa, it
was so difficult to broadcast power that there were, esentially, no central-
ired political organizations above village level. Although African histo-
nography has shown a profound bias against studying stateless societies,
there were areas, such as Eastern Nigeria, where the broadcasting power
did not extend beyond each individual village.*®
African states were expanding in the nineteenth century immediately
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before the European division of the continent. Hargreaves speaks of an
“African partition of Africa” in West Africa during the nineteenth century
citing, among other developments, the Fulanj jihad of Sokoto, the rise of
Bornu, and the empires of Samory and Rabeh_5 Elsewhere in Africa, rela-
tively large states were being created, including the rise of the Zuly em-
pire, the strengthening of the Malagassy state under Radama I, and the

yid Said. As Hrbek notes, there was in many parts of Africa in the nine-
teenth century, “the growth of a unified and highly centralised state with
an absolute monarch unrestricted in his power by any freely elected
council . ”s”

The expansion of some states in Africa in the nineteenth century was
an important development. While local forces were undoubtedly crucial
in the rise of these states, “all these processes were going on in the ‘con-
tact’ zones and were due to Some extent to external impact and infly-
ence.”® Many states grew because of their ability to participate in the
increasing amount of international trade generated by the growing Euro-
bcan presence on the coasts of Africa, Thus, Wilks describes the building
of the Akan state: “Those who controlled the production and sale of gold
were those able to procure a supply of unfree labor. Those who procured
unfree labor were those able to create arable land within the forrest.
Those who created the arable [land] were those who founded the nu-
merous early Akan polities.” Even more important was the introduction
of the gun into parts of Africa in the nineteenth century. The gun, wiel-
ded by soldiers on horses, changed some of the calculations of power in

Among the benefits which God (Most High) of His bounty and beneficence,
generosity, and constancy conferred upon the Sultan was the acquisition of
Turkish musketeers and numerous household slaves who became skilled in fir-

great victory by reason of his superiority in arms.°
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transactions that usually were controlled by the central state o

Although trade and the introduction of the gun may have allowed
Atrican polities during the nineteenth century to expand their circles of
rule, different practices and traditions regarding the expansion and con-
wilidation of state power did not emerge. The large states and empires
that appeared were not able to develop fundamentally different systems
tor ruling their hinterlands that would have allowed for the extension of

That the size of some African polities changed in response to new
feonomic opportunities and technological developments suggests that
precolonial Africa had dynamic states that can, in fact, be understood

wing the traditional tools of politics. Rather than simply being “primi-

that “They [precolonial states ] endured because they were accepted. And
they were accepted because their rules of operation were found to be
wificiently reasonable in providing explanation, and sufficiently persua-
Mve in extracting obedience. . . . Dissidence and protest might be fre-
quent. The structures of accountability could well enough absorb them,”s
Similarly, Bates claims that in precolonial Africa, “those who held posi-
tions of privilege had to insure that the benefits created by the states were
widely shared” because otherwise the citizenry would leave.% In fact,

* This discussion depends on ibid., p- 52.
* Davidson, Black Man’s Burden, p. 88.
* Bates, Essays on the Political Economy of Africa, p. 42.
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there is little evidence from this review of power in precolonial Africa that
the primary determinant of a state’s duration was accountability (David-
son does not provide any either). Rather, the opposite appears to be true:
states rose and fell, expanded and contracted, largely in relation to the
amount of coercion they were able to broadcast from the center. Those
states that expanded in the nineteenth century did so because the tech-
nologies of coercion, rather than of accountability, improved. Through-
out the precolonial period, African states were exquisitely designed
around the precise amounts of authority they were able to broadcast in
particular areas, hardly an indication that the norms of reciprocity and
accountability held major sway in precolonial Africa.

Buffer Mechanisms

Given the centrality of mechanisms for broadcasting power in precolonial
Africa to the design and size of the state, buffer mechanisms are partic-
ularly important to examine. If African states could avail themselves to
ways of regulating flows of people, money, or goods from neighboring
states, they might be able to strengthen their presence in outlying arcas
without depending on the rather expensive deployment of coercion. In
fact, buffer mechanisms were largely absent in Africa. As a result, the
ambiguous nature of authority in outlying areas was aggravated because
there was no way for states to substitute for the use of coercion when
extending their writ of authority.

The absence of buffer mechanisms is most obvious when examining
territorial boundaries. Societies without maps were hardly in a position to
create hard territorial boundaries. In fact, the notion of the “fronticr as
boundary,” was largely unknown in precolonial Africa.** Power tended 10
dissipate in increasingly distant hinterlands that were under the nominal
control of a distant center rather than be marked by sharp geographi¢
disjunctures. Frontiers tended to be thought of as border regions of
zones where more than one polity could actively exercise authority and
where the contours of power were confused rather than corresponding
the rigid demarcations of the modern world.*

Similarly, precolonial African states lacked the ability to control two
the most common and important flows across boundaries: people a
money. For instance, the free movement of people was a widely accept
tenant in many precolonial polities. Shack notes, “there is just enou
evidence to suggest that African strangers, and indeed strangers of ot

“ A. 1. Asiwaju, “The Concept of Frontier in the Setting of States in Pre-Colonial

rica,” Presence Africaine 127 /128 (1983): p. 45. ]
% Ibid., p. 46. See also Aidan W. Southall, Alur Society: A Study of Processes and Typay

Domination (Nairobi: Oxford University Press, 1970), p. 248.

| M (February 1975): p. 190,
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, n land
;l‘l:n'\ cd.for the easy acceptance of strangers but the fact rcmainspthat no
vhanism or set of norms was ever developed to control inflows of
people in most precolonial polities.

Also,
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Arguably, the most distinctive aspect of precolonial international rela-
tions, in contrast to the current international system, was the diversity of
states. African states were not necessarily unitary because the extension of
power was SO confused. Cursory examination of what appear to have
been unitary states immediately reveals a much more complex reality
made possible, in part, by the unbundling of ownership and control of
land. In the Sokoto Caliphate, and undoubtedly elsewhere, Adeleye re-
minds us that even at the height of that state’s power, “the area within its
perimeter did not wholly come under its jurisdiction” as there were still
“pockets of enemy states and people.”® Similarly, as Wilks notes for Ash-
anti, “It is arguable that the union, the Asanteman, has survived precisely
because different (and even conflicting) concepts of its nature have always
been possible. Did member states, for example, have a right to secede, or
was the union indissoluble?”” Finally, the early Yoruba kingdom of Oyo
is described as “a large number of internally autonomous kingdoms
whose rulers were said to derive their crowns from Oyo and were the
vassals of the Alafin.””"

African international relations reflected the complexity of shared sover-
eignty and multiple state forms. Thomas Hodgkin provides some very
good examples:

This aspect of international untidiness, so to speak, may help one to understand
why the Merinid sultan should on occasion address the ruler of independent
Mali as though he were a vassal; why Idris Aloma should at the same time
regard himself, and generally be regarded, as Khalifa and appear to accept the
Caliphate of al-Mansur; why Umar, Shehu of Bornu, should describe himself as
“the Mutawalli of Bornuh Province” when addressing the Pasha of Tripoli, just
as almost three centuries earlier Mai Idris, while clearly recognized as the ruler
of an independent state beyond the frontiers of the Ottoman Empire, can yet
be described by Murad III as wali of the waliya of Bornu; why for a long
period of time it should have been uncertain whether Masina under Shaikh
Ahmadu fell within the Sokoto Caliphate or was a Caliphate in its own right.”

This confusion was similar to that experienced in medieval Europe when
there was a much less clearly defined international system. As Garrett
Mattingly notes, “Kings made treaties with their own vassals and with the

© R. A. Adeleye, Power and Diplomacy in Novthern Nigeria, 1804—1906 (New Ye
Humanities Press, 1971), pp. 52-3.

7 Wilks, Forests of Gold, p. 112.

7 Peter Morton-Williams, “The Yoruba Kingdom of Oyo,” in West African Kingdoms
the Nineteenth Century, ed. Daryll Forde and P. M. Kaberty (Oxford: Oxford Unive
Press, 1967), p. 37.

7 Thomas Hodgkin, “Diplomacy and Diplomats in the Western Sudan,” in Foreign R
tions of Afvican States, ed. K. Ingham (London: Butterworths, 1974), p. 22.
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yassals of their neighbors. They received embassies from their own sub-
jects and from the subjects of other princes, and sometimes sent agents
who were in fact ambassadors in return. Subject cities ncgotiatedgwith
one apothcr without reference to their respective sovereigns.””® The pre-
volonial African state system nicely reflected the domestic re'('ilitics onpthc
ground. As power was shifting and difficult to maintain over distance, the
very nature of diplomacy between units was likely to be com Iica,tcd
I‘ntcrst.atc relations were not seen as completely distinct from thepdomcs:
lic maintenance of power. For instance, there were few instances in pre-
colonial Africa of separate offices to handle foreign affairs.” Embafsies
tended to be of the “visiting” type because communications were so
poor ar'ld.bccause the hierarchy of power was so ill-defined that perma-
nent missions were impossible to establish and probably unnecessary.” As
boundaries were confused, often there was simply no clear line to dc.mar-
c;ltlc thch end of dpmcstic politics and the beginning of foreign affairs,
; ltc 1;):115 djfs)rérclzlu?plomacy between distinctly different states was possi-
.()verall, precolonial Africa was a state system without fictions. Instead
of pretending that a state controlled an area that it could not ;;hysicall
reach, much more nuanced and subtle possibilities of shared sovereign ;
were possible. Instead of simply assuming that the formal political ccit?r,
wpoke for the entire polity, there was far less of a distinction between
d()mcs.tlc and foreign affairs as the state negotiated with other states and
sometimes, its composite parts. Finally, instead of developing a tem latej
III?F all states had to fit, there was a diversity of forms in prccolgnial
Mn_ca that was appropriate to the very different physical and economic
wttings in different parts of the continent. Rather than simple “primitiv-
Wm,” these developments reflect an appreciation of how power was actu-
dlly deployed in precolonial Africa. The form and practice of domestic

and international politics was in harmony with th
the political geography. Y e challenges posed by

Conclusion

Using the apalytic scheme developed in chapter one, it is now possible to
m\dcr.stand in a comprehensive manner the extension of authority in pre-
ml(m.la.I Africa. Cost calculations directed leaders to formally control (E))nl

'] pI()htlcal core that might be a small percentage of the territo ovc}r’
which they had at least some claim because the cost of cxtending?ormal

: Mattingly, Renaissance Diplomacy, p. 26.
. Smith, .Wu‘r‘f‘u?*e and Diplomacy in Pre-Colonial West Afvica, pp. 10-11.
Haodgkin, “Diplomacy and Diplomats in the Western Sudan,” p. 20.
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authority in Africa was very high. This particular cost structure came
about for several reasons. First, the physical geography was daunting to
leaders, especially given the limited technologies of coercion that they
could employ, although states did expand when the technologies of
power, especially after the introduction of the gun, improved. Second,
formal control was difficult to achieve given the primacy of exit and the
unbundling of sovereignty and control. The immediate fixed costs facing
any leader who wished to extend authority were thus extremely high as
roads were expensive to build and armies could only be deployed so far.
As a result, beyond the political core, power tended to diminish over
distance.

Second, African states had few ways in which to mediate the pressures
from outside their core areas, especially regarding the regulation of flows
of people or money. This was hardly surprising given that boundarics
were soft: the presence of zones where sovereignty was essentially shared
with neighboring polities made it very difficult for strong mechanisms to
exist that would have insulated individual units from flows of people and
money. At the same time, the physiology of African states meant that
there was little need to establish firm buffer mechanisms because many
developments affecting people and money in outlying areas were of little
concern to the core, given that the central political authorities did not
have the ambition of formally ruling over distant areas. Of course, the
lack of buffer mechanisms also strengthened the need for states to have
differing levels of authority over different areas.

Finally, the state system that precolonial Africans developed also
heightened the costs African leaders faced when extending power. Pre-
colonial leaders received no help from the international system. If they
only partially controlled an outlying area, some other state was able to fill
the remaining vacuum. If no state could extend authority of any type
into an area, then a vacuum was tolerated and decentralized villages were
left to govern themselves. Further, if a state’s hold over an outlying area |
became more tenuous, it was perfectly legitimate for the hinterland to
break away. The bill for extending authority was always due and it could

Costs of
Extending
Power

Consolidation
Nature of of Power ove,
Boundanes ...................................................... > Distance

Nature of State
System

Figure 2.1. Paths to State Consolidation in Precolonia] Africy
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be claimed exclusively by a state. Finally, the state system was unforgiving
and did not allow for the extension of formal authority without the de:
ployment of a corresponding power infrastructure. As a result, consideras
tions revolving around the costs of extending power dominated political



Three

The Europeans and the
African Problem

The problem continues unsolved. The
conquering races of the world stand perplexed
and worried before the difficulties which beset
their enterprise of reducing that continent
[Africa] to subjection.
Edward W. Blyden, The African Problem and
the Method of its Solution

THE PROFOUND CHANGES wrought by European colonialism in Africa
have legitimately been cited as so fundamental as to mark a new era in
African politics. Crawford Young, in his monumental review of the Afri-
can colonial state, argues that many of the pathologies of modern Africa
can be traced to the particularities of colonialism in Africa.' In addition to
creating the immediate predecessors to today’s states, the Europeans
brought about a host of other changes in Africa that have reverberated to
our own time: they created a system of boundaries and frontiers new to
Africa; they established novel economic systems based on mines and cash
crops; they built infrastructure systems that still determine patterns of
trade; and they left their religions, languages, and cultural practices.

However, the significance of the profound changes the Europeans
wrought often obscures the fact that they also developed an intricate set
of responses to the problem of how to control people and territory in
sparsely settled lands while devoting the absolute minimum to adminis-
tration. What the Afro-Caribbean diplomat Edward W. Blyden called
“the African Problem”—the inability of Europe to conquer Africa in the
same manner as other regions—continued throughout the brief (by his-
torical standards) period of formal European rule. As a result, analyzing
the European extension of power in Africa is particularly difficult because
the massive changes imposed by the Europeans direct attention away
from the incomplete and highly differentiated manner in which they ac-
tually ruled over different parts of the continent.

Given the schizophrenic nature of colonial power in Africa, it is not

' Young, The African Colonial State, p. 9.
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wirprising that a remarkable amount of disagreement exists about the
nature of the states the Europeans created. On one side, there is Robert
M. Jackson’s almost benign description of colonialism: “In most cases
they [the colonial governments] were little more than elementary bureau-
cracies with limited personnel and finances and were more comparable
to rural country governments in Europe than to modern independent
States.”” In other work, Jackson has argued that colonialism was a highly
legalistic, rule-based system: '

It is obvious that Western powers had certain military and economic interests in
partitioning the non-Western world into various dependencies. They staked
their claims on a wide scale in the latter half of the [nineteenth] century; but
they rarely did so outside of a legal and moral framework that, while accom-
modating the interests of the great powers, also recognized and respected the
legitimate concerns and rights of all sovereign states, large and small.*

On the another side, Crawford Young repeatedly uses the image of
Bula Matari, the crusher of rocks, to describe colonial states in Africa,
which had despotic tendencies despite the precariousness of their rule.
Young writes that the colonial state, “managed in a short time to assert a
powerful hold on subject society and smash its resistance.” Young finds
the motivation for creating this instrument of hegemony in the Berlin
West African Conference (hereafter called the “Berlin Conference”) of
1884 /1885, which demanded effective occupation as the basis for the
excrcise of sovereign power. He suggests:

The affirmation at Berlin of the “effective occupation” doctrine made clear that
sketching out vague spheres of influences would not suffice for confirmation of
proprietary title. . . . The hegemony imperative, driven by the doctrine of effec-
tive occupation, immediately required a skeletal grid of regional administration.
lts priorities were clear, its tasks minimal: the imposition of basic order and the
creation of a revenue flow.®

As a result, by World War 1, Young finds that, “the basic superstructure
of hegemony was in place. The allocation of colonial space among the
imperial occupants had been resolved; the territorial grid of alien domi-
nation was firmly in place.” Thus, it is hardly surprising that Young and

' Robert H. Jackson, “Sub-Saharan Aftica,” in States in a Changing World: A Contempo-
*ary Analysis, ed. Robert H. Jackson and-Alan James (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1993), p.
139

* Robert H. Jackson, “The Weight of Ideas in Decolonization: Normative Change in
International Relations,” in Ideas and Foreign Policy, ed. Judith Goldstein and Robert Keo-
hanc (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1993), p. 115.

* Young, The African Colonial State, p. 139.

* Ibid., pp. 96, 100.

* Ibid., p. 138.
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Turner could describe the Congolese state, that bastard child of colonial-
ism, as having a desire to organize the economic and political space of
the colony so that no subject could “escape the overarching uniformities
imposed by the nature of the state, its vocation of total control of the
subject population, and its productionist orientation.” They approvingly
cite Balandier when noting that “domination—pervasive, systematic,
comprehensive characterized all aspects of the ‘colonial situation.””*

Mahmood Mamdani has a different vision of colonialism but one that
reaches many of the same conclusions as Young regarding the hegemonic
reach of the colonial state. He starts by arguing that the overwhelming
motivation for European colonialism in Africa was economic: “The end
of slavery in the Western hemisphere underlined the practical need for
organizing a new regime of compulsions, except this time within newly
acquired African possessions.” Mamdani suggests that as slavery ended,
Europeans needed to colonize Africans at home so that they could grow
cotton for “the Satanic Mills.” As a result, a central assumption by
Mamdani, like Young, is that the European powers were highly moti-
vated. However, he places much more emphasis in his major work on the
colonial state on the invention of tradition, an analytic concept first fully
deployed in Africa by Terrence Ranger.” For Mamdani, the Europeans
had a clear cultural model that they worked methodically to impose on
Africa in order to rule: “Like all colonial powers, the British worked with
a single model of customary authority in precolonial Africa. The model
was monarchical, patriarchal, and authoritarian. It presumed a king at the
center of every polity, a chief on every piece of administrative ground,
and a patriarch in every homestead or kraal.”"' Similar to Young, Mam-
dani argues that colonialists were able to extend their rule throughout
their African possessions: “The more custom was enforced, the more the
tribe was restructured and conserved as a more or less self-contained
community—autonomous but not independent—as it never had been
before. Encased by custom, frozen into so many tribes, each under the
fist of its own Native Authority, the subject population was, as it were,
containerized.”"?

However, he places far less emphasis on the level of physical force (the

7 Crawford Young and Thomas Turner, The Rise and Decline of the Zairian State (Mad-
ison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1985}, p. 36.

¢ Ibid., p. 24.

9 Mahmood Mamdani, Citizen and Subject: Contemporary Afvica and the Legacy of Late
Colonialism (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1996), p. 37.

© Terrence Ranger, “The Invention of Tradition in Colonial Aftica,” in The Invention of
Tradition, ed. Eric Hobsbawm and Terrence Ranger (Cambridge: Cambridge University
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" Mamdani, Citizen and Subject, p. 39.

2 Ibid., p. 51.
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¢rushing of rocks) than Young. Rather, Mamdani argues that, “European
mile in Africa came to be defined by a single-minded and overriding em-
phasis on the customary.” He suggests that this focus came about be-
vause of the British experience in India which evolved from a belief in a
civilizing mission to a “law-and-order obsession with holding the line.”"
This is not to say that the colonialists were content to do little when they
mled Africa. Rather, Mamdani’s book is a long analysis of the many ac-
tions the Europeans took to create a “decentralized despotism” whereby,
“achieving a hegemonic domination was a cultural project: one of har-
nessing the moral, historical, and community impetus behind local cus-
tom to a larger colonial project.”*

‘These debates revolve, in fact, around very different assumptions about
how colonialism was able to project power. Jackson focuses on the very
small size of the colonial governments, while Young is more concerned
with the coercion that these small units (there is no debate about the
hmited presence of Europeans) imposed on African social systems. Mam-
dani finds that the Europeans were able to exercise power not in the
traditional manner of direct rule but through changing notions of what
was customary culture to both divide and rule.

It is clearly necessary, given the widely different views of colonialism, to
develop a much more systematic view of the extension of European au-
thority. Following the analytic scheme previously developed, this chapter
explores the broadcasting of European power by examining the cost
structure facing white leaders attempting to broadcast power, the nature
uf the boundaries established by the Europeans, and the state system that
was created by the particular needs of state-builders and which, in turn,
greatly affected the consolidation of power. However, unlike the three
works discussed above, or almost any other study of European colonial-
ism, this chapter does not simply assume that European rule represented
a fundamental break in the way power was exercised on the African
continent.

Colonialism before the Scramble

The harshness of European colonization of Africa during the twentieth
century often obscures just how late formal control of territory by Euro-
peans, especially in the hinterland, came to the continent. In fact, before
1885, very little territory beyond the coasts was formally controlled. For
mstance, the Portuguese, during their centuries of contact with Africa
after 1500, opted not to conquer large amounts of territory, as the Span-

“ Ibid., p. 50.
" Ibid., p. 286.
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ish did in the Americas, but instead tried to influence existing African
polities by converting them to Christianity (e.g., the Kongo Kingdom
based in Sdo Salvador). Or a coastal capital was created to coordinate a
system of trading bases that would obviate the need for formal control of
the interior. Thus, the castle at Elmina controlled the entire Portuguese
and later Dutch activities in West Africa while Cape Coast and Christen-
burg were the capitals for the English and Danish enterprises on the
Guinea Coast. Eventually, the British would gain control over all three
coastal outposts and select Accra as their capital.”

Little to nothing was done to formally control the interior. Thus Earl
Grey, writing in 1853, wanted to consolidate and increase the influence
of Britain on the Gold Coast and, in particular, hoped to build roads,
which, he noted, “are in all countries among the most efficient instru-
ments of civilization.” However, Parliament was unwilling to increase the
vote for that purpose. Grey and the Fanti Confederation clearly had
much the same idea about the necessary infrastructure for rule, but Brit-
ain was unwilling to pay the fixed costs necessary to exercise control over
the hinterland. In fact, British administrators, in what would become
Ghana, argued as late as 1870 that there was no reason to maintain the
old road network that had been central to the exercise of power in the
past.”

The Select Committee on West Africa reporting in 1865 provides an
excellent window into the specifically British, and more generally Euro-
pean, view of Africa twenty years before the Berlin Conference. The Se-
lect Committee had been asked to consider the status of British establish-
ments on the West Coast of Africa. After taking extensive testimony, the
committee acknowledged that the British government could not with-
draw from West Africa, although there was clearly some sentiment
among committee members to do so. The committee did recommend
that there be a policy of not extending British presence to new territory
or otherwise expanding the responsibility of the government except to
promote the administration of existing settlements. Further, the commit-
tee hoped that British policy would be to encourage the transfer of ad-
ministration to Africans.’® There was no vision of how Britain might actu-
ally formally control even the land near its then meager holdings in West
Africa.

Thus, in 1865, the Lieutenant-Governor in the Cape Coast informed
the secretary of state for the colonies that he had posted a notice defining

15 Christopher, “Urbanization and National Capitals in Africa,” p. 410.
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the limits of British territory as the distance of a cannon shot, or five
miles from each castle or fort, in order to bring European laws to the
Africans while not interfering with domestic slavery. The secretary of state
responded that the Cape Coast government should “avoid any expres-
son” that “bore the appearance of extended jurisdiction over territory at
the Gold Coast.”” Similarly, before 1884, Germany and France were offi-
clally opposed to expansion into Africa and Portugal was too weak to
realize her colonial ambitions.”

Not surprisingly, given their limited ambitions for territorial control
the Kuropeans had adopted a very African view of space and boundaries?
A late as 1750, the “film of fact” that Europeans had for Africa, in
comparison to the much more distant Asia and the Americas, was very
thin. For instance, “nothing was known of the course of the White Nile
before it met with the Blue beyond the reports of Ptolemy sixteen hun-
dred years before, the course of the Congo was unknown except for the
laat one hundred and fifty miles, and even the direction of the flow of the
Niger was uncertain.” Colonel Ord, when testifying before the Select
Committee in 1865 admitted, when asked what constituted the northern
boundary of the Cape Coast protectorate, “We know so little of the inte-
mor of the country, that I am unable to say. The natives themselves, no
doubt, are fully aware of what constitutes the boundaries between their
nespective countries [sic].” He went on to admit that as regards the east-
em frontier, “There is no definite boundary.”*

‘There were many reasons for the late and limited European interest in
Africa. Lack of commercial opportunities was certainly important. Hallett
soncludes that, “Europe possessed no strong incentive to explore what
was, after all, by far the poorest of the great continents.”® Even in the
early 1880s, on the eve of the scramble for Africa, the British govern-
ment still expressed little interest in African colonies, demanding that
they pay for themselves, an unlikely prospect given the high fixed cost of
#tablishing administrative structures. In the words of the permanent un-
der sccretary of the Colonial Office, Sir Frederick Rogers, African colo-
Mes were “expensive and troublesome.”* In addition, Europeans tended
® dic in large numbers when they tried to live on the continent. That
West Africa was “the white man’s grave” convinced James Africanus

* Atricanus B. Horton, Letters on the Political Conditions of the Gold Coast, 2nd ed
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Horton that the permanent occupation of West Africa “is impossible of
realization; it is a mistake and a delusion.”?
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. e . 67
colonial administration been less ambivalent about the use of compul-

sion, perhaps the outcome would have been different.”* Lewis con-
cludes, generally for tropical administration: “The prevailing posture of
colonial governments continued to be one of neglect, even after the
transport revolutions had opened up new possibilities.”*
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The True Colonial Achievement

What is most remarkable about the scramble for Africa is not that it
happened, but that it occurred so late, so fast, and without significant
fighting between the colonialists. In the twenty-five years beginning in
1880, Africa—still mysterious in the mid-1870s, and then considered
terra incognita—was colonized, and ten million square miles and one
hundred and ten million people (including North Africa) were brought
under European rule.” Maps 3.1, 3.2, and 3.3 demonstrate how quickly
the Buropeans moved from 1880 to 1914, when colonial occupation was
largely finished. It was not obvious, @ priori, that Europe could have
divided up so a large land mass so quickly without conflict given the
tensions on the European continent at the time and the rather remark-
able tendency for Europeans to go to war.

Further, adding to the complexity of the European task of dividing
Afica was the nature of the changes in frontiers formal colonialism im-
posed. The Europeans could not continue to play by African rules given
that the norm of unambiguous sovereignty was so deeply imbedded in
their operational code, especially the precept that each square foot of
land could be controlled by one and only one power. During the con
quest, they rejected the fuzzy borders that had been adopted through the
long period of partial European occupation of the coast. Lugard wrote,
«something had to be done to prevent European rivalries developing int@
war. . . . Our rivals were constantly enroaching on our shadowy bounds
aries.”® Tellingly, the scramble initiated a huge effort to map Africa.
the colonial project progressed, geographers were soon asking, “H¢
can we get maps of Africa?”¥
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Mlap 3.1. European Penetration to 1880. Source for Maps 3.1, 3.2, and 3.3 is
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Neither Administrators nor Conquerors

. Whilc the Europeans, rather suddenly in the mid-1880s, had decided to
. @onquer Afric_a, they were extremely ambivalent about ;uling Africa. In
lcplar, Britain, France, and the other powers were unwilling givcn

- e high cost of administration and the low probability of rew;rd to
tvclup extensive administrative networks. As was the case with ’thc
M“_"F" European armies often operated beyond the space that could be
¢dministered by their state. H. F. Morris notes for Great Britain (and
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Map 3.2. The Scramble

undoubtedly the other European countries), “annexation would have en-
tailed the establishment of elaborate administrative control over these
great areas, and this Britain was in no position to undertake, even had she
at that time the wish to do so.” He notes that Britain was unwilling to
“incur more than a minimum financial commitment,” because the geo-
graphic limits of the African territories were “nebulous” and becausc it
was difficult to determine who the indigenous rulers were.* Reflecting
the reluctance to go into Africa and assume control, Lord Salisbury

* H. F. Morris, “Protection or Annexation? Some Constitutional Anomalies of Colonial
Rule,” in Indirect Rule and the Search for Justice: Essays in East African Legal History, cd
H. F. Morris and James Read (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1972), pp. 42-3.

M.ap 3.3. Colonial Africa

would bemoan the “inconvenience of protectorates,” which was caused
by the scramble for formal control of Africa.¥’

‘The Europeans were also not interested in war—the other method of
wnambiguously conquering territory—because costs would be high and
benefits were similarly unclear. The rhetoric of the time spoke of “neu-
tralizing Africa” so that the principle of “no European wars beyond the
line” could be respected.®® As The Economist reported in 1884, the actual

™ As quoted by Margery Perham, Lugard: The Years of Adventure, 1858—1898 (London:
Callins, 1956), p. 88.

* Ronald Robinson, “The Conference in Berlin and the Future in Africa, 1884-1885,”
n Bismarck, Euvope, and Africa: The Berlin Africa Conference 1884-1885 and the Onset of
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boundaries in Africa were less important to the colonialists than avoiding
conflict amongst themselves in a part of the world that was of question-
able value and far from home:

Nothing could be worse for West Africa or for Europe than to leave to local
officials opportunities of quarrel, which they are sure to use. No one wants
informal war all along the Congo, with Portugal pleading her weakness as an
excuse for claiming everything, and France talking about her susceptibilities,
and Germany sending out Professors with flags which nobody may touch, and
England stubbornly determined that the wishes of the blacks, who are usually
on her side, shall be sufficiently regarded.”

Similarly, The Observer argued, “it is scarcely more than the truth to say
that the most important thing in colonial matters is to have a clear and
unambiguous policy.”*

The refusal to either administer territory or fight over it was especially-
important in Africa because the continent’s political geography did not
allow any other principle around which to organize territorial control,
The practice of precolonial African politics, especially the lack of ternis
torial boundaries, the ease of exit, and the existence of traditions
shared sovereignty, provided relatively little information to would-be
boundary creators.

Also, topography alone could not provide guidelines for creating a s
tem of borders in Africa. First, Africa does not have the kind of mount.
ranges that have served as political boundaries in some places, and in an
case, mountains need to be exceptionally high in order to affect politi
organization.* More generally, topography seldom, if ever, can provi
the foundation for a system of political boundaries. The assumption t
there are “natural frontiers” that can somehow be delimited on the b
of topography, and that would therefore be less arbitrary than bord
drawn by people, is much more problematic than is normally assu
As Jan Broek deftly noted, “No doubt certain physiographic features
be more useful than others as boundaries, but it is man who determing
which of these will be used. This also explains the remarkable fact th

Partition, ed. Stig Forster, Wolfgang J. Mommsen and Ronald Robinson (London: Ox
University Press, 1988), p. 23.

9 The Ecomomist, 15 November 1884, reprinted in Elfi Bendikat, ed., Imperial
Interessenpolitik und Konfliktregelung 1884~5 (Berlin: Wissenschaftlicher Autoren-
1985), p. 156.

2 The Observer, 19 October 1884 in ibid., p. 137.

# The political implications of Africa’s topography are explored by Derwemt
tlessey in The Earth and the State: A Study of Political Geography (New York:
Holt, 1939), p. 304, and by S. Whittemore Boggs in International Boundarses: A
of Boundary Functions and Problems (New York: Columbia University Press, 1940
155-75.

THE AFRICAN PROBLEM 71

nations usually envisage their natural frontiers as lying beyond their ac-
tual borders.”*

The Berlin Conference

il'hc Europeans were therefore faced with the difficult problem of want-
Ing to demarcate a vast but not clearly differentiated territory, but having
no dt?sire to either administer it formally or fight amongst themselves
over it. How then was the scramble for Africa to proceed? Instead of
ating as combatants in an international system typically described as an-
archical, the colonial powers devised a way to collude for their common
good. The specific mechanism used to divide up Africa peacefully was the
Berlin Conference of 1884 /5.

The conference helped resolve a profound conflict between the Euro-
q‘(an. powers over how the extension of power was to proceed in Africa.
.u simplify, on one side of the debate was Germany. Its view was that

ﬁfturc powers occupying territory there [Africa] should have no legal
¢laim to it unless they exercised strong and effective political control.”*
As the newest colonizer, Germany had an interest in trying to embarrass
the older colonizers and attempting to invalidate their claims. The late-

fomer to colonialism was unlikely to gain wide swaths of territory and

] ﬂlcrcforc could conveniently argue that each colonial possession had to

be cftectively controlled or be given up. Great Britain, on the other hand

] wanted, in light of her relatively large colonial possessions, to minimizc’

1 the rcsl?onsibihtics of occupying powers because her existing protecto-

i s might be called into question if there were new rules adopted that
| Bt up costly responsibilities for the occupying powers.*

In the end, contrary to what Young implies, the British view prevailed.

m Berlin Conference went to considerable lengths to stress the mini-
Eum nature of the obligations Europeans assumed when they claimed
‘L.mal control of territory in Africa. The two relevant chapters of the

fcrcnce’§ final protocol deserve to be quoted at some length because
are quite telling about the extent to which the new international

em was designed to take into account the disinclination to rule what
Europeans had conquered:

(] “«!
& ® Jan 0. M. Broek, “The Problem of ‘Natural Frontiers,’” in Frontiers of the Future, ed.

:)’ Mllzrock (Los Angeles: California University Committee on International Relations
W p. L. ’

'I’ K. l(;r;)we, The Berlin West Afvican Conference, 1884-1885 (London: Longmans
), P- ) ’

O 1.
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Article 34: Any Power which henceforth takes possession of a tract of land on
the coasts of the African continent outside of its present possessions, or which,
being hitherto without such possessions, shall acquire them, as well as the
Power which possesses a Protectorate there, shall accompany the respective act
with a notification thereof addressed to the other signatory powers of the act,
in order to enable them, if need be, to make good any claims of their own.

Article 35: The signatory powers of the present act recognise the obligation to
ensure the establishment of authority in regions occupied by them on the
coasts of the African continent, sufficient to protect existing rights, and, as the
case may be, freedom of trade and of transit under the conditions agreed upon.¥

All that a European country had to do was establish some kind of base
territory on the coast, and then it was free to expand inward without
having to establish, except in an ill-defined “reasonable time,” an admin-
istrative presence in order to fulfill the obligations of effective occupation.

There appears to have been no belief on the part of the participants at
the time of the Berlin Conference, or after, that the rules of occupation
demanded the creation of European hegemony on the ground. For in-
stance, a Belgian amendment that “effective occupation” should include
provisions “to cause peace to be administered” was struck out from the
final Berlin proclamation.®® Rather, Berlin enabled the Europeans to con-
quer Africa while doing as little as possible to control it. The rules were
so vague that they would be difficult, if not impossible, to enforce.” In-
deed, “occupation” did not actually refer to seizure of land but was a
more generic term for the acquisition of sovereignty. Most territory in
Africa was not actually physically conquered but ceded, more or less le-
gitimately, by African rulers.*® Thus, many misunderstand the fundamen-
tal purpose of the Berlin Conference.

The conference never dealt explicitly with the interior of Africa.
Quickly, the “hinterland theory” was promulgated. Under this theory,
any power occupying coastal territory was entitled to claim political influ-
ence over an indefinite amount of inland area. In an irregularly sized
continent, this was bound to cause problems, and a certain level of ridic-
ulousness was reached when France tried to restrict the borders of

7 “General Act of the Berlin Conference,” in The Scramble for Africa, ed. R. J. Gavin
and J. A. Betley (Ibadan, Nigeria: Ibadan University Press, 1973), pp. 299-300.

8 The relevant diplomatic history is provided by Crowe, The Berlin West African Confer-
ence, pp.176, 191.

# Jorg Fisch, “Africa as zerra nullius. The Berlin Conference and International Law,” in
Bismarck, Euvope, and Africa: The Berlin Africa Conference 1884~1885 and the Onset of
Partition, Stig Forster, Wolfgang J. Mommsen and Ronald Robinson (London: Oxford
University Press, 1988), p. 351.

5% Malcolm Shaw, Title to Tervitory in Afvica (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1986), pp. 34,
38.
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Nigeria on the basis of a line that formed the hinterland of Algeria.' In
the end, the hinterland theory was rejected because it was unworkable.®
However, the fact that it was even seriously considered suggests that the
need to prove effective occupation was not central to gaining control
over the vast majority of Africa, beyond the coasts. Elizabeth Hopkins
was left to conclude that, “The principle of effective occupation, so cen-
tral to the claim of imperial legitimacy on coasts following the Berlin
Conference, would have little bearing on the partition of Africa inland.”*

Administration on the Cheap

The Berlin Conference was exceptionally successful in establishing the
rules for the conquest of Africa without requiring extremely expensive
formal systems of administration. First, the conference’s rules allowed any
European power to preclude others from contesting a piece of territory that
it had claimed as under its sphere of influence.** For instance, the British
assumed a “paper protectorate” through the Royal Niger Company after
1886 in the Oil Rivers Protectorate in what would later become Nigeria. In
the words of the new vice-consul, “our policy may for the present chiefly
assume a negative character. So long as we keep other European nations
out, we need not be in a hurry to go in.”® These are not the words of an
official with a hegemonic project. Or, as Morris argues,

The establishment of protectorates was for Britain in the 1880s and 1890s an
ideal solution to the problem of the international scramble for African posses-
sions. She would thus exclude her rivals from gaining control over the area
concerned, while retaining a free hand as to what degree of internal control she
would then or later decide to exercise, and, indeed, as to whether she might
not later wish to withdraw completely.*

" Lugard, The Dual Mandate, p. 12.

" G. N. Uzoigwe, “Spheres of Influence and the Doctrine of the Hinterland in the
Partition of Africa,” Journal of Afvican Studies 3 (1976): pp. 196-7.

* Elizabeth Hopkins, “Partition in Practice: African Politics and European Rivalry in
Bufumbira,” in Bismarck, Europe, and Africa: The Bevlin Afvica Conference 1884-1885 and
the Onser of Partition, ed. Stig Forster, Wolfgang J. Mommsen, and Ronald Robinson
(London: Oxford University Press, 1988), p. 415.

* M. E. Lindley, The Acquisition and Government of Backward Territory in International
law (London: Longmans, Green, 1926), p. 210.

* Quoted in Crowder, West Africa under Colonial Rule, p. 117. See also H. L. Wessel-
g, Divide and Rule: The Partition of Africa, 1880-1914 (Westport, CT: Praeger, 1996),
p. 193.

* Morris, “Protection or Annexation?” p. 43. See also William Edward Hall, A Treatise
on the Foreign Powers and Jurisdiction of the British Crown (Oxford: Oxford University
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Second, by requiring the exchange of information in an environment
where knowledge of boundaries was otherwise lacking, the conference
enabled European countries to avoid conflict over territories that had
already been claimed. M. F. Lindley notes the importance of this process:

It was largely owning to their use [the arrangements recognizing the protecto-
rates of other sgates] that despite the keen competition for territory in Africa
and Oceania, the primary division amongst them of those parts of the world
was effected by peaceful methods. Difficulties were anticipated and avoided by
the exercise of an accommodating spirit on both sides; and force, which
loomed so largely in the colonial settlements of the eighteenth century, gave
place to agreement.”’

At the same time, the Europeans found it easy to conquer Aftican
polities, although there would be some limited armed resistance. For in-
stance, the imperialist Richard Meinertzhagen was able to conquer half a
million Africans with three white men, twenty black soldiers, and fifty
black police.* In his review of African resistance to European colonialism,
Crowder notes, “Perhaps the most striking feature of the invading armics
was their small size in comparison with the African armies which opposed
them.”® The cost to Britain of conquering seventy million African sub-
jects was about fifteen pence each, most of that spent not on armies but
on railroads that followed the soldiers.®® There would be much unarmed |
resistance to colonialism but, as will be discussed, not of the type or of
the magnitude to physically challenge European rule.

The Europeans took advantage of the weak indigenous threats to their §
rule and the peaceful international environment established by Berlin to
gain what would, under most circumstances, have been a highly ques-
tionable, and contestable, title to territory. For instance, the conference
allowed Europeans to legitimate the practice of signing treaties with Affi-
can chiefs so as gain control of territory in a legalistic manner instead of
conquering it, even though few traditional African leaders actually had
control of their land as understood by the Europeans. Lugard describes
the treaty-making;:

¥ Lindley, The Acquisition and Government of Backward Territory, pp. 210-1. Sce also |
Friedrich Kratochwil, “Of Systems, Boundaries and Territoriality: An Inquiry into the Fors
mation of the State System,” World Politics 39 (October 1986): p. 39.

* Crowder, West Afvica under Colonial Rule, p. 422.

% Michael Crowder, “West African Resistance,” in West Afvican Resistance: The Militany
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versity Library for Africa, 1978), p. 6.

* Bruce Berman and John Lonsdale, Staze and Class, bk. 1 of Unhappy Valley: Conflict
Kenya and Africa (London: James Currey, 1992), p. 18.
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Treaties were produced by the cartload in all the approved forms of legal ver-
biage—impossible of translation by ill-educated interpreters. It mattered not
that tribal chiefs had no power to dispose of communal rights, or that those
few powerful potentates who might perhaps claim such authority looked on the
white man’s ambassador with contempt. . . . The Sultan of Sokoto, for in-
stance, regarded the subsidy promised to him by the chartered company as a
tribute from a vassal.®

Where local treaties were not adequate for territorial division, the Euro-
peans relied on arbitrary lines based on latitude and longitude.® As a
result, about 44 percent of African boundaries are straight lines that ei-
ther correspond to an astrologic measurement or are paralle] to some
other set of lines.®

Chartered companies, in a kind of privatized imperialism, also were
often used by the metropolitan powers to rule over large parts of Africa.
Lugard admitted that these companies were, at best, an imperfect form
of government. However, “they came forward at a moment when the
Government, compelled by the action of other Powers to take some deci-
son, not unnaturally shirked the responsibility of directly administering
great regions, at a cost of which no estimate could be made.”** In partic-
ular, the major colonial powers, Britain and France, were sometimes not
involved in direct conquest and often ceded their territories to the com-
panics. Company rule continued later in Africa (as late as 1923 for south-
em Rhodesia) than was the case almost anywhere else in the world.®® The
result of ruling through these traditional and commercial agents, Lugard
pithily noted, was that Europeans could, “persuade themselves that the
omclette had been made without breaking any eggs.” Or as one colo-
nial official in West Africa wrote in 1890: “the old dread of increasing our
responsibilities by taking over more territory has, I venture to think, been
proved by experience to be somewhat of a bugbear.””

An examination of the final colonial map suggests just how little power
capabilities had to do with the extension of authority in Africa. Britain,

* Lugard, The Dual Mandate, p. 15.

*“J. D. Hargreaves, “ West African Boundaries and Partition,” p. 319.

* K. M. Barbour, “A Geographical Analysis of Boundaries in Inter-Tropical Africa,” in
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the power most capable of extending its rule, largely limited. it§ conquests
in West Africa to coastal territories. In southern Africa, Britain did gain
control of lands in the interior, but these were primarily conquered for. it
by Rhodes’s company and would not fully become part 'of the empire
until the 1920s. The French did control significant interior portions of
West Africa, but these trophies reflected less its army’s‘abilities than,
rather bizarrely, the desire of the French #navy to redeem 1tse.lf after past
humiliations.® It was the European powers that had not previously dcxp-
onstrated colonial ambitions—Portugal (the “sick man of Europe”), Bis-
marck’s Germany, the King of the Belgians—that formally claimed large
amounts of uncontested territory and whose claims were subsquently
recognized, despite the fact that they had the most limited abilities to
project power. N '

The disjuncture between power capabilities and extent of empire was
possible because, under the Berlin rules, formal European rule could
mean almost anything the European capitals decided. Thus,

the term “protectorate” gradually changed its meaning from that of a pact with
the ruler of a State, which maintained its internal but not its external .sovcr-
eignty, to a declaration of the territorial status of a region includcd. in the
Empire, in which not only the external, but in varying degrees the 1nte.mal
sovereignty also, had passed to the controlling Power, in many cases (since
unexplored regions were included) without even the “treaty” consent of the
people.”

The British, at least, did maintain the notion of protectorates throughout
the colonial period. However, the Portuguese and Ercnch soon were
treating their African colonies as integral parts of their mother country
through such concepts as the Overseas Provinces of Portugal and Over-
seas France.”® That these (rather preposterous) pretences could be so
readily accepted, given how detached Lisbon and Paris were from many
of the decisions their colonial governors were taking, much less what was

happening on the ground, demonstrates the profound effect that the par- |

ticular international regime constructed for conquering Africa had on
imagined relations between Europe and the African periphery.

The Limited Ambitions of the Colonial State

The Berlin Conference, whatever its long-term repercussions, had little
immediate effect on politics in most of Africa. As Wesseling duly notes,

% Wesseling, Divide and Rule, pp. 177-8.
 Lugard, The Dual Mandate, p. 35.
™ Crowder, West Afvica under Colonial Rule, p. 6.
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“The partition of Africa was recorded by the Europeans on their maps,
but the matter rested there for the time being. . . . In Europe conquests
preceded the drawing of maps; in Africa the map was drawn, and then it
was decided what was going to happen. These maps did not therefore

reflect reality but helped to create it.””* Or as Blyden mockingly noted in
1890,

Notwithstanding the reports we receive on every breeze that blows from the
East, of vast “spheres of influence” and large European possessions, the points
actually occupied by white men in the boundless equatorial regions of that

immense continent may be accurately represented on the map only by micro-
scopic dots.”

It would be quite some time before the Europeans would even take up,
in a serious manner, the task of ruling over large parts of Africa. As Kirk-
Greene reminds us, “Occupation was by no means yet synonymous with
administration. Any serious move towards the next phase of the new co-
lonial presence, that of consolidation of civilian government and the in-
troduction of economic development plans, was overtaken by the First
World War.””?

Of course, if the European powers had fought significant wars in Af-
rica, cither against each other or Africans, part of the inevitable detritus
of those conflicts would have been the establishment of some kind of
scurity establishment with the accompanying infrastructure of roads,
railroads, and extended administrative systems that armies need to fight.
Without such conflict, the infrastructure of rule was slow in coming. As a
result, for many rural areas in Africa, formal colonial administration can
be counted as only lasting the sixty years starting from the turn of the
century. Or as Coquery-Vidrovitch notes:

At the turn of the century, peasants could still refuse to submit either to African
despotism or to White domination. White soldiers and administrators were too
few in numbers to be able to impose colonial law in the bush; for example, in
1900, after the failure of attempts at White colonization, Angola contained
only some three thousand Portuguese . . . although trade with Europe had
been carried on since the sixteenth century, the Shona and Ovambo rural com-
munities had remained in isolation until after 1870.7

" Wesseling, Divide and Rule, pp. 363—4.
" Bdward W. Blyden, The African Problem and the Method of its Solution (Washington,
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"* Coquery-Vidrovitch, Africa: Endurance and Change South of the Sabara, p. 185.
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In the more distant hinterland, Europeans did not manage to exercise
formal authority for several decades after technically gaining control of
the territory. Suret-Canale noted that before 1945, “the significant
changes affected only the main towns and the big commercial ports. In
the bush nothing changed.”” Harms, in his study of the Nunu, notes
that, “life in the swamps did not change drastically until 1926 when the
Belgian colonizers consolidated the scattered homestead.””® The Maka in
southeastern Cameroon were not conquered until 1910.”7 Similarly, in
1905, one observer noted, “The Congo was never conquered; vast areas
of our colony have never effectively been taken over.””® For Chad, always
the extreme example, DeCalo concludes that “sixty years of colonial rule
did not effect any major changes.””

Even at the height of colonial rule, governments, reflecting the power
gradients made possible by Berlin, penetrated the rural areas in only a
partial and incomplete manner. In 1939, the average British district com-
missioner was responsible, with his staff of Africans, for an area roughly
the size of Wales. Ruling over the roughly 43 million people in British
tropical Africa in 1939 were a grand total of 1,223 administrators and
938 police.® Similarly, there were 3,660 officials to govern 15 million
Africans in French West Africa, 887 to govern 3.2 million in French
Equatorial Africa, and 2,384 to govern 9.4 million in the Belgian Congo
in 1938.%

A limited administrative presence was also possible because, even after
1917, the Europeans did little in most parts of the continent to change
the biological facts on the ground. The signal aspect of colonialism in
Africa was how few European settlers there were. For instance in 1936,
near the zenith of the first colonial occupation of Africa, and just before
the Second World War would divert European attention and resources
elsewhere, the white population in South Africa totaled 2 million and
whites accounted for roughly 25 percent of the population. However, in
no other settler society could such a critical mass of whites be established,
Thus, the ratio of whites to Africans in Kenya was one to two hundred,

7 Jean Suret-Canale, French Colonialism in Tropical Africa, 1900-1945 (London: (]
Hurst, 1971), p. 155.

’* Harms, Games against Nature, p. 5.
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7 Samuel DeCalo, “Regionalism, Political Decay, and Civil Strife in Chad,” Journal
Modern African Studies 18 (March 1980): p. 31. '
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8 Robert Delavignette, Freedom and Authority in French West Africa (London: Oxf
University Press, 1950), p. 18.

THE AFRICAN PROBLEM 79

in Southern Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe), one to twenty, and in South
West Africa (now Namibia), one to ten. In the vast majority of colonies
without settler populations, the white presence was minimal at most.
There were, for instance, only 1.86 French settlers for every thousand
Africans in French West Africa in 1938.%2 Similarly, in the colonies where
asimilation was possible, it was only done slowly. Thus, by 1950, there
were only thirty thousand assimilados out of Angola’s four million Afri-
cans and only five thousand assimilated Africans out of Mozambique’s
population of six million.*® Hancock concludes that “South Africa was
the only African territory south of the Sahara where the thinly held fron-
ticr of European settlement might be said to have evolved into a deeply-
moted European society.”®

Having few Europeans to protect, the colonial state was notably slow
In cxpanding the spatial reach of the security forces, arguably the essence
of any state. As Killingray reminds us, “Colonial Africa, like eighteenth-
snd nineteenth-century England had only rudimentary policing. Towns
were policed by the government, particularly those areas where Euro-
peans and the African educated elite lived . . . Outside the towns and
sway from the main lines of communication, policing was very much a
Mt and miss affair where ‘much [was] left to hazard.””®

Nothing so epitomizes the limited ambitions of many colonial states,
and the failure to establish empirical statehood, as the small size of the
weurity forces that existed in the colonies through the terminal colonial
period. In the British-ruled colonies, even during the terminal colonial
period, when security forces might have been expected to have bur-
proncd due to the nationalist upheavals, the number of men in arms was
wkiom over one per thousand civilians compared to one in a hundred for
Britain and other developed countries. As late as 1957, the official report

. of Northern Rhodesia (now Zambia) stated: “It will be many years be-
» ) fore the police force is strong enough to be able to accept the respon-
L #bility for enforcing law and order throughout the Territory. There must
L thercfore for some considerable time be a sharing of responsibility be-
B Wwecn the police and other organizations for the maintenance of law and
‘ @nder. " For both France and Britain, Gutteridge concludes that the low
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number of men in arms suggests a “willingness to operate locally on a
very narrow margin of safety in relation to any security crisis. . . . The
European powers in Africa raised local colonial military forces to fit their
world-wide strategic needs; and their criteria, therefore, rested inevitably
on imperial rather than on local policy.”

Finally, to complete the picture of the weak capabilities and modest
ambitions of colonial states, it is important to note the detachment of
African colonies from the metropoles that might, under different condi-
tions, have supplied them with the resources to broadcast authority. Re-
flecting the hubris that propelled them to conquer Africa, the Europeans

were initially enormously optimistic about their ability to project power |

in Africa. King Leopold wrote, “The sea bathes our coast, the world lics
before us. Steam and clectricity have annihilated distance. All the non-
appropriated lands on the surface of the globe (mostly in Africa) can
become the field of our operations and our success.”*® However, in real-
ity, African colonial operations were still very distant from the metropole,
From the very beginning, the colonial state, and its component parts, had
a substantial degree of autonomy. For instance, even in the supposedly
highly centralized French system, “Distances and a claim to local exper
tise made the governor-general almost independent of Paris, whereas the
governor was little controlled by his superior in Dakar or Brazzaville. . . ,
Often [the governor-general] carried out policies diametrically opposed
to the regulations coming from Paris.”® Indeed, the governor-gene
complained in 1934 of his subordinates’ “manifest intention to leave the
governor-general in ignorance.” In the Belgian territories, “the men of
the spot in the Congo were left largely to their own devices.””* Simila
in the Portuguese empire, governors in the late-nineteenth century ¢o
plained “of an ignorant, remote and inflexible Lisbon establishment.”
was not until the mid-twentieth century that real changes were ma
Thus, the ministry of colonies in Lisbon grew from a staff’ of seven
seven in the mid-1890s to more than forty thousand in the late 19608,
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Developing the Contours of the Colonial State

The practitioners of British and French colonialism were well aware, of-
ten to the point of obsession, of just how meekly they had penetrated the
vast parts of Africa they had suddenly committed themselves to ruling.
lord Hailey, the great student of British colonialism, noted, for instance,
*Every government in Africa has been faced by the initial difficulty of
sdministering an extensive area with a small European staff, frequently
ignorant of the local native custom and language.”* Similarly Delavig-
Mettc, in many ways the most insightful of the French practitioners, said
of the territory that the French had taken over, “The geographical di-
mensions were large but the density of population was very low. It was in
this contrast between the vastness of the territory and the modest size of
the population that the administration had to function.”*

- A great deal of ink has been spilled in comparing the British theory of
Indircct rule through traditional authorities to other types of European

ulonialism in Africa that depended more on the rule through white offi-
€&n on the ground (“direct rule”). In theory, European colonialism in

Africa could be arrayed across a spectrum from the Portuguese with the

. Mowt direct system of rule to the famous system of indirect rule theorized

By lLugard and practiced at least in northern Nigeria. The French and
Delpians were somewhere in between, with the former being more in the

‘ @rect rule camp and the latter tending more toward the British model.”

Reality, as it often has a tendency to do in Africa, always interfered

f with the theory. For instance, in some British areas, indirect rule meant
e appointment of councils of elders whose writ did not extend much
hyund a village, while in other areas, it meant the recognition of an
?‘tady powerful ruler who had authority over hundreds of thousands of

wle. Sir Philip Mitchell, governor of Buganda from 1935 to 1940,

i@Mmicd that territory was under indirect rule while his successor, Sir
i&harlcs Dundas, thought that British relations with the Kabaka were the

model of indirect rule.*® Similarly, Crowder argues that a central
turc of indirect rule was its noninterference with the boundaries of
ditional polities, while the French routinely rearranged the land that
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chiefs governed.” However, Barrows reports that in Sierra Leone the
British dramatically rearranged the areas individual Mende chiefs con-
trolled.”® Indirect rule was not a success in Eastern or Western Nigeria,
the Gold Coast, Northern Rhodesia (now Zambia), and was not even
attempted in Kenya. Indeed, Kirk-Greene finds that even in parts of
Northern Nigeria, the locus classicus of the theory, colonial precepts were
not always followed.” It is not a surprise that Djata reports that the
French tried both direct and indirect rule in the Middle Niger Valley."®
The notion of a single-minded colonial approach to ruling Africa is there-
fore unsupported by the evidence.

Of course, such confusion was probably inevitable, given that so much
of “colonial science” was made up in the face of particular exigencies and
often by the man on the spot rather than in the colonial capital, much
less in Europe. It is important always to remember Hailey summing up
French and British colonial theory: “Neither system owes its origin to any
preconceived theory of rule.”™" The hallmark of colonial theories was
their extreme flexibility at the expense of theory. For instance, the central
tenent of the French colonial theory of association was flexibility to mect
the particular geographic and ethnic characteristics of the state.’” In his
brilliant lecture on colonial administration, subtitled “Etr Maintenant,
Lord Lugard,” Hubert Jules Deschamps, former governor of the Ivory
Coast, noted, “one can scarcely detect the French administrative policy
previous to 1945; it differed from yours [Britain’s] . . . only in its more
familiar style and less clearly defined goals.”*** Such confusion was hardly
surprising, given the profound ambivalence with which the Europeans
colonized Africa in the first place.

Examining the advent of indirect rule in Northern Nigeria—the sup-
posed model for the rest of British colonial Africa—gives some idea of
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how the new conquerors reacted to the central political problem of ex-
tending their power. Sir (later Lord) Frederick Lugard—the codifier of
Indirect rule and without a doubt the most important practitioner of co-
lonialism in Africa—spoke at the dawn of colonial rule during the instal-
lation of the Sultan of Sokoto in 1903. He portrayed the British as much
# anything as succeeding the old rulers:

The old treaties are dead, you have killed them. Now these are the words
which I, the High Commissioner, have to say for the future. The Fulani in old
times under Don Fodio conquered this country. They took the right to rule
over it, to levy taxes, to depose kings and to create kings. They in turn have by
defeat lost their rule which has come into the hands of the British. All these
things which I have said the Fulani by conquest took the right do now pass to
the British.'™

However, rather than hewing closely to an established theory, Lugard
justified retaining the old African system of rule as a very practical re-
sponse to the problems he faced. He argued that “so vast a country,
habited by many millions, must always be inadequate for complete
Rritish administration in the proper sense of the word . . . it was, there-
fore, imperative to utilise and improve the existing machinery.”* Lugard
himself had no fixed notion as to the extent to which power would be
wiclded by the Emirs,' and much was clearly made up as he went along.

In some ways, the British managed to duplicate many aspects of pre-
colonial rule, including the incomplete domination of the subject popula-
tion that was inevitable when foreigners tried to rule through local struc-
tures. The Africans recognized that the system of indirect rule was, in
many ways, a familiar one rather than an invention originating in a grand
cultural project Mamdani suggests the British had for their colonial sub-
Jects. A. I. Asiwaju summarized what might be called the Ibadan school
of historical studies of indirect rule:

while the white rulers thought of this colonial device [indirect rule] as some-
thing they fashioned for their own purpose, the various indigenous African
societies thought of it as something that could be adapted and reduced into
workable local procedures to serve interests and alliances that both preceded
and outlived formal colonial rule in the respective localities. In the particular
case of the Yoruba, British Indirect Rule was a most welcome opportunity for
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TABLE 3.1
Road Density in Colonial Africa (Km of Road/Square Km of Land)
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| the Erench started late in their effort to penetrate the African hinterland
@d critically, never developed the infrastructure to rule directly. As
ldlcy notes, “In French West Africa roads hardly existed outside cer-

Colony 1935 1950 in urban areas in 1914.7'" Subsequently, the French never caught up
Basotoland 02 N.A. P the even, slow pace of the British.
Bechuanaland 001 N.A. . The common colonial failure to extend the infrastructure of power
Gambia 004 09 pbably outweighs whatever differences in colonial practice suggested
Gold Coast 04 05 the different theories when it comes to the spatial reach of the state.
Kenya .03 .05 . « . .
Nigeria: 02 04 4 prominent French author noted, “In West Africa the differences
Northern Rhodesia 02 02 tween British and French rule] were far less deep than was some-
Nyasaland 06 07 s imagined. The economic system was the same: the economy was
Sierra Leone 03 04 trolled by the same trading monopolies (the Compagnie de I’Ouest
Southern Rhodesia .04 .06 cain, the United Africa Company, and others) and agriculture was
Swaziland 11 N.A. to the ‘local peasants.” ™'
Tanganyika .02 04 . A clear reflection of the inadequacy of the extension of power, via
Uganda 03 .06 Mads or other mechanisms, can be found in the obsession that colonial
British Empire Average 02 04 ts had with traveling. Because they did not have systems that al-
French Equatorial Africa® 007 007 d for a permanent government with a physical presence through-
French West Affica .01 02 Pt their territories, colonial officials spent a great deal of time traveling
French Empire Average .009 014 Baound their territories to bring the state, as it were, to the people.
Belgian Congo 02 04 us, understanding his }imtiq capabilit'ic§, Lugard’s §chcmc for divid-
Ruanda-Urandi 10 NA. the amalgamated Nigeria into administrative units was based on

ding the maximum area an administrator could traverse and “main-

Angola 02 03 touch with” the population, physical control clearly not being a
Mozambique .03 N.A. rity or even an issue.™ Similarly, Delavignette notes that for the
South Africa 11 23 Iench colonial service, “the art of going on tour” is the “essential prin-

| of ruling. The tour, which could be done by foot, car or horse-
k, was done to learn what was happening.”""* Van Vollenhoven’s
mment that “Only one’s presence, personal contact, counts. The cir-
is zero” would be repeated by French colonial administrators until
end of their rule in Africa.’® The resonance with the Ashanti notion
the perimeters of the state being defined by how far a messenger
d walk in a2 month is palpable.

Sources: Road data from Lord Hailey, An African Swrvey (London: Oxford Uni
Press, 1938), pp. 1549-65; International Road Federation, World Road Stavisties
(London: IRF, 1950); United Nations Economic Commission for Africa, A Survey |
nomic Conditions in Africa, 1960-1964 (Addis Ababa: UNECA, 1968), pp. 118-9;
nomic Commission for Africa, A Survey of Economic Conditions in Africa, 1967 (New
United Nations, 1969), p. 121. Land area from International Road Federation, World
Statistics, 1966-1970 (Geneva: IRF, 1971), pp. 11-6 and World Bank, World Deve
Report, 1998 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1998), pp. 190-1, 232.

a) Includes British Cameroons

b) Includes Cameroon, Chad, Gabon, Moyen-Congo, Ubangi-Shari (now Central
can Republic), but not British Cameroons.

¢) Includes Dahomey, Guinea, Ivory Coast, Mali, Mauritania, Niger, Sencgal,
Volta.

d) Data from 1965

® Hailey, Afvican Survey, p. 1561.

® Suret-Canale, French Colonialism in Tropical Africa, p. 348.

i Prederick Lugard, “Memorandum on the Administration of Nigeria submitted to the
ary of State, May 1905,” in Lugard and the Amalgamation of Nigeria, ed. A. H. M.
{Greene (London: Frank Cass and Co., 1968), p. 211.

™ Delavignette, Freedom and Authority in Erench West Africa, p. 42.

F # William B. Cohen, Rulers of Empire: The French Colonial Service in Africa (Stanford,
Hoover Institution Press, 1971), pp. 63-5.
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Exit

Given the European failure to extend power, it is hardly a surprise that
migration, the traditional African response to political distress, continued
throughout the colonial period. Young, Mamdani, and others who argue
for the strength of the colonial state ignore just how great the continuity
with precolonial politics was, at least in regard to the major avenue open
to Africans disaffected with those who ruled them. While the period of
violent protest against colonial rule was brief and snuffed out quickly by
superior European firepower in the early part of the twentieth century,
Africans continued to subvert the state for many years by simply leaving.
During the early colonial period, the presence of open land and weak
administrative structures outside the cities made it only natural that many
Africans responded to abuses by simply escaping to an area that was not
under the direct control of the European power. Thus, Allen F. Isaacman
notes that withdrawal was a common response to Portuguese rule in
Mozambique. He reports that at times, “entire chieftaincies migrated
across national boundaries to avoid Portuguese rule.”"?” Similarly, because
British colonialism was relatively less oppressive than French rule in West
Africa, “massive protest emigrations involving whole villages and towns-
hips from the French to the British side of the Nigeria-Dahomey border
were common and regular occurrences in Western Yorubaland in the pe-
riod 1914-1945.”""* Asiwaju goes on to note that,

Protest migrations were a universal phenomenon in almost all French West
Aftican colonies. For example, protest migrations . . . were staged by the Ba-
riba, especially during the rising in French Borgu in 1916, and by the Wolofs
from French Senegal to British Gambia. Similar migrations occurred among
various ethnic groups moving from French Guinea to both Portuguese Guinea
and British Sierra Leone.'”

In fact, the early colonial period seems to have been the high point of
migration in many areas. The abuses of colonial authorities provided in-
centives for many Africans to migrate but potential barriers, such as bor-
ders, were too weak to be real deterrents to people secking the exit op-
tion. There was also a substantial amount of forced migration.'?

The new migrants apparently had relatively little problem finding land

Y Allen F. Isaacman, The Tradition of Resistance in Mozambique: The Zambesi Valley,
1850-1921 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1976), p. 108.

"8 A. L. Asiwaju, Western Yorubaland under European Rule, 1889-1945 (London: Long-
man, 1976}, p. 141.

" Ibid.

K. C. Zachariah and Julien Condé, Migration in West Afvica: Demographic Aspects
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1981), p. 31.
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on which to settle. Asiwaju writes, for instance, that the migrants into
British Yorubaland were able to settle on the frontier and establish per-
manent settlements.'”” In fact, relatively recently in historical time, in
many parts of Africa it was easy to move beyond established political
authority because, even in states that had established strong central ad-
ministrative structures, the geographical reach of the centralized political
power was extremely limited. For instance, Charles van Onselen describes
a2 “New Nineveh” in the South Africa of the 1890s where a small popula-
tion could exist separately from the political community on the Wits-
watersrand by moving a relatively short distance into the hills.”*

Colonialism’s End

The natural progression of colonial rule might well have been to build
from the center—where formal control was required by international
convention and sheer practicality—outward, so that eventually the en-
tirety of each colony was physically administered by the state. This did
not happen for several reasons. First, the colonialists still confronted the
traditional African problems: the costs of extending rule turned out to be
exceptionally high given limited benefits. Second, events in Europe be-
gan to distract the colonial powers in the 1930s until finally the war
essentially stopped extension of all administrative systems. As a result, 'the
practice of colonialism before World War IT never exceeded the very lim-
ited vision formed in the first decade of the twentieth century when Af-
rica was formally conquered. As usual, Frederick Cooper describes the
situation deftly,

The more ambitious projects of colonial conquerors soon proved unrealizable.
From roughly the time of World War I to the mid-1930s, France and Great
Britain scaled down their ambitions to remake and systematically exploit the
Affican continent, and asserted that their goal was to preserve African societies
and culture while permitting only slow changes from within. The much cele-
brated policy of “indirect rule” . .. represented an attempt to make retreat
sound like policy.'*?

Joyce Carey, who published Mister Johnson in 1939, describes well the
muted ambition of the colonial officials: “No long views—the age for long
views ended twenty years ago—and above all, not too much zeal.”™

2 Asiwaju, Western Yorubaland under Euvopean Rule, p. 147. .

122 Charles van Onselen, New Nineveh, vol. 2 of Studies in the Social and Economic His-
tory of the Witswatersrand, 1886-1914 (London: Longman, 1982), p. 177.

13 Frederick Cooper, Decolonization and Afvican Society: The Labor Question in French
and British Afvica (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), p. 11.

4 Carey, Mister Johmson, p. 209.
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A.ccordingly, the French were not willing to undertake the costs associat
w1th the politics of assimilation and they abandoned some, but not all
their go'als of making Africans into Frenchmen.'”® Colonial ’Ministcr Al
'Sar.raut in 1932, having already argued that France was not benefiting fr
its involvement in Africa four decades after Berlin, suggested that %ra
should concentrate on “islands of prosperity” that could be developed #

export, primarily along the coast, and that “We can now sketch a map ¢

useful A'frica.”““ At about the same time, S. Herbert Frankel, in a critie
economic treatise, was calling Africa “a continent of outp(,)sts 127 Th
Portuguese also only had limited ambitions to penetrate Aﬁ’icar.l socie

The purpose of the regime do indigenato was “fundamentally neither *
encourage nor suppress: it was to maintain. The African world in Anga
and Mogambiquc was to exist in a kind of limbo while the Portugut:sc8
on with their job of making a success of white colonial dcvelopment.””

After World War I1, it was simply too late to change the power gradl

ents that were thc natural result of Berlin. First, the European powe
were reconstructing themselves, and therefore hardly had the resources

make a n'lajor effort to broadcast power in Africa.'” The data on roag
construction displayed in table 3.1 does indicate a significant increase in

construction from 1950 to the end of colonialism, but the base was

pathetically low that total road density aggregates are still extremely une

impressive by 1963. Second, although few understood it i i
nd, od it immediate

afth Worlc'i War .II, the tidal wave of African nationalism would ls

begin, leaving in its wake dozens of independent countries by the carl

13208. .Whgtevcr the original colonial administrative project for thej
Os, it quickly bcca..mc the decade when attention was devoted to, first
forestalling efforts at independence, and then making hurried attcm;)ts n;

prepare colonies for the transfer of power.'®

Nonhegemonic Rule

To strcss‘thc limited and incomplete nature of colonial rule is not to deny
its brutality. Indeed, a central feature of colonial rule was violence. In this

:z Crowder, “Indjre:ct Rule—French and British Styles,” p. 185.
- gog);l; ge;)l:zf[;ﬂm u(;d African Soctety, p. 33
Oxfor(.i Univ:rSiterrcst;,, lgggz)t,u[l) .I:g.enmmt in Africa: Its Course and Effects (London:
Z: sDuffyf, “I.’onrugucs‘c‘ Africa, 19%0 to 1960,” p. 181.
A cc,Bo.r.mstancc,' The Colonial Empirf: and .the Economic Crisis,” circulated in July
to British colonial governors and reprinted in Richard Rathbone, ed., British Docwe

ments on the End of Empire: Ghana. ies B . L ;
Office, 1992), pp. 90-98. » scries B, vol. 1 (London: Her Majesty’s Stationary

130 . . L
Sce, for instance, C. Jeffties, “The Afticanisation of the West African Governments,” written |
5

in March 1943 and reprinted in Rathbone, British Documents on the End of Empire, p. 20.
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, as both Young and Mamdani document at great length, the Afri-
colonial state can hardly be likened to an English county govern-
1. However, pervasive violence and control should not be confused.
extent of violence was, in many ways, not an indication of control
the result of the very limited presence of administrative structures in
y arcas outside the major cities. When the colonialists wanted to get
thing done, they had to use force rather than the regular sinews of
mment. Phyllis M. Martin, following from Leroy Vail, calls Euro-
rule in central Africa, at least before 1920, the “rule of the feeble.”™
root source of much of the violence that permeated colonial Africa
suld scem to be in the incomplete nature of European administrative
‘tures on the ground in the African hinterland. After studying cases

the Cameroon, Burnham concludes “the situation could only be
red by a truly radical change, one which succeeded both in com-

movements as well as one which generated new structures of local-

‘ :‘tly destroying the permissive social ecology which facilitates popula-

| Jvel political control.”’® Burnham suggests that the French did not
guccced in making such changes, although they tried to create “natural”
Whlages for the groups who were so mobile.'

Nor is it essential to this argument to deny that Europeans often ma-
sated traditional rule. However, as with the continual resort to Vvio-

fnce, the decentralized despotism that Europeans sometimes tried to
@reatc was more a sign of weakness than of strength. As Lugard recog-
placd, it was the failure to physically extend the power of the central state

aratus to the rural areas that caused the colonialists to devote atten-

gon to manipulating local structures for their own purposes rather than a
prand project. However, befitting its status as a second (or third) best
Wratcgy, the use of decentralized power did not create hegemony. First,
there was no point to creating “hegemony” given the extremely limited
golonial interest in most African colonies. For the most part, Europeans
only wanted order preserved and their limited economic interests pro-
pected. When European rule was challenged during the terminal colonial
period, the colonialists would leave rather than fight. In doing so, of
goursc, they were acting like typical African rulers in the precolonial

pﬂ‘i( .

$ccond, European interest in Africa produced a confused and un-
systematic rule that did not in crucial aspects resemble the kind of com-
mitted cultural project that Mamdani suggests. If the British could not
sgrec amongst themselves if there was indirect rule in Uganda, how
¢ould they be expected to subvert traditional practices in a single-minded

" Martin, “The Violence of Empire,” p. 8.

» philip Burnham, “ ‘Regroupement’ and Mobile Societies: Two Cameroon Cases,”
Journal of Afvican History 16 (1975): p. 593.

* 1bid., p. 585.
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an.d competent manner? Such confusion, rather than a systematic detep
mination to rule Africa in a particular way, was the fundamental feature ¢
European colonialism. Robert Heussler concluded for British policy (and
undoubtedly for the other Europeans): “There was no overall It)hemyc that]
andon stuck to decade by decade, exhorting all of the territories in &
uniform way. Often, moreover, it seemed that the influence of colonies
on the mother country was more substantial than hers on them.”'* Sim»
11:;rly,_ tlhc oifijcial historian of the colonial office asked what the: guiding
il . C . .
Eomdpnzst f(;n Ezﬁ;ﬁzsadmlmstratlon were during the interwar years andi
Flna!ly, as David Apter understood before most, the use of traditional/
authqrmes over the long-term to administer foreign authority was dys
functional and led to the destruction of some of the local elites who l();:t
ic very basis of their power.'* The Europeans wanted to use the “exist- |
ing machinery” but they were not willing to allow the machinery to con-
tinually adapt, as it did in the precolonial period, to new poligcal chal
lenges and opportunities. Lugard was aware of what a deleterious effect
the system of indirect rule would have on local African authorities: “Tl:
advcnt. of Europeans cannot fail to have a disintegrating effect or; trib:l
authQnty and institutions, and on the conditions of native life. This is
duc. in part to the unavoidable restrictions imposed on the exércisc {
their power by the native chiefs.”" ’
Nowhere is this deadly embrace more evident than in the colonial ap-
Prpach to the extension of traditional authority. In his famous ninth g !
11F1Fa1 memorandum, Lugard demanded that colonial officials ignore tl:'a-
ditional African practices regarding the mapping of power: “The ar
over which each Paramount Chief has control will be mal:ked on tl:‘
map, and no alteration will be made in it except on the Licutcnantc-
Govq‘n(?r’s recommendation, and with the Governor’s approval.”'* He
had ].u'StlﬁC.d. this reform in The Dual Mandate: “Small and isolatéd com-
munities, living within the jurisdiction of a chief, but owing allegiance to
tbc chief of their place of origin—a common source of trouble in Af-
rica—should gradually be absorbed into the territorial jurisdiction.”® It
would have been impossible to implement such policies and have Afric;m

"
|

'3 Robert Heussler, “British Rule in Africa,” i 7
- : . ,” in France and Britain in Africa, ed. Pros
Gifford and Wm. Roger Louis (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1971)frp. 5,92 B

1% R. D. Pearce, The Turning Point in Africa: Briti ; ;
Frank Cass and Co., 1982), p.g‘i, in Africa: British Colonial Policy, 193848 (London;

% David E. Apter, Gh 5 it i i i
L5l pter, Ghana in Transition (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1963), p.

% Lugard, The Dual Mandate, p. 215.

:: Lugard, “Memo no. IX: Native Administration,” p. 312.
Lugard, The Dual Mandate, p. 213.
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Iadcrs retain their traditional legitimacy because that legitimacy, as €x-
derived from their having won control of

icular areas or peoples rather than having been assigned them by the
whitcs. Thus, Lord Hailey could write of the African officials the British
pvemed through, “Everywhere the supervision exercised over them
@ust bring home the lesson that the sanction for their authority is no
bonger the goodwill of their own people, but the recognition accorded to
them by the administration.”*

As o result, there was an extremely mixed record of establishing local
suthorities. As Peter Geschiere notes in an extraordinary analysis, even in
edjoining areas of the same colony, the British and French sometimes
mxcceded and sometimes failed to establish local agents, depending crit-
kally on the adeptness of the white rulers and whether local circum-
Mances favored the new institutions. In other areas of Cameroon, the
have loyalty to authorities whose rule predated the
amival of the whites.*" Especially given the European ambivalence about
mling Africa and the modest resources they devoted to that task, it is not
wrprising there were a wide variety of outcomes when the white con-
Querors tried to co-opt local institutions. Pierre Alexandre describes the

ouwtcomes well:

the diversity of local situations was very great. In one region the customary
hicrarchy and the imported hierarchy could be reconciled tolerably well . . . In
another the customary hierarchy persisted, sometimes underground and some-
times unofficially tolerated, side by side with the white man’s chieftaincies or
_Elsewhere the imported hierarchy planted on an an-

preudo-chieftaincies . .
. Elsewhere again it proved quite

archical population managed to take root . .
impossible to impose the system.'*

Terrence Ranger also came to realize that he, or his rcaders, may have
been too dogmatic about the impact of colonialism on local authorities
amd should have been more appreciative of the diversity of local out-
¢omes in Africa. Ranger would later argue against finding a “single great
tradition coming to an end under colonialism” but rather for discovering,
*a pluralism both before, during and after colonialism.”"*

= Vailey, Africa Survey, 1938, pp- 539-40.
w peter Geschiere, “Chiefs and Colonial Rule in Cameroon: Inventing Chieftaincy,

Prench and British Style,” Africa 63 (1993): pp. 166-7.

W pierre Alexandre, “Chiefs, Commandants, and Clerks: Their Relationship from Con-
guest to Decolonisation in French West Africa,” in West African Chiefs: Their Changing
Matws under Colonial Rule and Independence, ed. Michael Crowder and Obaro Ikime

(New York: Africana Publishing, 1970}, p. 39.
W Jerrence Ranger, “The Invention of Tradition Revisited: The Case of Colonial Af-

ma.” in Legitimacy and the State in Twentieth-Century Africa: Essays in Honour of A. H.
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Conclusion

Rather than centralized or decentralized despotism, the Europeans pro-
vided a set of answers to the African problem that allowed them to avoid
the costs inherent to hegemony. The cost of extending power beyond the
cities and specific highly valuable economic assets such as mines and
plantations was still exorbitantly high. The Europeans, whatever their for-
mal theory of rule, were generally unsuccessful in changing cost struc-
tures to allow for a systematic expansion of authority into the rural areas,
Rather, in a critical example of how the nature of the state system affects
the consolidation of authority, the Berlin Conference allowed for a power
gradient, whereby formal control was exercised in the cities while author-
ity was highly variable in the rural areas.

Unlike precolonial African leaders, the European proconsuls had cre- .

ated a friendly enough state system so that they could claim formal con-
trol over land and people, although their power infrastructures were €x-
tremely limited. For the first time in Africa’s history, territorial boundarics
acquired salience. The common assertion that Africa’s boundaries are
meaningless because they are arbitrary is wrong. Rather, the boundaries
were, in many ways, the most consequential part of the colonial state.
The establishment of a territorial grid that was respected by other powers
allowed European rulers to be free of competition from other imperial
states and enabled them to establish internal administrative structures at 4
pace that was convenient, given the resources they were willing to de-
ploy. Only the strength of the boundaries allowed the colonialists to have
such a mixed record in establishing local authorities. If the boundaries
could have been challenged, rule over the hinterland would have had to
have been stronger. Osterhammel is correct in arguing that the Euro-
peans established territorial-states, rather than nation-states, in Africa.'*
Thus, the first critical buffer mechanism that the Europeans created

was the physical boundary itself, because the new boundaries successfully |

mediated pressures from the international system and allowed Europcans
to rule on the cheap. As chapters seven and eight show, the creation of &
boundary system also allowed for the development of other buffer mech-
anisms regulating money flows, and, to at least a small degree, the move:
ment of people (during the late colonial period).

The costs of state expansion were still high given the fact that the

physical environment was still daunting and the technology and resources

M. Kirk-Greene, ed. Terrence Ranger and Olufemi Vaughan (London: Macmillan, 1998),
p- 80.

“ Jiirgen Osterhammel, Colonialism: A Theoretical Overview (Princeton: Markus Wicnet,
1997), p. 68.
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Figure 3.1. Paths to State Consolidation in Colonial Africa

the Europeans were willing to deploy were limited. However, the new
satc system and the establishment of at least one important buffer me:ch-
anism significantly reduced some of the effective costs of state con.sohda—
won. Figure 3.1 graphically displays the notion that the bou‘ndancs and
the state system were the major avenues by which the colonial state was
¢onsolidated. The physiology of the colonial state was therefore dlﬁ'crcpt
# some important respects compared to what was found in prcc.olomal
Africa. However, in terms of how leaders actually ruled, the colonial state
will shared important similarities with many precolonial systems. In par-
ticular, only core areas continued to be ruled through fomd means. Be-
yond the core, the whites continued the tradition of having very weak
formal structures of rule. The primary reason for the continuation of so
many precolonial practices was that while the state system created at Ber-
kn allowed for absolute external sovereignty (the protection frqm en-
¢ruachment by other powers), it did not provide states much assistance
with the tasks of actually ruling over internal areas. Inevitably given the
mme geography, colonial rulers turned to some of the practices that pre-
¢olonial leaders had devised. However, over the long-term, the colonial
design was, as was eventually recognized, a problematic s<?lution bcc.ause
Buropeans were not willing to allow the old African practice of continual
¢hange in the nature and size of the units—critical responses to the prob-
fems posed by low population densities—to continue.
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If precolonial Africa was a time when fictions of rule were not allowed,
European colonialism was a combination of domestic administrative
structures and a state system that went to elaborate lengths to uphold the
notion that Europeans were actually ruling Africa. European rule was no
fiction. Colonialism was marked by extreme violence, the development of
new economic systems, and fundamental changes in many social practices
as foreign languages, religions, and ideologies were introduced. How-
ever, neither was the case that the Europeans had established states that
actually sought to rule over all the territories that were indeed said to be
theirs. That would be the stated ambition of their African successors,

Four

The Political Kingdom in
Independent Africa

‘The new nations of the African continent are
emerging today as the result of their struggle for
independence. This struggle for freedom from
foreign domination is a patriotic one which
necessarily leaves no room for difference.

Julius K. Nyerere, “The African and Democracy,”

AFI'ER GAINING INDEPENDENCE in the early 1960s, African leaders were
faced with an exquisite dilemma. They recognized that the states that
emerged from Berlin were artificial and did not, in many cases, actually
nule their putative nations other than through the use of exceptional vio-
lence. Yet, if the states, with their colonial power gradients, were to
change, the new leaders would have to give up many of the newly tasted
benefits of power and face considerable uncertainty about their own fate
and the fate of their nations. In a rare instance of not muddling through
on a question of monumental importance, the Africans decided early and
decisively that the colonial map should be retained.

As a result, postindependence African leaders were faced with the
problem of how to extend power over their territories given the incom-
plete and highly variable administrative systems they inherited from the
Europeans. Following their colonial predecessors, the new leaders de-
vided against gaining control of African territory through wars of expan-
sion or by claiming control of territory on the basis of the administrative
facts on the ground. At the same time, despite much rhetoric about re-
covering the African past, the new leaders rejected the entire precolonial
tradition of multiple sovereignties over land with soft borders. Instead,
Africa’s leaders devised a set of domestic and international strategies that,
much as during the colonial rule, gave maximum flexibility to the leaders
when deciding how to expand the actual geographic reach of the state
while formally preventing any outside challenge to their territorial con-
trol. Therefore, the particular international system and domestic institu-
tions that African countries erected have had profound effects on the
ability of the state to consolidate authority, either by collecting taxes or
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by developing bonds of loyalty through nationalism, which are still appar-
ent four decades after independence.

The critical question unresolved in the literature is the degree to which
power practices actually changed at independence. Jackson’s well-known
view is that the dramatic change at independence was in the nature of
sovereignty. He has argued that starting with the famous Harold Mac-
millan “wind of change speech” in 1960, “empirical statehood went rap-
idly into eclipse” and a new form of juridical statehood based on a
“rights-model of international relations” became dominant. In the new
model of international relations, epitomized by United Nations’ General
Assembly Resolution 2621, states no longer had to earn sovereignty
(through the establishment of a national government that could enforce
its authority) but deserved it, simply on the basis of being decolonized.’
There is no doubt that there were changes in international practices sur-
rounding the decolonization process and Jackson is right to highlight
them. However, this analysis of power consolidation suggests that, at
least in some ways, there were important continuities from the Berlin
rules to the modern era that often are ignored.

This chapter explores what is, in many ways, the most revolutionary
aspect of Africa’s independence: the attempt to build a large number of
states during peace. It devotes special attention to the boundaries and
state system that the Africans constructed for themselves. Finally, the
chapter explores the relative peace that resulted from the decisions made
by Africans and how, ironically, the seeds of some countries’ destruction
were planted in the actions taken by leaders as a consequence of these
early decisions.

Units and Boundaries

Many similarities existed between the wave of decolonization, which be-
gan with Ghana’s independence in 1957, and the process of colonization
formalized by the Berlin Conference in 1885. Independence occurred at
a time and speed that all of the protagonists, notably the Africans, never
expected, much like the colonization of Africa was a shock to all con-
cerned. In both processes, there was almost no attention given to the
viability of the units being created. And, perhaps most importantly, after
the deed was done, the international community, led by the protagonists,
had to create law to justify what had been accomplished and to prevent
the new arrangements from being torn asunder by war.

African leaders at independence confronted the states as demarcated by

! Jackson, “The Weight of Ideas in Decolonization: Normative Change in International
Relations,” pp. 117, 125.

THE POLITICAL KINGDOM IN AFRICA 99

the Europeans and, at times acting unilaterally and at-timcs col‘lcctively,
actually made two sets of interrelated decisions: to retain the nation-state
a» the exclusive unit of organization and to retain the boundaries that the
white colonizers had drawn. Although passing reference often is made to
the problematic geography of many African states, the particular deci-
sions the early leaders made regarding national design are so funda'mex'ltal
that many analyses of African politics simply begin with an examination
of the dramas of domestic politics, as if the design of the stage was irrele-
vant and no other configuration was possible.” This is a significant ana-
lytic error, as chapter five will demonstrate, because dccisioqs regarding
national design inevitably affected the options available to African leaders
on a host of domestic policy issues.

The Nation-State as Ovganizing Principle

As chapter two documents, in precolonial Africa, a wide ve}ricty of politi-
cal organizations—villages, city-states, nation-states, empires—rose anFl
fell. However, at independence, African leaders turned their backs on this
diversity of forms. While borrowing the names of great states from Af-
rica’s past (e.g., Benin, Ghana, Mali),

the educated elites in West Africa—for a long time, it would be much the same
in South Africa—saw Africa’s own history as irrelevant and useless . . . when it
came down to brass tacks, to the question of who should take over from the
British when the British withdrew, they demanded a more or less complete
flattening of the ethnic landscape.?

The retention of the European nation-state was encouraged and vxfcl-
comed by Africans. Even as trenchant a critic of colonialism as Ghanaian
Professor A. Adu Boahen could note that one of the positive aspects of
European rule was the creation of new states with cl_carly defined ‘(albcit
inappropriate) boundaries in place of “the existing 1nngmerablc lineage
and clan groups, city-states, kingdoms, and empires without any fixed
boundaries.” .

In the early 1960s (or now, for that matter), there were few m'tcllcctual
sentiments that could effectively counter the draw of the nation-state.

2 Thus, Mazrui could argue that traditionalism was a strong theme in African politics but
only examine the retention of traditional leaders such as the kaba.ka of Buganda, and largely
ignoring the rejection of traditional African notions of boundaries and .how power was to
be demarcated. Ali A. Mazrui, Afvica’s International Relations: The Diplomacy of Depen-
dency and Change (London: Heinemann, 1977), pp. 35-6.

* Davidson, Black Man’s Burden, pp. 102-3. . .

* A. Adu Boahen, Afican Perspectives on Colonialism (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Univer-
sity Press, 1987), p. 95.
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For instance, much of the pan-African movement that sporadically
erupted during the twentieth century was based in the West Indies and
the United States and did not even have a vision for a postcolonial Affica,

much less one that could move beyond the European nation-state. Of

the great pan-African Congresses held in the twentieth century, only the
fifth, convened in Manchester, England, in October 1945, had significant
African representation that might have led to innovative thinki

ng about
national design in Africa.’ However, as colonialism ended, Africa’s new

leaders did not see foresee an organizing principle for politics other than
the nation-state. An examination of the writings of the African national-
ists the colonial empires found particularly radical—Kenyatta, Lumumba,
Machel, Mugabe, Touré—reveals no desire for any alternative to the
state as theorized and designed by the Europeans.*

Further, when decolonization happened, it came so quickly and Afti-
cans were so intent on seizing power that there was neither the time nor
the motivation to develop whole new concepts about the method of na-
tional political organization. As a U.S. government intelligence assess-
ment correctly noted in 1961, “The problems of political survival and of
maintenance of law and order have kept African leaders from concentrat-
ing on their interrelationships.””

The international embrace of the nation-state

was also an important
element in the rapid African rejection of any indigenous alternative. First,
the nation-state was seen as th

¢ very essence of modernity by nationalists
(e.8., Mao, Nehru, Ho) who were part of the post-WWII revolutionary
movement that led, for the first time, to one type of political organiza-
tion having a practical monopoly on organizing political activity across
the globe. Second, the United Nations and its related organizations (in-
cluding the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund, UNICEEF,
and the World Health Organization) created an extraordinarily power-
ful template that molded international society by recognizing only na-
tion-states as legitimate actors in the internation
ticular, membership in the General Assembly, the essential gateway to
sovereignty, was open to any nation-state that gained independence but
was not available to any other form of organization. Thus, exceptionally

al community. In par-

*W. E. B. Du Bois, The World and Africa (New York: Viking Press, 1947), p. 244.

¢ See Jomo Kenyatta, Facing Mz. Kenya (New York: Vintage Books, 1965); Patrice
Lumumba, Congo, My Country (New York: Frederick A. Pracger, 1962); Robert Mugabe,
Our War of Liberation (Gweru, Zimbabwe: Mambo Press, 1983); Bany Munslow, ed.,
Samora Machel: An Afvican Revolutionary (London: Zed Books, 1985); Ahmed Sékou
"Touré, Strasegy and Tacvics of the Revolution (Conakry, Guinea: Press Office, 1978).

7 Central Intelligence Agency, “The Probable Relationships of the Independent African
States,” in Foreign Relations of the United States: Africa, 1961-1 963, ed. Nina Davis How-
land (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1995), p. 299.
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[T]he independence movement maintained the same administrative core as had
existed during the colonial epoch. Only the names were changed: the circle was
now called the department, and the commandant de cercle, the prefect . . . On
the eve of independence, French Black Africa had 500-0dd basic administrative
circumscriptions consisting of circles and subdivisions. The independent repub-

lics in 1960 had 576 in all . . . The machinery had changed hands but not the
parts."?

Critically, there were very few attempts to change the location of the
capital as designated by the Europeans to a place that would either be
more logical for the administration of the country or would signify a
reversion back to precolonial practices. The few countries that did try to
move capitals have had very mixed experiences. Malawi relocated to Li-
longwe from Zomba after independence, but largely because South Af-
rica financed the project due to the gratitude the white government felt
to Hastings Banda for continuing diplomatic relations. Nigeria has
moved some offices from Lagos to Abuja but financial problems have
caused delays of many years in the timetable. Tanzania’s move from Dar
es Salaam to Dodoma and Céte d’Ivoire’s relocation from Abidjan to
Yamoussoukro have gone so slowly that diplomatic offices remain in the
old capital.” More often than not, old precolonial centers—including
Ibadan, Kumasi, Masvingo (the site of old Zimbabwe )—have either been
ignored or are seen as competing for loyalty with the (colonially inspired)
national capital.

What is most noticeable about the international relations of carly Afri-
can independence is that all of the supranational arrangements, which
actually seemed to be divergences from the sovereign nation-state as in-
herited from the Europeans, failed. The Mali Federation, the East African
Federation, the aborted Ghana-Guinea-Mali Union, and “Senegambia®
all either did not get off the ground or rather quickly crashed, precisely
because they challenged the domestic authority exercised by political
elites." Africa is also littered with the carcasses of failed economic unions
(e.g., the Economic Community of West African States), and the vol-
umes planning putative continental organizations that were never real-
ized are legion. Thus, the 1980 Lagos Plan of Action, the apotheosis
of the Organization of African Unity’s (OAU) desire to create pan-
African institutions, asked for the creation of an African Economic Com-
munity, supported by an African Monetary Fund and an African Mutual

*? Delavignette, Freedom and Authority in French West Africa, p. 276.
' D. Pfaff, “The Capital Cities of Africa with Special Reference to New Capitals Planned
for the Continent,” Afvica Insight 18 (1988): p. 193.

* Claude E. Welch Jr., Dream of Unity: Pan-Africanism and Political Unification in
West Africa (Ithaca: Comell University Press, 1966), p. 356.
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Guarantee and Solidarity Fund.** Of course, none was cven attcmptcc;
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Boundary Maintenance
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since Africa’s leaders were conscious of how peaceful the transfer of
power had been.” In any case, even if a new state had the desire to
change its borders, it probably could not have done so because the
armies inherited by the post-independence leaders were generally little
more than mechanized police forces.'

As a result, among the first acts of the Organization of African Unity
was to eliminate any hope that the idea explicit in its name could actually
be realized. In particular, the OAU’s 1964 resolution on border prob-
lems pledged member states, “to respect the frontiers existing on their
achievement of national independence.”” Thus, there was an almost im-
mediate determination that the OAU Charter, written in 1963 and de-
manding (article III, paragraph 3) the, “Respect for the sovereignty and
territorial integrity of each State and for its inalienable right to indepen-
dent existence™ meant the states as mapped by the Europeans.

Therefore, African boundaries have been almost unchanged since inde-
pendence; the only significant deviation was the secession of Eritrea from
Ethiopia. However, even this development was, especially from the per-
spective of the Eritreans, to a significant degree a question of decoloniza-
ton rather than secession. Most of the interstate conflicts in Africa that
have occurred were not, as in Europe, wars of conquest that threatened
the existence of other states, but conflicts over lesser issues that were
resolved without threatening the existence of another state. For instance,
Tanzania invaded Uganda in 1979 to overthrow Idi Amin, not to annex

Uganda. Even South Africa’s destabilization efforts against its neighbors -

in the 1980s were primarily attempts to influence the policies of the ma-
jority-ruled countries, not to change the borders of the region. Lesotho
or Swaziland would not exist today if South Africa had any real territorial
ambitions. Similarly, in the bloody wars over Zaire/Democratic Repub-
lic of the Congo in the late 1990s, there was a continued recognition of
the old boundaries. For instance, in 1998, Rwanda and Uganda decided
to try to oust Laurent Kabila and replace him with a more manageable
puppet in order to have their security concerns addressed. They did not
tty to simply seize territory in eastern D.R.O.C. and declare that their
states had grown, even though this would have been far easier than re-

" This view is identified and praised by the International Court of Justice in Fronmticr
Dispute (Burkina Faso/Republic of Mali), Judgment, I. C. J. Reports 1986, pp. 566-7.

' Walter L. Barrows, “Changing Military Capabilities in Black Africa,” in Arms and the
African, ed. William Foltz and Henry Bienen (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1985), p.
101.

¥ Organization of African Unity, “O.A.U. Resolution on Border Disputes, 1964,” in
Basic Documents on African Affairs, ed. Ian Brownlie (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1971), p.
361.

* Organization of African Unity, “Charter of the O.A.U.,” in Basic Documents on Afri-
can Affasrs, p. 3.
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cing the government in far-away Kinshasa. In the feyv conflicts that did
n‘ve the potential to threaten fundameptally the existence (?f st,ates—
Bomalia’s attempt to invade Ethiopia in the 1970s 'and Libya’s Cvlvar
against Chad in the 1970s and 1980s—the aggressor dl.d not succeed.

‘The growth and structure of African militarle§ are indicative of the
relative peace that they have experienced on their 'external borders .g(ir
most of the postindependence period. African armies expanded rapi Iy
sher independence and took roughly fifteen years to reach maturlt}(r). 72
1963, at the dawn of independence, the average African army had 0.
widicrs for every thousand people. By 1979? Fhat figure h_ad more t.han
quadrupled to 3.10 soldiers per thousand citizens. The size of Afrlcrﬁn
armics then began to decrease so that by the m1d—1.990s,21thcre. were only
wwo soldiers per thousand citizens across the continent. Afrl.can arcrlmes
arc, by comparative standards, small. Ir} 1994, African cougtnes ha tﬁn
average only 57 percent as many soldiers per thousangl citizens as ef
average developing country (2 versus 35)?Ina stunning %ndmatlon o
how little security concerns have affected state actions, African govern-
ments cut defense spending disproportionately when they were forced t;o
reduce spending.”® One of the primary reasons'for coups in Africa and the
rest of the third world is that soldiers have so llFﬂC to do. As a result, they
scek to carve out a role for themselves in politics.™ ' .

‘Thus, the vision in much of the international re'latlons ht'eratu.re of
states emeshed in some kind of Hobbesian struggle in a merFlless inter-
national environment really has very little resemblan.ce to Africa as rulelill
by the colonialists or Africans. In particular, the realist view of th.e wor
is problematic in systems where the use of force between units is not a
serious concern.” In Europe, as noted in chapter one, there was a long
period where open conflict and hostility was the norm but this was dﬁlie
to the presence of a very particular set of geograp?nc and' dcmograp C

facts. In particular, a defining feature of European 1nte.ma.t10r1al rclapons
was the ceaseless struggle for territory. As a result of this difficult environ-

i Carﬁeron Mitchell, and John
# Calculated from Donald George Morrison, Robert
Naber, Black Africa: A Comparative Handbook, 2nd ed. (New York: Paragor.l.Housc,
l989), pp. 167-8; and U. S. Arms Control and Disarmament Agency, World Military Ej\c-
pmdit,ures and Arms Transfers 1985 (Washington, DC: ACI?A, 1985), p. 47; and 91?)C5D s
World Military Expenditures and Arms Transfers 1995 (Washington, DC: ACDA, 1995), p.
54.
‘ i ; 1995, pp. 53-4.
2 ACDA, World Military Expenditures and Arms Transfers > pp- 5 )
 Mark Gallagher, “Government Spending in Africa: A Retrospective,” Journal of Afri
Economies 3 (April 1994): pp. 86-7. N .
‘”Z T;lolr:kdcr Minil:'uzzaman, Military Withdvawal from Politics: A Comparative Study
i i ishi 14-5.
Cambridge: Ballinger Publishing Co., 1987), pp- 1 . .
( ::n;(orkl)ei Powell,g“Anarchy in International Relations Theory: The Neorcalist/Neoliberal
Debate,” International Organization 48 (Spring 1994): p. 333.
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m'cnt,z;hlly estimates that the “enormous majority” of states in Europe
fmlcd.‘ Evcp those that survived changed frequently, given the hostilip
of their environments. For instance, it took between ’thrcc and five huty-
drc;;i years for the modern French frontier to be established.” i
- ;)hv;/ci\lflc;; aleln(:if Africa’s weak states have survived. Neither the colonial
por ¢ ind. pendent state system that have, successively, defined interna-
o t}(l)ns in Africa since 1885 have been hostile to weak states.
o f:(r),n tio S}?tems hsilvc been highly organized and designed to protect
e ers of countries who could not necessarily defend themselves
” 1fc thf;c are many reasons for the relative lack of international warl
« ;1 C:czh ! ito fgﬁ:ﬁnal competition was not a significant motivation fo;
pither lonialists or the rulcrs. of independent Africa undoubtedly
_been a significant factor. For instance, the security dilemma—the
notion 'that each state’s effort to become more secure threatens anoth
state—is rooted in a world where armies had to be massed on frontiers icr
order to protect territory. Thus, Kenneth Waltz notes that, “contact ;
erates conflict and at times issues in violence.”?® Without I’la\n'ng to c%)i::

pete for territory, Africans could devi i
pete or e ould devise rules by which all could become

THE END OF SELF-DETERMINATION

l())n;::h 1m1{)f1r1.canon of tk}e OAU’s solution to the boundary problems faced
0}7 thies ; ican countries was, as the quote from Nyerere at the beginning
o thl. aptei 1nd1c_ates, to cﬁccﬁvcly quash the right of self-determina-
o ht. o is right, which all African nationalists had relied upon during the
ofg " gaull 1r'1dcpendencc, posed an extraordinary threat to the leaders
o e gcwy .mdc‘p'enc'lent countries because it implied that the many
¢ sgrun cs:l minorities m'thcse countries had a legal right to destroy the
c%'rlt(?nal integrity of their states through secession. Of course, self-deter-

mination via §cccssion was also the traditional African mannc,r of resolv-
ing dls'putc‘s‘ in many parts of the continent. While the OAU Charter
i;:;ogn:}zlcs the ma‘ller}ablc right to all people to control their own des-
o d};,er thzn OA(E ‘Ermaplcs are designed to promote the rights of states
raener individuals. The ﬁrst three items of the principles (in article 3
e Charter) affirm sovereign equality of all member states, noninter-

26 4 3 H
- iji’l;]r;:ozllllygt Rcf!cht;)ns on the History of European State-Making,” in The Forma:
al States in West: i i in

Prees, 1978y 2. 38 estern Europe, ed. Charles Tilly (Princeton: Princeton University

¥ Malcolm Anderson, Frontier: ;

. , s: Territory and State Fe jon i

(szbndgc, U.K.: Polity Press, 1996), p. 2?;) ° Hormasion in the Modern World
Kenneth Waltz, Theory of International Politics (Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley, 1979)
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ference in the internal affairs of member states, and respect for the states’
sovereignty and territorial integrity.” Self-determination was deemed only
to apply to those countries that were still colonies or that were still under
white minority control.
‘I'he effective elimination of the right to self-determination after inde-
pendence has occasionally been challenged in Africa. Undoubtedly, the
most important protest was the recognition accorded by Tanzania and
sveral other states to the rebel Biafran regime during the Nigerian Civil
War (1967-1970). The government of Tanzania said that it understood
the need for Africa to prevent the disintegration of existing states. How-
ever, it was compelled to go against existing norms because “Africa has
watched the massacre of tens of thousands of people, has watched the
employment of mercenaries of both sides in the current civil war, and has
sceepted repeated rebuffs of its offers to help by mediation or concilia-
tion.”® President Nyerere argued that, “the people must feel that this
State, or this Union, is theirs; and they must be willing to have their
quarrels in that context. Once a large number of the people of any such
political unit stop believing that the State is theirs, and that the Govern-
ment is their instrument, then the unit is no longer viable.”® The OAU
rejected these sentiments and, in 1967, reaffirmed its respect for the sov-
ercignty and territorial integrity of Nigeria and other African states; con-
demned attempts at secession anywhere in Africa; and proclaimed that
the Nigerian Civil War was an internal affair.”?

Similarly, the right to Eritrean self-determination was never recog-
nized, despite the fact that the Eritreans had an excellent case for self-rule
bascd on the abrogation of international agreements by successive gov-
emments in Addis Ababa and despite the fact that the Eritreans had
physical control over at least some of the land they claimed. Instead,
Fritrea only was recognized as an independent state once a military vic-
tory was won over the government in Addis Ababa, the traditional way
that international society has recognized new states.®

The project of defeating any internal attempts at rearranging bound-
aries was undoubedly helped by the strong balance of force in favor of
the state compared to African societies. In the early 1960s, while armies

» Organization of African Unity, “Charter of the OAU,” pp. 2-3.

® (Government of Tanzania, “Tanzania Recognizes Biafra,” in Crisis and Conflict in
Nyrria: A Documentary Souvcebook, 19661970, ed. A. H. M. Kirk-Greene, vol. 2 (Lon-
don: Oxford University Press, 1971), p. 208.

* Julius K. Nyerere, “Why We Recognized Biafra,” in ibid., p. 211.

» Organization of African Unity, «OAU Resolution on the Situation in Nigeria, 1967,”
W Masic Documents on African Affairs, ed. Tan Brownlie (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1971),

p do4.
" James Crawford, The Creation of States in International Law (Oxford: Clarendon

Press, 1979), p. 262.
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were weak, almost all the guns that were available in Africa were con-
trolled security forces. Power being a relative concept, African states were
thus in the most important way classically Weberian because they had a
monopoly on the use of force throughout most of their territories.

A FRIENDLY INTERNATIONAL SYSTEM

Several developments at the international level helped African leaders in
their effort to continue the inherited state system. First, the Cold War
had the effect of providing African countries with patrons when their
boundaries were challenged internally or externally. The superpowers
were concerned with cultivating clients in all parts of the world and
therefore were willing to help African nations crush ethnic rebellions or
threats from neighbors. A secret 1963 U.S. document argued that an
important U. S. interest, right after keeping Africa free of communists,
was “to restrain violence in general and preserve the present territorial
order as the most feasible alternative to chaos.”* Thus, Zaire won crucial
aid from the U. S. in turning back the Shaba rebellions; Chad relied on
France to retain its territorial integrity in the face of Libyan aggression;
and Ethiopia was given critical military support by the Soviet Union in
order to resist Somalia’s irredentist claims. During the Cold War, the
superpowers were actually exceptionally attentive to African sensibilities
concerning boundary maintenance. Indeed, despite continual meddling
throughout the continent, not once did either superpower, or any other
outside power, offer significant support to an African effort to overturn an
existing boundary. This deference continued after 1989. For instance,
when President Kabila was threatened by a rebellion in eastern D.R.O.C.
in 1998, the U.S. immediately said that it wanted, “the Government in
Kinshasa to be in a position to control its territory” and therefore “be-
lieve[d] strongly in the territorial integrity of the Democratic Republic of
the Congo,”* in spite of the compelling evidence that such integrity did
not exist on the ground.

In particular, the international community embraced the goal of bound-
ary stability established by the OAU to effectively prevent the application of
the norm of self-determination to a group of people once their country has
become independent.* For example, in the case of a border dispute be-

* “The Strategic Importance of Africa,” in Foreign Relations of the United States: Afvica,

1961-1963, ed. Nina Davis Howland (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office,
1995), p. 331.

* Steven Erlanger, “U. S. Sees Rwandan Role in Congo Revolt,” New York Times, 5
August 1998, p. AS.

* Gino J. Naldi, “The Case Concetning the Frontier Dispute (Burkina Faso/Republic of
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wween Mali and Burkina Faso, the Intcmatiopal Court of Justice sltat'eﬁ
explicitly that because African states had decided to rctaln'thih coloni :
boundaries, the practices of the region must be respected dgsp@c c; alg\afar
ent conflict with the principle of the right to self-determination. horc
generally, the world community has allovx'fcd. any country, no r‘natt‘ir1 g:lvl
underdeveloped its political and economic institutions, to .cn]oc}i/ e o
privileges of sovereignty. Thus, a late Elscnhowc.r admlmstr?mon oc‘tlmel
on Africa recognized that while many West Afrlcan. countries were S(;)I;:,iﬁ
lacking in both human and economic resources, this fact does ,flothand :
not slow the drive toward self-government and mdepc?ndcncc. | The odcu
ment noted with approval the desire for African countries to be “accepte ;s
cquals and be treated with dignity and rc_spcct,” sentiments tha:swcrc to be
operationalized partially by membership in the United Nations.

Allocating Legitimacy

While the state system designed by the Africans.m.anagcd to prcsczlvc 'ccihe
units and boundaries as designed by the Cf)lo.mahstsz pollt}c.s at el o-
mestic level quickly demonstrated signs of s.xgmﬁcant 1nstab111ty,‘ :; a argrz
number of governments voted into power 1n the early 1960s cither \éveto
overthrown by their own militaries or the leaders themselves rfnovi Lo
fundamentally alter the systems in order to r.cd\%ce the level od p((;) ﬁnc )
competition. Some countries (including Ethiopia, Copgo, and N ans;ll
also faced insurgencies of varying strengths that sometimes l'la p y51tch

control of territories far from the capita-l. Thus, African polmcs‘ wcrii ' ?
exact opposite of traditional political science moc.icls of domestic lan ;ﬁ_
ternational politics: the politics between countries was c.xtrzlmcly w )
ordered (as opposed to the Hobbesian model qf internation §§ ;tflr(?ns

while domestic politics did not evidence many signs (')f stability. 1czig
leaders were therefore forced to develop a set of decision rules thatd Woub

indicate who was actually in charge of the states that were assumed to be
permanent and that could not be interfered with.
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Shaloff (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing ; 1992 .

Sh'i (;cc(R:lS)crtgH. Jackson and Carl G. Rosberg, “Why Africa’s Weak States Persist,” World

Politics 35 (October 1982): pp. 23—4.
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This problem came to a head with the first coup in West Africa when
Togolese president Olympio was killed in a military revolt on 13 January
1963. There was significant sentiment to condemn the coup because Af-
rican leaders were obviously afraid that the same fate might be visited
upon them. However, after a brief period of ostracism, Togo was allowed
to reenter normal diplomatic relations with other African countries and
to sign the Charter of the Organization of African Unity.® While the
OAU Charter does (article II1, paragraph 5) offer “unreserved condems-
nation, in all its forms of political assassination,” leaders were not willing
to make judgments about the legitimacy of governments. As Boutros-
Ghali noted, there was no attempt similar to the Central American effort
(the so-called Tobar Doctrine) to not recognize governments that had
come to power via forceful means.* !

Instead, the OAU established a decision-making rule that preserved
African borders and prevented any kind of external competition while |
requiring only minimal levels of effective domestic sovereignty. To do so,
the OAU said, in effect, that if an African government is in control of the
capital city, then it has the legitimate right to the full protection offered
by the modern understanding of sovereignty. Thus, Olympio’s killers
were recognized as the legitimate government of Togo because they con-
trolled Lomé, not because they were perceived by the Togolese as legiti- -
mate or because they physically controlled the territory of the country. As
a result, even if an African country did not have physical control over its
own territory, by the rules of the international community, it could not
be challenged by other domestic groups or by outsiders. In fact, large
countries such as Ethiopia, Zaire, and Angola at various times did lose
control of parts of their territories to opponents but the international
community always recognized whoever controlled Addis, Kinshasa, and
Luanda as the unquestioned leaders of those territories. Thus, Mobuty

was recognized as the ruler of Zaire even though he controlled little
more than Kinshasa and its environs for the last years of his rule and
continued to be recognized as the leader while the forces of Laurent
Kabila marched through the country in late 1996 and early 1997. Kabils
was only recognized as the legitimate ruler when he captured Kinshasa ;
on 17 May 1997. As William J. Foltz notes, the rule reflects the reality
that, “the greatest point in common among those who attend OAU

“ See “No More African Groups,” West Afvica, 1 June 1963, p. 597.

*! Tobar, foreign minister of Ecuador, set down a principle in 1907 declaring that a stat$
should not recognize a foreign government that comes to power by regicide, popular rebels
lion, or coup d’etat. This doctrine was included in the 1907 Washington Convention, rels
ified by five Central American states, and by the 1923 Washington Convention, ratified
the same states. Boutros Boutros-Ghali, “The Addis Ababa Charter,” International Com
iation 546 (January 1964): pp. 28-9.
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summits is that they control capital cities.”* Indeed, the Charter of the
OAU begins, “We, the Heads of African and Malagasy States and Gov-
emments” while the UN charter starts with “We, the Peoples of the
United Nations.” As a result, Boutros-Ghali detected early on the trend
toward an “Africa of Heads of State.”*

‘I'his decision rule was popular with the international community. Phys-

kal control of the capital (still usually located on the coast) is the easiest
Indication of political presence for outsiders to discen. It would hav.c
been far more difficult for the international community to have recogni-
tlon rest on measures of popular support or administrative presence
throughout a country. Finally, states have relations with other states. The
OAU decision rule that territorial control or popular legitimacy was irrel-
evant therefore meshed nicely with the operational code of international

diplomacy.

‘The Organization of African Unity thus offered a very clear guide to

_the geographic nature of power gradients after independence. The cen-

ter, cssentially the capital city, has to be controlled but the degree of
suthority outside the capital could be highly variable. The African leaders
were then free to extend their rule throughout their territories as they
found convenient. The resemblance between the rule of control of the
capitals and the Berlin rules is not accidental. Control of the capital is the
snalogue to the minimal level of government presence that. the Euro-
peans first defined at the Berlin Conference. As with the Berlin rules, the
Addis rules (if they can be so named after the city where the OAU cl‘1ar-
ter was signed), allowed the continent to continue to be dcmz.ucatcd ina
way that most of the protagonists would agree is irrational Whlle prevent-
Ing any external challenge to rule. Thus, while Jackson is right that_ tl}c
sdmission of African states to the community of sovereign nations is in
many ways a revolutionary development given their lack of “empirical
statchood,™ this development also should be seen as a logical pro-
gression from the Berlin rules, which did not demand much in the way
of an administrative presence for a colonizer to claim control of the
territory.

It is telling that the international system, created in good part by the
Africans, no longer demanded a theoty of rule. As noted in chapter thrf:c,
¢olonial governors of the respective European powers were obsgs‘scd with
the problem of ruling over vast areas with low population densities. They

* William J. Foltz, “The Organization of African Trouble: How and Why it Works and
Dues not Work,” Report 689-AR, U.S. Department of State, mimeograph, September
1983, p. 18.

* Routros-Ghali, “The Addis Ababa Charter,” pp. 25, 45. .

% Robert H. Jackson, Quasi-States: Sovereignty, International Relations, and the Third
World (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), p. 25.
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therefore promulgated all nature of theories of rule as, if nothing else,
explanations of how they were trying to cope with an unprcc.c'dentcd
administrative problem. No similar fixation is evident in the writings of
independent African leaders. The assumption at indcpcpdcncc was that
the accession to power in the capital was synonymous with the abﬂ%ty to
rule their entire territorial expanse, a belief firmly supposted by ic inter-
national community. Thus, Nkrumah famously argued that, with 1ndc,-
pendence, “We have won the political battle. . . 2% Similarly, Ll}gard $
eventual successors in independent Nigeria were not obsessed with the
problem of extending power Over a sparsely populated hinterland because
they believed (falsely as it turned out) that independence would solve the
problem of broadcasting power. For instance, Alhaji Abubakar Tafawa
Balewa, the first Nigerian prime minister said, during the 1959 debate
over the motion to ask for independence, that “I am confident that vyhcn
we have our own citizenship, our own national flag, our own national
anthem we shall find the flame of national unity will burn bright and
strong.”* Similarly, Nnamdi Azikwe, the first premier of the castern re-
gion of Nigeria, would claim that, “The North and the ‘South [of
Nigeria] are one, whether we wish it or not. The forces of history have
made it s0.”*

The Political Consequences of Peace

As with Europe, the particular external environment that African coun-
tries confronted had a profound effect on internal arrangements. African
countries faced the luxury of escaping the brutal history of continual war

that so mars the barbaric European experience in the twentieth century.

However, the problem of state-building in times of peace and, in_patticu-
lar, of extending authority, is nonetheless consequential and, given the
dominance of the belligerent European experience, largely uncxplorc'd.
Standard narratives of European state development highlight the crucial
contribution of war. Thus, Samuel P. Huntington argued that “war wad
the great stimulus to state building,” and Charles Tilly went so f"ar‘as (]
claim that “war made the state, and the state made war.”* Similarly,

# Kwame Nkrumah, “Tenth Anniversary of the CPP,” in Selected Speeches of Dr. Kwa
Nkrumah, ed. Samuel Obeng (Accra: Ghana Advance Press, 1973),.p. 4 . i
s Alhaji Tafawa Balewa, M. Prime Minister (Apapa, Nigeria: Nigerian National |
1964), p. 37. o . ‘;
& Nnamdi Azikwe, Zik: A Selection of Speeches of Nnamdi Azikwe (Cambridge: Can
bridge University Press, 1961), p. 102. . o
# Samuel P. Huntington, Political Order in Changing Societies (New Haven: Yale Unié
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nomadic states in inner Asia were forced to acquire a higher level of
social organization than would have been required to solve their domes-
tic problems in order to defend themselves from their sedentary neigh-
bors.*

At the most basic level, war in Europe acted as a filter whereby weak
states were eliminated and political arrangements that were not viable
cither were reformed or disappeared. Weak states do exist in Europe to-
day—Belgium is one example—but the near-constant threat of war
prompted most states to become stronger in order to survive. The con-
trast between this evolutionary development and the current situation in
Africa, where even states that are largely dependent on foreign aid will
continue to exist for the foreseeable future, in good part because of the
protection afforded by the international system they helped to create, is
dramatic. More specifically, war in Europe played an important role in
the consolidation of many now-developed states in ways that are partic-
ularly important to an understanding of how power is broadcast: war
caused the state to become more efficient in revenue collection by forc-
ing leaders to dramatically improve administrative capabilities (thereby
allowing states to fund nationwide administrative and economic systems),
and war created a climate and important symbols around which a dispa-
rate population could unify and bond with the state in a manner that
legitimized the capital’s authority. That African countries have, to date,
largely failed to solve these problems has important implications for their
ability to consolidate power and has had a significant impact on the evo-
lution of their political economies.

Taxes

There is no better measure of a state’s reach than its ability to collect
taxcs. If a state does not effectively control a territory, it certainly will not
be able to collect taxes in a sustained and efficient manner. At the same
time, a widely distributed tax base helps guarantee consolidation of the
statc by generating a robust revenue stream. Perhaps the most noticeable
effcct of war in European history was to cause the state to increase its
ability to collect significantly more revenue with greater efficiency and
beas public resistance. Given the freedom of European states to attack

werity Press, 1968), p. 123, and Charles Tilly, “Reflections on the History of European
Matc Making,” p. 42.

 'homas J. Barfield, The Perilous Frontier: Nomadic Empires and China (London: Basil
Plackwell, 1989), p. 7.
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each other, states that could quickly raise money could successfully
threaten neighbors with a war that might lead to significant damage or
even complete destruction. Richard Bean writes, “Once the power to tax
had been successfully appropriated by any one sovereign, once he had
used that power to bribe or coerce his nobility into acquiescence, that
state could face all neighboring states with the choice of being conquered
or of centralizing authority and raising taxes.”® While success in war de-
pended on many factors, including technology, tactics, and morale of the
troops, raising sufficient revenue was a necessary condition to prevent
defeat. As Michael Mann notes, “A state that wished to survive had to
increase its extractive capacity to pay for professional armies and/or
navies. Those that did not would be crushed on the battlefield and ab-
sorbed into others—the fate of Poland, of Saxony, of Bavaria in [the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries]. No European states were contin-
uously at peace. It is impossible to escape the conclusion that a peaceful
state would have ceased to exist even more speedily than the militarily
inefficient actually did.”*

War affected state finances for two reasons. First, it placed tremendous
strains on leaders to find new and more regular sources of income. While
rulers may have recognized that their tax system was inadequate, a war
may have been the only prompt that would have forced them to expend
the necessary political capital and to deploy the coercion required to gain
more revenue. For instance, in Mann’s study of taxation in England be-
tween 1688 and 1815, he finds that there were six major jumps in state
revenue, and that each corresponds with the beginning of a war.** The
association between the need to fight and the need to collect revenue is
perhaps clearest in Prussia, where the main tax collection agency was
called the General War Commissariat.*

Second, citizens are much more likely to acquiesce to increased taxa-
tion when the nation is at war, because a threat to their survival will
overwhelm other concerns they might have about increased taxation. In
fact, taxation for a war can be thought of as a “lumpy” collective good:
not only must the population pay to get the good, but it also must pay a
considerable amount more than the current level of taxation, because a

50 Richard Bean, “War and the Birth of the Nation State,” Journal of Economic History
33, (March 1973): p. 220.

1 Michael Mann, “State and Society, 1130-1815: An Analysis of English State Fi-
pances,” in States, War, and Capitalism: Studies in Political Sociolygy, ed. Michael Mann
(Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1988), p. 109.

52 Mann, Sources of Social Power, p. 486.

53 Michael Duffy, “The Military Revolution and the State, 1500-1800,” in The Military
Revolution and the State, 1500-1800, ed. Michael Duffy, Exeter Studies in History no. |
(Exeter, U.K.: University of Exeter, 1980), p. 5.
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small increase in revenue often is not enough to meet the new security
threat facing the state.™ In this way, taxation for a war is like taxation for
building a bridge: everyone must pay to build the bridge and a small
increase in revenue will not be enough, because half a bridge, like fight-
ing half a war, is useless.

Thus, war often causes a “ratchet effect,” whereby revenue increases
sharply when a nation is fighting but does not decline to the ante bellum
level when hostilities have ceased.”® Once governments have invested the
sunk costs in expanding tax collection systems and routinized the collec-
tion of new sources of revenue, the marginal costs of continuing those
structures are quite low and the resources they collect can be used for
projects that will enhance the ruling group’s support. Ironically, it is un-
der external threat from others that European states were able to consoli-
date control over their own nations.

War in other societies at other times often played the same kind of role
that external conflict did in Europe. For instance, the South Korean and
‘Taiwanese states have been able to extract so many resources from their
societies in part because the demands to be constantly vigilant provoked
the state into developing efficient mechanisms for collecting resources
and controlling dissident groups.* A highly extractive state also can cloak
demands for greater resources in appeals for national unity in the face of
a determined enemy.

It is extraordinarily difficult, outside times of crisis, to reform elemental
parts of the governmental system, such as the means of taxation. Since
taxes are so consequential to every business decision, over time the tax
system reflects a large number of political bargains made by the state with
different interest groups. Edward Ames’s and Richard Rapp’s conclusion
that tax systems “last until the end of the government that instituted
them” and that tax systems in some European countries survived “almost
intact” from the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries until the late eigh-
teenth century may be an exaggeration, but their conclusions suggest just
how much inertia a particular system for collecting government revenue
can develop over time.”” Other than war, no type of crisis demands that
the state increase taxes with such forcefulness, and few other situations
would impel citizens to accept those demands, or at least not resist them
as strongly as they otherwise might have. It is therefore hard to counter

™ “Lumpy” goods are products that are not useful if only part is purchased. Margaret
levi, Of Rule and Revenue (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1988), pp. 56-7.

* Mann, Seurces of Social Power, pp. 483-90.

* Joel S. Migdal, Strong Socieries and Weak States: Stare-Society Relations and State Capa-
bilities in the Third World (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1988), p. 274.

¥ Edward Ames and Richard T. Rapp, “The Birth and Death of Taxes: A Hypothesis,”
Journal of Economic History 37, no. 1 (March 1977): p. 177.
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Tilly’s argument that “the formation of standing armies provided the
largest single incentive to extraction and the largest single means of state
coercion over the long run of European statemaking.”*

AFRICAN PUBLIC FINANCE

War’s effect on the structure of government revenue is important to Af-
rica because the continent’s political geography has a profound influence
on possibilities for taxation. Given low densities of population dispersed
across large hinterlands, it was difficult for precolonial states to tax indi-
viduals. It was also hard to derive rents from land the way that feudal
governments did in Europe because land had such a low value and be-
cause it was easy for the population to avoid land-based taxation.” As a
result, most precolonial governments were dependent on taxing trade.
Gaining revenue from international commerce, which usually originated
in the political center, also was easier for precolonial states than to tax
individuals, especially given the uncertain sovereignty that so many pre-
colonial states had over their outlying areas. Of course, for many African
states, gaining tribute from outlying areas via war or the threat of war
was also a significant means of gaining revenue.

Not surprisingly, colonial governments were unable to solve the reve-
nue problem because there was not a fundamental change in the nature
of population distribution and because economic development, except in

the settler colonies, was extremely slow. As a result, most colonial gov-

ernments were also highly dependent on revenue from customs duties,

Hopkins estimates that customs duties accounted for about two-thirds of

the total revenue for the greater part of the colonial period in both the
West African anglophone and francophone colonies.®* Reflecting their

modest motivations for ruling in Africa, the states the Europeans created |

did not develop impressive institutions for collecting revenue.

Aid from the metropole, the other important revenue stream for colo-
nial governments, was, of course, a direct transfer to the capital. As a
result, these flows worked to retard additional efforts to gain revenue
from the countryside given the low cost of receiving aid versus the high
cost of developing rural collection systems. After World War II, when
colonial governments finally began a limited focus on development proj-
ects, transfers from abroad, especially the metropole, became critical. For

% Tilly, “Reflections on the History of Europcan State-Making,” p. 73.

 Anthony G. Hopkins, An Economic History of West Af¥ica (New York: Columbia Unt-
versity Press, 1973), p. 62.

“ Ibid., p. 191.
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TABLE 4.1
Structure of Government Revenue (Percent of Total Government Revenue)

Indirect
Level of Per Taxes on Internal Internal Other
Capita Income Foreign Trade  Taxation  Direct Taxes  Revenue
Jess than U.S.$80 44 22 22 11
Greater than $81 to
$199 36 14 29 21
Grcater than $200 33 22 28 17

Source: Economic Commission for Africa, A Survey of Economic Conditions in Africa,
1960-1964 (New York: United Nations, 1968), p. 186.
Note: Data are for three of the years between 1959 and 1964.

instance, in francophone territories, transfers from France accounted for
75 percent of total capital formation.*

Independent African countries inherited the fiscal structures their colo-
nial predecessors constructed. In the early 1960s, when the vast majority
of African countries were about to receive independence, most govern-
ments were still highly dependent on indirect taxation, especially taxes on
forcign trade. Table 4.1 provides a snapshot of just how difficult it would
be for African leaders to mobilize a consistent revenue stream. In this
sample, internal direct taxes accounted for only 22 to 29 percent of gov-
ernment revenue at the dawn of independence. Indeed, indirect taxation,
especially taxes on international transactions as a percentage of govern-
ment revenue, had risen in the 1950s as colonial governments started to
undertake large-scale infrastructure projects and quickly exhausted the
savings that had accrued over previous decades.” At least some African
countries also received a significant amount of their revenue from nontax
wurces, especially from mineral concessions.®® This statistic is highly vari-
able and, particularly in the 1960s, not well recorded. In 1960, data from
the Economic Commission for Africa (ECA) suggests that 16.5 percent
of total government revenue was accounted for by nontax revenue.**

Finally, foreign aid was also a significant feature for many newly inde-
pendent governments. In the early 1960s, foreign aid tended to be over-

* Economic Commission for Africa, Economic Survey of Afvica since 1950 (New York:
United Nations, 1959), p. 186.

* Economic Commission for Africa, “Public Finance in African Countries,” Economic
Rulletin for Africa 1 (June 1961): p. 13.

* Mark Gersovitz and Chris Paxson, “The Revenues and Expenditures of African Gov-
emments,” Journal of Afvican Economies 5 (June 1996): p. 206.

“ Economic Commission for Africa, A Survey of Economic Conditions in Africa, 1960~
1964 (New York: United Nations, 1968), pp. 199-201.
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whelmingly funneled through the state apparatus. Western powers were
skeptical that a significant private sector could develop given their racist
perceptions of Africans’ entreprencurial talents (especially after colonial
governments had done their best to suppress African entrepreneurs for
the previous sixty years). In the early 1960s, a time when the centrally
planned Soviet Union was viewed as in some ways more technologically
advanced than the U.S., there was also much greater optimism about
the efficacy of the state as an economic unit. The World Bank suggested
to many African countries that they expand the number and extent of
state-owned enterprises in order to increase the vibrancy of the econ-
omy. Finally, most foreign aid was directed at large infrastructure proj-
ects (ports, hydroelectric projects, roads) that only governments could
operate.® The ECA estimated that extraordinary revenue and loans, of
which foreign aid composed a very large amount, accounted for nine-
teen percent of total government revenue across Africa in 1960 and
eighteen percent in 1965.%

TAXES AND PEACE

Even in the 1960s, it was recognized that the structure of government
revenue in Africa was highly problematic. First, the revenue streams pro-
duced were clearly inadequate. African states were desperately short of
revenue to fund even minimal state services (e.g., pay nurses’ salaries, buy
books for schools, supply transport for agricultural extension services)
that their populations had been promised in the heady days after inde-
pendence. In addition to these recurrent costs, African countries were in
need of more extensive and more efficient tax systems because the pro-
cess of development requires large expenditures on infrastructure (includ-
ing, of course, roads) to promote economic activity throughout the
country.” W. Arthur Lewis estimated that the public sector in Third
World countries should be spending on the order of 20 percent of GDP
on services, exclusive of defense and debt repayment.® For the countrics
the ECA had data for, government expenditures amounted to only 17
percent of GDP in 1960 and only 22 percent in 1968 before defense

% For an overall review of the evolution of foreign aid, see Jeffrey Herbst, U.S. Economie
Policy Toward Afvica: Promoting Reform in the 19905 (New York: Council on Foreign Rels-
tions, 1992).

% Economic Commission for Africa, Survey of Economic Conditions in Africa, 1970, pt. |
(New York: ECA, 1971), p. 138.

& W. Arthur Lewis, The Evolution of the International Economic Order (Princctom: |

Princeton University Press, 1978), p. 39.
 W. Arthur Lewis, Development Planning: The Essentials of Economic Policy (New York:
Harper and Row, 1966), p. 115.
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(which averaged about 27 percent of government expenditures in both
years) and debt payments.”” While these figures are only rough estimates,
given the problems associated with African economic statistics in the
1960s, they illustrate the extent of the fiscal problem facing African states
at independence.

By 1968, the Economic Commission for Africa was already warning
that public expenditure in many countries was rising ahead of revenue
(despite significant economic growth) and that the share of GDP ab-
sorbed by taxes was not related to the growth of the overall economy.”
‘The ECA recognized that African countries relied on indirect taxes be-
vause they were convenient and relatively inexpensive to collect, given
the nature of the inherited colonial administrative systems, by then only
sightly modified. However, the UN agency noted that income tax still
vould be applied to some individuals with relatively high salaries and that
some people did have substantial savings. It complained with a degree of
honesty seldom found in more recent publications that “generally suffi-
cient consideration was not given to the possibilities of developing and
strengthening other forms of taxation. The shortage of revenue in most
cases was due to the fact that the taxation potential was not fully ex-
ploited. In many cases it was not only due to bad tax administration but
also the result of resistance from powerful pressure groups who blocked
the way to effective tax reform.””

In direct contrast to the European experience of states being prompted
to collect taxes efficiently due to a threatening external environment, the
FCA detected no urgency on the part of African governments to raise
money: “the problem of collection lies with the government agency re-
sponsible for tax collection. But invariably tax laws are not enforced be-
cause of the laxity of government officials.” It went on to note that be-
fore it was reformed (and undoubtedly since those reforms lapsed), the
liberian tax collection agency, like many others across the continent,
was, “woefully disorganised and painfully demoralized.”” Similarly, the
ECA described the reasons for poor tax collection in the midwestern
state of Nigeria: “The problem was that a number of leading figures in
the society were being allowed to avoid their [tax] obligations. Avoid-
ance has been too easy because big businessmen and self-employed pro-
fessionals have felt that Government was afraid of them, or that they
could ‘buy off tax officials. Sometimes the officials were afraid to take

* ECA, Survey of Economic Conditions in Africa, 1970, pp. 327-8.

" KECA, Survey of Economic Conditions in Africa, 1960—-1964, pp. 186-7.

" ECA, Survey of Economic Conditions in Afvica, 1970, p. 141.

" Economic Commission for Africa, Survey of Economic Conditions in Africa, 1972, pt. 1
(New York: United Nations, 1973), p. 232.
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TABLE 4.2
Comparative Structure of Central Government Revenue (% of Total Revenue)

fTIHE POLITICAL KINGDOM IN AFRICA 121

pation of taxes on international transactions and nontax revenue than
developing countries in other regions.

Taxes on Taxes on As a result, African governments were unable to increase their fiscal

Income, Profits, International basc. As figure 4.1 indicates, total government revenue as a percentage of

) and Capital Trade and gross domestic product did improve in the early 1980s. However, those

Region Gains Transactions Nontax Revenue pains subsequently disappeared so that by the mid-1990s, governments

Africa 23.15 27.75 17.01 had not substantially increased the amount collected in taxes, as a per-
Asia 23.98 15.89 21.57 centage of the total economy, compared to 1980.

Eastern and Central Close observers of African public finance today detect the same lack of

Europe 17.65 6.53 12.30 seriousness with which the ECA was obsessed with in the 1960s. For

Latin America 19.78 18.52 15.01 instance, Collier notes the political origins of the public finance problem

Source: International Monetary Fund, Government Finance Statistics Yearbook 1997 W Africa:
(Washington, D.C.: International Monetary Fund, 1997), pp. 4-5.

Note: For “Africa,” only sixteen countries are included. Statistics are for latest year
available. ]

[Taxation] is normally constrained by two mechanisms: popular consent and
the law. . . . [in independent Africa] the two usual constraint mechanisms
failed. . . . In some countries, governments collect taxes in an arbitrary fashion,
because the lack of trustworthy audited accounts has left governments with the
hoice of failing to collect revenue on profits or collecting it on an arbitrary
basis. In many countries, de facto lump-sum assessments are common and so
tax rates have little meaning in practice. . . . Thus the fear of high taxaton in
the private sector goes hand in hand with very low revenues being collected
through taxes in many African countries.”

action because they felt that the defaulters might use their social connee-
tions to victimize them.””?

Despite these warnings, African governments did not work energet-
ically to change their revenue structure. Guyer notes, in one of the rare |
studies of direct taxation, that, in Nigeria, “since independence . . . the |
taxation systems set up by colonial governments have been all but dis:
mantled, particularly at the local level.” She explains that the atrophy of
direct tax systems came about because of several different reasons, includ-
ing populist ideology, civil disorder, and “the increased importance of
national wealth coming from large, single sources such as minerals and
government loans.””* Income taxes did increase across Africa to 28 per
cent of government revenue in 1985. However, in the critical period
1985-1996, when many African countries were engaged in economig |
reform, the percentage of government revenue attributable to income
taxes actually declined to 25 percent.”” Table 4.2 indicates that, in the
late 1990s, African countries are still much more dependent on a combijs

The process of tax collection that Collier describes is suggestive, more
> than anything, of a tribute system where the state has essentially given up
on regular tax collection and instead relies on extracting irregular lump
wims from corporations and individuals. The political revolution that Af-
. mans experienced starting in the early 1960s has yet to lead to a fiscal
pevolution.

i MINLIC SPENDING AMONG FRIENDS

~ Phe inability to change the structure of the revenue stream had an imme-
-~ diatc and obvious impact on overall government finances. In the face of
poor revenue growth, African countries have depended on deficit spend-
g for growth in government revenue. Figure 4.2 suggests that, espe-
emally for the period of 1985-1996, government expenditures and deficit
pending moved in tandem. It is clear that African countries have not
b becn completely dependent on internal revenue flows, even over the me-
dlum-term, when making their expenditure decisions.

Normally, governments would not have been able to increase spending
Bascd almost completely on borrowing. However, governments south of

7 Ibid., p. 233.

7 Jane I. Guyer, “Representaton without Taxation: An Essay on Democracy in Rurd
Nigeria, 1952-1990,” Af¥ican Studies Review 35 (April 1992): p. 43.

7 Data is from ECA, “Public Finance in African Countries,” Economic Bulletin For A
rica 1 (June 1961): pp. 16-8 for 1958, and World Bank, Afyican Development Indicatomy
1997: Data on Diskette (Washington, D.C.: The World Bank, 1997). Data for the period
from 1958 to 1980 on a continental basis are not available and even the more recent
information presented here should be viewed with caution, given how poorly many Africag
countries kept their accounts in the 1970s and 1980s. Indeed, one of the manifestations of
the reliance on indirect sources of revenue was the retardation of a felt need to make publi¢

finance transparent. @ paul Collier, “The Marginalization of Africa,” International Labonr Review 134

(Iw8): p. 552.
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the Sahara found one revenue stream they had was robust: foreign aid.
figure 4.3 demonstrates, foreign aid increased enough during the peri
between 1980 to 1995, to allow African governments to spend mc
than their domestic revenue stream would have allowed. Indeed, dom
managed to catch up relatively quickly to African governments when de
icits began to increase after 1983. While it is often the case, especially |
recent years, that external donors have demanded economic reform an
prompted greater economic change than would have been generated ine
ternally, looking at the current environment in comparative perspective, it
is easy to see how much less threatening the world is today for even weak
states in Africa compared to Europe during the formative period of many
of those countries. Joseph Stiglitz, in his role as chief economist of the
World Bank, has even argued that foreign aid should be treated as a
legitimate and predictable source of government revenue.”” If European
states had finances as problematic as many African countries, they may
not have survived in an era which punished fiscal failure. Instead, in the
era of African independence, the international community kept many
governments solvent.
The obstacles posed by large peasant populations, significant non-
monetarized sectors, and widespread poverty are, of course, important
contributors to the revenue crisis of the African state. However, these
problems do not fully explain why poor states do not extract greater
resources from society in a manner that is less economically harmful. Fac-
tors such as political will, administrative ability, and the population’s will-
ingness to be taxed—issues that can be affected by the decisions of politi-
cal leaders—are also crucial in understanding why states are unable to
achieve their potential level of taxation in a benign manner.”® For in-
stance, Margaret Levi successfully shows that in such diverse cases as re-
publican Rome, France, and England in the Middle Ages, eighteenth-
century Britain, and twentieth-century Australia, levels of taxation were
affected primarily by political constraints faced by rulers, despite the fact
that the structure of most of these economies also posed significant bar-
riers to increased tax collections.” Anderson estimates that revenue gains

77 Joseph Stiglitz, “More Instruments and Broader Goals: Moving Towards the Post-
Washington Consensus,” 1998 WIDER Annual Lecture, Helsinki, Finland, 7 January
1998, found at: http://www.worldbank.org/html/extdr/extme/js-010798 /wider.htm, p.
6.

78 Raja J. Chelliah, “Trends in Taxation in Developing Countries,” International Mone-
tary Fund Staff Papers 18, no. 2 (July 1971): p. 312. On the possibility of changing fiscal
arrangements in Africa, see Dennis Anderson, The Public Revenue and Economic Policy in

African Countries, World Bank Discussion Paper no. 19 (Washington, D. C.: World Bank,
1987), pp. 14-5.

” Levi, Of Rule and Revenue, pp. 104-5.
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in the range of 20 to 30 percent were possible in Africa in the 1980s by
increasing charges on public services.*

What stands out is that Africa did not face the same kind of security
threat as Europe, and, therefore, the pressure to mobilize revenue ]
through efficient administration, including efficient nationwide systems
to collect revenue, is much lower. It would be foolish to say that signifi-
cant interstate war would have solved Africa’s many fiscal problems,
However, it is obvious that African countries have not solved the prob-
lem of how to motivate administrative systems to mobilize the maximum
amount of revenue efficiently in times of peace. As a result, the spatial
structure of revenue, and thus of the state itself, is very much as during
the colonial period: concentrated in the capital and the few other areas of }
the country where it is easy to tax.

Domestic security threats, of the type African countries face so often, |
may force the state to increase revenue; however, civil conflicts result }
in fragmentation and considerable hostility among different segments of
the population. Public acceptance of tax increases, a crucial factor in }
allowing European states to extract greater resources in times of war, will |
be a much more complicated issue in civil disputes. As Mann notes, “the
growth of the modern state, as measured by finances, is explained pri-
marily not in domestic terms but in terms of geopolitical relations of
violence.”!

Nationalism

While critical, taxes are not the only measure of how a state consolidates
power. Also important is the far more nebulous idea that the nation and
the state are bound together through a series of emotional ties often
expressed in the iconic symbols of nationalism. Nationalism can be
thought of as another way for the state to consolidate its power ovet }
distance not, as with taxes, through the agencies of coercion but through §
the norm of legitimacy. As such, nationalism is a particularly interesting
issue for Africa because it may represent a way of broadcasting state aue
thority that does not require the financial resources that poor countries
lack. The dawn of independence in Africa thus presented leaders with
another avenue for the extension of state power.

At independence, Africa’s new leaders were well aware of just how

* Anderson, The Public Revenue and Economic Policy in Afvican Countries, p. 18. Se§
generally, Zmarak Shalizi and Lyn Squire, Tax Policy in Sub-Saharan Africa, World Bank
Policy and Research Series Paper no. 2 (Washington, DC: The World Bank, 1988).

8 Mann, Sources of Social Power, p. 490.
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anificial the creations they were about to inherit were. Nationalism,
which was never nearly as strong or widespread (especially outside the
major cities) in Africa as many had thought, was palpable in the late
colonial period because of the excitement generated by the surprisingly
wdden prospect of independence. However, there was still the real prob-
lem of how to build ties between the population and the state once the
euphoria dissipated and the reality of disparate nations facing weak and
gcographically constrained states became obvious.

European nation-states were hardly natural. As the history of France
demonstrates, European states at one time had to deal, and in some cases
arc still coping with, highly diverse populations that did not have many
emotional links with the state. In Europe, this problem was solved in
good part by war. Indeed, the presence of a palpable external threat may
be the strongest way to generate a common association between the state
and the population. External threats have such a powerful effect on na-
tionalism because people realize in a profound manner that they are un-
der threat because of who they are as a nation; they are forced to recog-
nize that it is only as a nation that they can successfully defeat the threat.
Anthony Giddens recounts the effects of World War I: “The War cana-
hzed the development of states’ sovereignty, tying this to citizenship and
to nationalism in such a profound way that any other scenario [of how
the international system would be ordered] subsequently came to appear
a little more than idle fantasy.”® Michael Howard notes the visceral im-
pact of wars on the development of nationalism throughout Europe:

Sclf-identification as a Nation implies almost by definition alienation from
other communities, and the most memorable incidents in the group-memory
consisted in conflict with and triumph over other communities. France was
Marengo, Austerlitz and Jena: military triumph set the seal on the new-found
national consciousness. Britain was Trafalgar—but it had been a nation for four
hundred years, since those earlier battles Crecy and Agincourt. Russia was the
triumph of 1812. Germany was Gravelotte and Sedan.™

Similarly, in Japan, the Tokugawa Shogunate’s armed conquest was “in-
extricably connected” with the regime’s legitimacy.” As a result, it is
hardly surprising that the critical monuments (e.g., Trafalgar Square, Arc
de Triumph, Brandenburg Gates ) in so many European capital cities are

 Anthony Giddens, A Contemporary Critique of Historical Materialism, vol. 2 (Berke-
ley: University of California Press, 1987), p. 235.

* Michael Howard, War and the Nation State (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1978), p. 9.
#mphasis in the original.

* Viko Tkegami, The Taming of the Samurai: Honorific Individualism and the Making of
Modern Japan (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1995), p. 152.
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militaristic. They celebrate the central events that not only preserved the
state but also forged its links with the population.

African states, except for the small number (Angola, Guinea-Bissau,
Mozambique, Namibia, Zimbabwe) that fought wars of national libers.
tion to gain independence, did not go through the trauma of war that
might have resulted in a nationalism that would have made the term
nation-state a reality. A reading of the national anthems—songs written |
and/or endorsed by the state to express the ties between nation and,
state®—make clear that many early leaders understood the particulap|
problem of building nationalism during times of peace. The writers off
the Benin national anthem recognized how pacific their new age was:

Formerly, at her call, our ancestors

Knew how to engage in mighty battles

With strength, courage, ardor, and full of joy, but at the price of blood
Builders of the present, you too, join forces

Each day for the task stronger in unity

Build without ceasing for posterity.®

The “Song of Abidjan” is even more direct in celebrating Cote d’Ivoire's
independence:

Proud Citizens of the Ivory Coast, the country calls us
If we have brought back liberty peacefully
It will be our duty to be an example.”

So great was the peace that Africa experienced at birth that some natio
anthems showed a schizophrenia in calling for devotion both to the
tion and to Africa. Thus, the chorus of the national anthem in Mali start

For Africa and for you, Mali.®

Indeed, a few national anthems dispense with any call to loyalty to t
nation-state and demand general devotion to “Africa.” Thus, “God Ble
Africa” (more famously known as Nkosi Sikelel’ iAfrika), which
served, at one time or another, as the national anthem of Namibia, Sout
Africa, Tanzania, Zambia, and Zimbabwe, is actually a hymn rather th
a praise song to the nation-state. In fact, it says nothing about any ¢
those states:

% See, F. Gunther Eyck, “The Setting,” in The Voice of Nations: European Na
Anthems and their Authors, ed. Gunther Eyck (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1998),
xiii.
%'« ’Aube Nouvelle,” in National Anthems of the World, ed. W. L. Reed and M,
Bristow, 8th ed. (London: Cassell, 1993), p. 60.

¥ «1’Abidjanaise,” in ibid., p. 271.

# “National Anthem of Mali,” in ibid., p. 323.
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God Bless Africa

lct Her fame spread far and wide
Hear our prayer

May Gold bless us!

Come, Spirit, come!

Come! Holy Spirit!

Come and bless us, her children!®

In this anthem, there is a clear disjunction between the desire to bless
Africa and the needs of national leaders to create ties to their populations
by invoking specific national icons. As a result, the development of a
national identity is that much more difficult. There is apparently no Afri-
¢an national anthem that celebrates the creation of the nation through
blood and iron as does the “La Marseillaise™:

Arise, children of the fatherland

The day of glory has come

Against us the blood-stained banner

Of tyranny is raised,

‘The banner of tryanny is raised,

Hear, in the fields, the roar

Of her fierce soldiers.

‘They come right into our arms

1o slaughter our sons and our consorts.
Patriots, to arms!

From your battalions

let’s march, let’s march!

May the tyrant’s foul blood water our furrow.”

Prance, of course, is one of the outstanding examples of a nation that has
managed to overcome significant linguistic and territorial divisions over a
short period of time to create a true national identity. This is a task that
#till cludes most African countries.

‘Thus, Anthony D. Smith is absolutely right when he writes, “the cen-

- tnl difficulty of ‘nation-building’ in much of Africa and Asia is the lack of

#ny shared historical mythology and memory on which state elites can set
sbout ‘building’ the nation.”" Economic development, which early Afri-

l ¢an lcaders and the songs they wrote identified as the new struggle that

Africa would engage in, and presumably the moral equivalent of war in

t Burope, has largely been a disaster in much of Africa as large parts of the

® “GGod Bless Africa,” in ibid., p. 556.

* “! a marseillaise,” in ibid., p. 196.

* Anthony D. Smith, “State-Making and Nation-Building,” in States in History ed. John
A 10l (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1986), p. 258.



130
CHAPTER FOUR

continent are 1o richer today than they were at independence. As a re-
su.lt, national identity remains highly problematic in many Afric.an coun-
tries and often has lower salience than membership in other groups. As
Nde§wa writes of Kenya, “the socially enacted relationship between éth-
nic identity, authority, and legitimacy competes with the legally sanc-
tlonefi rpembership, authority, and legitimacy of the nation-state.z92
This is not to argue that nationalism is absent in Africa or in other
parts of the developing world. However, leaders of these states do face a
pa:mcularly difficult problem in promoting the identification of the nation
w1th the state. Unfortunately, there is no good way to measure nation-
alistic fervor, much less develop a time series of such sentiments. It is

clear that African leaders have i
. yet to systematically develo
how to build nationalism in times of peace. ! P 2 surategy of

Killing the Golden Goose

In Eurgpe there was an almost symbiotic relationship between the state’s
extractive capacity and nationalism: war increased both as the populatiox;
was convinced by external threat that they should pay more to the state
and, at the same time, the population united around common symbol;
and memories that were important components of nationalism Fightin‘
wars may be the only way in which it is possible to have people'pay mor’cs
taxes and at the same time feel more closely associated with the state. As
a resulF, the.state was able to consolidate its power across the brcadtﬁ of
its territory in two ways: by constructing the fiscal infrastructure to fund
the administrative apparatus, and by gaining the loyalty of the nation that
coulfi be drawn upon through the construction of nationalistic symbols
Ironically, the threat of international war helped solve the problerr}i of th '
domestic consolidation of power. )
Ip Eurqpc, as taxation fell on individuals and corporations, there was
an 1r'nmf:d1a'te need for states to reach compromises with the l;eoplc anc:l
t'he institutions they were taxing. The need to fund warfare only high-
lighted the connection between taxation and state survival AZ Tﬁll
make§ clear, the history of Europe is in many ways a series of‘structurcz
bargam§ where the state is only allowed to tax more if it makes certain
concessions to those being taxed, or when the populations understand
that thcu survival is dependent on paying more to the state.”® While these
bargains were usually in favor of the state, it was clear to rulers that
because expenditures were directly tied to taxation, they faced a political

92 Y aH™ H
Stephen N. Ndeswa, “Citizenship and Ethnicity: An Examination of Two Transition

Moments in Ke Politics.” . L g .
602, nyan Politics,” American Political Science Review 91 (September 1997): p.

% Tilly, Coercion, Capital, and European States, p. 99.
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restraint on expenditures. At the same time, since direct taxation is rela-
tively transparent, individuals and institutions could immediately see how
much of a burden the state was imposing on them and protest against
excessive government spending if the cost to them was becoming too
high.** In practice, of course, the relationship between taxation and pop-
ular sentiment was much more complicated and there are certainly few
times in history when populations thought that they were undertaxed.
However, leaders understood that there was some relationship between
the level of government expenditure that was possible and continued
public acceptance of their rule.

A reliance on indirect taxation and nontax revenue streams attenu-
ates, if not eliminates, the link between government taxation and popu-
far support. Indirect taxation makes it exceptionally hard for individuals
or groups to understand how much they are being taxed. For instance,
indirect taxation in the form of higher prices for certain imported goods
is simply much harder to gauge than income or sales taxes. In addition,
it is simply easier for the state to tax international transactions because
it is not required to interact with individuals but simply control access
points on the borders. As a result, the state will be under less pressure
to bargain with the population in order to gain revenue. Of course,
there is no popular constraint on spending non-tax revenue or on for-
cign aid. As a result, the kinds of bargains that European governments
had to make with significant components of the population in order to
ensure fiscal viability are largely absent in African countries. Due to the
long peace African countries experienced, they not only did not have to
reach accommodation with their populations over taxation policies, but
the international community has actually subsidized their highly ineffi-
cient attempts at garnering revenue. At the same time, the other means
by which the state might identify with the population were highly
constrained.

Given that the revenue stream that African countries received was not
dependent on making compromises with the domestic population, leaders
were able to divert large amounts of revenue to their own purposes and
to their own followers. When leaders receive large amounts of money
without making compromises with the local population, they are free to
spend it in nonproductive ways, especially by enriching themselves and
their followers. For instance, the Nigerian experience has been so disas-
trous because the oil money has flowed in as essentially a windfall. The
perhaps inevitable result was depicted starkly by the Nigerian govern-

ment itself in 1987:

“ A point noted carly by J. R. McCulloch in his 1845 classic, A Treatise on the Principles
and Practical Influence of Taxation and the Funding System (Edinburgh: Scottish Eco-
nomic Society, 1975), p. 155.
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The crucial role of the government in the development of the political econ-
omy, converted the government and public bureaucracies into an arena in
which politicians and bureaucrats became pawn brokers. As a result of the
struggle to control the government and institutions, corruption became part
and parcel of the political economy.”

Similarly, the Political Bureau, created by General Ibrahim Babangida to
review the country’s political structure, noted that since oil came online,

Earned revenue was lavished on unviable and grandiose projects which were
very poorly thought through, and enormous contracts grossly inflated. Corrup-
tion flourished on a scale almost impossible to imagine. . . . All interests con-
verged on the appropriation and consumption of oil revenues.”

While the Nigerian experience is exceptional in terms of the amount of
money wasted, the general dynamic of governments spending revenue in
an unproductive manner when faced with little countervailing pressure is
common. There is a marked tendency to overshoot on patronage when
there is not a hard political constraint on expenditures. For instance, the
Kenyan government eventually spent an extra 1.35 Kenyan pounds for
every extra K£1.00 received during the late 1970s coffee boom.” More
generally, across the continent, elites developed norms which differed
drastically from the European determination to build the state in order to
ensure their, and the state’s, physical survival. Corruption in Nigeria and
elsewhere in Africa should not be seen merely as theft by individuals
secking to raid the coffers of the state. Rather, as Richard Joseph has
noted, the distribution of state offices “is legitimated by a set of political
norms according to which the appropriation of such offices is not just an
act of individual greed or ambition but concurrently the satisfaction of
the short-term objectives of a subset of the general population.”

Thus, a World Bank study of firms worldwide found that private com:
panies in Africa rated corruption the single greatest obstacle to doing
business, the only region other than Latin America where corruption fea:
tured so prominently.” Within many African states, government revenug
becomes what Ostrom and her colleagues call a “common pool” re

% Government of Nigeria, Government’s Views and Comments on the Findings and Ree
ommendntions of the Political Burean (Lagos: Government Printer, 1987), p. 8. ]

% Political Bureau, Report of the Political Burean (Lagos: Government Printer, 1987), )
35. ]

 David Bevan, Paul Collier, and Jan Willem Gunning, Controlled Open Economiss;
Neoclassical Approach to Structuralism (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1990), p. 352.

s Richard A. Joseph, Democracy and Prebendal Politics in Nigeria (Cambridge: €
bridge University Press, 1987), p. 67.

% World Bank, World Development Report 1997 (Washington, DC: Oxford Unive
Press, 1997), p. 42.
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source. That is, leaders treat revenue as a resource that can be exploiteq
and, potentially, overexploited unless they reign themselves in, much a4
farmers have to develop self-regulatory apparatuses not to overuse watey
in large irrigation schemes. In general, Ostrom and her colleagues are
optimistic about the ability of individuals to solve common pool resource
problems. However, they note that it is unlikely for the resource prob.
lems to be solved in “sparse” environments where, “individuals have ng
expectation of mutual trust and no means of building trust through com-
munication and continued interaction.” Of course, this is precisely the
situation caused by a reliance on indirect taxation and nontax revenue jp
political contexts where nationalism is low. In such instances, even Qg.
trom and her colleagues believe that the “tragedy of the commons™ wjj
be repeated and participants will be likely to over appropriate and under
provide.'®

This is not to argue that the Europeans were inherently less greedy
during their critical state-building phase. Rather, opportunities for cor.
ruption were limited in Europe by the exigencies created by the need for
rulers to physically defend their states. What is often distinctive aboyt
rent-seeking in Africa is that it is so high as to be seemingly suboptimaj;
leaders steal so much from the state that the state itself begins to crumb]e
and, along with it, the opportunities for future rent-seeking behavior,
Yet, those states were generally safe from external attack, even as they
crumpled internally. Indeed, contrary to what is often said, the post.
World War II international system has been exceptionally friendly tq
weak states. States that had experienced such internal decay in Europe i
previous centuries, or elsewhere, would have been destroyed by thejr
ncighbors. As a result, Africa has not only poorly performing states by
also failed states. Leaders in Zaire, Liberia, Somalia, and elsewhere digq
not just steal, they stole so much as to cause the state to dissolve. [p
many other countries, government performance has been so poor that, 5
chapter one documented, basic infrastructure in many countries jg
¢rumbling.

-

Conclusion: Firm Boundaries and Weak Internal Control

- In terms of the model of state authority developed in chapter one, the
physical costs of state expansion are still relatively high, especially given
the poverty of African states. Indeed, many African leaders were clearly

' Elinor Ostrom, Roy Garnder, and James Walker et al., Rules, Games, and Commyg,,.

Mol Resources (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1993), pp. 319, 328. See gj5,
Andrei Shleifer and Robert W. Vishny, “Corruption,” Quarterly Journal of Economics 10g
(1993): especially p. 609.
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not successful in expanding the scope of the state so that they could be
said to be ruling their entire territories. Some states did make significant
gains in the most basic measure of the consolidation of state authority:
the collection of taxes. However, continental performance was, on aver-
age, extremely poor. Leaders were under very little pressure to expand
their taxation systems in particular so that the state would have a physical
presence throughout the country. Many African leaders actually engaged
in activities that so enriched themselves that the scope of the state con-
tracted. There is also no clear evidence of a growth in nationalist senti-
ment that would bind states to their populations. Thus, leaders calculate
that it is not necessarily beneficial to them to expand the state outward
through the process of constructing an elaborate infrastructure of power.

As a result, how power was actually expressed was often similar to the
precolonial model of concentric circles of authority. States had to control
their political cores but often had highly differentiated control over the
outlying areas. Indeed, there was often no immediate imperative to im-
prove tax collection in the hinterlands or to do the necessary work so that
those outside of the capital could be bound to the state through symboli¢
politics.

However, the African states did create hard boundaries that were ex-
traordinarily effective in preserving the integrity of their states. As a re-
sult, a divergence could result in how power was mapped and how states
were mapped. African politics was no longer in particular harmony with

the political geography. Indeed, the hardness of the territorial boundarics '

(as opposed to their design) was particularly striking. Africa’s political

geography seemingly favored more nuanced and dynamic demarcations |

because the broadcasting of power was unlikely to be uniform across
space and time, given the generally low levels of population density. Yet
the boundaries became institutionalized because of a congruence of do-
mestic and international political factors.

As was the case in the colonial period, Africa’s land borders were far
from being irrelevant because they were artificial. Rather, the boundaries
have been absolutely essential to the particular pattern of state consolida
tion that occurred across the continent. While they may not appear to be
well guarded or to even have a physical manifestation at the frontier of
many countries, the borders have performed their essential function: pres
serving the territorial integrity of nations despite the difficulties that thef
political center had in expanding its control over territory. In this wa
the boundaries were actually more powerful than European territo
boundaries for most of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries beca
African leaders quickly came to understand that they were under ng
threat from external attack and that the prospects for attacks on the iy
tegrity of the state from within were improbable. European leaders f
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Figure 4.4. Paths to State Consolidation in Independent Africa

the last several hundred years lived in a different world and therefore had
altogether different concerns about the fate of their nations.

In an extraordinary use of diplomacy, African leaders were able to ar-
range a state system that reinforced their own biases to retain the states
that the colonialists had demarcated. This success in preserving units and
boundaries has been phenomenal from the perspective of leaders. As a
result, the international system allowed leaders to have full legal control
of the territories that were within their borders. The international system
tolerated, and to a limited degree even encouraged, a particular political
cconomy that was biased in favor of providing revenue for patronage and
funded the political perquisites of leaders rather than consolidating the
state apparatus. Thus the state system created by the Africans was also
critical to the consolidation of African states because it defined what con-
trol by the central state apparatus meant.

In and of itself, the granting of maximum sovereignty was not nearly as
radical a change as Jackson suggests, given how seamlessly the conven-
tions designed at Berlin segued into the Addis rules. What was perhaps
more remarkable was that this benign international environment did not
lead to improved prospects for the expansion of state authority but, in
wme very significant ways, retarded the broadcast of power. Independent
Africa had thus become a state system with considerable fictions that
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were in remarkable contrast to precolonial Africa, where control of al-
most every square mile of land had to be earned and was often chal-
lenged. These fictions held for many years but, as chapter nine discusses,
by the turn of the century some of the basic failures in state consolidation
had become evident to ail.

Part Three

NATIONAL DESIGN AND
DOMESTIC POLITICS



