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PREFACE


In the late 1990s, Mozambique was required by the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank to privatise its state-owned banks. The process was notoriously corrupt and attracted attention because a well-known Mozambican journalist who was investigating it, as well as the head of the central bank’s supervision unit, were both murdered in mysterious circumstances. Shortly after these events, donors approved a debt-reduction scheme for the country. Since then, Mozambique has continued to receive very high volumes of foreign aid and to be held up as a success story. The World Bank representative in the capital city of Maputo said, ‘Without a doubt, Mozambique is a success story, a success both in terms of growth but also as a model for other countries as to how to get the best possible out of donor interest.’ Then British Secretary of State for International Development, Hilary Benn, averred that, ‘Mozambique sets an example across Africa and the Developing World.’ Not to be outdone, the IMF gave its 2014 Africa conference in Maputo the title ‘Africa Rising: Building to the Future’.


Despite these confident assertions, the fact is that Mozambique continues to be desperately poor, ranked 180th out of 188 states in 2014, and by the end of 2015 had not achieved any of the Millennium Development Goals. But a small section of the population, especially those connected to the ruling party, Frelimo, have done extraordinarily well. Its one-time president, Armando Guebuza, dubbed ‘Mr Guebusiness’, is probably the richest man in the country. Shortly after he stood down, Mozambique was forced to approach the IMF for emergency financial support, as it became clear that the government had secretly contracted more than $2 billion in new debt, breaching its agreements with donors as well as its own domestic laws. A considerable amount of this money is still unaccounted for.


The gap between rhetoric and reality could not be wider, and such situations often provoke angry reactions. But we need to look harder and ask how we got here. In pursuit of that I have started from two intuitions. The first is that ideas are important in politics. Such a view is widely derided on grounds of common sense both by those engaged in politics and those who study it. Politics, it is said, is all about the calculation of interests, hard-headedness, ruthlessness and pragmatism. (As an American president once asserted, ‘It’s the economy, stupid.’) Doubting this does not mean we must subscribe to a wishy-washy idealism or the illusion that everybody is, or can be, selfless. But it does imply that there is much to be learnt from studying how attitudes and action are informed by ideas. The second intuition concerns the extraordinary range of activities that various agencies have pursued in Africa since independence. These agencies do much more than instruct African states to sell banks or not borrow money: they overthrow governments, they finance military forces, they provide large amounts of foreign aid, they try to change people’s values and practices, they even tell people what school textbooks to use. My second intuition is that all these activities, though they vary over time and are shared across many different kinds of bodies, are linked, and are part of a common effort that, for want of a better term, I call the Western Project.


A central argument of this book is that this project has a history. In 1898, Rudyard Kipling published a poem, ‘The White Man’s Burden’, which, although it was intended to support the US invasion of the Philippines, provided a praise poem for imperial rule more generally. It calls on the white man to rule, for their own good, ‘your new-caught, sullen peoples, / Half-devil and half-child’. This poem is, of course, regarded today as the very pinnacle of racist awfulness; but stripped of its overtly racial language it voices assumptions and aspirations that have by no means disappeared – though this suggestion would be hotly rejected by many of those involved in the Western Project.


These are controversial matters which prompt one final comment on my approach. The study of human affairs cannot produce the kinds of truth that are possible in mathematics, science or medicine. This does not mean that ‘anything goes’, because we must make our best efforts to consider evidence and argument in good faith. But it does mean that, having done those things, there are no areas of human activity and enquiry where there do not remain fundamental differences of understanding or belief. So in this book I have not hesitated to explain certain concepts (‘civil society’, ‘democracy’, ‘human rights’) and to indicate where my arguments differ from those of others. Likewise, in the reading guide at the end of the book, I have indicated a variety of writings that show the range of disagreement about certain issues, as well as the writings that have shaped my own view. In human affairs we simply have to acknowledge that the boundary between explanation and advocacy is flexible. So the broader purpose of this book goes beyond explanation to argue that Kipling was indeed wrong, but so also are many of those currently engaged in foisting on Africa a project that is in many ways misconceived, and should be abandoned.




1


GUILT


THERE IS A STORY THAT THE West tells about Africa. It has been ethically persuasive, psychologically and politically powerful. Like all good stories it comes in different versions and appeals to different audiences. It can be made more or less complex and it links emotionally charged themes and images to wider ideas and agendas. Also, like all good stories, it contains elements of truth. But unlike a novel or a play, it is not simply a work of imagination. Social and political stories, the kinds of stories we tell to make sense of our interaction with others, are rarely based on fabrication; they are about selection and presentation and plausibility. So, unlike fiction, social and political stories have many authors. The mainstream Africa story has been produced by writers (academics, journalists, activists) and organisations (policy institutes, governments, international organisations). It has been popularised and publicised by politicians, lobby groups, political movements, even entertainers. It has found its way into university and school curricula, images, memorials, ceremonies and indeed fiction. All of those involved in producing it have seen themselves as presenting a truth. So the mainstream Africa story is not in any simple sense ‘false’, nor is it a ‘myth’, and for that reason it cannot be ‘refuted’. But that story does contain omissions and distortions, and unless they are challenged by other stories, they will have damaging consequences. The three main elements that make up this story are colonialism, race and slavery. These are, of course, very large topics, and my concern here is not with explaining their historical development but with clarifying the orthodoxy. The aim is to make sense of what they say, and what they leave out or gloss over, and to see how that fits into the overarching story or narrative. It will then be possible to understand the political effects of the story.


COLONIALISM


Colonialism is the most important element in the story for two main reasons. The first is that the colonial conquest of Africa was achieved, unlike most other parts of the world, remarkably quickly and completely. The second is that this conquest was justified by the idea of a ‘civilising mission’. Around 1800, European powers possessed little more than footholds in Africa and were almost entirely ignorant of the interior. Between about 1880 and 1910 there was a ‘scramble for Africa’ which brought the whole continent, with the exceptions of Liberia and Ethiopia, under European rule. Britain and France took the lion’s share, but Portugal, Belgium and Germany all occupied considerable territories, while even Spain and Italy had a share. Remarkably, during this process, the colonial powers agreed to avoid conflict over these territories and publicly justified their occupation partly on the grounds that they were abolishing slavery and bringing progress to a ‘backward’ region. Powerful states have often used lofty claims to dress up self-interested actions, but at the time, and indeed for some time afterwards, colonialism was seen as a noble endeavour. Many of the most prominent critics of colonial rule in the nineteenth century, those who had for example helped to bring to an end the Belgian King Leopold’s vicious regime in the Congo, were not against colonialism in principle but rather the deficiencies in its practice. Even many on the political left shared these views. Karl Marx, never one to pass up a chance to denounce the brutality of British colonial rule in India, nonetheless saw it as historically ‘progressive’, and likely to bring about positive change in the long term. His comrade-in-arms, Friedrich Engels, said much the same about the French annexation of Algeria and even the American annexation of northern Mexico.* Many others, while they shared misgivings about the brutality and destructiveness of colonial conquest, reluctantly conceded that a complete absence of rule might leave populations vulnerable to abuse and exploitation by private interests, as had already occurred in the Congo. Until well after ‘the scramble’, almost no one in Europe was against colonial rule in Africa.


Barely a hundred years later, colonialism is an unspeakable crime. The idea of colonialism as ‘progressive’, much less the assumption of even partially benign motives, has become not merely unthinkable, but derisory, indeed part of the history of colonial oppression itself. How can we account for such a dramatic turnaround? First, the pace of progress in the colonial territories, even by the rather modest standards promised, was extremely slow. The British government started talking about ‘development’ (in its modern sense) in the 1920s, but the resources devoted to it were extremely limited. Claims that colonial rule was essentially benign or progressive came to ring increasingly hollow. More importantly, the Second World War had required both massive military and ideological mobilisation against a Nazi enemy, an enemy which had explicitly proclaimed an ideology of group domination. Even during the war, the Allies had begun to express their war aims in terms of human equality, terms which were incompatible with alien rule over whole peoples. After the war, as the horrors of the Third Reich became more widely known, any sort of view which condoned, even temporarily, such rule, became irredeemably discredited. The very self-confidence that made colonialism possible was already collapsing, even if colonial rule itself staggered on for a few more years. As institutions and practices became more and more suspect, the testimony of colonisers became ever more dubious until it came to seem self-evidently false. If the colonisers said they encountered widespread tribal warfare, they must have been lying, perhaps even engineering such warfare in order to legitimate their rule. If the colonisers reported widespread slavery in Africa which they were concerned to abolish, that was the fault of colonialism (and the slave trade). If the colonisers said they aimed to improve the physical condition of African populations, they were only doing so in order to mislead humanitarian opinion back home, or insofar as conditions did improve, it was only intended to further the exploitation of Africans.


It is not difficult to paint a very grim picture of the colonial period. Colonial conquest was often brutal, made more so by the rapid development of new kinds of firearms in the late nineteenth century, such as rapid-firing weapons and mobile artillery, which opened up a huge technological gap between European armies and others that no amount of courage could compensate for. At the Battle of Omdurman in 1898, British forces killed some 10,000 Sudanese fighters for the loss of some 50 of their own. At its very worst, colonial rule was little more than a reign of terror, as for example in Leopold’s Congo. The German massacre of the Herero in South West Africa in 1904 resulted in thousands of deaths due to lack of food and water. Less well known, and on a smaller scale, are the depredations of more or less psychopathic individuals pursuing their own sometimes demented agendas. Aside from such premeditated violence, colonial conquest had many unforeseen consequences, such as the spread of disease and the disruption of traditional forms of husbandry. In colonies where there was white settlement, Africans were driven off their land. Colonial states did not hesitate to resort to forced labour for public works projects, such as railway construction, where fatality rates were often very high. Some colonial powers coerced African labour into working for settlers, or imposed forced cultivation of certain crops.


All these points add up to an indictment so powerful that for many they make further comment superfluous. But, however compelling we find this evidence, everything we know about eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Africa suggests it was already an extremely violent place. Incongruous as it may seem, large-scale inter-African violence was effectively brought to an end by colonial rule. Colonial authorities did, from time to time, turn a blind eye to low-level raiding in marginal areas, but the one thing they did do was enforce peace. Of course, they had their own reasons for doing so, but the imposition of peace had beneficial side effects. First was the simple fact of increased personal security. Population statistics provide evidence for this. Although colonial rule had often been brutally imposed and was sometimes extremely costly in terms of African life, once it was consolidated African populations grew quite quickly, even in the Belgian Congo. Another side effect was that enforced peace made possible greatly increased mobility – not just of people, but of goods. Markets could now function more effectively, and areas of food shortage could now be more easily supplied. There is some truth in the argument that colonial states tried to prevent Africans exploiting economic opportunities, but it is often overstated. The fact is that, under colonial rule, new technologies became available, towns expanded, movement became easier and more secure, and economic opportunities, both for work and trade, were widened. It has been argued that such developments served only to enhance colonial rule, and exploit colonial economies. That is of course true, but how could it be otherwise? All states seek ways to utilise resources and generate revenue. In that sense, independent African states have been no different from colonial ones. The real issue was the division of the rewards, and while it is certainly true that colonial rulers skewed the benefits towards the colonial state and Europeans more generally, they could not, and in many cases did not wish to, entirely exclude Africans. A road can be used by anyone, as can a safe market or a currency.


Africans often seized the new opportunities available to them. The explosion of cocoa production in the Gold Coast or the development of plantation agriculture in Côte d’Ivoire between the wars was not engineered by Europeans or colonial states but by African farmers responding to demand. In 1900 virtually no cocoa was produced in Gold Coast. Thirty years later, total production reached 250,000 tonnes, and the Gold Coast was the world’s largest exporter. In time, colonial states came to see the value of this economic activity and sought to encourage it because it produced tax revenue.


Colonialism brought with it a great deal of cultural baggage as well and, no less than material technologies, the effects of this were mixed. But Africans could not be wholly excluded from exploring opportunities in this sphere either. Colonial rule was also literate rule. Out of necessity colonial states needed literate African employees, initially as clerks and translators, later as teachers or lower level officials. In the more prosperous colonies, such as Nigeria and the Gold Coast, there was a fairly rapid growth in the number of Africans with professional skills such as medicine and law. An increasingly literate African population began to exploit the possibilities of literacy in all sorts of ways: the creation of an African press led to the cultivation of ‘public opinion’, both of which led inevitably to debate on social and political matters. Much of that reflection and debate turned to new ideas that came with colonial rule, notably the idea of ‘the state’ as a unified, territorial entity to which all citizens owed allegiance. It was these ideas, among other things, that encouraged the beginnings of African nationalism and demands for independence.


If the mainstream account of colonialism as nothing but a system of oppression and exploitation is misleading, in what other ways does it obscure some of the truth? For all its championing of Africans, it does so in ways which actually marginalise them. The mainstream story attributes implausible degrees of malevolence and power to the colonialists while attributing similarly implausible degrees of benevolence and powerlessness to African peoples. The history of colonialism becomes a morality play, little more than an endless saga in which evil white men do unspeakable things to good black men and women. This is not to treat Africans as equals at all but to treat them as somehow unsullied, and it flies in the face of historical evidence. Much of that evidence suggest that Africans, or certainly their rulers, were just as ready to engage in the violent conquest, destruction or absorption of other groups and cultures as any other society. These tendencies were so pronounced that some historians talk about an ‘African scramble for Africa’. And there is plentiful historical evidence to suggest that African rulers were eager to pursue projects of conquest in alliance with Europeans, where they might gain an advantage. The Ethiopian monarchy in the nineteenth century was imperialist, annexing territory to the south of its heartlands. Usman dan Fodio founded the Sokoto caliphate (in what is now northern Nigeria and Niger) through active conquest and made it probably the largest state in nineteenth-century Africa. Samori Ture was perhaps the most famous of the West African empire builders, feted now as a hero of African nationalism, but whose war-making involved constant raiding, military conscription, enslavement and forced religious conversion, so much so that it sparked resistance by other African societies that made the eventual French conquest of what are now Guinea and Mali much easier. Indeed, even after European military and political domination became overwhelming, tacit arrangements could still be mutually beneficial and did continue under colonial rule. For instance, the Mourides (Islamic Brotherhoods) of Senegal collaborated closely with the French colonial authorities and instructed their followers not only to accept colonial rule but also forced labour and military conscription.


So the mainstream story obscures historical realities which show the similarities of many kinds of conquest, as well as excluding the complex political calculations that entered into the various forms of colonial rule. The hard truth is that, almost everywhere, colonial rule was a collaborative enterprise. Colonial states could usually bring decisive force to bear in emergencies, but Africans were not prostrate before some all-powerful colonial leviathan. Aside from anything else, colonial states were desperately short of workers. Vast territories were managed by very small groups of officials, whose primary responsibility was to keep the peace and, if possible, to collect taxes with the absolute minimum of force. While overwhelming force could be mobilised, its use carried severe political costs back home where it was not popular with metropolitan governments or public opinion. So, in practice, maintaining peace and collecting usually modest taxes required some degree of cooperation and compromise.


RACE


Everywhere in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, European powers annexed huge territories. Even where annexation proved impossible (China, Turkey, Persia, Siam) such territories were often reduced to a subordinate status, under the ‘influence’ of one or more of the major European powers. So what makes Africa so different? Why should colonialism form such an important part of the mainstream story about Africa? We do not have to look far for clues. In public discourse, colonialism is associated with one of the most emotionally charged issues of our times: race. What makes colonialism in Africa so incendiary, so different from everywhere else, so potent a weapon of denunciation even now, is that it seems to be not only about economic exploitation but also a form of specifically racial oppression. Colonialism can be seen as one of a whole cluster of practices that denigrate black people. There has been widespread cultural contempt for, and hostility towards, Africans throughout Western culture. Indeed, some of the greatest European thinkers espoused views that are, by today’s standards, offensive and ‘racist’.* The great Scottish philosopher David Hume once wrote:


I am apt to suspect the negroes and in general all other species of men (for there are four or five different kinds) to be naturally inferior to the whites. There never was a civilized nation of any other complexion than white, nor even any individual eminent either in action or speculation. No ingenious manufactures amongst them, no arts, no sciences… [T]here are NEGROE slaves dispersed all over EUROPE, of which none ever discovered any symptoms of ingenuity; tho’ low people, without education, will start up amongst us, and distinguish themselves in every profession. In JAMAICA, indeed, they talk of one negroe as a man of parts and learning; but ’tis likely he is admired for very slender accomplishments, like a parrot, who speaks a few words plainly.


The German philosopher Hegel asserted, in his Philosophy of History, that ‘Africa proper, as far as history goes back, has remained – for all purposes of connection with the rest of the world – shut up; it is the Gold-land compressed within itself – the land of childhood, which lying beyond the day of self-conscious history, is enveloped in the dark mantle of night’. Even Charles Darwin, whose lifelong hostility to slavery is common knowledge, stands accused of racism in his great work, On the Origin of Species by Means of Natural Selection, or the Preservation of Favoured Races in the Struggle for Life, and various remarks in his Descent of Man suggest that ‘the civilised races of man will almost certainly exterminate, and replace, the savage races throughout the world’. The suggestion that such quotations are indicative of a deep-seated racism is often made in the strongest possible form, dismissing the idea that such thinkers merely shared the common prejudices of their age, and asserting rather that racial thinking was an integral part of their understanding of the world, that they were not only complicit in, but also actively helped to legitimate, racial oppression. In the middle to late nineteenth century, attitudes did harden and judgements about African peoples became harsher. Much of this was shaped by the apparently huge disparity between the technological accomplishments of European and African societies which, combined with a kind of lazy evolutionism, suggested to many contemporaries that such social differences were deep-seated, possibly ineradicable. Colonial practice tended to follow these attitudes and all the colonial empires practised forms of racial distancing, whether they acknowledged it or not.


So at first blush, an overwhelming body of evidence allows us to say that racism has long been a pervasive part of Western culture, inflicting physical and psychological damage on Africans. What else can there be to say? I would add a caution that people are reluctant to question the words they use, particularly if they carry a powerful critical charge – think of words like ‘fascism’, ‘oppression’, ‘pro-choice’. These are words that have become politically powerful, and their function is psychological: they work to identify an enemy and to mobilise energies. So what questions should we ask about ‘race’ and ‘racism’? Both words are highly ambiguous, not least because they occupy that rather tricky area between biological and social science. It seems impossible, in the light of modern scientific knowledge, to imagine that there are different races in any fundamental, genetic sense. But there are what biology calls phenotypical differences (skin colour, hair texture and so on) which people use as classifiers in everyday social interaction, and in modern times are used by states in pursuit of policies like affirmative action. These usages slide into what social science calls ‘ethnic’ differences, that is to say notions of culture, including beliefs and practices and so on. While such distinctions may not be useful for biologists, they have shaped our social reality. Much the same difficulties and ambiguities recur when we question ‘racism’. At its most vague, ‘racism’ can mean virtually any kind of negative value judgement about the physical features, cultural practices or beliefs of a human group; at its most precise it combines the notion of racial hierarchy of superior and inferior groups, combined with an urge on the part of supposedly superior groups to exclude or dominate supposedly inferior groups.


Such considerations should give us pause for thought in the face of strident accusations that whole societies or whole theories are plainly and simply ‘racist’. To return to the writers discussed above, the accusations of racism rely on a tiny proportion of texts, presented without context or explanation on the assumption that they are self-evident indictments. The dispute about Hume turns on one footnote, some few lines of text, which appeared in one version, not all, of one essay. If racism is such an integral part of Hume’s thought, why is there so little of it? One can of course always play the quotation game the other way and quote Hegel to the effect that ‘man is implicitly rational; herein lies the possibility of equal justice for all men and the futility of a rigid distinction between races which have rights and those which have none’, or that ‘Reason must maintain that the slavery of the Negroes is a wholly unjust institution, one which contradicts true justice, both human and divine, and which is to be rejected.’ Sometimes these selective quotes are based on simple misunderstandings: in the title of Darwin’s famous work, the term ‘races’ does not yet hold its modern connotations (there is virtually nothing about human beings in the Origin of Species).


Accusations often fail to distinguish between the personal leanings of thinkers and the structure and implications of their thinking. Similarly they often fail to distinguish a thinker from the effects of their thought. The writings of Marx and Engels are full of contemptuous remarks about all sorts of people, especially Slavs. But nowhere in history have people who really were racists turned to Marx and Engels for inspiration, and many who struggled against racial oppression found that Marxism helped them to fashion arguments and strategies against such oppression. The fact is that using selective quotation, you could make virtually anyone writing before about 1970 sound like a ‘racist’.


It is hard to build any consistent picture of unrelieved ‘racism’ in Western thought, given the huge variation in attitudes. The word ‘race’ is rarely used with any consistency, certainly not in the nineteenth or the early twentieth century. There was no consensus as to its exact meaning and it could be used as a synonym for ‘nation’, ‘people’ or ‘ethnic group’. Both Christianity and Liberalism, whatever historical compromises they have made at times, provide insuperable obstacles to taking race seriously as a form of social and political organisation. So while it is fair to say that certain historical periods have aligned race with perceived ‘backwardness’ to justify racial arrogance, particularly towards those with darker skin, virtually nowhere have racial categories been built into the ideological and institutional fabric of modern societies. The two most obvious examples which did build in such categories, the Slave South of the United States and Nazi Germany, were both destroyed in conflicts with enemies for whom their racial practices had become unacceptable.


The situation becomes muddier still when we consider that much of the literature restricts itself to considerations of European racism or, to be blunt, white racism about black people. This is understandable: the predominant powers in modern times have been ‘white’, and ‘white’ states and societies have been culturally predominant, not merely in the fields of science and technology but also popular culture, as a result of the global use of the English language. But this hardly warrants the idea that thinking in racial categories is somehow a peculiarly Western disease, what the Indian scholar Dipesh Chakrabarty calls ‘something the white people do to us’. Not only is this implausible, it verges on deliberate falsification. The most cursory observation of social behaviours around the world suggests that racial and ethnic attitudes are hardly restricted to Europeans or ‘white’ people. Two of the world’s largest countries and homes to great civilisations, China and India, provide plentiful evidence of widespread assumptions of racial superiority and inferiority, now and in the past. Traditional Chinese culture admired fairer skin tones associating them with intellect and female beauty, while (as elsewhere) the darker complexions of manual workers and peasants were associated with low economic and cultural status. While any public expression of such attitudes was suppressed during the revolutionary Maoist period, when the Chinese Communist Party proclaimed solidarity with the non-Western world, recent changes in China have seen the resurgence of racial prejudice. Indeed, virtually the only forms of mass social protest before the Tiananmen Square demonstrations of 1989 were Chinese student protests against African students. Recent surveys of Chinese opinion, even among the more educated sections of Chinese society, suggest very negative views of Africans. Similar phenomena can be found in India. There have been numerous incidents in India in which African students and others are racially abused and which have led African governments to complain to the Indian authorities at the highest level. Even among Indians there are forms of discrimination that, while we might not wish to call them racist, look rather similar, concerning ‘caste’ and ‘untouchability’.


SLAVERY


If racism has come to seem a peculiarly arbitrary and awful form of oppression, one practice that it encouraged and justified has come to represent that oppression at its most unspeakable, namely the practice of slavery. While ‘race’ remains a social reality, and even colonialism, though fading from living memory, retains a presence, the institution of slavery has all but disappeared. It is fashionable to dispute this last point, and while it is true that in certain corners of the world practices continue that are reminiscent of slavery, people now use the term very broadly to indicate coercion. (Some estimates include the inmates of North Korean prison camps, some include forced marriages, and so on.) Part of the difficulty here is that the term ‘slavery’ has been used to describe a huge variety of forms of coercion throughout history. Slavery in the southern United States was massively different from slavery as practised in Ancient Rome. It is true that various forms of coerced or semi-coerced labour still exist, but slavery as a legitimate institution has disappeared. It is illegal everywhere and there are, for example, no official slave markets. The very fact that the term ‘slavery’ has been stretched to breaking point (‘wage slavery’, ‘debt slavery’) suggests that people are trading on the historical baggage. In any case, in the African context it is the historical experience that people have in mind.


As with colonialism and race, this story comes with a variety of themes and degrees of sophistication. Let’s look briefly at two. John Locke, the seventeenth-century English political philosopher, is widely regarded as a founding thinker of liberalism who did much to make freedom a central value in the Western political tradition. Yet he was also a man of practical affairs, concerned among other things with questions of trade and Britain’s early colonial expansion in America. He was an important member of the Board of Trade and an investor in a number of colonial and trading ventures. Scholarly research has shown that in this role he at least condoned slavery. But if John Locke condoned slavery, how can he be a theorist of freedom? And further, given his importance in the Western political tradition, how can that tradition lay claim to freedom as a central value? Doesn’t this suggest that the Western tradition is hypocritical, saying one thing and doing another?


There is a link between this kind of rather arcane historical research and wider public debate. Unlike many other areas of scholarly enquiry, considerable sums of money are available for research into every aspect of the Atlantic slave trade, and a very large number of publications are produced about it for every kind of audience. Beyond research and publication, the slave trade is commemorated widely and publicly, most recently by the United Nations which, since 2007, has declared 25 March to be an International Day of Remembrance of the Victims of Slavery and the Transatlantic Slave Trade. In March 2015, the United Nations unveiled a monument with the same name in the visitors’ plaza at UN Headquarters.


What do the debate about John Locke and the United Nations monument have in common? They both focus exclusively on the Atlantic slave trade and slavery in the Americas, as does a huge proportion of the scholarly and popular literature. Much of the earlier writing about slavery and the slave trade gloried in recounting the gruesome, playing on the themes of ‘tight packing’, ‘monstrous’ rates of mortality and ‘cheap’ slaves bought for virtually nothing. While early exaggerations have recently been modified by new research, the facts remain sobering. Estimates vary as to the number of Africans shipped across the Atlantic, but in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries the figure is likely to be somewhere between 12.5 and 14 million. From further back, say from 1500, the figure is possibly as high as 18 million. Mortality rates were high, especially given that most slaves were generally young and healthy, though they slowly declined in the eighteenth century. Revolts were often bloodily suppressed. Slaves were condemned to short lives of unrelenting toil, deprived of virtually all dignity, physical comforts or rights. Sugar cropping in the southern United States was probably one of the most intense labour coercion systems ever designed. Slaves were constantly exposed to the threat of arbitrary violence. However, there is an obvious difficulty with the mainstream story that all but its most vehement promoters acknowledge, if on occasion somewhat reluctantly. As the United Nations points out on its own website, the slave trade, and later slavery as an institution, were abolished by Western states (the leading role being played by Great Britain) in response to political agitation in those same states, itself animated by a variety of ideas and concepts in the Western tradition. An important source of such ideas (though by no means the only one) was John Locke, whose remarks about slavery simply cannot be used to justify slavery even as it was practised in his own time, though it seems likely that towards the end of his life he turned a blind eye because of other political priorities. In any case, if Locke’s writing provides such useful support for slavery, it is surely odd that the staunchest defenders of plantation slavery in the southern United States never drew on his writings for such a purpose, whereas their enemies, seeking to emancipate slaves and abolish the institution, frequently did.


There is a second context which should give us pause. Let’s return to the United Nations memorial where we can read that ‘some African kings were complicit in facilitating the sale of African captives’. This is, to say the least, something of an understatement. Not only was this slave trade organised by Africans but the practice of slavery itself was widespread in Africa. Up until the middle of the nineteenth century Western knowledge of Africa was extremely limited, partly for geographical reasons, partly because of disease barriers, but mostly because a wide variety of African rulers were able to determine the conditions, political and commercial, under which they would deal with outsiders. Slave traders had to negotiate the purchase of slaves, they could not dictate terms, and they were required to wait on the coast for their human cargo to be brought to them. Everywhere, they had to pay some sort of local tax and abide by local rules and norms. Since securing a full complement of slaves often took time, traders were also dependent on local suppliers for water and other essentials. Indeed, what made the trade viable was that its conditions were enforced by African powers. The popular image of white slavers raiding into Africa is very wide of the mark. The transatlantic slave trade, however reprehensible, was a collaborative enterprise, so much so that many West African rulers were puzzled and angry when told that it was to be abolished.


Finally, we must acknowledge that the stress on the Atlantic slave trade in both popular and academic writing, although well meant, has had the effect of obscuring not only other slave trades, but also the simple fact that, however repugnant to modern sensibilities, historically slavery has been a widespread method of organising human labour. Africans were not just traded across the Atlantic; they were traded across the Sahara. The size of the Arab or Muslim slave trade is much more difficult to estimate than the transatlantic trade and fewer attempts has been made to do so, but some scholars suggest that between 650 CE and 1900, something like 13 million slaves were taken across the Sahara, the Red Sea and the Indian Ocean. But the Arab or Muslim trade was not the only other slave trade, and if even today it is relatively unknown, there was another which remains almost entirely unknown.


Britain ended its own participation in the slave trade in 1807 and subsequently embarked on a vigorous policy to persuade other powers to cease their participation. Such pressure usually consisted of treaties to allow for inspection of ships on the high seas. Only in exceptional circumstances did British governments in the nineteenth century resort to more robust methods. The most dramatic example of this occurred in 1816 when a substantial British fleet, with Dutch support, bombarded an important slaving city. It was the largest bombardment of any onshore target by a naval force during the age of sail, and British seamen suffered a higher rate of casualties than they experienced at Trafalgar. The city was Algiers, and as a result Britain secured the release of some four thousand slaves. These slaves were European, though none were British, captured by North African slavers in the Mediterranean. This slave trade had also been going on for centuries, and it is even more difficult to estimate the numbers involved, but a leading authority suggests that they may have amounted to some million persons between the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries. Before the eighteenth century, some of those kidnapped and enslaved were British. When James Thomson wrote ‘Rule, Britannia!’ in 1740, which includes the famous line ‘Britons never will be slaves’, people knew exactly what he meant. Nor should we suppose that the conditions of capture or servitude were any better than in the transatlantic trade: some estimates suggest mortality rates at 20%, and conditions of servitude, especially on the galleys, were at least as grim as plantation work. Yet it has been called the ‘invisible trade’, and there are no proposals for monuments to its victims.


‘THEY LEFT US NOTHING BUT OUR RESENTMENT’


Colonialism, race and slavery: these three themes can be woven together to tell an extraordinarily powerful story, a story which for many people, even today, remains compelling beyond the complications of historical controversies and political disputes. When this story first emerged, on the eve of decolonisation, it made possible a whole new way of presenting Africa. Far from having been a place of little progress, or ‘backwardness’, or even a place ‘without history’, Africa could now be seen as the equal of anywhere else, and Africans as the equals of everyone else. Far from being developed, however inadequately, by colonial rule, Africa could now be seen as a place where such rule had in fact obstructed the very possibility of progress. And far from acknowledging the usefulness of contact with the West, such contact could be seen as a kind of abuse for which they were entitled to compensation. As Ghana’s first president, Kwame Nkrumah, put it, ‘They left us nothing but our resentment.’


But to make a politically effective story the raw material of such large themes needed to be sharpened, to be made more real, more accessible. The abstract assertion of human equality was, by the 1950s, hardly controversial, at least outside the ranks of the wilfully prejudiced. What was required was something much more emotionally rewarding, something that many, perhaps all, organised human societies have needed, and created – namely a sense of history. If eminent historians like Professor Hugh Trevor-Roper (one time Regius Professor of History at the University of Oxford) could say silly things like there was no African history, other historians felt duty-bound to refute such assertions.* This effort counterbalanced the negative or dismissive accounts of African history, but much of it lapsed into claims to greatness by way of association.


African history was glorified and packaged to meet the needs of African regimes. Many writers sought to discover in African history all the large cities, written scripts, advanced technologies and political organisation that (supposedly) were the hallmarks of progress everywhere. One way to do this was to locate their cultural histories in a more privileged civilisational process. There were furious debates as to whether ancient Egypt should be seen as part of Black Africa rather than as a distinct civilisation. A similar attempt to cash in on supposedly glorious periods of history led Kwame Nkrumah to rename the old colony of Gold Coast ‘Ghana’. There was indeed a great empire of Ghana between the ninth and thirteenth centuries, but it was nowhere near modern Ghana and, more to the point, it held no resonance for modern Ghanaians. With the important exception of Ethiopia, there were virtually no political continuities between historic African polities and modern African states.
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