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PREFACE

In the English-speaking world, the Cambridge histories have
since the beginning of the century set the pattern for multi-volume
works of history, with chapters written by experts on a particular
topic, and unified by the guiding hand of volume editors of senior
standing. The Cambridge Modern History, planned by Lord Acton,
appeared in sixteen volumes between 1902 and r19rz. It was
followed by The Cambridge Ancient History, The Cambridge Medieval
History, The Cambridge History of English Literature, and Cambridge
Histories of India, of Poland, and of the British Empire. The
original Modern History has now been replaced by The New
Cambridge Modern History in fourteen vclumes, and The Cambridge
Economic History of Europe is now complete. Other Cambridge
Histories recently undertaken include a history of Islam, of Arabic
literature, of the Bible treated as a central document of and
influence on Western civilisation, and of Iran, China and Latin
America.

It was during the later 1950s that the Syndics of the Cambridge
University Press first began to explore the possibility of embarking
on a Cambridge History of Africa. But they were then advised
that the time was not yet ripe. The serious appraisal of the past
of Africa by historians and archaeologists had hardly been
undertaken before 1948, the year when universities first began to
appear in increasing numbers in the vast reach of the African
continent south of the Sahara and north of the Limpopo, and the
time too when universities outside Africa first began to take some
notice of its history. It was impressed upon the Syndics that the
most urgent need of such a young, but also very rapidly advancing
branch of historical studies, was a journal of international
standing through which the results of ongoing research might be
disseminated. In 1960, therefore, the Cambridge University Press
launched The Journal of African History, which gradually demon-
strated the amount of work being undertaken to establish the past

Xiii
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PREFACE

of Africa as an integrated whole rather than — as it had usually
been viewed before —as the story of a series of incursions into
the continent by peoples coming from outside, from the Medi-
terranean basin, the Near East or western Europe. This movement
will of course continue and develop further, but the increasing
facilities available for its publication soon began to demonstrate
a need to assess both what had been done, and what still needed
to be done, in the light of some general historical perspective for
the continent.

The Syndics therefore returned to their original charge, and in
1966 the founding editors of The Journal of African History
accepted a commission to become the general editors of a
Cambridge History of Africa. They found it a daunting task to draw
up a plan for a co-operative work covering a history which was
in active process of exploration by scholars of many nations,
scattered over a fair part of the globe, and of many disciplines —
linguists, anthropologists, geographers and botanists, for example,
as well as historians and archaeologists.

It was thought that the greatest problems were likely to arise
with the earliest and latest periods: the earliest, because so much
would depend on the resulits of long-term archaeological investi-
gation, and the latest, because of the rapid changes in historical
perspective that were occurring as a consequence of the ending
of colonial rule in Africa. Therefore when, in 1967, the general
editors presented their scheme to the Press and notes were
prepared for contributors, only four volumes — covering the
periods soo B.C. tO A.D. 1050, A.D. 1050 to 1600, 1600—1790, and
1790—1870 — had been planned in any detail, and these were
published as volumes 2—5 of the History between 1975 and 1978.

So far as the prehistoric period was concerned, the general
editors were clear from the outset that the proper course was to
entrust the planning as well as the actual editing of what was
necessary entirely to a scholar who was fully experienced in the
archaeology of the African continent. In due course, in 1982,
Volume 1, ‘From the earliest times to ¢. 500 B.C.’, appeared under
the distinguished editorship of Professor J. Desmond Clark. As
for the colonial period, it was evident by the early 1970s that this
was being rapidly brought to its close, so that it became possible
to plan to complete the History in three further volumes. The first,
Volume 6, is designed to cover the European partition of the

Xiv
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continent, and the setting up of the colonial structures between
¢. 1870 and ¢. 1905; the second, Volume 7, is devoted to the
‘classical’ colonial period running from ¢. 1905 to ¢. 1940; while
the focus of the third, Volume 8, is on the period of rapid change
which led from about the time of the Second World War to the
ending of formal control from Europe with the dramatic final
collapse of the Portuguese empire in 1975.

When they started their work, the general editors quickly came
to the conclusion that the most practical plan for completing the
History within a reasonable period of time was likely to be the
simplest and most straightforward. Each volume was therefore
entrusted to a volume editor who, in addition to having made a
substantial contribution to the understanding of the period in
question, was someone with whom the general editors were in
close touch. Within a volume, the aim was to keep the number
of contributors to a minimum. Each of them was asked to essay
a broad survey of a particular area or theme with which he was
familiar for the whole of the period covered by the volume. In
this survey, his purpose should be to take account not only of all
relevant research done, or still in progress, but also of the gaps
in knowledge. These he should try to fill by new thinking of his
own, whether based on new work on the available sources or on
interpolations from congruent research.

It should be remembered that this basic plan was devised
nearly twenty years ago, when little or no research had been done
on many important topics, and before many of today’s younger
scholars — not least those who now fill posts in the departments
of history and archaeology in the universities and research
institutes in Africa itself ~ had made their own deep penetrations
into such areas of ignorance. Two things follow from this. If the
general editors had drawn up their plan in the 1970s rather than
the 1960s, the shape might well have been very different, perhaps
with a larger number of more specialised, shorter chapters, each
centred on a smaller area, period or theme, to the understanding
of which the contributor would have made his own individual
contribution. To some extent, indeed, it has been possible to
adjust the shape of the last three volumes in this direction.
Secondly, the sheer volume of new research that has been
published since many contributors accepted their commissions
has often led them to undertake very substantial revisions in their

Xv
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PREFACE

work as it progressed from draft to draft, thus protracting the
length of time originally envisaged for the preparation of these
volumes.

However, histories are meant to be read, and not to be
commented on and analysed by their general editors, and we

therefore present to the reader this further volume of our
enterprise.

September 1984 J. D. FAGE

ROLAND OLIVER

Xvi
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INTRODUCTION

This volume deals with a period of about thirty-five years, from
about 1870 till about 1905. This was, of course, the period which
saw, first, the scramble by European powers and interests to stake
out territorial claims in Africa, next, the paper partition of the
continent by those powers, and finally the colonial conquest and
occupation. In 1870, the only large areas to have suffered such
inroads lay either to the north of the Sahara or else to the south
of the Limpopo. By 1905, Ethiopia and Morocco were the only
truly independent African states, and the innumerable petty
polities of pre-colonial Africa, as well as a few larger ones, had
been consolidated into the forty-odd colonies and protectorates
which were destined to become, with only a few subsequent
changes, the sovereign states of modern, post-colonial Africa.

Yet, to characterise the period wholly in this way, is to see it
too much through European eyes. As the succeeding chapters
show, African history throughout this period pursued paths still
largely separate from those of the European colonisers. The
treaty-making expeditions of a Binger or a Brazza, of a Johnston
or a Lugard, of a Cardoso or a Serpa Pinto, were scarcely to be
distinguished by any African observer from the trading caravans
of the Dyula or the Hausa, of the Sudanese jallaba or the
Swahili-Arabs, of the Mozambican Chikunda or the Angolan
pombeiros. The diplomatic partition of the continent passed
almost unnoticed by the Africans whose territory was at issue. The
colonial conquest and occupation was experienced by them as a
piecemeal phenomenon, which affected some of those living near
the coasts as early as the 1870s and 1880s, but which reached most
of the interior peoples only during the 189os and the 19oos. Even
by the end of the period, only a small minority of Africans had
seen a white face or had any idea that their countries were subject
to foreign rule.

Seen from the African end, the European infiltration and

I
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conquest was, as Dr Lonsdale makes clear in the concluding
chapter, a process and not an event. Within the confines of any
particular colonial territory, it lasted a full generation, in the
course of which African power progressively diminished while
European power correspondingly increased. At the start of the
process, European agents travelled singly or in pairs, accompanied
by two or three score of lightly armed caravan porters, very much
in the style of the explorers and missionaries who had preceded
them. The porters carried the usual trade goods, which were used
to buy food and protection, and also to aid the negotiation of what
were probably understood by the Africans as vague alliances,
somewhat akin to blood brotherhood, which involved the gift of
flags and the signing of crosses on pieces of paper. It was normal
for several years to elapse between the execution of such treaties
and the appearance of any colonial official appointed to carry
things a stage further. Meanwhile the political and economic life
of the African peoples continued on its accustomed way.

But this did not mean that nothing happened. The opening
chapter by Mr Atmore, while in a sense only recapitulating the
lessons of earlier volumes, does provide a massive summary of
the extent to which the commercial opening up of Africa had
already been carried out by Africans before the beginning of the
colonial period. He concludes that by 1870 there was hardly a
corner of the continent which was unfamiliar with some of the
manufactured goods of Europe and Asia. Manchester cottons
crossed the Sahara on camelback. The small arms of Birmingham
and Liege were paddled up the Niger and the Congo in dug-out
canoes. Portuguese brandy and Brazilian tobacco were carried on
human heads from Luanda and Benguela to the Luba and Lunda
states situated at the very centre of the sub-continent. The calicos
of Gujerat and New England travelled up the East African
caravan routes from Zanzibar. The cowries of the Maldives,
which in medieval times had reached West Africa via the Red Sea
and Cairo, were now carried round the Cape in European
shipping, and moved inland on a scale which caused serious
inflation all the way from Kano to Timbuktu. The main limitation
on this kind of commerce was the cost of transport. The imports
were expensive, and the exports which paid for them had likewise
to be luxury items, valuable enough to justify human or animal
portage — gold and copper, ivory, palm-oil, coffee, copra, ostrich

2
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feathers and rare skins, and of course the continuing traffic in
slaves, no longer significant in the intercontinental trade, but still
a vital lubricant of most of the internal long-distance commerce
of Africa. In the long run, a breakthrough into bulk trading of
primary produce against cheap manufactured goods could only
come through the development of mechanical transport. In the
short term, the indigenous caravan trade continued to grow
through most of the period dealt with here. The early years of
colonial rule merely added somewhat to the volume of goods that
had to be carried long distances by men and beasts.

Besides the economic opening up of Africa by the extension
of the traditional caravan trade, there was also detectable a parallel
growth of political paramountcies, which continued through most
of the period under review, and which constituted an important
part of the context in which European colonisation took place.
The most obvious examples are the conquests of Menelik,
undertaken first as king of Shoa and later as emperor, which more
than doubled the territory of Christian Ethiopia. In this case, the
systematic rearmament of the Ethiopian forces with western
weapons was effective enough to bring about the defeat of the
Italians in 1896 and to secure the freedom of the country from
further European aggression until 1935. Other instances of
African imperialism were shorter lived, but at least as significant
while they lasted. There was Khedive Isma‘il’s attempt to found
a North-East African empire extending to the Great Lakes and
the Indian Ocean, and the simultaneous attempt of Sultan Bargash
to extend the dominions of Zanzibar from the Indian Ocean coast
into the East African interior. More typical, however, were the
loose, military overlordships created by the magnates of the
caravan trade to safeguard the sources of their wealth. Especially
where traditional polities were small and weak, traders defended
themselves by travelling with armed escorts and establishing
fortified depots for their goods. From there, it was a short step
to taking hostages or seizing cattle in order to assure the supply
of ivory, slaves or rubber at attractive prices, and this in turn often
led on to the trader settling down as ruler, taking tribute from
the indigenous population by military means. Such were the
origins, to name but a few, of Msiri’s empire in Katanga, of Tippu
Tip’s between the Lualaba and the Lomami, of al-Zubayr’s on the
Bahr al-Ghazal, of Rabah’s in Kanem, of Samory’s on the upper

3
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Niger. All these hegemonies reached the peak of their power
within our period, and together they probably affected the lives
of more people than the nascent colonial states which were
eventually to supersede them. Some of these hegemonies were,
like the Mahdist state in the Sudan and the movement of
Muhammad ‘Abdallih Hasan in Somalia, the direct result of
militant Islamic protest against alien and infidel encroachment.
Such hegemonies could ultimately be destroyed by European
armed force; but not the ideas and attitudes that had generated
them. Mahdism and other militant manifestations of Islam often
survived colonial conquest as a major influence upon the political
behaviour of Muslim populations. The fear that this survival
might once more generate major resistance, perhaps on a scale
uncontainable by local power-resources, was often a real constraint
upon the policy of early colonial administrations, whose ‘internal
security’ was almost always precarious.

Militantly Islamic hegemonies were by no means the only forces
emanating from the world of Islam which took part in the
‘alternative’, internal, scramble for Africa. Moreover, there can
be no doubt that in the period treated in this volume Islamic
religious propaganda, and Islamic knowledge of the wider world,
were vastly more significant than the incipient Christian rivalry.
In the northern third of Africa the cultural predominance of Islam
of course survived without difficulty. Here Islamic preponderance
had long been established, sometimes for many centuries; and
political prudence often constrained colonial governments to
discourage or even prohibit the deployment of the full panoply
of missionary education even in the later colonial period. In the
middle third of Africa, however, the situation was very different,
and had the forces of the alternative scramble been allowed even
alittle more time to establish themselves, the cultural predominance
of Islam might today extend to the Zambezi and the Cunene rather
than to the Bahr al-Ghazal and the Niger. It was not only where
Muslims seized political power that Islamic influences spread.
Where indigenous political systems were strong and centralised
enough toafford effective protection to strangers, asin Yorubaland,
or Buganda, or among the Yao principalities of the upper
Rovuma, Muslim traders and clerics could re-enact the processes
of infiltration from above familiar in the Sudanic belt of Africa
since medieval times. Where societies were small and weak, like

4
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those of eastern Zaire, the porters and camp followers of the
long-distance traders, recruited often from the dregs of society,
became the nucleus of a Muslim community which would long
outlast the temporal overthrow of the Swahili-Arab masters by
a Dhanis or a Chaltin.

Christianity, though still far out-distanced by Islam, was
nevertheless another factor in the history of the period, which
needs to be distinguished from the secular outreach of the
competing European nations. In several key areas of tropical
Africa, to the west, the east and the south, Christian missionary
propaganda had anything from twenty to fifty years’ start of the
forces of imperial expansion. Pioneering outposts apart, however,
most of the early penetration of the interior regions occurred
during the 1870s and the 1880s, and at this stage missionaries from
overseas were almost invariably accompanied, if not indeed
preceded, by African converts, auxiliaries or independent evan-
gelists from the neighbourhood of the earliest outposts. The
spread of the formal cult, inevitably, was slow, depending as it
did on long years of language study, on the translation of scripture
and liturgy, and on the confrontation of radically different moral
and social traditions. Within our period baptised Christians
remained few, but what Livingstone called ‘the wide sowing of
the good seed’ was in itself a revolutionary event, particularly in
areas little affected by Islam. Even the first, superficial talk of
Christianity turned minds and imaginations outward, beyond the
immediate circle of small communities, and created an attitude of
expectancy and questioning which prepared the way for later
change. When colonial governments began to appear on the scene,
societies with even the faintest degree of Christian contact were
better able to pursue the politics of survival than those which had
none. A later generation of colonial Africans would be brought
up on the French revolution or the constitutional history of the
Tudors and Stuarts. For the last generation of politically
independent African tribal societies, it was perhaps more apposite
to have heard the story of Jesus, with its background of imperial
relationships between the Romans and the Jews.

At the time of its colonisation by Europe, therefore, Africa was,
to a greater extent than ever before in its history, opening itself
to the outside world as well as being forced open by that world.
Its myriad societies were also taking some steps, however

5
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inadequate, to improve their own defences. Firearms, long
familiar on the Guinea coast and along the sub-Saharan savanna
fringe, were now to be found almost everywhere. In most of the
larger polities at least the royal bodyguards were so armed. Of
course, the weapons traded to Africa were usually out-of-date
ones that had been replaced in European armies — usually, but by
no means always. From about 1890 Menelik was able to refuse
all but the latest models; and from about 1900 Ethiopia became
a centre for the distribution of up-to-date firearms through much
of north-eastern Africa. Again, there were no machine-gunsin any
African armoury. But until about 1890, when the Maxim gun came
on to the market, there was no effective automatic weapon in any
European armoury either. Of course, in any conflict, forces with
modern equipment had the advantage of African armies many
times their number. But the fact is that the military resources of
colonial governments during the first twenty years of their
existence were almost ridiculously inadequate also. Johnston was
sent to ‘rule’ Nyasaland and North-Eastern Rhodesia in 1891 with
a force of seventy Sikh soldiers seconded from a Punjab regiment
and commanded by a single British subaltern. Lugard, as the first
British high commissioner for Northern Nigeria in 1898, had two
thousand African troops of the West Africa Frontier Force, led
by less than a score of British officers and NCOs, with which to
establish his authority over the Fulani empires of Sokoto and
Gwandu, as well as over a2 host of independent ethnic societies.
Clearly, in circumstances like these, no conceivable degree of
superiority in weapons and training could enable a so-called
‘government’ to lay down the law to its subjects. With skilful
management, it might just be able to protect its headquarters and
its main line of communications with the outside world. But any
wider operations to meet the inevitable challenges to its authority
could only be undertaken on the basis of alliances formed with
some of its ‘subjects’ against some others. Levies drawn from
‘friendly tribes’ were a regular feature of early colonial warfare,
and they were rewarded with booty seized under the eyes of the
colonial authority. In any balanced view of the period, therefore,
an embryo colonial government was but one of many forces
jostling for power in a given region. During their early years
several of them came to the very brink of disaster and had to be
rescued by special expeditionary forces, like those sent to
Madagascar in 1894, to Asante in 1896 and 1900, to Uganda in
6
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1897, to German East Africa in 1888 and 1905, to German South
West Africa in 1904. In the end, after twenty years of training and
experience, and following the development of rapid communica-
tions by road and rail, colonial forces became more adequate to
their task; but that situation was not reached in many parts of
tropical Africa during the period treated here. And meanwhile the
military potential of the African subjects, whether friendly or
hostile, remained of great importance.

Essentially, then, early colonial governments in Africa were
weak governments, and they were so because the European
powers which controlled them were not sufficiently interested in
their new possessions to subsidise stronger governments. During
the period under review, the colonial powers were mainly
concerned in reserving tropical African territories for possible
development in the future. Meanwhile, all that mattered was that
they should be as nearly as possible financially self-supporting,
while maintaining enough internal security to command the
respect of neighbours and rivals. The functions of colonial
governments were thus seen as very limited. Ideally, the process
involved the creation of a viable nucleus, either on the coast or,
in the case of an inland territory, in some strategically central area.
The populations of the nuclear area were seen as allies. They paid
tax at an earlier stage than others, but they enjoyed the privileges
of the trusted intermediary. All innovations, like roads and
schools, reached them first, and the colonial government by taking
its tithe of their prosperity, was gradually able to extend the
administered area outwards until it reached the frontiers. In
practice, things seldom worked out quite so conveniently. Those
living beyond the pale did not always sit down quietly to await
their incorporation. They raided caravans, or they cut down
telegraph wires to turn them into bangles and necklaces, or they
crossed the borders and threatened neighbouring colonial
governments, and so they had to be ‘dealt with’ forcibly and out
of due turn, sometimes by the despatch of a special, and very
expensive, expeditionary force which put the colonial revenues
quite out of kilter. Nevertheless, large areas in most African
colonies did continue to administer themselves throughout our
period with little more than an occasional glimpse of the new
masters. Early colonial governments divided, but it can hardly be
said that they ruled.

It was only, in fact, at the northern and southern extremities

7

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



INTRODUCTION

of the continent that a different kind of colonialism, initiated much
earlier, and centring around the perceived interests of substantial
bodies of European migrants, had, at least by the end of our
period, established full governmental control over the lives of the
indigenous Africans. In the case of Algeria, the decisive transition
from military rule of most of the native population to civil
administration conducted in the interests of the French settlers,
occurred with the transfer of soldiers to the metropolis during the
Franco-Prussian war. It continued with the great land seizures
following the suppression of the al-Mugqrini rebellion. In southern
Africa, although the history of white settlement was so much
longer, the vital transition from a situation of wary coexistence
between various European and African polities to one of com-
prehensive conquest, incorporation and the authoritarian rule of
black societies by whites, was almost contemporary with that in
Algeria. The precipitating factor in this case was mineral develop-
ment, which led to a rapid reinforcement of the white population,
to a surging demand for black labour in the industrial areas, to
a rapid extension of the railway system and to an agricultural
revolution stimulated by the food requirements of the new towns.
All this made for the formation of a southern African colonial
system which, as we now know, was to prove uniquely resilient
by comparison with the rest of the continent. But that uniqueness
was by no means so apparent to contemporaries, for whom
developments in southern Africa could just as well have been a
portent of what was to happen elsewhere. The mineral resources
of southern Africa were, after all, not unique: a comparable
situation existed round the Copperbelt. And, minerals apart, the
southern African pattern of colonialism was widely assumed to
be reproducible wherever Europeans were prepared to commit
themselves to migration and settlement. The great nineteenth-
century migrations to North America and Australasia were still
fresh in the European memory. If, as Cecil Rhodes and so many
others imagined, that trend were to continue into the twentieth
century, then all Africa, and particularly all Africa south of the
equator, might prove to be the next major destination. That it did
not in the event prove to be so, was in large measure due to the
response of the tropical African peoples to the alternative, much
weaker style of colonialism established in their midst.

Enough has been said to show that much of the significance
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of the period 1870—1905 in African history arises from local
situations. Hence, most of the volume is composed of regionally
rather than thematically oriented chapters. It should perhaps be
explained that the volume was planned, and the contributors
chosen, by Professor Sanderson, who was the original volume
editor. It is well known that collaborative works are subject to
the hazard that the speed of production cannot be faster than that
of the slowest contributor. When contributors are chosen from
the leading figures in the field, it is almost inevitable that death,
promotion or competing literary obligations will remove or delay
some of them at an embarrassingly late stage in the programme.
Often, it is the volume editor who has to step into the breach.
On this occasion, however, it was the volume editor himself who
found himself too burdened by other duties both to maintain the
momentum of production among his colleagues and to write the
two important chapters which stood against his name. It was in
these circumstances that one of the general editors, Professor
Oliver, was asked in 1982 to take over the remaining editorial
responsibilities. He did so in the knowledge that progress on the
volume had already been overtaken by that on volumes 7 and 8
which had been intended to follow it, and that, in the interests
of completing the series within a reasonable time, some unevenness
of presentation and coverage would have to be accepted. Professor
Deschamps, for example, had shortly before his death written a
chapter on Madagascar which was rather more concerned with
the history of colonial administration than most other chapters.
Professor Person likewise became ill and died before his contri-
bution was quite complete. It will be noticed that the French
contributors have proved much readier than their English
colleagues to observe the editorial request to keep footnote
references to a minimum. Ideally, of course, a volume editor
should have all the draft contributions on his desk together, and
in time for co-ordinating changes to be made: in practice, it is
doubtful whether any editor of a collaborative work has ever
enjoyed such a privilege. The production line of a great university
press may be more accommodating than some others, but in the
end there comes a moment when it, too, must be served.
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CHAPTER 1

AFRICA ON THE EVE OF PARTITION

A. NORTH OF THE EQUATOR

It has become a truism of historical writing to conceive of Africa
in the course of the nineteenth century as becoming increasingly
a part of, and a product of, the expansion of Europe, which,
beginning in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, had integrated
ever larger areas of the world into a single economic system. In
attempting an overview of the state of the continent on the eve
of partition — roughly over the decade of the 1870s —a large
number of questions arise from a consideration of this truism. To
what extent was Africa already an adjunct of an economic system
dominated by Europe? What was the relationship between Africa
and this European system — was it one of an equal or an unequal
exchange of commodities? To what extent was Africa dependent
economically, if not yet politically? What social and ideological
changes were beginning to follow from this dependency? Was
Africa a fruit ripe for plucking in the 1870s, was there a certain
inevitability about the forthcoming imperialist carve-up, or was
partition an extraneous historical occurrence forced upon a
continent which had within it other options for coping with the
future?

There are no answers to these questions that are at the same
time simple and sensible. Certainly the answers to all such queries
will differ, according to the region of Africa which is under
scrutiny. Even within particular regions, the situation of indi-
vidual states, societies or groups of people, their relations with
each other and with the outside world (especially with the
European capitalist economies) varied greatly. To avoid empty
generalisations, an overview of the African 1870s is bound not
only to break down the continent regionally, but also to explore
themes such as independence or dependence of action among the
diverse and changing societies who lived within these regions.
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THE SHORES OF THE DESERT

THE SHORES OF THE DESERT

The metaphor of the Sahara as a sea, separating the lands to the
north and to the south, and yet providing routes by which
commerce in men, goods and ideas passed from one side to
another, is very ancient. In this analogue, oases are islands, the
camel is the ship of the desert and caravans are convoys. Arab
geographers spoke of the country on the edge of the Sahara as
the sabel/, the shore. The French, the most imaginative of the
European scramblers for Africa, revived the idea. After the
invasion of Algeria it became a regularly stated theme of French
political comment to regard North Africa and the western and
central Sudan as the border regions of a ‘second Mediterranean’
which was to be a French mare nostrum.! In the actuality of
historical events, this analogy is too fanciful and it became too
much of a cliché to bring much enlightenment to an obdurate and
complex reality. Yet for heuristic purposes, in attempting a
bird’s-eye-view of the northern part of Africa at the end of the
1870s, it is tempting to pursue it a littler further.

There were many kinds of trade carried on in the desert and
the countries surrounding it. There was short-distance trade, of
which a good example was the age-old exchange of grain and
dates. Surplus wheat and barley was produced in many of the
settled lands bordering the Sahara on the north, and surplus millet
in many of the countries to the south. Dates were produced in
the oases and to some extent in the Sahelian lands. It has been
suggested that the merchant class of Ghadames, who were the
operators of the routes crossing the desert from Tripoli to Bornu
and Hausaland, became involved in this long-distance trade as a
result of their participation in an exchange of grain and dates with
the southern Tunisian and Algerian borderlands.? A nineteenth-
century example of this local trade, which again provided an
entrance to the more lucrative fields of international trade for
some of the people concerned, was that of the bedouin Arabs of
southern Cyrenaica. The Mejabra at Jalu oasis, and the Zuwaya
at al-Kikharra and Kufra, had date plantations which produced a
‘huge surplus’, but were unable to grow sufficient cereals for their

' Marion johnson, *Calico caravans: Tripoli~Kano trade after 1880°, J. Afr. Hisz.,
1976, 17, 1, 99; A. S. Kanya-Forstner, The conquest of the western Sudan: a study in French
imperialism (Cambridge, 1969), 26, 6o—72.

2 Stephen Baicr, An economic bistory of central Niger (Oxford, 1980), ch. 3.
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THE SHORES OF THE DESERT

inhabitants. They therefore traded their surplus dates for wheat
and barley grown by settled Arabs living on the Jabal al-Akhdar
and along the wadis of northern Cyrenaica.

It was the Mejabra who pioneered the international trading
route across the desert from Cyrenaica to Wadai in the early 1800s,
and the Zuwaya became involved after the foundation of gawiya
(fortified settlements and caravanserais) by the Sanusi order
brought a greater degree of peace and security to the whole region.
Further west, the Awlad Sulayman Arabs traded in dates and grain
in the region between the Gulf of Sirte and the Fezzan. During
the 1830s the Awlad Sulayman came into conflict with the
Ottoman authorities, who were taking over the Fezzan from the
old Karamanli rulers, and in 1842 they migrated across the desert
to Borku on the northern edge of the Chad basin, to escape the
alien intruders. In Borku they became involved with a similar
network, trading dates and grain with the settled people of
Kanem.3

A somewhat more complex variety of the same basic pattern
of regional trade was to be found in the Sahel west of Lake Chad.
In the country of Damergu, to the north of Zinder, the Tuareg
nomad aristocracy engaged in an annual transhumance which
took them from Air to the Hausa cities of Sokoto, Kano and
Katsina. While pasturing their camel herds in Air, the Tuareg sent
caravans to collect salt from Bilma. Moving south, the Tuareg
visited their estates in Damergu and distributed salt and dates to
the village heads of the local, semi-independent Hausa- and
Kanuri-speaking farmers. On their return northwards from
Hausaland, the Tuareg collected a prescribed quantity of millet
from the villagers. The farmers of Damergu also engaged in
longer-distance, but still regional, trade. By no means all the
population of Air practised transhumance. Their basic diet of milk
was insufficient for their needs, especially in the dry season. Millet
was transported the 300—400 km to Air by Damergu farmers in
caravans of pack animals, usually oxen. The millet was traded for
cattle, sheep, donkeys and camels. Many of these found their way
to the large markets of the Hausaland savanna. The inhabitants

3 Dennis D. Cordell, * Eastern Libya, Wadai and the Sanusiya’, J. Afr. Hist.,, 1977,
18, 1, 26-7 and 27, n.29; Cordell, “The Awlad Sulayman of Libya and Chad: a study
of raiding and power in the Chad Basin in the nineteenth century’, unpublished M.A.
thesis, University of Wisconsin—-Madison (1972), 104-7; A. Adu Boahen, Britain, the
Sabhara, and the western Sudan, 1788~1861 (Oxford, 1964), 91- 2.
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AFRICA ON THE EVE OF PARTITION

of Damergu had moved into the district towards the end of the
eighteenth century, when the climate of much of the Sahel was
improving greatly, following the disastrous drought of the middle
of that century. Their complex regional trading networks — which
appear to be wholly unrelated to the European economic system —
were at a peak during the last three decades of the nineteenth
century, before and after the establishment of European rule. By
this time Damergu was also an important component in the
international trade which was carried north across the Sahara.*

A somewhat simpler version of short-distance trade between
desert herders and savanna farmers grew up in the Maraka
country in and north of the upper Niger valley. The Maraka were
‘Malinke-ised Soninke’, not dissimilar in their trading activities
to the Dyula and Diakhanke of the western Sudan. The basis of
their internal economy was their trading relationship with nomadic
Moors who lived in the desert to the north of the Bambara of Segu
and Kaarta. In the dry season the Moors migrated south; and their
herds grazed the harvested fields of the Maraka, eating the husks
and manuring the soil. The Moors traded hides and some of their
livestock for millet and cotton cloth. Like the Tuareg of Air, the
Moors needed cereals to supplement their milk diet in the dry
season, and used cloth for clothes and tents. In the nineteenth
century the scale of this trade increased considerably, and the
Maraka turned to a kind of plantation system to produce surplus
grain. These plantations were operated by slave labour. Larger
numbers of Moors were attracted by the larger amounts of grain,
cloth and numbers of slaves available for trade in Maraka country.
On their part, the Moors brought in horses and salt. The enlarged
scale called for more sophisticated methods of conducting the
trade. Plantations worked by slave labour were a type of surplus
production which was common, in a number of varieties,
throughout much of the savanna of West Africa in the nineteenth
century; for example, in the Sokoto caliphate. And what has been
termed the ‘desert-side’ trade was also widespread.s

A consideration of these pivotal local or regional trading

4 Stephen Baier, ‘ Trans-Saharan trade and the Sahel: Damergu, 1870-1930°, J. Afr.
Hist., 1977, 18, 1, 51-3.

5 Richard Roberts, ‘Long distance trade and production: Sinsani in the nineteenth
century’, J. Afr. Hist., 1980, 21, 2, 170—4; M. Klein and P. Lovejoy, ‘Slavery in West
Africa’ in H. Gemery and J. S. Hogendorn (eds.), The sncommon market: essays in the
economic history of the Atlantic slave trade (New York, 1979); P. E. Lovejoy and S. Baier,
‘ The desert-side economy of the Central Sudan’, Int. J. Afr. Hist. Studies, 1975, 7, 4.
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THE SHORES OF THE DESERT

networks of the Sahel and northern savanna leads naturally on to
the trading systems linking the Sudanic countries to the Mediter-
ranean lands, which appeared in the 1870s to be both generally
prosperous and fairly secure. The western routes ran from
Morocco to Senegambia and the Niger. Sijilmasa, in the Tafilelt
country south of the High Atlas, which had for centuries been
the chief northern entrepdt, was no more. Its place had been taken
by Taroudant in the Wadi Sous and Tindouf in the al-Haba oasis,
south of the Wadi Dar’a. Northwards, trade from Taroudant and
Tindouf reached Agadir, Mogador and Marrakesh, and thence the
rest of Morocco. Southwards, one route ran more or less parallel
to the Atlantic coast, via Idjil and the oasis of Chingetti in Adrar
to the Sahel markets of Tichit, Walata, Kasambara, Nioro and
Sokolo, to cross the upper Niger at Sinsani, Segu, the Maraka
towns of Nyamina and Banamba, or Bamako. From the upper
Niger, trans-Saharan trade interconnected with the complex
trading systems of Senegambia and the Niger flood plain north
of Mopti. By the 1870s this route from Tindouf to the upper Niger
was being used only spasmodically, at least in its entirety.
Arabic-speaking Berber groups such as the Trarza, Brakna and
Kunta — the people known as the Moors — traded rock salt from
1djil both north to Morocco and south to Senegambia and the
upper Niger. It was Idjil salt that formed one of the exchange
commodities in the relationship between Moors and Maraka.
Some cloth from Senegambia and Upper Niger found its way to
Morocco, but most was used by the desert people themselves. A
little gold from the ancient mines of Bambuk and Bure trickled
north, and a few slaves continued to be transported into Morocco.
But of all the trans-Saharan routes, the most westerly suffered
most from competition of the networks spreading inland from
the European trading posts on the Atlantic coast. In Upper
Guinea these networks had penetrated well over 1,000 km inland.

The volume, or the potential, of the Senegambian and Upper
Niger trade was great enough to tempt Moroccan merchants to
establish themselves in Dakar and St Louis at the end of the 1870s.
In doing so, they did not seem to incur open French hostility,
although the Moroccans and the French had the same aim in
mind — to capture and divert the trade of the interior. The
Moroccans traded up the Senegal and as far as Timbuktu for gold,
gum and other commodities which they shipped up the coast to
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AFRICA ON THE EVE OF PARTITION

Mogador. This activity on the Senegal river by subjects of the
Sultan can be seen as one aspect of a wider project to reaffirm
Moroccan influence (and even control) over much of the western
Sudan.b

If the western Saharan trade route was less used in the second
half of the nineteenth century, that which led to Timbuktu still
carried a considerable quantity of goods. This route started at the
same north entrep6ts — Tindouf or the oases in Tafilelt — and ran
via the salt-mining oasis of Taodeni to the Sahel town of Arawan,
and so to Timbuktu. Another route to Timbuktu began at the
great market oasis of Ghadames and ran via Tuat to In Salah and
Arawan. Further east, the route to Hausaland went south from
Ghadames to Ghat, and so through Agades to Zinder and Kano.
East of the Hausaland-Ghadames route was the ancient ‘Gara-
mantian road’ from Tripoli to Bornu. This also had its main
northern entrep6t at Ghadames. Tracks went either to Ghat or
to Murzuk in the Fezzan, and then through Kawar, with its great
salt-producing oasis of Bilma, before terminating at the market
of Kukawa, just west of Lake Chad in Bornu. In the middle of
the nineteenth century this route had been in decline, possibly
because of the weak political structures at either end.

The most recent of the trans-Saharan routes was that between
Benghazi and Wadai. This had been pioneered early in the
nineteenth century by Mejabra Arabs in southern Cyrenaica. The
desert journey on this route started at the oases of Awjila and Jalu,
proceeded to a refreshment station at Kufra and then crossed the
Tibesti massif to the Wadai capital at Abeche. Still further east
was the famous Forty Days’ Route, the Darb al-Arba‘in, from the
Nile at Asyut to Kutum and Mellit, to the north of El Fasher. This
was the main means of communication between Egypt and the
sultanate of Darfur. The major importance of the Darb al-Arba‘in
was as a route to the Negro lands beyond the frontier of Darfur,
in Dar Fertit and the Bahr al-Ghazal.

There were also many lateral routes, running roughly east and
west across the Sahara, the Sahel and the Sudan. One went from
Cairo to Tripoli, the Fezzan and Tunis via Jaghbub, Jalu and
Awijila. Another went from southern Morocco to Ghadames,

¢ See C. W. Newbury, ‘North African and western Sudan trade in the nineteenth
century: a re-evaluation’, J. Afr. Hist., 1966, 7, 2, 244, especially notes 34-6; cited in
Philip D. Curtin, Economic change in precolonial Africa: Senegambia in the ear of the slave
trade (Madison, 1975), 280-1.
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Tripoli and Murzuq, via Tuat. A third ran from the Red Sea port
of Suakin across the Atbara to Berber, Shendi and Khartoum, and
thence westwards to Darfur, Wadai, Bagirmi and Kanem—Bornu
into Hausaland, reaching as far south and west as market towns
such as Salaga on the edge of Akan country. These lateral routes
catered for pilgrims and short-distance .commerce rather than
long-distance international trade. Trading networks emanating
from the western Sudan and Hausaland were concerned with a
wide range of commodities, almost always carried out according
to well-regulated conditions. On the other hand trading activity
from the Muslim states of the central Sudan — Bornu, Bagirmi,
Wadai and Darfur — was almost entirely limited to slaves and
ivory, obtained by raiding the non-Muslim peoples living in the
savanna north of the Cameroun and Congo forests — in Adamawa,
Dar Runga, Dar al-Kuti and Dar Fertit. The ja/laba merchants
operating from the Nilotic Sudan, and foreigners based at
Khartoum, commenced their activities in Equatoria and Bahr
al-Ghazal as ivory traders, but this became inextricably linked
with raiding for slaves and livestock.

Only far to the east, beyond the Nilotic Sudan, was there trade
on a scale comparable with that of the western and central Sahara.
The products in the greatest demand by the outside world came
from the Oromo (Galla) and Sidama country deep in the hinterland
of the Horn. This was partly because these southern highland
areas were the richest in the whole of the Ethiopian region.
Surplus cereals and dairy foods were produced, and coffee and
tobacco were grown. Elephants roamed the lower country of the
Gibe and Omo valleys, and the Rift Valley lakes, as also in Kaffa
and Walamo. There were civet cats, valuable for their musk-like
perfume. Gold was produced in the Bani Shanqul region which
later became part of Wallaga, but was until the Mahdiyya still
under Turco-Egyptian sovereignty.

The other reason why the economic heartlands of the Horn
were situated so far in the interior was cultural or ideological. The
enslavement of Christians and Muslims by their co-religionists
was unlawful (in theory at least), and the greater part of the
slave-raiding in the Ethiopian region was carried out over the
pagan land to the south and west, mainly, as will be seen, by
Muslim slave-dealers. Hence most of the ‘ Abyssinian’ slaves,
especially young girls, who continued to be in high demand in
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Arabia and other parts of the Muslim world, were Oromo (Galla)
and Sidama in origin, rather than Amhara. Highland Ethiopia,
and the Oromo—Sidama lands, lacked salt, the main deposits of
which were in the desert country inhabited by Afar (Danakil), near
the Red Sea coast. The exchange of salt, and externally
manufactured goods, for the products and slaves of the interior
led to the development of regular caravan routes. Camels were
used as beasts of burden in the lowlands, donkeys on the plateau.
There were three main lines of access to these economic
heartlands, all passing over very difficult terrain. From the Sudan,
parallel routes ascended the Atbara valley to Tigre and Metemma
and the Blue Nile to Wallaga and Shoa. This last passed through
the gold-producing borderland of Bani Shanqil which was largely
Islamised and was frequented by ja/laba traders from the riverain
Sudan.” Another line of access was from Massawa, up the
escarpment to Tigre, Gondar and Gojjam, and across the Abbai
(Blue Nile) into the country of the Oromo and the Sidama. The
third was from ports on the Gulf of Aden either up the Awash
valley, through Afar country, or across Somali lands to Harar and
thence over the Chercher highlands. There were two revivals of
trade in the nineteenth century. The first followed the general
pacification of the Red Sea area by Muhammad ‘ Ali Pasha, and
was accompanied in the south by the rise to power of the Oromo
(Galla) kingdom of Innarya. The second followed from the
opening of the Suez Canal in 1869, and the increasing use of
steamships, first in the long-haul and then in short-distance
transportation. The second boost coincided with the revival of
Shoa under Menelik, who became its ruler in 1865. Shoan
expansion into Somali, Gurage, Sidama and Oromo lands, during
the whole of the rest of the century, was a direct response to the
economic resources and potential of the south-western regions.
By the last third of the nineteenth century, the trans-Saharan
routes carried generally similar staple and other goods — the
distribution varied according to time and circumstance. From the
Sahelian and Sudanic countries came ivory, tanned skins (mainly
of goat), ostrich plumes, gold dust, gum, resin, slaves, some cloth
and leather work, and kola nuts. The Ottoman government had
abolished the slave trade in 1857, except to the holy cities of Hijaz,

7 Alessandro Triulzi, ‘Trade, Islam and the Mahdia in north-western Wallaga,
Ethiopia’, J. Afr. Hist., 1975, 16, 1, 55~71.
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but the Moroccan authorities resisted European pressure for
abolition and emancipation until the French occupation in 1912.
There is no doubt that some slaves continued to be transported
across the desert, the greatest number, towards the end of the
century, on the Wadai-Benghazi route. Black slaves were also
used extensively in the desert, working in extremely harsh
conditions in the rock-salt mines, and on the date plantations and
vegetable gardens of the oases. When the supply of slaves finally
dried up, towards the end of the century, the desert economy was
gravely disrupted.

From the north came cotton cloth, some woollens and satins,
silks, waste yarn to be made up in Sudanic Africa, guns, horse
trappings, scents and perfumes, pepper and spices, needles, tea and
sugar, cups and saucers, and writing paper. The greater part of
these imports were produced in western or central European
countries. Manchester cotton goods amounted to three quarters
of the total. Woollens came from Austria, satins from Bohemia,
raw silk from the waste of the Lyons mills, prayer carpets from
Dundee, sugar from Austria, tea from China (via Malta), and guns
from every arms manufacturer in Europe and the United States.
Taking all of the trade into account, British manufacturers
dominated the desert-side imports to the Sudan. It appears that
this was increasingly so as the century drew to a close, particularly
in the case of the crucial Tripoli entrepét. In the 1850s Barth
considered that British cottons were less than an eighth of the
total; in 1891 the British consul in Tripoli estimated that goods
for the Sudan were worth 100,000, of which over 70,000
consisted of Manchester cottons. At Mogador, the southernmost
Moroccan port at which Europeans and their agents were allowed
to operate, and the gateway for commerce to the western Sudan,
the British trading peak was in the 1860s and 1870s, but even after
this the annual value of British trade was often worth twice that
of French trade.®

To a far greater extent than in the Horn, the staple items in
the long-distance trans-Saharan trade were dependent upon the
fluctuations of foreign markets. The European and American
fashion boom in ostrich feathers lasted barely two decades, the
1870s and 1880s, the main European market being, predictably,

8 Jean-Louis Mitge, Documents dhistoire écomomique et social marocaine au X1Xe siécle
(Paris, 1969), 234—7.
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Paris. The demand for ivory from the woodland savanna between
Cameroun, the upper Ubangi and the Bahr al-Ghazal (as from the
other ivory regions of tropical Africa) was sustained at a high level
throughout the second half of the century, and here it seems that
London was the chief, but by no means only, staple market. The
trade in tanned and dyed goatskins reached its peak in the later
1880s, the skin being used for women’s footwear. Most of the
market was in the United States. The trade began to decline with
the adoption in America of the chrome-tanning process, and a
growing preference for undyed skins. The widespread and deep
recession in most of the European and North American capitalist
economies, which reached its nadir between 1878 and 1884, had
a damaging effect on much trans-Saharan economic activity. In
particular it profoundly affected the Moroccan political economy.
In a set of highly complex causal relationships, the great recession
was a key element in determining the European partition of
Africa. But recent research has shown how resourceful African
producers were in switching to different trade items when demand
fell off, and equally how resourceful merchants were in rapidly
adapting to new means of transportation, such as the railway and
the parcel post.?

European commercial firms involved in the trans-Saharan trade
tended to be represented in North Africa by agents rather then
by company branches. Many of these agents were Jews. Most
British commercial activity was based on its Mediterranean
possessions — Gibraltar in the case of Morocco, and Malta as
regards Tunis and Tripoli — and Gibraltarians and Maltese (some
of whom were Jews) worked as agents for British firms. The large
Jewish communities in Tripoli and Tunisa lived reasonably
peaceably with their Muslim neighbours while others had done
so in Algeria until Napoleon I1I’s senatus consulte of 1865 and the
Crémieux decree of 1870 embittered communal relations.!® But
in Morocco there was much harassment and some persecution of
the local Jews. Nevertheless, most of the trans-Saharan commerce
at Mogador was in the hands of Jews, who made up well over
one-third of the population of about 18,000 in the 1870s. Hostility

° Johnson, ‘Calico caravans’, 108; Marion Johnson, ‘By ship or by camel: the
struggle for the Cameroons ivory trade in the nineteenth century’, J. Afr. Hist., 1978,
19, 4, §39—49; Jean-Louis Miége, Le Maroc et I Europe, 1880—1894 (Paris, 1962), 111,

375—459-
12 See below, pp. 22 and 28.
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by Muslim Moroccans would seem to have been in an inverse
proportion to Jewish prosperity.

The caravans from Morocco to the western Sudan were
operated by Moroccans from the oases of the Wadi Sous, and
Wadi Dar‘a and Tafilelt, and Berbers from the Tuat oases, with
some assistance from Chaamba Arabs. Further south, Tuareg
took over. Political control over Timbuktu was contested between
Tuareg chiefs and Arab shaykhs of the Kunta family, which had
also migrated from the desert. The Kunta collaborated with Fulani
from Masina in a revolt against the domination of al-Hajj ‘Umar
in 1863, but Tuareg took advantage of their success, and
re-established control over Timbuktu, which they held until the
French occupation in 1894. A council of notables conducted the
day-to-day business of the city, and its commercial life returned
to normal after the disruptions of the jihad of al-Hajj ‘Umar.
Members of the Moroccan Jewish community managed to set
themselves up in Timbuktu soon after the revolt of 1863, for the
first time in the city’s history. Moroccan policy in the Sahara was
expressed mainly in religious and strategic terms, in relation to
Morocco’s position in the world of Islam, and to its aggressive
and hectoring European neighbour in Algeria. But behind these
declared aims lay the requirement to secure and control the
lucrative trade.

If Moroccan traders and their clients in the desert played a
major role in the Timbuktu and other western Sudanese com-
merce, that between Tripoli and Hausaland was dominated by
merchants from the oases of Ghadames. By the second half of the
nineteenth century, Ghadamasi firms were to be found in Tripoli
and Tunis, where they were involved not only with the Sudanese
trade of those cities, but also in trade between them. They had
also spread across the Sahara into the central Sudan and as far
south as Nupe and Adamawa. These Ghadamasi merchants,
established all over the trading network, facilitated the exchange
of credit and provided brokerage; arranged the collection, storage
and distribution of goods, and arranged for their transport. At
each relay point Ghadamasi merchants contracted the local
Tuareg groups who provided transport animals and armed escorts
for the caravans. The leading Ghadamasi had marriage ties with
the Tuareg nobility and also with the notable Hausa families,
which greatly eased commercial transactions. In northern Hausa-
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land, Ghadamasi only became commercially dominant towards
the end of the nineteenth century. Previously Moroccan and
Fezzani merchants had played a major role in the international
trade. The Ghadamasi were able to take full advantage of the
boom in the export of ostrich feathers and tanned goat skins,
which was at a peak in the 1870s and 1880s, and they ousted
longer-established Magribi merchants on the central Saharan
routes.

As in Morocco, most of the merchant houses in Tripoli were
owned by Jews, but with a significant difference; whereas the
Moroccan Jews were indigenous, many of the Tripoli Jews were
outsiders — the majority from Italy. Indeed, these were probably
the first important group of Italians domiciled in Tripoli. The only
serious competitors of the Jewish merchants were Maltese, who
were British subjects. These Jewish and Maltese commercial
houses established in Tripoli (and later in Benghazi) were in direct
contact with European financiers and manufacturers, and these
were predominantly British. Thus, the sources of finance for the
trans-Saharan trade, the production of goods imported into Africa
and the chief markets for African produce, were all firmly situated
in capitalist Europe and, to a lesser extent, North America.

The operation of the trans-Saharan trade on the most recently
opened route, between Wadai and Benghazi, was in the hands
of Mejabra and Zuwaya Arabs. But in this instance a religious
institution provided much of the support system which made the
hazardous trading network possible: the Sanisi tariga or
brotherhood. By the 1870s and 1880s the Sanisiyya was at the
height of its power and influence. Muhammad al-Sanisi had died
in 1858, and was succeeded as head of the order by his son Sidi
al-Mahdi. There is some irony in the constant concern of the fariga
to avoid European and Ottoman influence and interference by
withdrawing its headquarters even further away from the Medi-
terranean and North Africa, and its distinctive role in promoting
international trade which was so heavily dependent on European
capitalism. The Sanasi headquarters were moved from al-Baida,
near the Cyrenaican coast, to the oases of Jaghbub in 1856, to
Kufra in 1895 and to Quru in 1899. In fact these moves
reprcsentcd a shift in the economic interests of the Sanisiyya, as
it became more heavily involved in the trans-Saharan tradmg
system. The chief sphere of its political influence remained in
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Cyrenaica, where the fariga formed the de facto government
among the bedouin groups, and where 2 number of the Ottoman
officials became members of the order. New gdribas were, however,
set up ever further south, all over the trading network, not only
in the desert oases, but in the Sahelian and Sudanic states, from
Darfur in the east to Timbuktu in the west. Many of the leading
Ghadamasi merchants became members of the tariga, as did the
rulers of Wadai. In northern Hausaland, on the other hand, the
Saniisi brotherhood was distinctly for foreigners, merchants and
artisans. The Sandsiyya was responsible for maintaining a con-
siderable degree of stability among the factious Saharan groups
whose quarrels had previously disrupted the trade. The order
intervened in disputes between the Zuwaya and their neighbours,
the Awlad Sulayman, and the non-Muslim Bideyat and Tubu. The
Sanisiyya, while remaining ideologically and politically hostile to
European influences, actively promoted the European-orientated
commerce of much of central northern Africa.

The equivalent of the Ghadamasi in the huge eastern section
of the central Sudan — Darfur, Kordofan, the Bahr al-Ghazal —
were northern Sudanese, mainly Daniqla (arabised Nubians from
the Dongola region) and Ja‘aliyyin, known collectively as ja/laba.
These had followed close on the heels of the European traders,
who took advantage of the forcing of the White Nile by
Turco-Egyptian expeditions in the 1840s. This provided the
opportunity for the frontier of economic exploitation to move
south from southern Darfur, the Nuba mountains, the Blue Nile
and the Ethiopian marches, deep into Equatoria and the Bahr
al-Ghazal. Thereafter, the immense plain stretching from the Nile
westwards and southwards, towards the Congo watershed and
beyond Darfur to Wadai, became a huge ivory frontier, open to
the northern traders. These established their own settlements,
daym, or fortified enclosures, zdriba, in the midst of Nilotic peoples
such as the Dinka, Nuer and Bari, the Eastern Nigritic Azande and
Banda, and the Central Sudanic Kreish, Bongo and Sara. Only the
Dinka and the Azande had political structures strong or flexible
enough to resist for long the exploitative impact of the Muslim
traders. Some of these traders achieved the status of merchant
princes, such as al-Zubayr Rahma Mansiir, but most operated on
a smaller scale. Sudanese ja/ldba moved steadily westwards, setting
themselves up in Darfur, Wadai, Kanem and Bornu. This was yet
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another example, in the Saharan and Sahelian context, of a trading
diaspora. By the 187y0s jalliba had reached as far south as the
Mbomu and Uele rivers, and had penetrated Mangbetu country
in the Zaire forest.

The main article of trade was ivory. This poured in large
quantities into Egypt, where it was purchased by European and
American dealers operating from the safety of Cairo and
Alexandria. The working capital for the traders seems to have
been provided (at usurious rates) by capitalists — mainly Egyptian
Copts — in Khartoum. Throughout tropical Africa the trade in
ivory reached a peak in the 1870s and 1880s. It was not the most
valuable item of trade to come out of Africa: Egyptian cotton,
West African palm oil, South African diamonds and latterly gold,
to name but four others, brought larger overall profits. The ivory
trade, however, was the most widespread. Elephants were hunted
for their tusks from eastern Nigeria and Cameroun eastwards to
the Nile valley and the Horn, and southwards through Gabon to
the lower Congo; they were hunted from the Horn southwards
throughout East Africa, and across the whole belt of middle and
south Africa from the Congo and Rovuma rivers, southwards
over the Zambezi to the Orange river and the Drakensberg
mountains. The pursuit of ivory was generally destructive and
often violent. It involved the organisation of hunting bands,
which even when developed locally, were disruptive of older
social groupings. Too frequently, it involved raiding across the
countryside by alien gangs. By the last third of the century,
elephants were nearly always hunted with firearms. It was the use
of European guns which transformed a series of minor local
activities into an exploitative international trading system. The
European and American demand was for ivory to make knife
handles, piano keys, combs and billiard balls. It has been estimated
that 65,000 elephants were killed annually in various parts of
tropical Africa in response to this demand.

As far as the ivory frontiers of the Nilotic Sudan were
concerned, attempts were made by merchants to build up a
balanced trading system, by importing cloth and other European
goods to be used in exchange for ivory. But conditions in the Bahr
al-Ghazal, along the Congo watershed and in Equatoria were too
unstable and societies were too inflexible for the more usual and

'* Marion Johnson, ‘By Ship or Camel’, 548, n.41.
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profitable trading patterns to develop. Violence became the easy
resort. Cattle were necessary not only to feed the traders but also
to provide inducements to reluctant tribesmen. The traders
therefore raided cattle and stole food crops. It was easier to use
slave labour rather than free. Labour was required to take part
in the elephant hunts, to run the fortified gdriba, and to work on
the riverain farms of the ja//dba in the northern Sudan. A vigorous
trade in slaves developed.

Regular government under the Turco-Egyptians was even
more parasitic than were the traders. By 1880 soldiers, officials,
traders, private retainers, their wives, concubines, children,
servants, servants’ families, etc., were so numerous (not less than
50,000, perhaps nearer 100,000) that there was something like a
colony of settlement in the southern Sudan.

The Bari in southern Equatoria first co-operated and then,
embittered by the tactics of the traders, resisted. During the 1860s
the Zande chiefdoms entered into a series of uneasy relationships
with the Khartoumers, but by the 1870s they were succumbing
to the onslaughts of al-Zubayr Rahma Mansir and other ja/ldba.
The Turco-Egyptians attempted to conquer central Zandeland in
1878. Later, Mahdist forces also attacked, but by then the Zande
were armed with guns, and could defend themselves. These
weapons came into Zandeland from the Atlantic coast, via the
Congo river system. Towards the end of the 1880s the Zande were
being raided by slave traders from the east coast, ‘so that Zande
country became the place where all three trade networks finally
met’.!2

THE MAGHRIB AND EGYPT

The situation of Egypt and the Maghrib countries and their
response to European influence and interference, and to ‘modern-
isation’ in general, varied considerably at the beginning of our
period. They all shared a Muslim background, but the kinds of
Islam they had experienced were diverse. Politically, Morocco was
an independent sultanate, and indeed had been so since the eighth
century. Algeria was a French colony, of which the settled areas
were administered as overseas departments of metropolitan
France, while the pastoral areas further inland were subject to

'* Philip Curtin, Steven Feierman, Leonard Thompson and Jan Vansina, African
History (London, 1978), 441.
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military rule. Tunisia was a beylicate, over which the Ottoman
sultan exercised a nominal suzerainty, but which was in practice
largely independent. Tripolitania and Cyrenaica were provinces
of the Ottoman empire. Egypt was a kingdom (khedivate),
politically independent, over which Ottoman suzerainty was even
more nominal than over Tunisia. But, overshadowing the political
processes of nineteenth-century North African states were a series
of economic revolutions which, in various degrees, reduced the
local economies to dependence upon the European capitalist
system.

The Spanish invasion of Morocco in 1859 and the capture of
the northern city of Tetuan the following year, had important
consequences for the sultanate. The price of withdrawal by Spain
was an indemnity of 100 million pesetas. Such a sum in specie was
quite beyond the means of the Moroccan economy, and the
sultan’s government, the makhgin, was forced to borrow the
money from British financial houses. The repayment of this loan
gravely distorted the Moroccan economy — a large proportion of
the country’s customs receipts for the next twenty-five years was
used for it. This aggravated an already difficult financial position.
European economic penetration had slowly mounted since the
1840s, and already by 1860 the balance of trade had shifted from
Moroccan to European interests. This tendency continued, as did
inflation of the complex Moroccan currency, and the consequent
rise in price of basic foodstuffs and goods. Morocco’s principal
exports to Europe — wool, hides and wheat — were undermined
by international competition (a consequence of the increased use
of steamships and railways). By the last quarter of the century
imports from Europe greatly exceeded exports. Cheap Manchester
cottons flooded the Moroccan market, and many artisans in the
indigenous textile industry, in towns such as Larache, Sale and
Rabat, were ruined. Natural disasters, such as periodic famines
and epidemics, exacerbated the effects of the economic crisis. One
immediate consequence was the drift of population from the rural
areas to the towns, in particular to the coastal cities, which grew
rapidly in size. The loss of population disturbed the political
machinery which regulated the relations between government and
the interior tribal groups, particularly in the Atlas mountains — the
relationship of the makhgin with what was called the bilad al-siba
(‘the country of dissidence”’).
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As well as the insidious penetration of European commerce,
in the 187os still predominantly British, there was the more direct
threat of foreign invasion. On the wider diplomatic front, Mawlay
al-Hasan was able to forestall intervention by balancing the
contending concerns of the European powers. His policy was to
keep to a minimum the concessions necessary to pacify the
Europeans and to take such advantage as was possible of their
mutual rivalry. Britain wanted a reformed, independent Morocco
to safeguard the southern shore of the Strait of Gibraltar. Spain
generally wanted the same, but solely to prevent French inter-
ference. France was in favour of a weak, crumbling, Morocco, so
that when the time came, she could step in and pick up the pieces.
The immediate points at issue between Morocco and the European
governments were the position of European protected persons
and the immunities these enjoyed from the enforcement of
Moroccan law; and the European demands for favoured nation
treatment, which would enable each country the more easily to
penetrate the Moroccan economy. In regulations similar to the
capitulations of the Ottoman empire, the Moroccan government
had restricted access of Europeans to Tangier and Mogador, but
agents — Gibraltarians and Jews, as well as Muslim Moroccans —
could operate more widely and more freely and were seen as a
threat to the political authority of the state, as well as to its
economy."3

In September 1870 the French Second Empire collapsed with
the fall of Napoleon III, and early in 1871 a series of violent
uprisings broke out in eastern Algeria, particularly Kabylia, the
most vehement of which was led by the wealthy landowner,
Muhammad al-Mugqrini. The causes of this revolt were complex
and are examined in an earlier volume.!# For present purposes,
the vital point of the revolt was that it failed, disastrously. Only
about one-third of Algeria was affected. Al-Muqrini’s rebellion
was not the signal for a general uprising against the French. The
revolt was late in getting off the ground ~ when it broke out,
fighting had stopped in France, and the new French republican
government was able to divert troops to deal with it. After it was
suppressed (with the usual French colonial ferocity), much of the

'3 F. V. Parsons, The origins of the Morocco Question, 1880—1900 (London, 1976); also
Frank E. Trout, Morocco’s Saharan frontiers (Geneva, 1969).

4 Douglas Johnson, ‘ The Maghrib’ in John E. Flint (ed.), The Cambridge bistory of
Africa, v: ¢.1790 to ¢.1870 (Cambridge, 1976), 118—19.
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land of the rebels was sequestered. Algerians could regain their
land only at prices which few could afford, and the French settlers
were ready and able to take advantage of the situation. Further
land expropriation followed in the 1870s and 1880s.

Governments of the Third Republic, like those of the Second,
were more sympathetic to the demands and aspirations of the
settlers than was the régime of Napoleon III. The administrative
apparatus first instituted by the Second Republic remained in
force, as did the highly ambivalent senatus consulte of Napoleon III.
This had extended French citizenship to Muslim Algerians if they
renounced their Muslim legal status. Few Algerians were either
able or willing to take advantage of this assimilationist device. In
1870 Jews were given no choice; by the Crémieux decree they
became French citizens. Administratively, coastal Algeria — that
part most densely settled by Europeans — was divided into three
departments, equal in most respects to French mainland depart-
ments. Algerian affairs were dealt with by an appropriate ministry
in Paris. The Third Republic introduced important changes in
local government. The first actions of the new régime towards
Algeria was to lessen the power of the army in the management
of its affairs and to reduce the authority of the military bureaux
arabes, which controlled the predominantly Muslim regions. The
suppression of the 1871 revolt led, paradoxically, to an increase
in civil administration and control.'s

The quelling of the al-Mugqrini revolt, the subsequent land
consolidation, the gradual increase of the authority and legality
of the Third Republic, and the emergence from the recession of
the late 1870s and early 1880s, ushered in the hey-day of settler
colonialism in Algeria. Republican politicians with their liberal
democratic and their nationalistic ideals, were faced with some-
thing of a dilemma, similar to the apparent dilemma that
confronted their counterparts in Britain in regard to South Africa.
They could not deny the full exercise of citizen rights to
Frenchmen living across the Mediterranean, even when this
exercise meant the withholding of rights to Algerians. Besides this
ideological sympathy, the settlers built up powerful lobbies which
often were able to operate most successfully in the flux of
metropolitan politics. The settlers then, were assured of the
. s Wilfrid Knapp, North West Africa: a political and economic survey (Oxford, 1977),

7.
28

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



THE MAGHRIB AND EGYPT

support of French governments. The rigours of the first decades
of colonisation, when Algeria was very much a frontier situation,
subsided. Life for many settlers became comfortable and well
organised. Some of them prospered and became wealthy. They
behaved with the apparent self-confidence of petits blancs on the
make. Both the senatus consulte of 1865 and the land law of 1873
favoured individual ownership of property on French lines as
against the various Muslim land systems, including communal
land-holding. There was prolonged drought from 1866 to 1870,
which hit all agriculturalists in Algeria; it was one of the
immediate causes of the al-Muqrini outbreak. The settlers
recovered more easily than the Algerians, especially as more land
became available to them as a result of the revolt. Between 1871
and 1880 the land in settler hands almost doubled, reaching
800,000 hectares as against 480,000 in the period 1830—70.

By the 1870s Algeria had entered an era which Jacques Berque
described half a century later, and which had many echoes of
settlerdom in South Africa:

The most provocative symbol of the colonial period in the Maghrib is that
of the titled farmhouse, a cheerful dwelling standing amid vineyards. It aroused
the’ most violent, and violently opposed, reactions from Frenchmen and the
people of the Maghrib. The fact that it was surrounded by more significant
forces matters little; it implied all the rest. Banks, military camps, factories and
schools may have played at least as important a part, but none made so deep
an impression on everyone’s feelings as this French farmstead, this heraldic
emblem on African soil."®

Muslim Algerians benefited very little from the amenities of the
colonial state. Apart from obvious religious, cultural and linguistic
differences, they had a different and separate legal status, and
enjoyed only minimal civil rights. But they contributed in various
forms of taxation — both traditional Muslim and the new French
colonial taxes — a wholly disproportionate amount of the revenue
of the colony. Algerians had to bear most of the burdens of alien
rule but gained from few of its improvements. Apart from a small
handful, Algerians were educated in the 1870s and 1880s in
traditional Muslim schools, not in the more modern French
schools: this handful did, however, form the core of the new élite.
Algerians were conscripted into the French army in 1870, and
were again to be so treated in 1914. The old landed aristocracy

16 Jacques Berque, French North Africa (London, 1967), 35.
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were reduced to little more than peasant farmers; peasants were
pauperised on the land, or moved into the rapidly growing towns
as casual labourers, beggars and criminals. Their numbers began,
by the 1880s, to increase fairly rapidly, as public health measures
improved. The Algerian petty bourgeoisie, in the towns and the
countryside, found niches in the structures of the colonial state,
and some did quite well for themselves. Characteristically, it was
members of this group, who also took advantage of the few
modern educational facilities which were available for Algerians,
who slowly emerged as political leaders, both within the colonial
state and in opposition to it. These were the early stages of a classic
situation of deprivation examined by Franz Fanon; the
confrontation of what a perceptive scholar of the Maghrib has
termed ‘anarchic society’ with the French imperialist state.

On the one side was an aggressive, dynamic, insatiable Europe. . . On the other,
North Africa was neither barbarous nor uncultured...careful study reveals a
perfect coherence between the spiritual, economic and social aspects of its
culture. That culture was however, different from Europe’s, particulatly in that
nothing arose within it to stimulate the society as a whole. Its population
growth was too late and too abrupt; there was not enough vitality in urban
crafts or foreign commerce; and there was no intellectual renewal. The
Maghrib lived at a slower pace, and this no doubt was one of the reasons for
its colonization...'?

Algeria, however, was not just a matter of three overseas French
departments with a French settler population alongside an
indigenous one. It was the forcing ground for much subsequent
French imperialism in Africa. By the end of the 1870s, especially
after the Congress of Berlin in 1878, which indirectly and
unofficially recognised Tunisia as a French sphere of influence,
France had regained international status and confidence, and plans
for expansion from the Algerian base toward the western Sudan
began to be seriously considered. These centred around designs
for the construction of a trans-Saharan railway, which was mooted
by geographers and engineers in France and Algeria from about
1875. By 1879 Freycinet, minister of Public Works, and
Jauréguiberry, minister of Marine (responsible for colonies) were
to become enthusiastic supporters of the trans-Saharien, and
provided the scheme with the stamp of official support.'8

7 Lucette Valensi, On the eve of colonialism: North Africa before the French conguest

(London, 1977), 8o.
'8 Kanya-Forstner, Conguest of the Western Sudan, 65.
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In 1873 the Circassian mamlik, Khayr al-Din, was appointed
Chief Minister of the government of Muhammad al-Sadiq, the bey
of Tunis. This move was partly in response to European,
especially French, pressure. Khayr al-Din initiated a series of
thorough-going reforms. He belonged to the establishment élite
of the Ottoman empire, and he attempted on the smaller scale of
Tunisia what the Tanzimat reforms had set out to achieve for the
empire as a whole. Central and local administration, and the
complex taxation system, were overhauled, and every effort was
made to make these operate more effectively. Army reforms,
which had first been put into motion in the 1840s, were pressed
forward. Efforts were made to modernise the economy, but these
largely resulted in the continued growth of foreign-owned
concerns, such as railways, telegraph lines, textile factories and
large agricultural estates. Nevertheless, the Tunisian economy in
the 1870s was more prosperous than it had been, at least since the
abolution of slavery in 1846.

Perhaps the most crucial of Khayr al-Din’s reforms were in
education. At the peak of his secular school system was the Sadiqi
College, a school to train civil servants and members of the liberal
professions, with a curriculum which included French and Italian,
mathematics and science. This college and its pupils were to have
a lasting effect on the course of Tunisian history during the
protectorate period. But in all his efforts at reform Khayr al-Din
was hamstrung by the restraints laid upon Tunisia by the
International Financial Commission, which had been imposed in
1869. During the years following the suppression of the revolt
of 1864, the bey’s government had piled up an enormous debt to
European financial interests and had become bankrupt. The
commission, made up of representatives of French, Italian and
British bankers, took over control of the beylicate’s finances,
and to all intents and purposes, Tunisia lost its economic
independence.

The intrigues of members of the commission, and internal
opposition to Khayr al-Din, led to the minister’s fall from office
in 1877 (he retired to Istanbul and became for a time grand vizir
to the sultan). By this time, the conflicting interests of Britain,
France and Italy brought a series of crises to Tunisia: if the
scramble for the rest of the continent had yet to unfold, that for
the old Roman province of Africa was well under way.
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Between Tunisia and Egypt lay Tripolitania and Cyrenaica,
which had been ruled directly by the Ottoman sultan since the
fall of the Karamanli dynasty in 1835. In Cyrenaica the Sandsi
brotherhood exercised almost undisturbed religious and political
authority. Cattle were exported from Tripoli to Benghazi, as were
sponges and the trade goods of the western and central Sudan.
In the late 1860s, esparto grass was developed as a new export
crop, which went mainly to Britain for paper-making. But
economic activity was on a low scale. Italian steamship lines
handled most of the export trade. Apart from the katatib, the
Koranic schools, and the Sanisi gawiya, the only educational
establishments were a handful of Italian and Jewish schools. The
Ottomans were present in Tripolitania and Cyrenaica as colonial
rulers. They used techniques of ‘indirect rule’ not unlike those
of some later European imperialists.

Egypt was in the 1870s still the wealthiest of all African
countries. Since the agricultural revolution of the neolithic age,
Egypt had maintained this position, and if by this time it had any
rival, it was the British colony of the Cape of Good Hope. In 1875
Egyptian exports and imports were worth £13.3 millionand £5.6
million respectively; figures for the Cape Colony were both £5.7
million. Government revenue in that year was f10 million in
Egypt and £1.6 million in the Cape. In 1875 exports to Britain
from what was termed the West Coast of Africa were valued at
£1.7 million, and it has been estimated that the total trade from
the western Sudan and the Maghrib — mainly Morocco and
Tripoli — in the same year was £1.5 million.'® The total Egyptian
indebtedness to European interests in 1876 was nearly f100
million — possibly an amount greater than the sum total of the
fiscal value of the wealth of the whole of the rest of the continent.
Roughly 10 million people lived densely packed in the immensely
fertile countryside and towns of the Nile delta and valley. The
scale and magnitude of the political economy of Egypt put it on
a par with European and Asian countries rather than those in
Africa.

The first attempt to set up a modern state structure to utilise
and develop the potential of this political economy occurred
during the reign of Muhammad ‘Ali; the second, and in many
respects more radical restructuring was the work of the govern-

‘9 P. M. Holt, *Egypt and the Nile valley’, in Cambridge bistory of Africa, v, 39—-50.
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ments of Khedive Isma‘ll. This is not the place to detail the
reforms and other changes introduced by the khedive in the 1860s
and 1870s, in commerce, industry and the agricultural economy;
in local government and education; in the institutions and
policies of the state; and in the army.2° The results of those
reforms were manifold. Legally, and in theory, the fallahin,
peasant farmers, benefited from legislation brought in by Sa’id
and Isma‘il. They obtained individual rather than collective rights
to their land holdings. Isma‘il’s mugabala law of 1871 granted full
rights of ownership. But rural society was becoming much more
differentiated. Big landowners other than the ruler himself had
emerged, and there was also increasing differentiation among the
fallahin themselves.

There was massive migration of poorer falldhin to the towns,
if for no other reason than to escape the payment of increasingly
burdensome taxation. The importance of cash crops, especially
cotton, was another factor in this differentiation. Peasant land was
heavily taxed, while the great estates escaped lightly. Military
conscription and forced labour added to rural pauperisation. One
group of peasants, however, achieved a kind of kulak status.
These were the families of village headmen (shaykh al-bilid), who
became substantial land-owners. Sa‘ild and Ismi‘ll opened the
ranks of the officer corps to sons of these headmen, a measure not
entirely popular, but with far-reaching consequences. But the
village headmen were small fry compared to the rural aristocracy.
These were members of the viceregal family (not least Isma‘il
himself) and their protégés from amongst the Turco-Egyptian
establishment (Turks and Circassians) who amassed huge estates.
‘By the time of Isma‘il, there had developed in Egypt something
like a Turkish-speaking landed aristocracy, the creation of the
Turkish-speaking dynasts.’?! There was also the emergence of a
‘service class’ and a (largely bureaucratic) petty bougeoisie, and
simultaneous relative eclipse of the traditional merchants and
‘wlamad’ as important social groups. What was lacking was an
affluent and self-confident upper bourgeoisie, its functions being
largely usurped by foreigners.

Social differentiation was as apparent, if not more so, in the
towns and cities, in which a cosmopolitan class of nouveaux riches

20 P. M. Holt, Egyps and the Fertile Crescent, 1516—1922 (London, 1966), 203.
2 Jbid., 211.
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inhabited the recently constructed, fashionable quarters of Cairo,
Alexandria and Port Said, while the urban poor lived as slum
dwellers in the ancient parts of the cities. The new quarters had
the appearance of European cities, and in particular had a
pronounced French stamp, as did many aspects of Turco-Egyptian
culture. Railways, postal services and telegraphs linked these
cities, as steamships linked Egypt with Europe and with near and
further Asia; after 1869 ships steamed direct from Europe via the
Suez canal to the east. Egypt had become one of the two or three
key communications areas in the world in the new era of
technological innovation in transport and production. Many
aspects of Egypt in the 1870s were as modern and as up-to-date
as anything elsewhere on the continent, or beyond. Yet there were
very serious contradictions and eccentricities in these develop-
ments. Littie of the modernity was home-spun. Practically all the
infrastructure of the Turco-Egyptian state was owned and operated
by foreign concerns. The price in money and in power of Isma‘il’s
policies was immense.

When Ismia‘il became khedive in 1863, he inherited not only
a considerable debt from his uncle Muhammad Sa‘id (some £7
million, £3 million of it to one firm of European bankers), but
also a thriving economy. The exports of long-staple cotton
increased over six-fold between 1850 and 1865, by which time the
American civil war had put a2 premium on Egyptian cotton; its
value increased four times. But with the end of the civil war prices
suddenly collapsed, and the cotton boom ended. This was an
economic disaster, from which Egypt did not recover until well
into the period of the British occupation. Large numbers of big
land-owners and innumerable fa/lihin were ruined. Faced with
high taxation and the threat of conscription into the army, there
was much political discontent among the fallahin, which Isma‘il’s
hesitant social and political reforms only partially alleviated. The
khedjve introduced an assembly of delegates (majlis shura al-
nuwwab) in 1866, which was part of a system of checks and balances
which aimed to control the fallzhin through the village headmen
and at the same time to keep an eye on the headmen themselves.
Very significant advances were made in the establishment of a
nationwide modern state educational system (schools were set up
for girls in 1873), so that by the end of the 1870s Egypt had
perhaps the most advanced schools on the continent.
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The collapse of the cotton boom did not deter Isma‘il’s declared
aim of aggrandisement, both within Egypt and beyond. He was
forced to turn to extra-Egyptian sources of finance. In so doing,
he ran up huge foreign debts, the very high rates of interest of
which crippled whatever recuperative powers the Egyptian
economy possessed. It is perhaps not very remarkable that Isma‘il
utilised foreign capital in this manner or that European bankers
were so willing to aid and abet the aggrandisement schemes: this
was the normal modus operandi of risk capital. What has to be
questioned is the motive behind Ismi‘il’s schemes, especially the
Turco-Egyptian expansion into tropical Africa. There 1s a
measure of sense in suggesting that the earlier Turco-Egyptian
expansion into the Nilotic Sudan in Muhammad ‘Alf’s time
represented the economic interests of the governing élite. But by
1850 Muhammad ‘Alf’s system of monopolies and compulsory
cultivation had collapsed. In the mid-1850s Muhammad Sa‘id
seriously contemplated abandoning the Sudan as unlikely ever to
pay for its own garrison and administration. After extensive
experience as a khedival governor in the 1870s and 1880s,
Gordon was to write it off as financially hopeless. The further
one moved away from the Khartoum—Gezira heartland, the more
economically hopeless did the whole empire become. Neither the
khedive’s ostentatious ‘modernisation’ policies in Egypt, nor the
expansion of the empire, can be explained in socio-economic
terms. Ismi‘il was motivated solely by self-aggrandisement. What
has to be explained, perhaps, is the nature of Turco-Egyptian
society that allowed him to get away with so much for so long.

Ismi‘ll had some of the means of imperial expansion at hand:
a fairly well equipped army, technological innovations — railways,
the telegraph — and expertise, either native Egyptian or foreign
hired. These he largely squandered. The Egyptian empire was
(metaphorically as well as literally) built on sand. Ismi‘il lacked
the financial and human resources necessary to provide a long-term
administration which might have induced modest economic
development. The timing of the collapse of Isma‘ll’s empire was
set by the major financial and political crisis in Egypt, by the
Mahdiyya in the northern Sudan and by insurrection in the
Equatoria province.
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ETHIOPIA AND THE HORN

In 1872 Dejazmach Kassa, governor of the northern province of
Tigre, was crowned king of kings of Ethiopia, Yohannes IV, after
a power struggle in the interregnum following the suicide of
Tewodros in 1868. The empire he ruled over was as politically
divided as it was ethnically, culturally and religiously diverse. It
was also relatively isolated, both geographically and ethno-
graphically, from the outside world. Ethiopia enjoyed the strength
and suffered the weakness of this isolation: the unifying influence
of a long (and literate) history, and the dead hand of the past. Most
of the emperor’s subjects were highlanders, surrounded by alien
lowlanders inhabiting deserts, arid plains, swamps and sea coasts.
Only its border with the Turco-Egyptian province of the Sudan
in the north and north-west was in any sense a frontier. Here, a
Christian state and a Muslim state confronted one another with
no intermediary peoples. Between Massawa and the Takazze
(Tekeze) river, south of Kassala, the frontier ran across northern
Eritrea, the Ethiopian side keeping more or less to the mountains.
It then continued south to Gallabat, an important town on the
Atbara river close to Begemder province, and the gateway to
Gondar, and from there to the Blue Nile, dividing Gojjam from
Sennar.

Following the border region southwards, the Oromo (Galla)
of Wallaga were practically independent of the centre of the
empire; they were more closely involved with Shoa. This, the
southernmost province of the old Christian kingdom, was ringed
by a group of states or chiefdoms inhabited by western Cushitic-
speaking Sidama peoples, who practised intensive settled agri-
culture with ensete, the false banana, as the staple crop. This was
the wealthiest region of the Horn. From the seventeenth century
onward much of it had been overrun by Oromo pastoralists. Most
of the Sidama had passed under Oromo rule, while retaining their
Sidama languages and cultures, but some such as Kaffa and
Walamo, situated in the most mountainous and densely forested
areas, had retained their independence. Kaffa was an isolated,
nominally Christian and wealthy state, which resisted Shoan
expansion until nearly the end of the century. The Oromo were
eastern Cushitic-speaking peoples, like the Somali; it was the
pastoralists among them who had migrated over the surrounding
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region, though many of these had later abandoned cattle-keeping
for settled agriculture. In the early nineteenth century Oromo-
ruled kingdoms emerged from the old Sidama states on the upper
Gibe river, the most important of which were Innarya and Jimma.
Under the influence of Afar and Harari merchants the two states
became islamised. Innarya was eclipsed in the 1850s and 1860s by
its rival Jimma, East of Innarya and Jimma were the Gurage
chiefdoms, some Muslim and others Christian, but all speaking
a Semitic language, and all heavily influenced by the Amhara.
Highland Ethiopia was in fact surrounded on all sides by
pastoral, nomadic peoples: Nilotes to the west, Cushites to the
south and east, Beja and Arabs to the north. The mainly Christian
peoples of the highlands were Semitic-speakers, of two main
groups, Amhara and Tigrinya, with smaller groups of other,
Cushitic-speaking peoples, such as the Agau, Damot and the
Judaic Falasha. Isolated from the main concentration of Semitic-
speakers were the Muslim Harari of the mountainous area east of
the Awash valley, on the borders of Afar and Somali country. The
city of Harar, originally the capital of a small Muslim emirate, had
grown to be the foremost trading centre of the Horn. But by the
nineteenth century it had become hemmed in by the settlement
of Oromo, who interfered with the commerce of the townsfolk.
There were about ten long-established provinces of the
Christian empire: in the far north, Tigre and Simien, then
Begemder, Amhara, Wag, Lasta, Yejju, Wollo, and in the south,
Gojjam and Shoa. The last, though once the central province of
the medieval Christian empire, had been practically severed from
the main body of Christian territory by Oromo infiltration up the
eastern side of the northern highlands. It was thus practically
independent of the central authority, and its young King Menelik
maintained his own links with the Europeans at Aden and the Red
Sea ports, and obtained from them the firearms necessary to
defend himself from his theoretical ovetlord as well as to practise
an imperial expansion of his own in the Oromo/Sidama states.
By the later nineteenth century the Oromo living under Christian
rule had mostly become Christians or Muslims, the others
remaining pagan. Many had become Ambharic speakers. The
Oromo had penetrated mainly the eastern side of the highlands.
In the north, the Azebo Oromo lived in the eastern parts of Wag
and Lasta. Then there were the Yejju and Wollo Oromo, whose
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Ambharic-speaking aristocracy had played leading roles in the
troubled times of the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.
In the south very large groups of Oromo such as the Barentu and
the Mecha, had settled within and around the borders of Shoa,
and many of them therefore were Muslim. By the 1870s Ethiopia
was a multi-cultural, multi-religious, multi-ethnic/linguistic
empire; but in its ethos or ideology, in the thrust of its politics
and (very largely) in the personnel of its governmental and
religious establishment, it was Amharic and Christian.

Ethiopia was also an empire based upon Amhara and Amhara-
ised peasant farmers. Land ownership and land holding were
complex, and differed from one province to another. Some
peasants owned the land they tilled, and paid taxes to the
sovereign. Others were tenants on the lands of the nobility or of
the church, and paid taxes and other dues to these landlords.
Church ownership of land was permanent and no taxes were paid
to the state. Part of the programme of centralising reform
promulgated by Tewodros was an attempt to tax church lands;
the attempt failed, and brought down the wrath of the religious
establishment upon him — Yohannes and Menelik did not repeat
the attempt. ‘Fiefs granted to other landholders were either
permanent and inheritable’ — called res# land — “or temporary’ —~
called gu/t land — ‘burdened by a variety of obligations, such as
the collection of taxes and tribute and the raising of armies. In
the final resort the burdens were shifted to the tenants, who paid
taxes usually in kind or in the form of corvée labour’.2? The
political domain of the empire was made up of a smaller number
of great landlords, secular and ecclesiastical. During the eighteenth
century these had been the real rulers of Ethiopia, and their power
did not greatly diminish during the reigns of the later nineteenth-
century emperors. Tewodros tried to force them into submission;
Yohannes and Menelik, more wisely, used diplomacy to achieve
a measure of co-operation. Both Tewodros and Yohannes, in their
different ways, were keen ideologues, proclaiming the glories of
the Solomonic empire and the crusade of Christian Ethiopia
against the Muslim ‘ Turks and Ishmaelites’.

Of all the provinces, Shoa was the most independent, a vassal
state of the empire. It was distant from the northerly centres of
power, and because it was close to the wealthiest regions of the

22 Sven Rubenson, ‘ Ethiopia and the Hotn’, in Cambridge bistory of Africa, v, 70.
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Horn of Africa, it was in a position to benefit economically from
the rich trade from the south-western interior to the coast.
Menelik astutely used the economic circumstances of Shoa to
strengthen and expand what he considered to be his kingdom.

Neither Yohannes nor Menelik conceived of any political or
economic threat from European states in the 1870s and early
1880s, and all the evidence suggests that their appreciation was
correct. The threat, as far as the emperor was concerned, came
from the Turco-Egyptians, both materially and ideologically.
Islam was feared not only as an external and inimical religion, but
also as a source of severe internal strain. A number of the great
territorial magnates were secret (or even open) Muslims, and some
elements of the army could not be relied upon. Although an
examination of the political economy of the Turco-Egyptian
expansion from Egypt in the nineteenth century leads one to
question the reality of this threat, there can be no doubt that, to
Ismi‘il and the members of the Turco-Egyptian establishment,
encirclement of, encroachment upon and subversion of Ethiopia
was a serious policy. Hence Yohannes positively courted
European intervention, as Tewodros had done before him. These
repeated blandishments towards the European powers were as
repeatedly rebuffed. Politically, no European states were con-
cerned to intervene in the Horn of Africa in the 1870s.
Commercially there was some interest, particularly in supplying
arms and ammunition. Menelik, being a southerner, had not the
responsibilities of Yohannes in defending the empire from the
Turco-Egyptians, but had his own imperatives — the expansion of
Shoa and control of the trade of the south-west — which in this
period made him compete with Yohannes for European support.
This pro-European (in Ethiopian eyes, pro-Christian) alignment
was to change dramatically at the end of the 1880s, when
European imperialist moves in the Red Sea and Gulf of Aden
forced Yohannes and Menelik to switch policy, and to attempt
to gain the co-operation of the Mahdists in the Sudan against the
Europeans. In the earlier decade, Ethiopia was concerned to break
out of its dangerous (as well as glorious) isolation, imposed in
part by geography and in part by Turco-Egyptian, Muslim
encirclement.
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WEST AFRICA

In the remarkably uniform ecological zones of West Africa the
patterns of economic production and trade on the one hand, and
political development on the other, had by the 1870s undergone
a century or more of rapid change. The ‘desert-side’ trading
concerns of Sahelian countries merged with a great variety of local
trades across the Sudanese savanna and into the more thickly
wooded lands to the south. Long-distance continental trade
flowing across the Sahara penetrated deep into the central and
western Sudan and even into the forest belt. Again, the economic
impact of the long-established European trading enclaves was
being felt several hundred kilometres inland from the coast, all
the way from the Senegal to the Bight of Biafra. The political
configuration of West Africa was, by the third quarter of the
nineteenth century, immensely varied. If there was a tendency or
pattern, it was rather in the direction of agglomeration (economic,
military, demographic, and even administrative) but many com-
munities remained very small.

The coasts of West Africa had, of course, attracted the attention
of Europeans since the fifteenth century, yet the predominant
feature for most of the region, in the 1870s, was the small and
restricted degree of European influence. Unlike some other parts
of tropical Africa, this was not a case of European neglect of
gconomically unprofitable lands. On the contrary, it was the
richness and diversity of the economies of West Africa which gave
its societies the strength to withstand European influence. During
the succeeding two decades, it was information about this wealth
that was one factor at least which impelled France, Britain and
Germany to partition. The fact that these alien colonisers did not
reap a great deal of economic benefit or profit from their hastily
acquired possessions is profoundly indicative of the nature of
colonial rule and systems, not of the economies of West Africa.
The richness and diversity of these economies were not an
illusion: the Europeans failed to understand in a general manner
how they worked, and in particular they failed to grasp that they
were dealing with indigenous varieties of economic operations
which, while often being themselves exploitative, could be more
intensively exploited only at the peril of their being extinguished.
On the eve of partition, even from a wholly Eurocentric point
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of view — that of the impatient colonels in St Louis, the harassed
British consul on Fernando Po, or the combative traders in the
Niger delta — what was apparent, and a matter of grave concern,
were West African strengths, not weaknesses, assertiveness, not
passivity.

In the context of long- and middle-distance trade, West Africa
can be divided conveniently into two great regions, east and west,
to which the old European geographical terms can usefully be
applied : Central Sudan/Lower Guineaand Western Sudan/Upper
Guinea. Neither of these two regions was in any way homogenous
economically, but each did comprise production and trading
networks or systems, some of which were of considerable
antiquity, which were closely interconnected and interrelated.
This approach to the political economies of West Africa avoids
the dichotomy of ‘ European oriented’ and ‘ Sudanic’ economies,
which increasingly is seen to be false. West African systems of
production and trade, and the wider political economies in which
these operated, were not specifically differentiated according to
whether or not they were associated with the international trade
of capitalist Europe and North America. From the West African
viewpoint, European traders were one species of a familiar genus
of trading diasporas. Their operations were limited to coastal
lands precisely because they were foreigners in a much more
immediate and obvious sense than any of the other trading
diasporas, such as those of the Hausa and the Dyula. Because the
Portuguese, French, Dutch, British and other European traders
were so comparatively disadvantaged, they increasingly tended to
resort to force to achieve their ends. The broad pattern of
partition — certainly in West Africa — reflects the extent to which
Europeans were able and willing to use force in competing
against one another and against Africans.

Viewed from the perspective of partition, the European traders
cannot of course be dismissed so easily. They were the West
African representatives of European international capitalism,
which had pronounced inclusive tendencies. All trading diasporas
in West Africa were instruments of some change — religious and
social as well as economic and political — and the European trading
diasporas came increasingly to be so. They sought to bend the
native West African systems to their demands, implicitly or
explicitly. Throughout the nineteenth century ~and indeed
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earlier — expanding zones of European economic influence (in
some cases, predominance) spread inland from coastal enclaves.
By the 1870s these zones of European economic activities had
possibly reached a critical stage. Here were technical economic
problems of profitability and terms of trade which required drastic
means for resolution. These networks of European economic
activities operated, however, within the larger West African
economic regions; they were not detached or differentiated from
them. If the late eighteenth century and the nineteenth century
witnessed an economic revolution in West Africa, then the focus
of this was internal rather than external: ‘...the economic
revolution identified with the nineteenth century and the shift
from slave exports to so-called legitimate trade in vegetable oils
and other goods...began at least half a century earlier and was
more closely related to internal West African economic develop-
ments than European-induced policies and demands.’?3

The Central Sudan|Lower Guinea economic region

The Central Sudan had recovered from the long-lasting drought
of the mid-eighteenth century, and thereafter enjoyed what must
have been unprecedented economic growth. This was maintained
until well into the nineteenth century. The upheavals of the jihads
of 18o4—20 caused some economic disruption, but the
establishment of the Sokoto caliphate brought political stability
and enlargement to much of the region. Economic prosperity
continued until at least the end of the century, by which time the
central Sudan had been partitioned between the French, British
and German colonisers. Trade flowed into and out of the Central
Sudan from many directions. Maghribi and Ghadamasi merchants
exchanged Manchester cloth, brought from Tripoli, at Kano for
ostrich feathers and hides, and Tuareg and Hausa engaged in more
regional trade from the old Air sultanate and the Hausa Sahel.
Relations between Sokoto and Bornu were generally peaceful, and
Kanuri participated in much of the regional trade of the north-
eastern Hausaland (Zinder) and Bornu borderlands, while in
Bornu itself, Hausa had become the commercial language.
Indeed, not only was the greater part of the trade of the Central

23 Paul E. Lovejoy, ‘Interregional monetary flows in the precolonial trade of
Nigeria’, J. Afr. Hist., 1974, 1%, 4, 563~85.
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Sudan in Muslim hands (nearly all the traders in Bornu and the
Sahel of northern Hausaland were members of the Sandisi order),
but most of these Muslims were Hausa speakers. The Hausa
trading diaspora had begun before the nineteenth century, but that
century witnessed a huge expansion of Hausa production at home
and trade abroad. By the early nineteenth century the strength of
the Central Sudan economy, combined with the collapse of the
Yoruba empire of Oyo, had allowed Hausa traders to assume a
large share of the long-distance trade all the way from the middle
Volta basin to Adamawa and south to the Atlantic coast. From
the main economic centres of the Sokoto caliphate, Hausa
exported livestock, potash, salt, textiles, leather goods and slaves.
In exchange they obtained kola from Asante, west of the Volta
basin and from the Yoruba towns textiles and re-exported
European firearms and cloth. Lancashire cottons reached Kano
both from the Mediterranean and from the Bight of Benin. A
crucial re-export from the Yoruba towns was cowries, which
formed the common currency and the main medium of exchange
for almost the whole of the Western Sudan/Lower Guinea
economic region.?4

It is also apparent that trade did not consist entirely, or perhaps
even primarily, of ‘luxury’ products. Bulk goods, especially
foodstuffs and raw materials, were carried to and from the
caliphate, the Yoruba towns and the Ibo country. Indeed, the
distinction between luxury goods and bulk goods is misleading,
since goods such as kola, potash and salt, for example, were
transported in considerable quantities. Production of manu-
factured goods and agricultural crops involved large numbers of
people, many of whom were slaves or semi-servile labourers. By
the middle of the nineteenth century there were big concentrations
of slaves on plantations in the textile belt of Hausaland — Kano,
northern Zaria, southern Katsina and Zamfara. The forced
relocation of agricultural populations from the peripheral areas
to the prosperous central regions was the most significant
economic effect of the Fulani jihads.25 Much of the collection of

# Marion Johnson, ‘ The cowrie currencies of West Africa’, parts 1 and 2, J. Afr.
Hist., 1970, 11, 1, 17-49 and 11, 3, 331-53.

25 Paul E. Lovejoy, ‘Plantations in the economy of the Sokoto caliphate’, J. Afr.
Hist., 1978, 19, 341-68; ]. S. Hogendorn, ‘ The economics of slave use on *“ Plantations "’
in the Zaria emirate of the Sokoto caliphate’, Int. J. Afr. Hist. Studses, 1977, 10, 36983,
and ‘Slave acquisition and delivery in pre-colonial Hausaland’ in R. Dumett and
B. K. Swantz (cds.), West African culture dynamics: archaeological and bistorical perspectives
(Chicago, 1979). 43
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oil in the palm-growing lands around the southern Yoruba city
states was undertaken by slave labour. Among the trading
communities of the south-eastern area, commerce was greatly
dependent upon domestic slaves. They were used as canoe
boatmen, in the porterage of the oil, in marketing and in raising
food crops to feed those people employed in production and
trade — this last being a common feature throughout West Africa.
Some of these domestic slaves could reach the highest positions
in these socially mobile communities.

It is a curious fact [wrote Consul H. H. Johnston] and an evidence of the mild
character of the slavery in the Niger Delta, that nearly all the leading men in
the oil rivers at the present time are ex-slaves, — such as Yellow Duke of Old
Calabar, Ja ]Ja of Opobo, Waribu and Oko Jumbo of Bonny, and William Kia
of Brass.2¢

In northern Iboland large numbers of slaves worked on yam
plantations, the produce of which was sold to the people to the
south, where most of the fertile land was given over to the
growing of palm trees.

The use of slave and other forms of coerced labour in the
Central Sudan and Lower Guinea is characteristic of particular
forms of political economies, but it is not an indicator of economic
decline or stagnation. Even when the prices and volume of palm
products in the south-eastern area fell after the 1860s, the variety
and scale of internal trade remained high. The huge dug-out
canoes used in the coastal lagoons were manufactured scores of
kilometres up-country. Dried fish and some sea salt were traded
inland for yams and other vegetables and for local tobacco. The
transmission to the interior of European goods took up more and
more of the internal trade —an index of dependence on such
foreign goods but also a sign of growing prosperity. Manchester
cloths and clothing, European firearms and ammunition, iron and
other metal goods, salt from British mines, cowries, from the
Indian Ocean, American tobacco, Jamaican rum — these and other
goods worked their way through the old established local markets
and made use of the routes and techniques of trade developed
when slaves were the major item of export. The goods manu-
factured in capitalist Europe had not by the 1870s seriously
undermined local industries and production. The south-eastern

¢ H. H. johnston, ‘Report on the British protectorate of the Oil nvcrs (ngcr

dclta)’ 1888, cited in D. Northrup, Trade without rulers: pre-colonial ec
in south-eastern Nigeria (Oxford, 1978), 222.
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area was wealthy enough, and palm-oil production and trade
greatly increased the number of people involved in these economic
processes, so that expanded demand and preferences could absorb
without much difficulty both local goods and services and the
flood of inexpensive European manufactures and other imports.

The palm oil and palm-kernel oil production belt coincided
more or less with the area of tropical rain forests on either side
of the southernmost stretch of the lower Niger river, from
Cameroun to the hinterland of the lagoons from Lagos to
Whydah, and along the eastern Gold Coast west of the Volta
mouth. The relationship of African producers to the European
oil firms differed from one part of the coast to another. In the
eastern section — the Niger delta and Cross river areas — African
merchant princes intervened between producers and European
firms. These merchants had become so powerful that distinctive
polities, such as Bonny, Brass, Opobo and the other delta or Oil
river states, played a dominant role in the most lucrative of the
palm regions. In the Yoruba and Aja-speaking section, from
Lagos to Whydah, the role of the middlemen was much less
marked, and many merchants from Ibadan, Ijebu Ode and
Abeokuta were also producers.

On the Gold Coast west of the Volta mouth, trade in palm
products was much less developed, but such as it was, it had been
in the hands of Fante merchants, who dealt with the producers
inland, in the Fante states and in Asante. Along the Gold Coast,
however, a major transition had already taken place by the 1870s.
Much of this medium-distance trade, and also much of the local
trade, especially the exchange of European manufactured goods
for cash or produce, had been taken over by Europeans. Many
Fante firms had failed; some had gone bankrupt, and this enabled
Europeans, in particular the firm of Swanzy, to take the kind of
initiative that in most other parts of West Africa followed rather
than preceded the imposition of colonial rule. The formation of
the southern Gold Coast as a crown colony in 1874, following
the Asante war, was a recognition of the British orientation of
much of the commercial life of the territory. This failure of the
Fante to continue to operate commercially in their own country
lay behind both the birth of the Fante confederation in 1868 and
the breakdown of its politics and constitution in 1873. It must be
emphasised, however, that these European-owned businesses on
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the Gold Coast were largely concerned with local exchange; the
Gold Coast had still not succeeded in finding a viable legitimate
export trade as an alternative to the trade in slaves.??

These differences in the economic relationship between African
producers and merchants and the European traders reflected the
political diversity of the southern zone. Asante had moved much
more into the production of kola nuts for the northern markets
than into palm products, and its concern with maintaining routes
to the coast was to secure an adequate supply of firearms. In the
1870s kola nuts were carried south to the Gold Coast, and
transported by sea to Lagos, for sale in Yoruba country (as also
were kola nuts from Sierra Leone). The cession of the Dutch forts,
including Elmina, to the British in 1871—2, resulted in a severe
crisis in the Asante political economy, and led to the Asante—British
war of 1873. On the British side, this was an unusual incident in
its relations with tropical African states. It had been foreshadowed
in the Ethiopian campaign of 1865, and these two military
adventures seem to be symptomatic of an increased confidence by
Europeans in their own military technology and organisation, so
that expeditions deep into the interior of Africa no longer seemed
a complete impossibility, or at least a quite unacceptable military
and political risk. The Asante campaign was a massive use of force
on a scale out of all proportion to the merits or necessities of the
situation on the ground.?8

Dahomey presented both contrasts and parallels to Asante. It
was still militarily one of the most powerful states in West Africa.
It had certainly retained its internal cohesion. Unlike Asante,
Dahomey had obtained its independent access to the sea, with the
ports of Whydah and, less directly, Porto Novo. This was
immensely important to the kingdom. It was assured a supply of
firearms. Although it had been notorious as a slave-exporting state
during the first half of the century, by the 1870s Dahomey had
managed effectively the changeover to palm produce. Palms were
tapped in the forests behind Whydah and Porto Novo, in both
royal and private plantations. Oil was traded to merchants, many
of them Brazilian creoles (who also owned some of the plantations)
and the representatives of French firms. These plantations were

27 )Edward Reynolds, Trade and economic change on the Gold Coast, 1807~1874 (London,
1974

28 i:rcda Harcourt, * Disraeli’s imperialism, 1866—1868: a question of timing’, Hist.
J., 1980, 23, 1, 104.
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operated with slave labour. In 1876—77 the British navy was to
blockade the Dahomian coast, including the port of Cotonu, over
which the French has possessed vague rights since 1868. This
blockade was ostensibly to protect British traders and to stamp
out the vestiges of the export of slaves. The real reason was the
wish of the British traders, and intermittently of the British
government, to close the gap, to extend British control over the
coast from the Volta mouth to Lagos, and thereby to increase
greatly the profitable customs returns. It achieved little. The
Lagos merchants prospered; the French were slighted, Dahomey
suffered hardly at all. After less than a year, the British called off
the navy, after collecting a nominal fine from the foreign traders.
Gelele’s kingdom emerged unscathed. But the change-over from
being primarily a slave-exporting to a palm-oil producing state
led to considerable social and political tensions, which found
expression in one group supporting the old-established militaristic
nature of the kingdom, and another in favour of more peaceful
production and commerce. The conflict between Dahomey and
the Egba and western Yoruba country continued, but here the
basic reasons were not purely military, slave-raiding campaigns,
but control over routes to the sea — particularly to Badagry — and
over populations that could supply labour in the palm plantations.

The prolonged internal conflict between the Yoruba states, and
between the Egba and Dahomey, should not lead one to under-
estimate their strength as political units and their considerable
prosperity. During the middle years of the nineteenth century,
Ibadan, Abeokuta, Ijebu Ode and other towns were growing in
population and in economic diversification. A thriving trade
existed between these states and the emirates of the Sokoto
caliphate. One of the chief causes for dissension was competition
over economic (which also meant human) resources and over
trade routes. The Yoruba civil wars were all marked by a concern
to control the vital links between these inland cities and their
surrounding plantations of oil-palm trees, and the coastal ports.
There was also the need to have access to the north. Most of the
routes leading northwards went through the powerful emirate of
Ilorin to Hausaland. Of the Yoruba states, Ibadan, over 200 km
from the coast, was the most dynamic. It attempted to spread its
political and economic influence, especially eastwards into Ekiti
country, and to procure an independent outlet to the sea. These
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moves were resisted by the Egba state of Abeokuta and by other
Yoruba states such as Ijebu Ode and Ilesha. British activities at
Lagos, proclaimed a crown colony in 1861, and at Badagry, taken
over in 1862, were aimed largely at controlling the seaward (or
lagoon) termini of the Yoruba trade routes, and imposing tariffs
on imports and exports. British activity incurred the ire of French
firms established further west along the coast at Cotonu and Porto
Novo, and of the German firms which were to try to build up
a trade based on Lagos in the 1870s and 188o0s.

Although much stronger economically and much more mili-
taristically oriented, the Yoruba and Egba city states in the 1870s
resembled the Fante states in one important characteristic. Since
the 1840s Christian missions had been established in all the main
urban centres by repatriates from Sierra Leone. In 1859
Yorubaland’s first newspaper was launched in Abeokuta, to be
followed by another one in Lagos in 1863. While the northern
Yoruba were strongly under the influence of Islam, those in the
south were open to Christianity, and Western education, conveyed
in the English language. Abeokuta reacted to the British presence
in Lagos by establishing the Egba United Board of Management
in 1865, with a president-general and a high sheriff. A secular
school was set up, some measures of town planning instituted,
there was a court to settle commercial disputes, and a postal
service to Lagos; this was thirty years before British colonial
expansion into Yorubaland. It was from Yorubaland that the
African clergyman Crowther set out in 1857 to proselytise the
people of the lower Niger and the delta, and indeed this mission
introduced Christianity to the merchant princes of that region.
The African-run Niger mission was an active and successful
Christian endeavour; only in the late 1876s did the white
personnel of the Church Missionary Society, the parent body of
the mission, begin their racist attack on the African clergy.

The Yoruba city states remained politically independent. Only
the ports of Lagos and Badagry were in foreign hands. The official
British presence in Lagos had little more impact than the unofficial
Brazilian creole or French presence at Whydah and Cotonu. The
British colonial government maintained itself on import and
export dues, as many contemporary African rulers did. British
traders prospered, but no more so than up the Niger or on the
delta. So did German traders at Lagos, in spite of tariffs weighted
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against their goods, especially spirits. The colonial government
became involved in the Yoruba civil wars, but only as yet another
competing state, concerned to keep open the trade routes, which
were the source of the colony’s wealth and revenue.

If the Yoruba and Egba states were dynamic and expansive
during the middle part of the nineteenth century, the empire of
Benin was very much on the defensive and lost so many of its
provincial areas, that by the 1870s it had shrunk to its Edo
heartland. From the north, armies from the Muslim emirate of
Nupe pushed down the Niger river into Benin territory; Ibadan
moved in from the west. To the south, the kingdom of Warri
became economically independent, especially after Itsekiri oil-palm
producers and traders set up new centres of exchange with
European firms at the mouths of the Benin and other rivers. The
Itsekiri effectively excluded Benin from the profitable oil trade.
For many years Benin was largely ignored, both by other Africans
and by Europeans: it was not until 1897 that Britain saw fit to
conquer the heartland of the ancient empire and to incorporate
it into colonial Nigeria.

The Niger delta country, including the Cross river area to the
east, was the oil-producing region par excellence. In the earlier part
of the nineteenth century the European demand was for palm oil,
used for the production of soap and lubricants. By the 1870s the
demand was more for the oil from palm kernels, which was used
in the manufacture of margarine. Earlier, much of this oil trade
had been handled by British merchants. From 1841 French
merchants, in particular the Marseilles firm of Régis, competed
on the Dahomian coast and, to a lesser extent, at Lagos and on
the Niger delta. The 1870s saw the rapid growth of German trade
in the palm zone; by 1880 Hamburg had come to appropriate
nearly one-third of all West Africa’s overseas trade. This increased
European economic activity on the coast of Lower Guinea was
accompanied by, and was in part a response to, a depression in
value of palm oils to the African producers, and to the middlemen
engaged in the trade. In the twenty-five years from 1860 to 1885,
the price of palm oil fell by nearly so per cent, and palm-kernel
prices fell by about one-third. The terms of trade, for the first time
in the century, turned distinctly against African merchants and
producers. These reciprocated by taking protectionist and
monopolistic measures, some of which entailed the use of force.
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Force had always been latent in the highly competitive and
socially mobile milieu of the Niger delta oil barons. By the middle
of the century civil wars, with underlying economic causes, were
beginning to break out all over the delta/Cross river area: Calabar
in 1850—1, Bonny in 1869, Kalabari in the 1870s. In 1869 Jaja broke
away from Bonny to found Opobo. Around 1879 Olumu set
himself up at Ebrohimi at the mouth of the Benin river, in
competition with Warri, and in 1883 he was succeeded by the
famous Nana. The newer delta city states appeared to be stronger
economically than their older rivals. Not all the European firms
attempted to by-pass the oil barons by making contact with
African producers inland. Some continued to trade satisfactorily
with the delta states. It was rival firms to these that had used the
Niger river as a means of penetrating the interior. A British firm
traded in ivory and shea-butter with the emirate of Nupe from
1871, and a little later was able to tap the oil trade at markets such
as Onitsha. There were thus rival trading systems on the Niger
river and in the delta, although the former was small compared
to the latter. The European river traders were protected by
warships of the British navy, but the four main British firms were
in competition with one another as well as with the delta oil
barons. Only in 1879 did George Goldie succeed in merging the
British Niger river interests in the United African Company. By
this time French competitors had established themselves up the
Niger. Although prices for palm products had fallen, the
increased — and sometimes violent — competition among African
and European traders did not adversely affect African producers,
and there is little evidence to support the notion of an economic
crisis enveloping the delta states and Iboland in the 1870s.

In the 1870s Ibo country (and also the land of the Ibibio and
Efik) and its coastal outlets were still heavily committed to the
trade in palm oil and palm kernels, even though the boom
conditions of the previous two decades had given way to the
beginnings of a recession in this trade. The trade in slaves had
come to an end, as had consequently the transitional period when
both slaves and oil were exported. The slaves were now employed
internally on palm plantations and on food-producing farms.
Opobo, which was founded by Jaja in 1869, developed as a direct
result of the oil-dominated export trade. The site of Opobo
effectively cut off Bonny from participation in the trade, and
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Opobo became the premier oil port. Production was in the palm
belt of the southern half of Ibo and Ibibio country, and involved
large numbers of people, unlike the specialised slave trade, which
had been in the hands of groups of people who specialised in this
economic activity.

Apart from the fairly widespread use of slave labour, the
complex and laborious operations of production were essentially
egalitarian. Most free producers were members of both village and
age-set communities; and even where so-called secret societies
were involved, the membership of these was widespread and easily
acquired. With the cessation of the slave export trade, the
formerly vital role of the diaspora of Aro traders gradually
diminished in importance, though some Aro groups took part in
oil production and trade. Most oil was transported to the coastal
ports by canoe, using the numerous rivers and creeks of the
region. The construction of the large craft, their manning and the
services required, all led to intense economic activity, The
northern part of Iboland was not left out of this widespread area
of prosperity, because the palm belt increasingly became
dependent upon it for food, especially yams. What the palm tree
was to the production, commerce and transportation of the south,
yams were to the north. The development of a mass-production
force in Iboland generated a demand for cheap goods, which
coincided neatly with the importation of mass-produced European
manufactured goods for the first time on a large scale. At this
period such imports stimulated rather than depressed the local
economy: ‘Iron bars actually stimulated hinterland industry by
freeing smiths from dependence on inefficient local iron-smelting,
thus greatly increasing the availability of locally made tools and
weapons.’?® All this economic activity —on a scale perhaps
unparalleled in tropical Africa — took place in societies notable for
the absence of states or any form of political units larger than
lineage groups, age sets and secret societies. ‘The political
organisation of south-eastern Nigeria’, concludes Northrup, ‘ was
able to cope with the conditions of the pre-colonial period
without major structural changes.’3° In this respect, Iboland could
not have been more dissimilar from the Sokoto caliphate.

The caliphate of Sokoto was the largest political unit in West
Africa: it was not a state, in either the general or the theoretically

29 Northrup, Trade without rulers, 226. 30 Jbid., 230.
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technical sense of the term, and neither is ‘empire’ an adequate
description. It was a Muslim theocratic federation, comprising
nearly thirty emirates, most of which were ruled by the descendants
of the Fulani jihadists of the first three or four decades of the
century. These emirates were linked, in a varity of ideological,
constitutional and administrative ways, to the two rulers of the
divided caliphate, the emir of Gwandu (in the west) and the caliph
of Sokoto (in the east). The caliph was the ultimate source of
religious and political authority. The emir of Gwandu related to
the caliph in much the same way as individual emirs related to
the two higher authorities. The caliph was responsible for
appointing emirs, and his wagir (or the wagir of the Emir of
Gwandu) toured the federation to ensure that the emirs kept to
the complex rules.

Not all the peoples within the confines of the federated
caliphate accepted the position of the emirs or the caliph. The old
Hausa state of Kebbi, for instance, remained independent (except
for an eighteen-year period), as did many non-Muslim peoples
scattered throughout the caliphate. Borgu to the west, Dama-
garam, with its capital at the important trading city of Zinder, to
the north, and Bornu and Mandara to the east were outside the
control of the caliph. There was considerable internal friction,
over succession disputes within the emirates, and with revolts of
emirs against the caliph’s authority. The emirates on all except the
northern borders tended to expand militarily. Ideologically the
caliphate can be seen as being in a state of continuing jihad; or
rather, by the last third of the century it was a vast geopolitical
area living with the consequences of the earlier jihads.

In spite of conflict and revolt, there was a large measure of
stability within the caliphate as a whole, and within each emirate.
Administrative, judicial and fiscal systems had been established,
and generally functioned satisfactorily. The caliphate was multi-
ethnic, with other groups besides the Fulani and Hausa, and it
was also stratified socially. With increased commercial and general
economic activity, this stratification was becoming more marked.
Society was divided between freemen and slaves. At the top of
the non-servile social ladder was the aristocracy, newly established
Fulani lords or more ancient Habe (Hausa) lineages. This was a
feudal aristocracy with many lords living on their fiefs and others,
employed in the local or central bureaucracies, living on the
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proceeds of their estates. Below the aristocrats, socially, were their
clients. The religious authorities, ‘@/ama and others, were a distinct
group. At the bottom of the scale were commoners, falakawa,
peasant farmers and urban craftsmen. Although stratified, it was
not a closed society; social mobility was possible, and the rate of
slave manumission was high.

By the 1870s the caliphate was gaining in cohesion and strength
from the effective operation of its religious and administrative
linkages, and from its active and varied economy: ‘Economic
growth which had begun after 1750 continued through the
nineteenth century, and the steady enlargement of the caliphate
(throughout the middle years of the century) facilitated the
movement of merchants and led to the economic supremacy of
Hausa traders throughout the savanna from the Volta to
Adamawa, the northern Yoruba country, Borgu, and the middle
Volta basin.’3' Kano was the great commercial and industrial
centre, but by no means the only one. In each emirate the capital
and certain other towns were markets, and were the focal points
of agricultural and manufacturing production. Only in the
outlying emirates, such as Kontagora in the west, Adamawa
(Yola) in the east, and Nupe and Ilorin in the south, was the accent
on predatory rather than on peaceful commerce. Trade between
Zinder (Damagaram) and Kano flourished, in spite of hostility
between the rulers of the two emirates, the one without, the other
within the caliphate. Barth’s mid-century comments on Kano are
worth repeating, because the economic activity of the city was a
barometer for most of the caliphate as a whole.

The great advantage of Kano is that commerce and manufactures go hand in
hand, and almost every family has its share in them. There is really something
grand in this kind of industry, which spreads to the north as far as Murzuk,
Ghat and even Tripoli; to the west, not only to Timbuktu, but in some degree
even as far as the shores of the Atlantic, the very inhabitants of Arguin dressing
in the cloth woven and dyed in Kano; to the east, all over Bornu, although
there it comes in contact with the native industry in the country; and to the
south it maintains a rivalry with the native industry of the Igbira and Ibo, while
to the south east it invades the whole of Adamawa, and is only limited by the
nakedness of the pagan sans-culottes, who do not wear clothing. . .32

3t Lovejoy, ‘Interregional monetary flows’, s71—2.
32 Heinrich Barth, Travels and discoveries in northern and central Africa, 5 vols. (London,
1857), 1, 10.
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The Western Sudan[Upper Guinea economic 3one

The second economic zone of West Africa comprised the immense
area from the Atlantic coast between Cape Blanco and Arguin
island, north of the Senegal mouth, around to the mouth of the
Bandama river on the Ivory Coast, on the seaward side; on the
landward side, from the Sahel north of the Senegal and upper
Niger rivers, as far east as Timbuktu, across the upper Volta basin
and the woodland savanna of Bonduku, Kong and Baule. The
interior was dominated by two great empires, one declining, the
other emerging: the northern Tukolor (Fulani) conquest state
ruled by Ahmad, the son of ‘Umar Tal (al-H3jj ‘Umar); and the
southern Dyula conquest state of Samory Ture.

To the east, in the borderlands between this region and the
Central Sudan/Lower Guinea economic zone, were a series of
much smaller states, such as the kingdoms of the Mole-Dagbane-
speaking peoples. Inland from Sierra Leone were the small pagan
chiefdoms of the Mende, who had reached the sea in the
eighteenth century, and north of the Rokel river the Muslim
Temne chiefdoms were consolidating their position. The Muslim
Fulani theocratic state of Futa Jalon, founded in the eighteenth
century, continued to exercise great cultural and religious prestige
even after its military prowess had waned. In the middle of the
century the aristocracy of Futa Jalon had to contend with a
complex religious movement, that of the Hubbus, composed of
followers of the Tijaniyya teachings introduced by al-Haijj ‘Umar,
as opposed to the Qadiriyya brotherhood held to by the majority
of Fulani. This religious civil war was not brought to an end until
the alliance of the Fulani of Futa Jalon with Samory between 1879
and 1893. Futa Jalon exerted considerable influence over the small
coastal populations of what the French called the Rivieres du Sud,
between the Rio Grande (Portuguese Guinea) and the Melakori
and Scarcies rivers, north of the Sierra Leone peninsular.

Senegambia experienced a series of politico-religious revo-
lutions in the 1860s and 1870s, which led to the establishment of
a number of dynamic states, and which spread Islam among the
populations of most of the region. The revolutions were sparked
off (as were many other political events in the whole zone) by the
presence in the region of ‘Umar Tal, a Muslim cleric from Futa
Toro, who returned from pilgrimage to Mecca in 1840 and
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proclaimed a jihad in 1852. Large numbers of Fulani from Futa
Toro migrated east to settle in ‘Umar’s domains. The Islamic
revolution in Senegambia began in Babidu, a Mandingo kingdom
on the north bank of the lower Gambia river, led by Maba
Diakhou Ba, who conquered the Serer country of Salum. Maba
converted two Wolof leaders to the rule of the Tijintyya — Lat
Dior, damel of Cayor, and Alburi N’Diaye, who held the traditional
Wolof kingly title of burba, and who exercised considerable
influence over the Wolof. The last of the great Senegambian
jihadists was Muhammad al- Amin, a Soninke who in the mid-1880s
established an anti-French and anti-Fulani state centred on Bundu.

The physical impact of what Curtin terms the ‘trade diasporas
from overseas’ on the western half of West Africa was still very
small. A few scattered forts and trading posts on the Senegal river,
such as Podor, Bakel and Madina, inherited from the burst of
activity early in the nineteenth century or during Faidherbe’s
governorship, barely secured French trading and political interests
along the river. Such power as the French enjoyed was exercised
by a few gun-boats which could only move when the river was
in flood. During the dry season their neighbours resumed
superiority. Futa Toro controlled much of the southern bank of
the river. One hundred and fifty kilometres to the south of St
Louis were the French island of Gorée and the coastal settlements
of Rufisque, Dakar and Joal.

The British position on the Gambia was similar but even more
minuscule, with Bathurst on St Mary’s island in the river mouth,
a few miles of river bank, the ex-French factory of Albreda, and
MacCarthy Island, 2 trading depot 200 km up-river. French
traders competed with British, Portuguese and Afro-Portuguese
at the mouth of the Casamance. The Portuguese retained thetr
ancient tiny settlements on the Bissagos islands and the neigh-
bouring mainland, including the small port of Bissau. The British
colony of Sierra Leone consisted of the stony peninsula on the
estuary of the Rokel river, the Isles de Los to the north and Sherbro
island to the south. Kennedy, who was governor of the British
West African settlements from 1868 to 1872, built up a delicately
balanced informal sphere of British political and commercial
influence among the Temne and Mende chiefdoms in the
hinterland. But the system of British informal influence broke
down after 1873, and this contributed to the upsurge of European
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aggressiveness in the area. Some 10,000 repatriated African slaves
from the United States occupied coastal settlements at Cape
Mesurado (Monrovia) and a few other colonies scattered along
the Liberian coast, between the Gallinas river and Cape Palmas,
but the coast of the Kru country attracted very little long-distance
or overseas trade. The tiny trading settlements at Grand Bassam
and Assinie on the Ivory Coast, which the French had occupied
in 1842, formed a westward extension of the Akan/Gold Coast
economic region.

The traditional economic heartland of the Western Sudan/
Upper Guinea zone was the great basin formed by the tributaries
of the upper Niger and the upper Senegal. The axes of trade spread
out from this core area. The great majority of the long- and
middle-distance traders were Soninke or Malinke in origin, or a
mixture of the two, their collective name being Dyula. The Dyula
dominated the trade and commerce of the western zone to an
even greater extent than did the Hausa of the eastern. The
majority of the Dyula were members of lineage groups whose
members included not only traders but also Muslim clerics. They
often set up distinctive clerical towns along the line of their
trading routes, or they were congregated in separate quarters in
the towns of the host community. In an increasingly differentiated
society, they occupied distinctive petit bourgeois positions. The
Dyula not only had a remarkable economic effect on most regions
of the western zone, but also spread Islamic influences far and
wide, and they were instrumental in the growth of two large
polities — in the eighteenth century, the Wattara empire of Kong,
between north-western Asante and the Bani tributary of the
Niger, and, in the nineteenth, the state built up by Samory Ture.

The main axes of Dyula trade radiated in almost all directions
from the Upper Niger/Upper Senegal core area. The upper and
middle reaches of the Niger were traversed by canoes, some of
them very large, which were crewed by specialised rivermen — the
Bambara Somono above Timbuktu, the Songhay from Timbuktu
to Gao and Say — and this crucial waterway carried goods, largely
in the hands of Dyula merchants, from the woodland savanna
areas of Lower Guinea to the desert boundary in the north. The
trans-Saharan trade to Morocco and Tripoli from Timbuktu
experienced a revival in the 1860s and 1870s. Some of the desert
trade was regional rather than international. Moorish merchants
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transported salt from Idjil to Galam on the middle Senegal, to be
exchanged for gold from Bambuk, which was then carried north
to Morocco ‘in exchange for manufactured products in a form
of triangular trade’.33 A major and long-established trade route
ran from the river ports of the middle Niger and Bani through
Bobo Dioulasso, Kong and Bonduku to the Akan forests and the
Gold Coast. By the nineteenth century the main item of trade was
kola nuts. These were obtained in great quantities from Asante,
and from the Senufo lands south of Kenedugu (one of the
successor states of the Kong empire).

The chief Dyula group on the section of the Niger around Segu
was the Maraka, who were of Muslim Soninke origin. Their main
commercial settlement was Sinsani (Sansanding), some 25 km
downstream from the Bambara capital of Segu. In the early
nineteenth century Sinsani had taken over from the Jenne the role
of the major trading entrep6t in the middle Niger valley. But the
conquest of the Bambara states by al-Hijj ‘Umar in the 1860 led
to a sharp decline in the fortunes of Sinsani, and thereafter the
main trading focus shifted to the Maraka city of Banamba, in the
savanna west of the river. ‘Umar’s conquest of Segu and Kaarta,
the two eighteenth-century Bambara states, and of the Fulani state
of Masina, seriously disrupted, but did not suppress, trade.
‘Umar’s empire did not succeed in establishing political and
administrative stability, and therefore in benefiting from its great
increase in geographical scale, before its long-drawn-out conflict
with the French.

The Maraka engaged in a thriving ‘desert-side’ economic
interchange with the Moors of the Sahel and Sahara. Millet and
other grains, and cotton cloth were exchanged for salt, horses and
animal products. This desert-side trade depended on the ability
of the Maraka to produce a surplus of millet and cotton cloth.
This in turn depended on the availability of slaves, to grow the
millet and cotton on plantations and to operate the textile
industry. The desert-side economy was the basis for more
widespread trading activities. Additional surplus grain and cloth
was transported by donkey to the south, to Kong and Tangrela
in Kenedugu, and up the Niger by canoe to Kankan, as were
re-exported animal products earlier traded with the Moors. In the
woodland savanna areas, these goods were exchanged for kola

33 Curtin, Economic change, 183.
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nuts and slaves. A further branch of Maraka trade was by canoe
down the Niger to Timbuktu, with slaves from the woodland
savanna regions and salt from the Sahara. The profit on selling
slaves at Timbuktu was sufficient to cover the expenses of the
trading voyage and to provide money — in the cowrie currency
common to the western Sudan, but not to Senegambia - to
purchase further slaves from the south. The Maraka economy was
thus both slave using and slave exporting.34

The greatest kola nut emporium in the woodland savanna
region of Lower Guinea was Kankan, on the Milo river, a
tributary of the upper Niger. The city had grown from a village
to a Dyula merchant republic in the eighteenth century, eclipsing
Bamako. It worked in close alliance with the Fulani theocracy in
Futa Jalon, which indeed was an economic necessity, as Futa
Jalon controlled the routes between Kankan and the coastal
outlets on the Riviéres du Sud and Sierra Leone. In the aftermath
of the Umarian disruption, Kankan adopted a more aggressive
policy in the 1870s. This resulted in an alliance of most neigh-
bouring peoples against ‘the imperialism of Kankan’, and the
fortunes of the city were saved only by the actions of Samory,
whose involvement on behalf of the city was his first move in
taking up a distinctly Muslim position in his great military and
political campaigns.

Kankan was the junction of two of the major trading axes of
the western zone — that which ran north-east, down the valley of
the Niger to Timbuktu, and the north—south routes which started
in the Kaarta Sahel around Nioro and ran via Kita and Siguiri
to Kankan, Bissandugu and Bayla. This was one of the main kola
nut trade routes, one item given in exchange being Saharan rock
salt. To the west of the Kaarta—Kankan axis were other kola nut
routes — one set starting in the Freetown/Port Loko region of
Sierra Leone and crossing the Futa Jalon to Bakel and other towns
on the Senegal. Some kola nuts and other forest produce had been
shipped by European merchants from Sierra Leone to the Gambia
and the Senegal since the sixteenth century.

While there was some through traffic from the Riviéeres du Sud
and Sierra Leone to the lands of the upper Niger and its
tributaries, especially in firearms, Senegambia was the area where
the European-dominated maritime trading systems most signifi-

34 Roberts, ‘Long distance trade and production’, 169-88.
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cantly penetrated the western Sudanic heartlands of the western
economic zone. Senegambia was the nearest sub-Saharan African
region to Europe. The two waterways, the Senegal and the
Gambia, gave a means of access to the economies of the interior
unparalleled in West Africa, and indeed, with only a few similar
examples in the continent as a whole (the Kwanza river in Angola
was one, and the Zambezi in Mozambique another). French and
British traders used the Senegal and Gambia rivers respectively;
in the opposite direction, various Dyula groups similarly exploited
these routes. Foremost among the French and British were two
particular groups, both of great importance in the history of West
Africa. One of these were the people of mixed descent ~ Afro-
Portuguese, Afro-French (¢réoles) and Afro-British — who as small-
scale traders dominated many of the coastal economies from the
Senegal to the Rivieres du Sud until the intervention of big
European, mainly French, firms in the groundnut trade in the
second half of the nineteenth century. The other group was that
of the recaptives or ‘liberated Africans’, the Creoles in the English
sense of the term, who were people of mixed culture in Sierra
Leone and the Gambia, though they were mainly of African
descent. These recaptives played a major role in the economic and
political history of Sierra Leone and, to a lesser extent, of the
Gambia; and also, as migrants, in the economic and political
history of the Gold Coast, Lagos, and Oil rivers and, especially,
in Yorubaland.

There were a number of axes of Dyula trade leading from the
interior to the Senegambian ports. The Gambia river routes ran
from Bamako and other towns on the upper Niger to Barakunda
Falls or MacCarthy Island, the head of navigation on the river.
These routes were controlled by Diakhanke and Malinke Dyula.
In the wet season goods were transported down the Senegal, in
boats owned by the French or Afro-French of St Louis. There
was also a desert camel route from Senegambia to the interior,
from the country of the Trarza Moors north of the Senegal via
Tichit, Walata and Arawan to Timbuktu. By the second half of
the nineteenth century, after the export of slaves had ended, these
interior routes to Senegambia were involved in regional rather
than international trade. The only overseas import of significance
was firearms, and the majority of these destined for the interior
entered via the Riviéres du Sud and Sierra Leone rather than via
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Senegambia. European goods on the upper Niger, mainly textiles,
were still imported by way of Morocco and Tripoli and the
trans-Saharan routes at the end of the 1870s. Curtin concludes,

Even though it was fifty to seventy percent further from [the Middle Niger
valley] to North Africa, the desert routes were dominant until the beginning
of the colonial period; which suggests that camel transportation was at least
fifty to seventy per cent cheaper than the combination of boats on the Senegal
and donkey caravans from [Galam) eastward. The east—west route of Sahel or
savanna, however, was vastly superior to the route through the forest from
the Gulf of Guinea — not because the forest itself was a barrier, but only because
on that route donkeys gave way to human porterage.3$

Senegambia, however, was important in the nineteenth century
not so much because of the trade generated between the coast and
the interior, but because of the cultivation in parts of the region
of groundnuts for export. The cultivation of groundnuts by local
African peoples began along the Gambia in the early 1830s, spread
south towards Sierra Leone, and north into Senegal in the 1840s.
The groundnut (arachis hypogaea) is a plant of the dry savanna.
Along the Rivieres du Sud and in northern Sierra Leone
groundnuts were produced largely by slave labour, which was
supplied from Futa Jalon and elsewhere in the interior by Dyula
and other merchants. Along the Gambia, in Sine-Salum, the
Rufisque/Petite-Cote region, in Cayor and along the lower
Senegal, groundnut production was mainly by free labour — that
of the owners of the land being supplemented by seasonal migrant
labour from the interior. These ‘strange farmers’ of the Gambia
and ‘navétanes’ in Senegal were the people, Dyula and others, who
previously had come down to the coast to trade in wax, ivory and
slaves.36 As in the palm-oil regions of the eastern economic zone,
this African production of a major export item stimulated the
development of a host of service and supplementary activities,
such as transportation, marketing and feeding. Groundnut
production also led to considerable social change and diversifi-
cation, in regions which were either already predominantly
Muslim by the 1870s, or were becoming so.

The pioneer merchants of the groundnut export trade had been
African and Eurafrican traders, but from the 186os these were

3s Curtin, Economic change, 281-3.

36 Colin W. Newbury, ‘Prices and profitability in early nineteenth century West
African trade’ in Claude Meillassoux (ed.}, The development of indigenous trade and markets
in West Africa (London, 1971), 96.
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being put out of independent business by the representatives of
the big European firms. By this time, along the whole of the gone
arachide from Senegal to Sierra Leone, French commercial interests
had gained the upper hand over their American and British rivals.
British industry preferred palm oil for soap-making and other
uses, leaving the way open for French industrialists to promote
the groundnut as a source of oil for similar processes, and for
Marseilles (and to a lesser extent, Bordeaux and Nantes) merchants
to dominate the trade. French tariffs discriminated against
‘colonial’ produce imported in foreign vessels, and this meant in
effect that West African groundnuts were transported in French
ships. At the outset of peanut commercialisation, French mer-
cantilist policy also imposed metropolitan processing on Sene-
gambia, a pattern of colonial dependence which became
increasingly restrictive after partition. By the 1860s and 1870s the
French had established a commercial hegemony over the Upper
Guinea coast. This corresponds to some extent with the British
position over the Lower Guinea coast, although this was by no
means hegemonic; the British had to face German, and to a lesser
extent, French competition. The commercial framework in the
coastal regions, so clearly apparent by the 1870s, indicated fairly
exactly the pattern of later colonial penetration. The persistence
of British Sierra Leonean and Gambian interests, and of French
activity on the Dahomian coast, and the failure of the Anglo-
French exchange proposals of 1875 and 1876, emphasise the
ability of small pressure groups to exert negative influence upon
apathetic governments rather than either a departure from the
predominant overseas trading patterns of the two economic zones
or the opening moves in a territorial partition of West Africa.

B. SOUTH OF THE EQUATOR

Africa south of the equator is nearly synonymous with Bantu
Africa. Since the Late Stone Age, this part of Africa has been less
densely populated than that to the north. South of the equator
farming populations only started to build up their numbers within
the Iron Age. Forest and bush remained largely uncleared. Tsetse
infestation was widespread, and the beast of burden was practically
unknown. Human societies were smaller and more isolated. The
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combinations of production and trade were markedly less
developed than those which had taken root in most parts of West
Africa. The growth of more intensive economic activity, ‘market-
ortented’, in which trade freed itself from the shackles of sub-
sistence and kinship, depended very largely on the intrusion into
areas of Bantu Africa of overseas trade and commerce (and also
settlement), whereas in West Africa this overseas factor was only
one among other entirely indigenous elements of economic
growth. Economic change in Bantu Africa, and the social and
political restructuring which accompanied it (often violently),
was mainly dependent upon Indian Ocean and European/
Atlantic economic systems. In contrast to West Africa, there were
few instances in Bantu Africa of the growth or exploitation of
agricultural resources for overseas markets. Also in contrast to
West Africa, many of the outposts of those overseas economic
systems were colonies of settlement rather than mere trading
enclaves.

Three distinctive and complex trading and colonial systems had
by the 1870s spread their economic tentacles over much of Bantu
Africa. The Arab Indian-Ocean network operated in eastern
Africa from its African base on Zanzibar island. Portuguese
colonisation and especially trade had penetrated far inland from
the coasts of Mozambique and Angola, while the southern lands
of Bantu Africa were already well within the outreach of South
African British colonial and Afrikaner republican economies. The
north-western segment of Bantu Africa was the exception to this
type of economic penetration. Here, the situation in the coastal
region from the Cameroun estuary to the Congo estuary resembled
that in West Africa: the difference was in the hinterland, which
contained no equivalent of the western Sudan and Sahel, and no
long-standing connections with the world of Islam.

This north-western equatorial hinterland also differed from
other isolated hinterlands in Bantu Africa, notably the inter-
lacustrine region and the savanna lands of southern Zaire. These
other comparatively isolated countries were agriculturally rich
and fertile, and could thus support large populations. This was
especially the case with the interlacustrine lands, where large
political units were able to take root. But the hinterland of
north-western equatorial Africa was poor in economic and human
resources. Farming was difficult, and political communities small
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and fragile. The differences between the equatorial country to the
north-west of the Congo basin, and that to the north-east (the
interlacustrine lands), had a profound ecological effect on the ways
in which these regions reacted to the introduction of European
colonisation.

WESTERN EQUATORIAL AFRICA

From Mount Cameroun south to the Congo estuary economic
patterns similar to many of those of the Central Sudan/Lower
Guinea zone had been established by the 1870s, but on a smaller
scale. Leading groups among the coastal peoples, notably the
Duala, the Mpongwe and the Vili acted as entrepeneurs for the
European commercial firms which dealt in palm and kernel oil
and ivory. For a century or more before the 1870s, however, much
of this region experienced very large movements of population,
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similar in size, and in some respects in political consequences, to
the Nguni/Ngoni migrations of southern Africa. These popula-
tion movements modified agricultural production and trade, in
many instances adversely.

Fang people, who had previously lived north of the Cameroun
rain forest, began to move south in the late eighteenth century.
By the beginning of the nineteenth century they were already
entering the forest zone, adapting their grassfields culture to the
more difficult forest environment. These forests were sparsely
inhabited by Pygmy people, who were eradicated or absorbed by
the Fang migrants. The Fang were politically acephalous, but laid
great stress on the acqusition of wealth, which resulted in
considerable social differentiation. Their migration was very
rapid. By the 1840s Fang groups were exchanging ivory for guns
with European traders and their African agents on the Gabon
river estuary; thirty years later they had reached the Ogowe river,
after having expanded southwards some 8oo km from their
northern homelands. Elephant hunting by the Fang accounted for
much of the ivory collected in the forests of Cameroun and
Gabon, and their infiltration towards the coast was aimed at
eliminating the Duala and Mpongwe middlemen.

In the early nineteenth century slaves were the chief export of
western equatorial Africa. Some slaves were exported northwards,
across the Sahara trade routes; others from the coastal hinterlands
of Cameroun and Gabon were sold for export to the Americas
till as late as the 1880s. But by the middle of the century the export
trade in slaves was clearly in decline. The trade goods that
replaced slaves were ivory, palm oil, kola, hardwoods and, later,
wild rubber. Most of the ivory came from the Cameroun savannas
and woodlands. The history of the trading systems by which this
ivory reached the outside world is complex, and provides a
striking example of the capacity of African merchants to wrest
trade from European factors, who, at first sight, would appear to
have been better advantaged.

The middlemen of the northern Cameroun coast were the
Duala, who exercised the same kind of economic role as did the
Ibibio and Ijo people of the Niger delta. Most of the Duala
merchant princes had successfully manipulated the change from
slave exporting to palm oil and ivory production and exchange.
British firms dominated the Duala coast, where British missionary
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societies had been operating since the 1840s. The Hamburg firm
of Woermann had begun to compete with this British presence
from 1863, and it was representatives of this firm who signed
treaties with the Duala merchant princes in 1884.

South of Cameroun, from the Spanish station at Bata to the
Congo estuary, was a long and rather inhospitable coast. The
French had founded their freed-slave settlement of Libreville on
the Gabon estuary in 1848, but external trade on the coast was
dominated by the British. The illegal slave trade persisted until
the end of the 186os; ‘legitimate’ trade commodities were ivory
and hardwoods. The role of middlemen, similar to that of the
Duala in Cameroun, was played by Mpongwe merchant princes,
but the business of trade was complex and protracted. Inland,
Mpongwe trading activities were challenged by the Fang, who
had reached the Gabon coast south of the Ogowe river by the
1870s. The Fang traded for guns, and were formidable
adversaries.

By the 1870s British and other traders were becoming more
assertive. The old complicated system of credit had broken down.
The traders advanced up the rivers, setting up stations and using
Mpongwe as their agents. Wild rubber supplanted ivory as the
main export. When slaves were no longer exported, they were
used as labourers by Fang and Mpongwe to gather the wild
rubber, and to transport it by canoe down the west-flowing rivers.
There was little or no French participation in this trade.

South of the Ogowe river a different pattern of trading had
grown up. Here, the economy of the region had been dominated
by the powerful Vili state of Loango and the lesser kingdoms of
Kakongo and Ngoyi on the coast, and by the Teke (Tyo) kingdom
inland to the north of Malebo Pool (Stanley Pool). These states
had been active in the slave trade, and indeed the power of the
kings of the Loango coast had been largely usurped by an official
known as mafuk, the governor of harbours and ‘a minister of trade
and Europeans’.3? Power was passing from agnatic noble groups
to powerful businessmen and commoner village headmen. Fang
and other people of the upper Ogowe and the coastlands to the
south of Cape Lopez traded with the Vili and Teke kingdoms
rather than with the Mpongwe trading stations around the Gabon
estuary. By the second half of the nineteenth century these

37 Jan Vansina, Kingdoms of the savanna (Madison, 1966), 195.
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kingdoms were in economic contact with an even wider trading
system in the interior of western equatorial Afria.

When in 1877 Stanley was travelling down the Congo river,
he left the sphere of Swahili-Arab ivory and slave-trading
activities at Stanley Falls (Kisangani). At Lisala, 450 km further
downstream, he came upon a trade in firearms being undertaken
by the Ngala people. Indeed, by the 1870s the outreach of Ngala
trading was as far east as Basoko, only 200 km from Stanley Falls.
South of the area where the Ikelemba tributary joined the Congo,
the Ngala gave way as the river-side traders to the Bobangi. The
Bobangi controlled the trade on a soo km stretch of the river, as
far south as the Kwa river confluence, at no great distance from
the borders of the Teke kingdom.

Before the impact of the European Atlantic slave-trading system
on the central Congo basin in the eighteenth century, the Bobangi
were fisherfolk living in the triangle between the Congo and
Ubangi rivers. There they had developed a typical river-bank
trading network within the forest zone, similar in its main aspects
to the desert-side economies of the Saharan and Sudanic lands.
Fishermen exchanged fish for agricultural products, mainly
cassava. They made pots from river-bank clay and extracted salt
from river-side grasses, which they exchanged with the ‘inland’
people for vines which were used for making fish nets, cloth and
mats. Such local trading networks, seldom spreading over more
than a hundred square kilometres, were common throughout the
whole of the Congo river basin region.

During the eighteenth century the central part of the Congo
basin was drawn into the expanding Atlantic slave-trading system.
Slaves, bought from all the major ethnic groups of the basin, were
taken by canoe to markets, like those around Malebo Pool in the
Teke kingdom, and then marched overland to the European
shippers on the Loango and Kongo coasts. The Bobangi fishermen
responded with alacrity to these enlarged economic circumstances.
They established settlements on the Congo river south of their
homeland, and by the middle of the nineteenth century they
dominated the river trade. The key section for Bobangi control
of trade was the narrow ‘channel’ between Tshumbiri and
Missongo, where the river narrows from being several kilometres
wide upstream to a single channel only a few hundred metres
across. As the slave trade came to an end, so, opportunely, the
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price of ivory rose rapidly in response to the increasing demand
in Europe and North America. Slaves, however, continued to be
used in large numbers by the Bobangi traders. A number of these
traders rose to prominence, creating riverain firms based on slave
labour, some slaves becoming trusted agents and rich men on their
own account. The transition from local fishermen traders to
powerful merchant houses, fiercely competitive amongst them-
selves, caused severe social tensions, which encouraged the
merchant chiefs, known as makongi, largely to abandon their
matrilineal kinship structure and to turn to slaves even as a means
of increasing their population. The economic success of the
Bobangi was won at a heavy social price: by the end of the century
they had a very low birth rate, which continued into the colonial
period.

Ivory followed the same main routes to the coast as had slaves
in earlier decades, coming from far and wide over the Congo basin
and from as far north as the upper Ubangi river. Here the Bonjo
were famous ivory hunters; they traded the tusks to the Loi who
in turn traded them to the Bobangi. The upper Ubangi was close
to the territory of the somewhat amorphous Bandia sultanate of
Bangassou, which presided over the trade in ivory and slaves that
was conducted either through the Nilotic Sudan or via Wadai and
the trans-Saharan route to Benghazi. The hunters of the Sanga
river valley were Pygmies, and as the headwaters of the river
reached towards Adamawa, there was competition for ivory in
this region between traders from the Congo basin, the Cameroun
coast and Bornu. Ivory transported out of the central basin in the
great canoes of the Bobangi merchants converged on the markets
around Malebo Pool: it was then taken overland to the European
factors on the coast, mainly to Ambriz via Sio Salvador. Earlier
in the century the Bobangi had attempted to take over the Teke
markets by force. After failing to do so, they agreed to continue
their profitable trade, using the Teke as intermediaries, but not
to set up their own market towns on the Pool.

The Bobangi and other Congolese peoples, however, did not
limit their response to the economic opportunities created by the
international system merely to providing its basic requirements:
slaves and ivory. A regional economy was built up, covering the
entire river basin, which made intensive use of the facilities of the
slave and ivory trades: canoe transportation, brass-rod currency,
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brokerage agencies, commercial relationships. The Bobangi con-
trolled the middle Congo, the artery of the regional economy; but
other riverain people controlled the commerce on all its main
tributaries. The chief item of this regional trade was cassava: the
more both the international and the regional networks grew, the
more the demand for cassava increased. Cassava, which was a food
crop that could be stored in the ground for up to two years, was
grown by the ‘inland’ people away from the rivers, and was traded
to the riversiders, who took it by canoe down the tributaries to
the Bobangi towns on the main river. The volume of the cassava
trade was immense —in 1885 it was reported that 4o tons a day
went down the Alima river alone. Other trade crops included
tobacco, palm oil and palm wine, and vegetable salt. Craft
manufacturing produced cloth, pottery, iron knives and spears,
and canoes. The construction of the great trading canoes, which
were up to twenty metres long, involved the concerted efforts of
large teams of men. Much of the iron and iron work came from
the rich iron-ore district between the headwaters of the Alima and
Kuku rivers (tributaries of the Congo) and the Ogowe. This iron
work was transported by canoe south to Mbe (the capital) and
to other markets in the Teke kingdom, and north and east up the
Ikelemba and Tshuapa rivers to the lands of the Mongo. European
textiles, firearms and ammunition, and other goods were
exchanged for the cassava, iron and other products of the Congo
basin, as well as for ivory, which was the main item of export to
the international system. Up to the 1870s at least, the incursion
of European goods seemed to stimulate the regional economy
rather than stifle it.

The situation in the central Congo basin by the early 1870s was
paradoxical. Despite the disruption and destruction of the slave
and ivory trades, the regional economy flourished. The increased
production was

real growth in the sense that it was based on the application of previously
underemployed productive capacity... The income was widely distributed
because in most cases it went directly to producers...and did not go to enrich
political authorities...It was the traders, above all, who benefited from the
trade, for the output of many producers passed through the hands of each
trader. .. the trading centres had emerged as the points at which the wealth of
the central Zaire basin was being concentrated.38

38 Robert W. Harms, River of wealth, river of sorrow: the central Zaire basin in the era
of the slave and ivory trade, 1500-1891 (New Haven and London, 1981), 70.
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It was these centres, and the regional trade as a whole, that proved
so attractive to the colonial officials of King Leopold, and yet were
so vulnerable to their intervention.

The Teke kingdom, based on the sandy plateau north of Malebo
Pool, had maintained its integrity, although it had become greatly
dependent upon overseas trade. From the markets on the banks
of the Pool, the Teke supplied the Bobangi with European trade
goods, and took over the produce transported from the interior
forests. This was carried, not generally down the main Congo
river, which passed over a series of hazardous cataracts between
the Pool and the estuary, but via the small rivers and streams that
led through the hilly region north and south of the lower Congo,
to the coast. In the north, the trade was handed over to the Vili
and Lumbo peoples of the Loango coast. To the south, among
the Bakongo, most of the traders were also Vili, who transacted
their business with the European firms on the coast, from the
harbours of the estuary to as far south as Ambriz. British, Dutch,
French, Portuguese, American and other merchants operated on
the Loango coast, on the Congo estuary, and to the south up to
the ill-defined frontier of Portuguese Angola, but the British
predominated. Slaves were still being exported in the early 1870s,
but this was the final flicker of the old trade. The main exports
were ivory, palm oil and palm kernels, gum and beeswax, cotton
and coffee, mostly traded illegally out of Angola.

Ivory was traded from the Kwango river valley by Zombo
traders, but the outreach of the coastal trading economy had not,
by 1870, reached the basin of the northern Kasai and its tributary
rivers. Here, Kuba, Lulua, Pende and other peoples, were still
largely untouched by the outside world. Their rich agricultural
countryside supported only small-scale, regional trade. Much
nearer the Congo mouth, however, vine rubber was being
collected and exported by the middle of the 1870s. Soon wild
rubber was to outrun all other exports. Imports included textiles,
alcohol and firearms. By the 1870s the political cohesion of the
states of the Loango coast had broken down almost completely,
and trade suffered accordingly. Increasingly, more and more of
the trade of the whole Congo area was being concentrated on the
ports of the estuary itself. The agents of European commerce were
making concerted efforts to cut out the African middlemen, and
to reach the economically productive areas. The estuary region
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had become one of the most important trading areas in Africa for
the British, comparable in value to the oil trade of southern
Nigeria. As in southern Nigeria, the international economy
accelerated political, social and economic diversification. The
economic base of much of western equatorial Africa was pre-
cariously balanced in the pre-colonial nineteenth century. The
region lacked natural resources, such as the oil-palm of West
Africa, and the skilled labour which produced the manufactures
of the towns in the Sudanic zone. This balance was seriously
disturbed by the colonial conquests and by the harsh exploitation
of the concessionary companies. A region with sparse human and
natural resources, it underwent progressive impoverishment
until well into the twentieth century.

EASTERN AFRICA: THE TRADING SPHERE OF THE
SWAHILI-ARABS

By the 1870s the Swahili-Arab penetration of East Africa was
largely responsible for the major restructuring of much of the
region. The focus of this penetration was Zanzibar. From his
island capital, Sultan Bargash ibn Sa‘id exercised some sort of
political authority over much of the 1,200 km coastline from
Brava in the north to Tongui on Cape Delgado in the south.3®
He was also attempting to strengthen a tenuous authority over
a few centres in the interior. Almost all the external trade of East
Africa was funnelled through the port of Zanzibar. American,
British, French and German commercial firms dealt in ivory, gum
copal, cloves and hides; most of the ivory went to America and
India, while the sesame went to France. Foreign goods imported
into Zanzibar included cotton cloths, beads, firearms and specie,
the last mainly in the form of Maria Theresa dollars and Spanish
piastres. The trade in cowries was 2 form of export of specie.
Cowries from the Indian Ocean were transported to West Africa
by German firms in a triangular trade between northern Europe
and the Indian- and Atlantic-Ocean coasts of Africa.

In the earlier years of European economic activity at Zanzibar,
during the rule of Sultan Sa‘id, British trade had been insig-
nificant compared with that of America, France and Germany,

39 C. S. Nicholls, The Swabili coast: politics, diplomacy and trade on the East African
littoral, 1798~1856 (London, 1971), 321.
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although the activity of Indian traders, who were already British
subjects, was sufficient to warrant the appointment of a British
consul from 1844 onwards. After the accession of Sultan Bargash
in 1871, and the appointment of Sir John Kirk as British consul
the same year, this situation was reversed, and more British
shipping used Zanzibar harbour than that of any other state. All
shipping companies were able to take advantage of the opening
of the Suez Canal in 1869. In the 1870s British and British-Indian
trade was twice that of Germany and almost three times that of
America. The sultans of Oman and Zanzibar had signed a number
of diplomatic and commercial treaties with America, France and
Britain — the last being primarily anti-slave trade treaties. The
culmination of these was the treaty of 1873, which formally
abolished the export of slaves from Bargash’s domains.

Strategically, and to a considerable extent economically,
Zanzibar was an enclave of British Indian-Ocean power; the
consuls were directly responsible to the Bombay government. But
if the island was ‘a satellite of Europe’s growing power in the
Indian Ocean’,% it was a client state upon which converged a host
of economic endeavours which were only partly dependent upon
the European capitalist economic system. One of these quasi-
independent economic factors was the role of Indian traders and
bankers. The finances of Zanzibar were controlled by Indians,
who came originally from Kutch, Surat and Bombay. The
controller of Zanzibar’s customs — a vital post in the economic
life of the island and of much of East Africa — was an Indian.
Indian bankers financed the caravan trade to the interior, offering
credit at very high rates of interest. Many of the island’s clove
plantations were mortgaged to Indian money-lenders. The flow
of trade to and from India — carried in East African or Arabian
ships — amounted to at least two-thirds of that to Europe and
America. Another largely independent axis of trade was that
between Zanzibar on the one hand, and Oman and the Persian
Gulf, the southern coast of Arabia, and the Red Sea on the other.
Arab traders brought silk and cotton goods, coffee, dates and salt
in exchange for slaves, cloves and timber. These Arab traders
benefited from the general economic expansion of the East
African coast.

After ivory, the most important of East African exports were

“ john liffe, A modern bistory of Tanganyika (Cambridge, 1979), 40.
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cloves, gum copal, hides and cowries. The last three were
gathered or collected, and traded, by the coastal Swahili-speaking
people and their slaves. They were transported by local ships to
Zanzibar, which monopolised the trade of the coast. All these
productive and trading activities profited from the overall
development of the economy of the region. The increase in the
production of cloves on Zanzibar and Pemba islands was
particularly marked. These clove plantations were worked by
slaves in conditions not dissimilar to those of the American south.
Sugar plantations, also worked by slaves, were established by
Arab landowners along the Pengani estuary.

The history of the Swahili-Arab penetration of the East African
mainland can be summed up in one word: ivory. The collection
of wild rubber ousted ivory from its predominant position only
in the late 1870s. Until then, the hunting of ivory and its
transportation to the coast had brought about an intense trans-
formation of all the major, and most of the smaller societies of
East Africa: few people were able to escape its exactions.*! In the
course of the nineteenth century there were a series of ivory
frontiers, which advanced ever deeper into the interior of East
Africa. By the 1860s most of modern Tanzania and eastern Kenya
had been denuded of elephants. The frontier had moved south
into northern Mozambique and the Lake Malawi (Lake Nyasa)
region, west across Lake Tanganyika into the Manyema region
(Zaire), north-east into Bunyoro and Buganda, and north towards
lake Turkana, and the Ethiopian borderlands. Here the elephant
hunters who had trading connections with Zanzibar came into
contact with Oromo and Sidama hunters who sold their ivory into
the Ethiopian trading system. In northern Bunyoro the outreach
of Zanzibar came into contact with the ja/ldba and other traders
who sent their ivory down the Nile to Khartoum and Cairo. In
the lands between Lake Malawi and Katanga, the Zanzibar system
connected with ivory traders who fed into the Portuguese trading
diasporas from Angola and the lower Zambezi. By the 1870s much
of Bantu Africa was, or had been in the recent past, the scene of
unprecedented slaughter of elephants in the interests of the ivory
trade.

The consequences of this predatory economic activity were
varied. In what is now Tanzania, the passing of the ivory frontier

*t Ibid., 40.
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left something of an economic void, although the manning,
feeding and servicing of the trade caravans from the regions
beyond was still a considerable enterprise. The withdrawal of the
dominant economic factor led to greater political insecurity and
uncertainty, especially as the importation of firearms tended to
increase. Survival became the dominant theme for the local
political leaders and, in the last resort, for their peoples. Some
states became conservative and emphasised the unifying force of
ritual. Other states opted for the barrel of the gun, and recruited
mercenary troops to defend or extend their interests. In practice,
the more successful states combined both the old and the new
techniques, in desperate attempts at political restructuring in the
face of external and internal dangers. Ngoni or Ngoni-like states
still dominated Songea and the southern highlands of Tanzania.
The new Hehe state reached the peak of its power in the 1870s,
and was remarkable for its reliance on spears rather than guns.
Among the Nyamwezi there was two outstandingly successful
war-lords, Mirambo and Nyungu ya Mawe, who incorporated
many formerly independent small kingdoms. Both employed
mercenary troops, called rugaruga; both were politically conserva-
tive and administratively attenuated. In the north-eastern
Tanzania and in southern Kenya, the power of the strife-torn
Masai had greatly declined, to the advantage of the Chaga
chiefdoms and of the stateless Kikuyu. The Kikuyu were
expanding territorially from the mountain pastures of Mount
Kenya and the Nyandarua range; they kept Arab traders at bay,
having transactions only through Kamba intermediaries. In the
western highlands of Kenya, the Nandi had risen in power as the
Masai declined. A new kind of leader emerged, borrowed from
the Masai and called the orkoiyot, who predicted the future, read
the omens, and enabled the Nandi to reach military and economic
decisions. Under the inspiration of their orkosyot, the Nandi
became the dominant people between the Rift Valley and Lake
Victoria.

Whereas the old-established interlacustrine kingdoms of
Rwanda and Burundi remained largely unaffected by the ivory-
based Arab trading system, Buganda and Bunyoro reacted
vigorously to it. As in Tanzania, there was an acceleration in the
incidence of violence. Bunyoro, under Mukama Kamurasi
(d. 1869) and his successor Kabarega, greatly revived in power,
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and entered upon a further period of conflict with Buganda. Both
sides equipped themselves with firearms, obtained from the
Swahili-Arabs of Tabora in exchange for ivory. Kabarega
employed Khartoumers to train and lead his newly armed
regiments. Sir Samuel Baker, the agent of Khedive Ismiil,
reached Bunyoro at the head of an armed expedition in 1872.
Mutesa’s response was to turn to Zanzibar for support. Stanley’s
arrival in Buganda in 1874 via the Swahili-Arab caravan route led
the way to the advent of British Anglican missionaries at the
capital in 1877. Buganda was potentially the stronger of the two
kingdoms. The processes of bureaucratisation and centralisation
were as marked in Buganda as in any East African polity. The
kabaka was at the head of the twin hierarchies into which the
society was divided, the territorial chiefs and the clan heads.
Furthermore, the ruler was able to appoint his own men to most
of the major military and administrative offices of state. The
kabaka personally dominated the kingdom of Buganda.

The partially arabised and islamised region of Manyema to the
west of Lake Tanganyika was likewise personally dominated by
the Swabhili- Arab trader, Tippu Tip. Like other Arabs and Swahili
operating in the interior of East Africa, Tippu’s aims were
primarily commercial, but when he commenced operating in the
forests of Manyema, among mainly stateless and politically
unstable peoples, he was forced to exercise a kind of suzerainty,
with a Swahili-Arab bureaucracy and with slave armies, so as to
procure ivory. The centre of Manyema, around Tippu Tip’s
headquarters at Kasongo, was well-ordered and productive, but
the ivory frontier, which reached well to the west of the Lomami
river and north down the Lualaba towards the future Stanley Falls,
was lawless and violent. It was with Tippu Tip’s approval and
support that Stanley started his journey down the Lualaba in 1876,
a journey which was ‘decisive in opening the whole Congo basin
to European influence, and indeed in transforming the central belt
of Africa into a paper playground for European politicians.’#?

In the wake of the ivory trade came the internal trade in slaves,
and the spread of domestic slavery as an institution among the
agricultural peoples of the East African interior. By the 1870s, in
spite of Zanzibari prohibitions, some slaves continued to be
exported from Africa to the Arabian peninsula and surrounding

*2 Ruth Slade, King Leopold’s Congo (London, 1962), 23—4.
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lands. But most slaves were used inside East Africa. Many
laboured on the clove plantations of Zanzibar and Pemba, or on
the new sugar and cereal estates on the Swahili coast. The majority
were involved in agricultural production, in a region where
traditional rural economies were coming increasingly under
strain. Slaves were used for porterage and as soldiers. There was
some local slavery — people losing their liberty for a variety of
reasons, but staying put. There was also long-distance slave
trading, mainly from the Lake Malawi region, Katanga, and what
is now north-eastern Zambia. Here Yao (to the east and south of
Lake Malawi), Nyamwezi and Swahili-Arabs had penetrated the
lands of the Maravi, Chewa, Bemba and other peoples west of
Lake Malawi and north of the Zambezi river.

In the mid-century there were three main Yao chiefs who
competed against each other for control of the lucrative slave and
ivory trade routes to Kilwa. ‘ Their towns became bustling centres
of population far larger than any previously known in that part
of East Africa.” By about 1880 * their successors realised that their
long term interests dictated a greater need for co-operation than
for competition...[they] were attempting to deal more efficiently
with their coastal trading partners and with the Sultan of Zanzibar
by encouraging the development of literacy in Arabic script’.43
The Yao were reacting to changes in the East-African/Indian-
Ocean trading system that were only very indirectly, if at all,
influenced by European activities.

The area south of Manyema and Lake Tanganyika, and west of
Lake Malawi, had been penetrated by Swahili-Arab and Nyamwezi
traders since the beginning of the century. By 1870 the Nyamwezi,
known locally as Yeke, under the leadership of a trading chief
known as Msiri, ‘the mosquito’, had built up a large area of
political patronage in Katanga. This region, called Garenganze,
threatened the economic livelihood and political stability of the
western Lunda kingdom of the Mwata Kazembe and, to a lesser
extent, of the eastern Lunda kingdom also. Msiri based his power
on ivory hunting, elephants still being plentiful in the borderlands
between the two old kingdoms. He also controlled the rich trade
of the Copperbelt. Msiri not only used the caravan route to Ujiji
and Zanzibar, butalso by the 1870s had linked up with Ovimbundu

4* Edward A. Alpers, ‘The nineteenth century: prelude to colonialism’ in
B. A. Ogot (ed.), Zamani: a survey of East African bistory (Nairobi, new edn 1974).

75

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



AFRICA ON THE EVE OF PARTITION

traders travelling from Lovale, and thus had an outlet to Angola.
North of Garenganze the once powerful Luba state, centred on
the Lomami river, which had previously benefited from Bisa trade
routes to the east and Bihe (Ovimbundu) traders from the west,
was also succumbing to east coast pressure. Tippu Tip conquered
the northern parts of the kingdom, while Msiri encroached from
the south. The rapidly expanding Bemba polity, on the plateau
between the Luapula and Luangwa valleys, owed much of its
political and military success to links with Swahili-Arab and
Nyamwezi traders, notably Tippu Tip. Bembaland, which was
poor country agriculturally, became another great reservoir for
ivory and slaves.+4

It must be stressed that alongside, and supporting, the non-
productive ivory and slave trades went a great amount of local
and regional trade, in copper, iron and ironware and, in particular,
food. In 1872 Stanley described the vigorous mingling of regional
and long-distance trade at Ujiji market:

There were the agricultural and pastoral Wajiji, with their flocks and herds;
there were the fishermen from Ukaranga and Kaole, from beyond Bangwe, and
even from Urundi, with their whitebait, which they call dogara...there were
the palm-oil merchants, principally from Uijiji and Urundi, with great five-gallon
pots full of reddish oil, of the consistency of butter; there were the salt
merchants from the salt plains of Uvinza and Uhha; there were the ivory
merchants from Uvira and Usowa; there were the canoe-makers from Ugoma
and Urundi; there were the cheap-Jack pedlars from Zanzibar, selling flimsy
prints, and brokers exchanging blue mutunda beads for sami-sami, and
sungomazzi, and sofi.+5

By the 1870s maize, which in 1800 had been confined to the coast
where it had been introduced by the Portuguese, was grown
extensively throughout East Africa. Yet even if people had the
means to feed themselves better, there was undoubtedly a
widespread economic and political crisis in the area. A few rulers,
notably Mutesa, Mirambo and Tippu Tip, responded to the crisis
by attempting to increase the scale of their various relationships
and dealings. Most, however, merely struggled for survival.
Sultan Bargash himself, egged on by Consul Kirk, attempted for
the first time to assert his authority in the interior. The crisis was
basically associated with the international trading system, a system

44 A. D. Roberts, A bistory of the Bemba: political growth and change in north-eastern

Zambia before 1900 (London, 1973), 6, ‘Politics and trade”’.
+s H. M. Stanley, How [ Found Livingstone (London, new edn 1895), 387-8.
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which was experiencing ‘ rising prices, falling profits, and growing
competition for trade. Zanzibar had preferred the cheapness of
informal empire but now found it no longer worked.’#6

The island of Madagascar had economic ties with south-eastern
Africa of long duration, but more significant were its growing
links with French commercial expansion. Those went hand in
hand with a remarkable religious and cultural revolution
experienced by the Hova of the dominant state of Merina. Many
of the Hova accepted Christianity in a more radical manner than
did the majority of societies exposed to the alien religion on the
continental mainland at that time. The dilemma facing the Hova
was that this was a Protestant version of Christianity, propagated
by British missionaries.

FROM ANGOLA TO MOZAMBIQUE: PORTUGUESE ECONOMIC
ACTIVITIES AND THEIR OUTREACH

The whole of a wide belt across Bantu Africa, from between the
Dande and Cunene rivers in the west to Cape Delgado and
Lourengo Marques in the east, was influenced, to a greater or
lesser extent, by economic activities generated by the presence of
Portuguese mercantile endeavours on the Atlantic and Indian
Ocean coasts. The influence was largely indirect; the Portuguese
offered the opportunity, the gateway to the world overseas, but
initiatives remained largely in African hands. Even within the
colony of Angola, African chiefdoms were often powerful enough
to be able to control trade and production.

In the 186os the boundaries of the Portuguese colony of Angola
were receding and its economy was passing through a deep
recession. The trade in and status of slaves were abolished
officially between 1858 and 1878 (formal abolition took place in
all Portuguese colonies in 1875), and these measures caused
considerable disruption. The colony experienced a2 minor cotton
boom during the American Civil War, but this soon collapsed,
and was followed by a severe financial crisis. Furthermore, the
Portuguese conducted a series of disastrous wars, against the
outlying Kongo people in the north and against the ruler of
Kasanje in the east. In 1863 Kasanje was abandoned for the second
time, and Malange, some 5o km from the Kwanza valley, became

¢ Nliffe, .4 modern history of Tanganyika, 48.
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the staple market, or feira, for northern Angola; Bihe, in
Ovimbundu country, was its southern counterpart. By this time,
however, Kasanje had lost much of its economic importance. By
1866 the Portuguese had withdrawn from most of the centres
north of the Dande river, in the old territory of the Kongo
kingdom, which had been painfully reoccupied in the previous
decade. The ancient kingdom of Kongo had long disintegrated
into three or more separate chiefdoms, although the royal dynasty,
which had religious significance for the Kongo people, still
reigned in Sdo Salvador, which had been reduced by the latter part
of the eighteenth century to no more than a village.

There was also a withdrawal in the south from Humbe on the
Cunene river, to Huila, the only Portuguese settlement on the
plateau inland from the fishing port of Mogamedes. Only about
2,000 of the colony’s 400,000 inhabitants were white Portuguese,
and most of these lived in Luanda, the capital. The descendants
of mixed marriages settled and traded beyond the frontiers of the
colony, some as pombeiros (agents of Portuguese merchants) or
sertanefos (backwoodsmen). Coffee was grown in the Kwanza
valley, the heartland of the colony, by African farmers and by
Portuguese or Brazilian plantation owners, both groups using
slave (or servile) labour. It was not until the 1890s that the
plantation owners achieved a dominant position, to become the
coffee barons of Angola.4? Sugar was also grown in small
plantations near the coast. Vine rubber, gathered by the Chokwe,
was first exported in 1869, and in time came to rival ivory as the
commercial alternative to the trade in slaves in providing a
foundation to the precarious economy of the colony.

Portuguese control over Mozambique was even more tenuous
than that over Angola. Their rule comprised footholds —- or
toeholds — on some of the coastal islets or harbours, from
Mozambique Island in the north to Lourengo Marques (the
modern Maputo) in the south. Lourengo Marques was rapidly
growing in importance as the chief outlet from the Afrikaner
South African Republic (Transvaal) in its hinterland, but the
development of its port and commercial facilities was largely in
British, Dutch and German hands. In 1875 the Portuguese
undertook to construct a railway from Lourengo Marques to

47 David Birmingham, * The coffee barons of Cazengo’, J. Afr. Hist.,, 1978, 19, 4,
523—38.
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Pretoria. The older pattern of trade was breaking down, with the
Tsonga people acting as middlemen in an ivory-dominated
economic zone covering northern Zulu country, the eastern
Transvaal and Gaza country in southern Mozambique. The most
significant feature of this breakdown was the collapse of the
Afrikaner republic of Zoutpansberg in 1867, after two decades of
intensive elephant hunting.4® The Portuguese trader and free
booter, Albasini, played a dominant role in the affairs of this
hunting state and continued to operate in the north-eastern
Transvaal into the 1880s. By this time, southern Mozambique was
already intertwined with the growth of the mining economy of
South Africa.

The ports north of the mouth of the Zambesi were an extension
of the East African coastal system. Even where the Portuguese
maintained their toeholds —on Mog¢ambique island, Angoche
island and Quelimane — the commerce of the coast was dominated
by Muslim Africans. These traded with Yao and Makua middle-
men for ivory and slaves from the interior. Slaves continued to
be transported in considerable numbers to the Hova and Sakalava
kingdoms on Madagascar until the beginning of the twentieth
century. The only really significant Portuguese presence in the
interior of Mozambique consisted of the immense estates called
prazos da coroa (grants of crown land). The coastal prazes, which
produced coconuts and sugar, were amenable to some govern-
mental control. The inland prages, up the Zambezi valley, were
to all intents independent African chiefdoms. By the 1870s these
had coalesced into four conquest states, each ruled by a dynastic
clan which had become to a large extent Africanised. Three were
in the Zambezi valley, between the Shire confluence and Zumbo;
the fourth was in Manicaland, south of the river. This was ruled
by the da Sousa family, and acted as a buffer between the Gaza
Ngoni and the Zambezi pragos. The prazo chiefs entered into close
relations with neighbouring states and peoples, north and south
of the river. They traded in slaves, gold and ivory, often
employing aggressive and violent methods. By the end of the
1870s Manuel Antonio da Sousa was extending his power
amongst the eastern Shona peoples, who continued to trade with
Portuguese agents.

8 Roger Wagner, ‘ Zoutpansberg: the dynamics of a hunting frontier, 1848—67’, in
Shula Marks and Anthony Atmore (eds.), Economy and socizty in pre-industrial South Africa
(London, 1980), 313-49.
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The Shona chiefdoms occupying the central and western areas
of the Zimbabwean plateau were subject to varying degrees of
tribute relationship to, and at times cattle raiding from, Ndebele
kingdom. This had settled down from being a predominantly
militaristic and raiding state into one based on pastoralism and
agriculture. Ndebele and Shona lands were being increasingly
penetrated by white ivory-hunters and their agents from the
colonies and republics of South Africa. By the end of the 1870s
the demand for labour in the developing diamond-mining industry
of Kimberley was making its impact on these societies. The
Ndebele continued to raid periodically in all directions; one such
raid north of the Zambezi was defeated decisively in the late 186os
or early 1870s by a combined force of Tonga, Shona and
Chikunda, and the Ndebele did not venture in that direction
again for twenty years. The slave armies of the prageros, known
as Chikunda, became a distinctive socio-economic group, who
traded for ivory far up the Zambezi, beyond the feira of Zumbo,
which was reopened by the Portuguese in 1862, into what is now
southern Zambia and, in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries, as far north as the Luapula homelands of the Lunda
king, Kazembe. Chikunda founded marauding settlements in the
middle Zambezi valley, up the Luangwa valley and in southern
Malawi; these represented scattered and far-flung enclaves of an
outreach that was in its remote origins Portuguese.

The main trading group north of the Zambezi were the Bisa,
who sometimes competed with the Chikunda, and at other times
co-operated with them. In the eighteenth century the Bisa had
established trading links between Kazembe’s kingdom and the
Portuguese on the Zambezi, involving copper and other goods
for African consumption, as well as the usual slaves and ivory.
At Kazembe’s capital the Bisa came into contact with caravans
which had started their journeys in Angola. But this long-distance
trade was seriously disrupted by the Ngoni invasions and
migrations of the second quarter of the nineteenth century; it had
never been a route of major importance. In the 1860s and 1870s
the more northernly Bisa traded from Kazembe to Lake Malawi,
where they handed over their goods to Yao, who transported
them to Kilwa; this was despite interruptions by the Ngoni and
the Bemba. But most of the trade of Kazembe, the rich Katanga
(Shaba) region, and the expanding Bemba polity, had been

8o

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



FROM ANGOLA TO MOZAMBIQUE

absorbed into the Arab-Swahili East African trading zone. Other
Bisa were trading, mainly for ivory, well to the south of the
Luapula basin, amongst the peoples in what is now western
Malawi and central Zambia. They exchanged ivory and slaves
with Portuguese merchants at Zumbo and Tete, and also with the
prazeros.

One of the largest and also one of the most stable states in Bantu
Africa was the eastern Lunda kingdom ruled by the mwata yamvo.
This kingdom was at the centre of a series of conquest states which
had been spread by Lunda lineages across much of the central
savanna south of the Congo basin. The savanna, which was
traversed from north to south by the wooded valleys of the
southern tributaries of the Congo, was rich agricultural and
hunting country. The kingdom of the mwata yamvo reached the
peak of its power and prosperity in the middle of the nineteenth
century, and remained fairly stable for the next fifteen or so years.
The eastern Lunda had trading links with the Portuguese in
Angola, exchanging slaves and later ivory for various luxury
goods, and textiles, but not firearms. The main traders were
Imbangala people, based on Kasanje.

In the earlier nineteenth century the Ovimbundu kingdoms of
southern Angola expanded politically and economically, and by
the second half of the century had eclipsed the Imbangala.
Ovimbundu expansion coincided with shifts in the economic
exploitation of the hinterland of Angola. European demand was
for ivory rather than for slaves. In their search for sources of ivory,
Ovimbundu caravans ranged far and wide. Some were royal
caravans, organised by the rulers of the Ovimbundu kingdoms,
of which Bihe was the largest. Others were organised by rich
commoners, sometimes with Portuguese or mulatto participation.
The ivory trade was largely diverted from the former east—west
route of the Imbangala, running via Kasanje to Luanda, to a more
southerly route which passed through the Ovimbundu lands to
reach the coast at Benguela. Some trade still went through Dondo,
on the Kwanza river, into the old regions of the Angola colony;
but even Dondo, only some 100 km from Luanda, was controlled
by a local chiefdom, only nominally under Portuguese rule.
Initiative in the ivory trade was firmly in African hands.

Ovimbundu caravans penetrated to the Luba Lomami empire
and the Kuba kingdom to the north-east on the fringes of the
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tropical rain forest, to Lovale and Bulozi to the west, and to the
Ovambo and Okavango regions to the south. In Ovamboland the
Ovimbundu traders competed in the early 1870s with Portuguese
from Mog¢amedes and African and white South African traders
from Namibia. Similarly, the riverain Lozi kingdom felt the
pressure of competition for ivory of traders linked both to the
Portuguese and to the South African economic systems. The death
of Sekeletu, the second and last king of the Kololo (Sotho)
conquerers of the Lozi in 1864, ushered in a long period of strife.
Kololo rule was overthrown, but this was followed by factionalism
among the Lozi princely lineages, in which traders based in
Angola and South Africa played their parts. It was not until 1878
that Lewanika had managed to consolidate his authority.

Like the Nyamwezi of East Africa, the Ovimbundu were
migrant traders rather than the settler hunters. Outside their
homelands, the Ovimbundu presence was commercial and
peaceful. But the warlike Chokwe, like the Fang to the north of
the Congo basin, became the great elephant-hunting specialists of
the Angolan savanna. In the 1850s the Chokwe occupied a small
sandy, infertile country, called Quiboco, on the headwaters of the
Kwilu and Kasai rivers. They had for several decades participated
in the trade in wax, slaves and ivory with Imbangala and
Ovimbundu. They then began to expand dramatically.

Chokwe values and their social system supplied the key factors in giving
Chokwe expansion its unique migratory character... With them, it acquired
slave-raiders and thousands of migrants. The pawnship system allowed the
Chokwe to integrate enough alien women to create over-population in
Quiboco, and lineage headmen easily converted their normal village-moving
techniques into methods of migration.+°

Chokwe expansion brought a train of violence and disorder into
a previously relatively stable region. Chokwe raiding and hunting
parties were armed with guns; most of their neighbours were not.
By the late 1870s, the collection of wild rubber rivalled the
hunting of elephants in the Chokwe political economy, but
methods remained much the same. Not until the late 1880s and
early 1890s was this expansion at its height, but already in 1874—5,
the Chokwe were intervening in the succession dispute after the

49 Joseph C. Miller, *Chokwe trade and conquest in the nineteenth century’, in
Richard Gray and David Birmingham, Pre-colonial Africa trade: essays on trade in central
and eastern Africa before 1900 (London, 1970), 201.
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death of the Lunda mwata yamvo. The stage was set by the Chokwe
in the west and by Msiri in the east for the collapse of old
Lunda-based order in the southern savanna.

Economically, the ivory trade of Bantu Africa was not totally
disruptive. Nor indeed was the concomitant trade in and use of
slaves. Both trades were exploitative, but both could support
economically productive systems, albeit on a limited scale. But the
political and long-term economic effects of enslavement and
elephant hunting tended towards instability and insecurity, and
this tendency was undoubtedly increasing by the 1870s. There was
much more competition, which resulted in an increase in the
violent methods by which trade was accompanied. Many African
societies in Bantu Africa were undergoing a period of rapid and
unpleasant change; they needed relief from the violence which
surrounded them and which threatened to submerge them. When
direct European involvement came, it largely followed the
well-worn lines of approach of the African, Swahili-Arab and
African-Portuguese traders. In East Africa this was from the coast
westwards; but in southern central Africa it was on the north—
south axes pioneered by the Kololo and the Chokwe rather than
the older east—west routes of the Bisa and Ovimbundu.

SOUTHERN AFRICA

By 1870 the processes of historical change and elaboration in
southern Africa had produced societies which were markedly
different from those in tropical Bantu Africa, and indeed, in the
rest of Africa north of the Limpopo. The only areas that were
comparable were Algeria and especially Egypt. Algeria had
become a French colony of settlement, and in Egypt the infusion
of European capital had resulted in considerable economic and
social change. South Africa contained large areas of European
settlement and was beginning to receive inflows of capital, mainly
at this stage from Britain. South Africa — the region south of the
Limpopo river and the Kalahari desert — comprised four Euro-
pean areas (and a number of more ephemeral smaller ones) and
several African kingdoms and chiefdoms which were still
politically independent. The European areas were the British
colonies of the Cape and Natal and the Afrikaner (Boer) republics
of the Orange Free State and the Transvaal (the South African
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Republic). The larger independent African states included the
Zulu and Swazi kingdoms, the Tswana kingdoms, and most of
the chiefdoms of the Africans living in the Transkei. Although
the 186os were a faitly muted decade in South African history,
European territorial expansion continued. The Ciskei, which as
British Kaffraria had become a British territory in 1847, was taken
over by the Cape in 1866. In 1868 Lesotho was annexed by the
British, and three years later was handed over to the Cape to
administer. In 1871 the newly discovered diamond fields of
Griqualand West were annexed as a British crown colony. The
Portuguese foothold of Lourengo Marques had become meshed
into the evolving South African political economy. There were
living in South Africa and neighbouring European colonies and
states, some 250,000 whites, well over one million Africans, as well
as several tens of thousands of people of mixed descent, who lived
in the Cape, and people from Asia, mainly in Natal. There were
perhaps another million Africans living within the region but
outside the European-ruled lands. White settlers were thus
outnumbered by some eight to one, but this large numerical
disadvantage did not prevent them from dominating much of the
region. The natural environment, however, still imposed
constraints upon effective total domination by either white or
black people.

Apart from the short line built from the harbour to the tiny
town of Durban in Natal in 18 59—60, the first railways constructed
in South Africa were from Cape Town to Wynberg and Wellington
in 1863. This 70 km line served the wine and grain farms of the
European settlers of the Western Cape; its track was laid down
on the expensive standard gauge of European countries. When
construction was resumed in the 1870s the lines were built on a
cheaper, narrow gauge of 3 ft 6 in. There were short telegraph
lines in the Cape and Natal, but generally all communications were
poor. Roads, when they had been constructed at all, were bad.
Most routes were mere tracks. There was some horse-drawn
transport, but most of it was by ox-drawn wagon. Economically,
ox wagon transport was much more effective than the head
porterage of Bantu Africa, and somewhat more efficient than the
ox, donkey and camel transport of the lands of the Sudan and West
Africa. But it still meant that the passage of goods and people was
slow, expensive and difficult. Societies and peoples of southern
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Africa were isolated one from another. Social and economic
integration, where it occurred, was small and localised. If this
region later became much more integrated as the political
economy evolved and expanded, during the 186os it was still a
region of societies greatly differentiated by particular circum-
stances, including isolation. This differentiation did not necessarily
follow the racial categories of ‘ African’ and ‘European’. While
poor communications emphasised isolation, the business of
transport riding provided opportunities to break out of this.
Africans were much employed in the laborious transport system.
Some Africans owned both wagons and oxen; some African
groups, such as the Sotho, possessed large numbers of horses.

Nearly all peoples in southern Africa in the late 186os gained
their livelihood from farming. Industries, such as tanneries,
wool-washing plants, and sugar refineries in the European areas,
and iron forging in African areas, were small in size and
organisation, although the distribution of their products could be
quite extensive. The scale of commercial operations had always
outstripped local production, and many of the goods sold in South
Africa were imported from Europe. Most Africans and many
Europeans were subsistence farmers, in the sense that they grew
their own food and could provide many of the other necessities.
There was usually some surplus in these rural societies, which was
appropriated politically or socially (in the form of taxes or
marriage dowries) or was used to purchase consumer goods such
as textiles and coffee. The units of production were families or
segments of lineages, often with the help of servants. Where
markets influenced production, their range and impact was
circumscribed. This type of agricultural production was pre-
capitalist, while the modes of production were varied. Many
European farmers, and some Africans, were however wholly or
partly market oriented. These markets might be confined to South
Africa, with the cycle of production and consumption being local
or regional, or else they might be the outposts of overseas, mainly
British, trading networks. The two agricultural systems existed
side by side, uneasily, their divergencies apparent but not yet
overwhelming.

Superimposed on these rather different agricultural systems,
and closely connected with them, were political and commercial
factors. The political systems of the British colonies, Afrikaner
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republics and African kingdoms, in varying degrees, exploited the
agricultural systems. Ulundi (the Zulu capital) and Cape Town
had to be fed, and government officials had to be remunerated.
Capitalist and pre-capitalist states lived in uncomfortable
proximity, the actions of the one affecting the other; the colony
of Natal and the Zulu kingdom are a pair of several possible
examples. Commerce was the means by which agriculture became
capitalist, but it had also, by 1870, deeply penetrated the areas of
pre-capitalist productivity, and this had resulted in further
dimensions of change. Many Africans were already responding to
European political and, more frequently, commercial pressure, by
making available the one item that was in continuous demand by
Europeans, namely their labour. Labour migrancy had been a
feature of some parts of southern Africa for a century, if not
longer.

At the end of the 186os the Cape Colony had the most
developed economy in South Africa. It had three to five times the
white population of all the other states and colonies in South
Africa put together, and a similar proportion of the foreign trade.
Indeed, this imbalance rather than the precise extent of the
capitalist mode of production was, in the 1870s and 1880s, perhaps
the crucial factor in the historical development of white South
Africa. In 1870 the Cape’s exports were valued at £2,569,000, and
the imports were £2,352,000. The amounts for the colony of Natal
were £ 382,000 and £429,000 respectively. Wool had outstripped
wine as the Cape’s principal export, in an overwhelming manner,
as these figures reveal:

Wine (£) Wool (£)
1826 98,000 545
1842 43,000 72,000
1861 34,000 1,460,000

Merino sheep, which were the main source of wool, had been

introduced to the eastern districts of the colony in 1827, and wool

farmers, many of them of British origin, had taken the place of

the cattle farmers who trekked north across the Orange river onto

the high veld. Wool production spread from the northern Cape

districts into the Orange Free State. The eastern districts were
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more prosperous than the western areas of old European settle-
ment around Cape Town, which nevertheless remained the
capital of the colony. Port Elizabeth, Grahamstown and other
towns were growing quite rapidly in size.

This economic imbalance was reflected in the political friction
between the two parts of the colony. The Cape was governed
under a constitution which had been in operation since 1853. This
provided for a legislative assembly, the members of which were
elected on a limited franchise, based on property qualifications.
Political power was firmly in the hands of the European settlers.
A mainly white electorate voted for white members of parlia-
ment. However, under this representative government system,
ministers were responsible to the British governor, not to
parliament. The settlers in the eastern districts agitated sporadi-
cally for a separate political identity, but these internal differences
were overshadowed by the conflict which dominated most of
the 186os, between settler politicians and the British- governor.
In a period of recession, Britain was concerned to cut down
its financial commitments in the Cape by making the colony
economically self-sufficient. The settlers (or their representatives)
consistently refused to acept the financial implications, notably in
the field of defence, of the British plans for responsible govern-
ment. There was a complete impasse. Elections held in 1868 and
18G9 failed to return parliaments which were acceptable to the
British government. Only the economic recovery of the 187os,
and a change of governors at the Cape, produced a way out of
the doldrums of Cape politics. Responsible government was
achieved in 1872. Combined with the Cape’s great economic and
demographic preponderance, this enabled the colony to assert
itself very effectively both against the other South African states
and against pressure exerted by the British imperial government.

The settlers in the eastern Cape were mainly of recent British
descent, whereas those in the western districts traced their origins
to the Dutch, French and German settlers of the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries. The majority of the non-European people
of the western Cape were landless labourers working on the
European-owned farms; some, especially those living in Cape
Town, were skilled artisans. The African inhabitants of British
Kaffraria/Ciskei retained some of their land. They, and their
neighbours beyond the river Kei, had recovered from the

87

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



AFRICA ON THE EVE OF PARTITION

disasters of the 18yo0s, in particular the cattle killing of 1857. Some
Africans living in the colony were already responding to economic
pressures and opportunities by changing their farming practices
and producing food and materials for local markets, such as King
Williams Town (the main town in British Kaffraria), or wool for
the export trade. African agricultural production greatly increased
in the last three decades of the century, spreading from the more
fragmented African groups living in the Ciskei (the Fengu) to the
larger Xhosa, Thembu and Mpondo chiefdoms of the Transkei.
North of the Orange river frontier of the Cape, many Sotho
farmers had also started to grow maize and other crops, and to
produce wool, for the European markets, inside South Africa and
overseas. Economic ties between Basutoland and the eastern Cape
were close. Concern by Port Elizabeth merchants was one of the
factors which led the British government to intervene in the war
between Basutoland and the Orange Free State, which had broken
out in 1865, by annexing the kingdom in 1868.

The republics of Afrikaner farmers on the high veld had been
formally recognised by conventions with the British, those in the
Transvaal in 1852, and in the Orange Free State in 1854. As the
result of its war with the Sotho, and its occupation of the old
Griqua state on the Orange river in the 1860s, the Orange Free
State extended over most of the high veld between that river and
the Vaal. The Afrikaner lands in the Transvaal were not united
(on paper) until 1860, and even then the ivory hunters’ state in
the Zoutpansberg remained a practically independent polity until
its destruction in 1867. In the northern parts of South Africa there
was still an ivory frontier. In the eighteenth century, European
elephant hunters had found an outlet for their ivory at Cape Town,
while their African counterparts traded at Lourengo Marques. By
the middle of the nineteenth century this ivory frontier had moved
to the northern Transvaal and the fringes of the Kalahari desert.
European hunters and traders from South Africa, and their
African agents operated deep into Matabeleland and Ovamboland
in northern Namibia. This was a hunting system similar to those
of Bantu Africa. Zoutpansberg, the small Afrikaner republic in
the mountains south of the Limpopo river, was an elephant-
hunting state with many similarities to that of Tippu Tip in
the eastern part of present-day Zaire. Hand in hand with ivory
hunting and trading went the spread of firearms. Indeed firearms,
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of models which had become obsolete in Europe, were one of the
largest imports to southern Africa, and by the 1870s nearly all
African peoples were heavily armed with guns.

The Transvaal was ringed by still effective African states — the
Venda and Gaza kingdoms to the north and north-east; the Pedi
and Swazi states to the east, and the Tswana kingdoms, of which
the Ngwato kingdom was the largest, to the west. The Free State
exported some wool to the Cape ports, but the majority of the
Afrikaner farmers were subsistence pastoralists. They shared the
occupation of this land with African farmers who, in return for
the right to ‘squat’, looked after the herds of the white men. North
of the Vaal river the miscellany of Afrikaner and African states
exported some hides and much ivory. In 1864, 85 per cent of the
ivory came from Zoutpansberg, much of it exported through
Lourengo Marques. But most of the people in the Transvaal were
cattle farmers.

The British colony of Natal was sparsely populated by
Europeans and heavily populated by Africans. Some of these
Africans lived on reserves, but many were farmers on European-
owned land. The 1850s were a decade of intense speculation in
land by European companies and individuals in Natal and on the
high veld. In consequence, much of the land was in the hands of
absentee companies, which were paid rents by the African
occupiers (a practice known as Kaffir farming), and a shortage of
available land was felt by Africans and Europeans alike. After
Natal became a British colony in 1845, many of the Afrikaner
cattle farmers withdrew to the high veld; the sprinkling of British
settlers then experimented with various export crops. Sugar,
which had been introduced from Mauritius in 1847, survived with
difficulty until in 1860 Indian labourers were imported to work
on the estates. The Natal authorities could not persuade Africans,
from within the colony or beyond, to engage in plantation labour.
Apart from sugar, customs dues on the export of ivory from the
interior and taxes collected from the colony’s African population,
were the chief sources of revenue. A large proportion of Natal’s
trade was with African people living throughout south-east
Africa, so much so that it was, in the scathing words of the Cape
politician John X. Merriman, ‘a white forwarding agency in [an
African] territory’.

To the north-east of Natal was the Zulu kingdom, militarily

89

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



AFRICA ON THE EVE OF PARTITION

perhaps the most powerful African state in southern and central
Africa. In 1870 the kingdom was still ruled by Mpande, brother
of Shaka. The main external pressure on the kingdom was from
Afrikaner farmers in the Transvaal. There was some internal
friction in the 186os between factions led by Mpande’s eldest sons,
one of whom, Cetshwayo, succeeded him in 1872. The Zulu
economy was both socially complex and materially self-sufficient;
it was based on cattle, access to which was according to age and
rank. The activities of traders from neighbouring territories seem
to have had only a superficial effect on the way of life of the people
of Zululand. The mainstay of this trade was the importation of
firearms, and the most successful European trader, John Dunn,
significantly adopted Zulu culture, and became a quasi-Zulu chief.
After forty or more years of contact with Europeans, the Zulu
political economy remained largely intact.

The majority of the Zulu were still held firmly in the different production
communities of the kingdom, moving from one type to another as they grew
older and their status altered... throughout the reigns of the kings Zulu labour
expanded within the commoners’ homesteads, continued to supportt the bulk
of the population, and the surplus which was drawn from them by the king
through the military system created the basis for his material power and
authority, together with that of the officials with and through whom he ruled.s®

Although there were some obvious similarities between
agricultural systems operating in the same environment, the
contrast between the political economy of the Zulu kingdom and
that of the colony of Natal was potentially a source of severe
conflict.

The 1850s had been a decade of moderate prosperity for many
of the communities in South Africa, one of the major exceptions
being Africans living in the Transkei. As far as the Europeans
were concerned, more immigration took place during this period
than in any previous one. In contrast, the 186os were a period of
acute depression. In 1862 much of South Africa was afflicted with
drought, which persisted season after season without much
interruption until 1870. Some parts of the high veld and
Basutoland had had poor rains for much of the previous decade,
but the climatic situation in 1862—3 was exceptionally bad. As well
as food supplies, a wide range of economic activities were

¢ Jeff Guy, The destruction of the Zuly kingdom (London, 1979), 15, 18.
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adversely affected. A French missionary in Basutoland wrote in
1863:

There is not a trace of vegetation left; cattle, horses, and sheep are dying by
the thousand. The sand has accumulated in drifts... Hunger is beginning to
make itself felt everywhere. Basutoland [Lesotho} which...is the granary of
the Free State and part of the [Cape] Colony, has been completely drained. The
Dutch farmers continue to go there with wagons full of sheep on the hoof
which they transport in this way because the latter are no longer in fit condition
to attempt to walk. They also have ploughs and merchandise of every
description with which they hope to induce the Basuto to part with their
remaining corn. Provisions can no longer reach them from the seaports for
lack of transport. Laden wagons are stranded on the highway because the teams
have died.5!

Naturally, severe economic recession followed in the wake of this
drought, a recession exacerbated by a number of external factors.
As a result of technological changes, the Yorkshire cloth manu-
facturers switched from short-staple (the wool produced in South
Africa) to long-staple wools. During the American civil war
shippers found it difficult to penetrate the American market, and
after the war the wool market collapsed; sheep farmers in South
Africa faced lean times. The nascent banking system found itself
with too many creditors and too little money, and imported goods
could not be sold. The British Indian government placed a ban
on the flow of Indian workers to Natal. Europeans migrated from
South Africa to the United States and Australia. Within South
Africa, whites left the coastal colonies for the high veld. The
amorphous South African Republic in the Transvaal was in
particularly bad shape. Its government, which was divided by
internal dissensions, could find no ready cash and paid its few
employees with credit notes. The recession was also one of the
main factors in the political instability of the Cape.

There seemed to be no end to the drought and depression. As
the Suez Canal approached completion in 1869, some people in
South Africa considered that there would be even graver effects
on the economy of the region, with the diversion of the valuable
shipping trade. But the commercial infrastructure of South Africa
in general, and of the Cape in particular, did not entirely lack
resources and enterprise. South Africa was able to participate in

st F. Daumas, February 1863, published in F. C. Germond, Chronicles of Basutoland
(Morija, 1967), 459
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the improvement of the international economy in the early 1870s.
The price of wool rose again. Many Cape farmers prospered
during the ostrich-feather boom of the 1870s, as did their
counterparts in the western and central Sudan. But above all, the
South African political economy was able to react positively (if
not efficiently or humanely) to the discovery of diamonds in 1868.
Diamonds — and later gold — had the most profound effect on the
course of South African history, and were to accentuate the
differences between it and the other regions of the continent.

CONCLUSION

What can be said to draw some distinctive strands out of this
tangle of human activities and aspirations that make up an
overview of Africa on the eve of partition, an overview that is
of necessity discursive and fragmentary? The dominant factor in
the history of the continent at that time was the growing
relationship between Africa and the wider world, in particular
Europe. This relationship of course varied immensely from one
part of Africa to another. There is no doubt that some European
commodities had penetrated to almost every part of the continent
by the 1870s: historians have only to look hard enough, and they
will find. This commodity penetration, however, did not
necessarily imply that an alien capitalist economy had gained the
upper hand. Even on the West African coast, where features of
the European economy were an integral part of the economic
system, the balance between African and European — between
indigenous and alien — was still finely poised, down to the
early 1880s. Nor was European economic penetration yet a pre-
ponderant political factor among the societies of Lower and
Upper Guinea. The forces making for state building and for state
disintegration were basically still those that had been operating
for the previous two or three centuries, and perhaps even for a
millennium or so. Certain elements of European (or Middle
Eastern) political technology had been introduced, notably
firearms, but these had been easily incorporated into existing
political structures.

In certain areas of the continent there was already European
political control. In South Africa and Algeria this was quite open:
in Egypt it was more veiled. In these countries the European
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capitalist system had made major and disruptive inroads into the
indigenous political economies, and was already a powerful
influence on the remote peripheries of these centres — over much
of south-central Africa, the hinterland of Algeria and, as far as
Egypt was concerned, the upper Nile. In the Swahili-Arab zone
of East Africa some elements of the European capitalist economy
had intruded quite drastically, but with little in the way of serious
political control. It can be argued that Zanzibar was already an
enclave of European capitalism, and that East Africa was an
enormous economic periphery of this enclave. But in East Africa
the special demands of the European economy went hand in hand
with the special demands of Middle Eastern slave-using
economies. These dual, often conflicting demands, were one of
the main reasons for the scale and the violence of the ensuing
disturbances. The situation was not dissimilar on the upper Nile,
where European methods and ideologies of economic exploitation
clashed with those of the Turco-Egyptian ruling élite and with
the practices of local Muslim entrepreneurs and merchant princes.

Another obvious point that emerges from this overview of
Africa on the eve of partition is the kaleidoscopic variety of
African political societies. The ‘political world’ seen by different
African polities (or, to be more precise, by their leaders) differed
vastly in size and shape. The ‘political world’ of the Sultan of
Sokoto was enormous. It extended from the Senegal to Istanbul
and Mecca, from the Mediterranean to the Guinean forest zone,
possibly even to the coast of West Africa. Europeans were
certainly a part of this world, but in the 1870s only a very remote
and peripheral part. Ideologically, the Weltanschauung of the sultan
of Sokoto comprised the faith of Islam, from which Christians,
while not quite infidels, were excluded as inferiors. At the other
end of the scale, and of the continent, it is doubtful whether the
world of Cetshwayo extended beyong his Zulu kingdom and
those black and white South African groups who were his
immediate neighbours. The cosmology of the Zulu was self-
contained; there was no place in it for aliens such as Europeans.
But for Cetshwayo these very Europeans in South Africa were
2 major — perhaps the major — political and economic problem.
This exercise of considering different variations of what con-
stituted the ‘political world’ can be applied almost endlessly: a
short list of examples might include Yohannes IV of Ethiopia,
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Tippu Tip, Sultan Bargash of Zanzibar, the king of Dahomey
and the asantehene, the merchant princes of the Niger delta trading
states, Msiri and Mirambo, Kabaka Mutesa of Buganda, Lewanika
of Bulozi, the reth of the Shilluk, a Zande chief.

Of course this is only an historiographical game, which should
not be pushed too far. Serious studies of ‘political worlds’,
Weltanschauungen and cosmologies require very precise analysis of
complex and often obtuse data. A study of the early colonial
experience of the Lozi provides an illuminating insight of how
a considerable proportion of the processes and boundaries of Lozi
history and society were deliberately hidden from alien
investigation:

The most important result of Lewanika sanctioning an official version of Lozi
history was to strengthen the shutters behind which lay much of the propulsive
force of Lozi society, for the /litaba ga sichaba (history of the nation) set limits
upon what the Lozi élite were prepared to allow whites to be interested in
through its very subject matter.s2

But to return to the more straightforward concept of size and
shape, it does seem that, although some of these ‘worlds’ were
very large and extended well beyond Africa —to Europe, the
Middle East, even to India — none of them embraced the whole
of Africa, or saw ‘ Africa as a whole’. Perhaps some members of
the Turco-Egyptian ruling élite (almost certainly Isma‘il) could
see political geography in this way. This group, however, were
not really ‘ African’ any more than South African whites were
¢ Africans’ in this context. And very few whites in South Africa
thought in this way.

This kind of approach leads to at least one tentative conclusion,
namely that the partition occurred, when it did, so quickly and
completely, because Europeans (rather than Africans) were the
first to develop the idea of ‘Africa as a whole’. Jules Ferry,
Bismarck, Lord Salisbury, King Leopold, Rhodes — all these —
were able to conceive of the whole of Africa in the context of the
wider strategies of imperialism. Menelik II of Ethiopia, the one
African ruler to resist the Europeans with complete success was
also the only one, it appears, to see the local conflict in Ethiopia

52 Gwyn Prins, The bidden hippopotamus : reappraisal in African history: the early colonial
experience in western Zambia (Cambridge, 1980), 29.
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as part of a universal struggle of ‘the Europeans’ against ‘the
Africans’.

It is noticeable that the size and shape of African-perceived
worlds seems to narrow quite sharply below latitude 10 °N and
again, still further, below about latitude 10 °S. Southern Africa
in the 1860s had the same ‘end of the world’ quality, though not
in such an extreme form, as places like Tasmania or Patagonia.
It was certainly so considered by most British governors of the
Cape Colony. Even the whites tended to narrow their horizons.
The trekboers had more or less deliberately chosen to cut their
links with the wider world, and the whites of Natal had an out-
look hardly less parochial than that of the Zulu. The limited
nature of African perceptions of their political world in the
southern part of the continent when compared to the north might
explain some of the different consequences of the colonial
experience in the major areas of Africa.

Long-term effects of the relationships between Africa and the
outside world were discernible by the beginning of the last third
of the nineteenth century. Widespread ideological and cultural
changes had already taken place as a result of African experiences
of the Muslim Near East and Christian Europe. The introduction
of new food crops, such as maize and cassava from the New
World, was producing beneficial changes in the performances of
African population groups. Nonetheless, there is epidemiological
and some cultural evidence which suggests that the population
of many of the peoples of tropical Africa was declining by the
middle of the century, a pattern that the early decades of colonial
rule does not seem to have greatly altered.

Finally, why did the partition take place? The overall evidence
suggests that the reasons were results of shifts in the international
balance of power and of trade amongst the European capitalist
states rather than changes within Africa itself. Trying to look at
the world as it must have appeared from within Africa in the early
1870s, one can see few signs to suggest that alien partition was
inevitable a decade later.
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CHAPTER 2

THE EUROPEANPARTITION OF AFRICA:
ORIGINS AND DYNAMICS

SEEING AFRICA WHOLE

In 1873 Jules Verne’s Around the World in Eighty Days celebrated
the spectacular conquest of distance, especially since about 1860,
by the adaptation of the steam-engine to trans-continental and
trans-oceanic transport. To the suggestion that the world was still
‘assez vaste’, Verne’s hero retorted laconically : ‘Il I’était autrefois’
(‘It used to be’). The terrestrial globe had indeed suddenly
contracted; and its finite dimensions had now become of practical,
and not merely of ‘philosophical’, interest to the industrialised
societies of the West. The planetary stock of markets and
resources was evidently none too large; it seemed already possible
in principle to foresee the day when its saturation and exhaustion
might impose an absolute limit upon the growth of industrial
economies. This ultimate catastrophe seemed indeed to be fore-
shadowed by the onset in the early 1870s of the so-called ‘ Great
Depression’, essentially the effect of the failure of domestic and
foreign demand to keep pace with the productive capacity of
increasingly mechanised industries. Existing markets seemed to
be satiated. Prices, profits and interest-rates fell, apparently
inexorably, until the mid-189os. The overall effect was a sharp
retardation in the growth-rate of the industrial economies after
some twenty-five years of unprecedented acceleration, and, for
some of these economies, an especially severe recession between
1878 and 1884. Moreover, the existing overseas outlets for
European capital now no longer seemed sufficiently safe or
remunerative. British capital export between 1875 and 1879 was
negligible by comparison with the previous five-year period; and
from 1880 to 1904 the average annual export of British capital was
little more than half that of the period 1870—4.!

' H. Feis, Europe: the worlds banker, 1870~1914 (New Haven, 1930; reprinted New
York, 1965), 10-23.
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In France, where retardation of the growth-rate had already set
in during the 186o0s, industrial growth remained slow and hesitant
until the later 189os. The more dynamic German economy
resumed a high rate of growth during the 1880s. But even in
Germany the phase of comparative stagnation initiated by the
‘great crash’ of 1873 did not fully bottom out until 1879-80; in
the early 1880s recovery was still hardly perceptible, and the crisis
of confidence persisted. Moreover the depression had overtaken
both the French and the German economies before either had
developed sufficiently to offer an effective challenge to the
world-wide economic preponderance of Britain. British manu-
facturers and merchants, thanks to their half-century lead in
industrialisation and their expert knowledge of the requirements
and functioning of overseas markets, were in the 1870s still able
in most commodities to out-trade and undersell their continental
competitors; and this not only in Britain’s vast overseas posses-
sions, but in the markets of Latin America, East Asia and coastal
Africa — in fact, wherever free trade prevailed, or could be caused
to prevail by the guns of British warships. Only in the com-
paratively limited colonial holdings of other powers could the
keen edge of British competition be blunted by discriminatory
tariffs and other restrictions. The obvious solution for these
powers was to add to their colonial holdings; but after 1815
British naval hegemony was very effectively used (and nowhere
more effectively than on the African coasts) to discourage
annexations which would create new quasi-monopolistic trading
enclaves for other powers. This system of ‘informal empire’,
whereby British sea-power safeguarded and even created the
conditions of free trade which guaranteed Britain’s economic
preponderance, was usually in British eyes clearly preferable to
formal possession, with its attendant expense and responsibilities.
Until the 1880s, therefore, British policy-makers normally
thought, not in terms of ‘staking out claims’, but of preventing
others from doing so. This was particularly true of tropical Africa,
where experience throughout the nineteenth century seemed
clearly to demonstrate the greater profitability of informal empire.

For other powers, however, formal possession meant the
elimination of British competition and the acquisition of a
permanent title to a share in a limited market. Moreover, by the
later 1870s formal possessions on the coast were acquiring a new

97

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



THE EUROPEAN PARTITION OF AFRICA

importance for some makers of opinion and even of policy. In
the ‘consumer famine’ of the 1870s the prospect of opening up
previously inaccessible and supposedly lucrative interior markets
became increasingly attractive, and a coastal establishment might
become the base for the penetration of these markets by that
potent, almost magical, symbol of the ultimate omnipotence of
steam technology — the railway. The long-distance railway already
appeared to have wrought economic miracles in North America,
and as early as 1867 Ibsen’s Peer Gynt was in fantasy applying
its magic to the African interior, building railways across the
Sahara to develop Timbuktu and Bornu and travelling through
Ethiopia ‘safe in a train to the Upper Nile’. Reality (of a sort)
did not lag far behind fantasy. In 1873, the very year of Verne’s
Tour du monde with its ‘lyrisme ferroviaire’, Khedive Isma‘il was
inaugurating at Wadi Halfa a Sudan railway intended to open up
his African possessions. In 1879 the French launched in the
Senegal hinterland the first deliberate European attempt to create
a large territorial empire in tropical Africa. This move was in
origin a plan to open up the supposedly rich interior markets of
the western Sudan by railway construction on a grandiose scale:
the Senegal-Niger line and the celebrated (but still non-existent)
Trans-Sabarien.

Another technological revolution dating from the 186os, that
in the design of small-arms, may also have encouraged ideas of
staking out claims by discounting the factor of local resistance.
By 1870 the development of an effective breech-loading mechanism
had enabled the rifle, with its long-range accuracy and rapid rate
of fire, to supersede the muzzle-loading musket, unchanged in
essentials since the seventeenth century. By 1889 Hiram Maxim,
abandoning the multi-barrelled monstrosities of Gatling and
Nordenfeldt, had perfected, in a conveniently portable form, the
first truly automatic firearm. Less than a decade later, Hilaire
Belloc’s ‘Modern traveller’ could blithely sing:

Whatever happens, we have got
The Maxim gun; and they have not.

These improvements were not of course a necessary condition for
the European partition of Africa. Frenchmen had already
subjugated Algeria, Turco-Egyptians the Sudan, and Afrikaners
and Englishmen South Africa, without benefit of armes perfection-
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nées. But the small-arms revolution may well have not only
encouraged, but accelerated, the scramble — especially by some-
times enabling quite small European expeditions to plant flags
and extort ‘treaties’ deep in the African interior.

Before Africa could be partitioned as a whole, it had to be seen
as a whole. Until the 1870s, ‘ Africa as a whole’ had been a purely
geographical concept, of no practical relevance to the European
politicians and merchants concerned with the continent. Much of
Africa still remained what it had been to the first Europeans who
circumnavigated it:aseries of ‘ coasts’ — Barbary Coast, Windward
Coast, Grain Coast...Swahili Coast, Somali Coast — surrounding
a vast enigmatic blank. Nor, except in South Africa and to a
limited extent in the West African bulge with its trans-Saharan
trade, had the precise political and economic contents of this blank
usually been relevant to the mainly water’s-edge activities of
Europeans. As late as the 1840s, Anglo-French confrontations on
African coasts were seen by London and Paris, not as disputes
about Africa, but as disputes on the periphery (as it happened,
an African periphery) of fields of conflict whose centres lay
elsewhere. Disputes on the northern and north-western coasts
werea subordinate part of Mediterranean naval strategy. East-coast
disputes, and disputes about Madagascar, were similarly related
to naval hegemony in the Indian ocean; while from Zanzibar
northwards, these disputes were also linked to power-conflicts in
the Persian Gulf, on the western approaches to India. Strategically,
‘Africa’ had no existence except on its coasts. Except in South
Africa and marginally in West Africa, the interior of Africa
was, from the European viewpoint, almost as non-existent
economically.

In the early 1840s, with so much of the interior still a blank,
‘ Africa as a whole’ was still a concept almost without meaning
except in its application to a mere land mass. A generation later,
however, increased knowledge of the interior had inspired, “in
Winwood Reade’s Martyrdom of man (1872), a serious attempt —
perhaps the first — to consider the past, present and even future
of all Africa and its peoples. By 1876 European policy-makers
were also beginning to think in terms of  Africa as a whole’; and
some of them already believed that ‘ Africa’ was a prize worth
competing for. In February 1876 the direction des Colonies at Paris,
pressing for more active competition with the British, evidently
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assumed that before long the whole continent, coasts and interior
alike, must fall under either British or French domination. By
December 1876 the British colonial secretary, Lord Carnarvon,
not content with plans for the consolidation of informal British
hegemony on both the East and West coasts, was anxious to
extend British influence far into the interior, northward along the
spine of southern and eastern Africa — to extend it indeed until
it reached the African possessions of an Egypt which was already
a British client-state. ‘We cannot’, wrote Carnarvon, ‘admit rivals
in the East or even the central parts of Africa...To a consider-
able extent, if not entirely, we must be prepared to apply a sort
of Munro [sic] doctrine to much of Africa.’?

THE MOTIVES FOR TERRITORTIAL ACQUISITION

Even to the British, the extension of informal control to the
interior now seemed a possible way of opening up new markets.
Although the water’s-edge trade was still modestly flourishing,
especially in the Niger delta, at the Congo mouth and at Zanzibar,
its volume depended on the activity of African producers and of
African or Arab middlemen. It seemed to ‘ go without saying’ that
Europeans would be more efficient both in organising production
and in marketing the product. The water’s-edge trade, especially
in West Africa, was moreover notoriously vulnerable to political
conflict in the interior. At Lagos, such conflict had hindered the
development of trade for decades; in Sierra Leone, it led to
unpredictable fluctuations in the volume of trade and therefore
of revenue. European attempts to pacify these conflicts were rarely
successful unless, as in the Niger delta, the African belligerents
were accessible to gunboats. Informal control in the interior,
which would not of course exclude the judicious application of
armed force, would in principle solve this problem. In spite of
the disappointing results, both political and economic, of earlier
small-scale experiments in European control of the tropical
interior on the Senegal and the lower Niger, this solution seemed
increasingly attractive as economic depression persisted and
technological confidence developed. It seemed especially attractive

2 Public Record Office (P.R.0.) 30/6/ 34 (Carnarvon Papers), Carnarvon to Sir Bartle
Frere, 12 Dec. 1876: cited N. Etherington, ‘ Frederic Elton and the South African factor

in the making of Britain’s East African empire’, J. Imp. Cuwealth Hist., 1981, g, 3,
255—74, at 267. The potential rival was King Leopold (see below, p. 27).
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where, as on the Guinea coast, the failure of trade to expand in
the later 1870s was often attributed to ‘unproductive’ African
middlemen, or to the tolls levied by African states in the interior.

By the later 1870s economic depression and European wishful
thinking, reinforced by the reports of explorers who rarely failed
to emphasise the supposed economic potential of the lands they
had explored, had generated totally mythical El Dorados in
tropical Africa: El Dorados of vast, fertile, empty lands, African
‘Sleeping Beauties’ awaiting the magic kiss of European energy,
skill and capital; or, in bewildering contradiction, manufacturers’
El Dorados of millions of eager potential customers. Some
leading policy-makers, especially in France, saw in the interior of
Africa markets and outlets for capital which would not merely
palliate but cure the malaise of the industrial economy. This myth
neatly complements (and may indeed have helped to generate) the
‘Leninist’® myth that by the late nineteenth century political
control of new African markets and outlets for capital had become
an ineluctable necessity for the further development - indeed, for
the survival — of European capitalism. The statistical evidence
gives no support to either myth, except conceivably in South
Africa. In the late 186os, when Britain was by far the most active
of tropical Africa’s trading partners, this trade probably represented
less than 1 per cent of Britain’s total extra-European trade. But
after partition, and even as late as 1909—13, it still represented only
about 2 per cent. Capital export to tropical Africa, whether by
Britain, France or Germany, was statistically insignificant before
1914. British capital export even to Egypt represented by 1913
only about 1.3 per cent of her total capital export to non-European
regions; as a trading partner for Britain, Egypt under Lord
Cromer and his successor was for many years considerably less
active than she had been under Khedive Isma‘il.+

Nevertheless, by the 1880s the belief in tropical African
markets, if not as El Dorados at least as economic palliatives,
seems to have become ‘conventional wisdom’ in Europe. In

3 ‘Leninist’ is convenient rather than strictly accurate. For Lenin himself, the age
of imperialism as the ‘highest stage of capitalism’ did not begin until ¢. 1900; and in
his treatise he was concerned to analyse, not the partition of Africa, but the First World
War as an imperialist conflict for the re-partition of the world: V. 1. Lenin, Imperialisr:,
the bigbest stage of capitalism (Petrograd, 1917; English-language reprint, Moscow, 1970),
9-10, 79, 85—6, 118—19.

* R. Robinson and ]. Gallagher, Africa and the Victorians (London, 1961), 6—7. Feis,
Exrope : the world’s banker, 17-23, 51-7, 73-8.
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September 1884 the French diplomatist Alphonse de Courcel,
who was certainly no believer in El Dorados, had to decide
whether Bismarck’s offer of collaboration against Britain in Africa
was anything more than a stratagem for embroiling Britain and
France. Courcel concluded that the prolonged crisis of ‘over-
production’ had at last constrained Bismarck to acquire African
colonies and that his offer was therefore not a mere trap. Nor,
considered simply as palliatives, were all the supposed African
markets necessarily fantasies. Britain, apparently with the most to
lose by the transition from informal to formal empire, did not in
fact suffer economically. Her 2.3 million of annual trade with
tropical Africa in the late 186os had by the early 189os nearly
doubled to £4.4 million, in spite of the general fall in prices by
about one-third and the loss to other powers of trading outlets
previously under informal British control; by 1909—13 it was
worth 14 million.5 This was of course still only about 2 per cent
of Britain’s total extra-European trade, and these figures evidently
donothing to rehabilitate Leninist models of capitalist imperialism.
But they do suggest that, for Britain at any rate and probably for
other economically developed powers, formal empire in tropical
Africa brought with it appreciable though modest economic
advantages.

The economicadvantagesactually achieved by formal possession
are not however strictly relevant to the problem of motivation.
What matters is not the results, but the expectations; nor does
it matter whether these expectations are rational or ‘mythical’,
so long as they inspire specific decisions to acquire territory. Two
at least of the policy-makers who promoted the French advance
into the Niger Sudan in 1879 — Charles de Freycinet, a polytech-
nicien and a railway engineer, and Maurice Rouvier, a Marseilles
banker and businessman — were certainly inspired by economic
expectations: expectations which turned out to be almost entirely
‘mythical’ but which as motives to action were thoroughly
effective. They were soon followed, both in France and else-
where, by other economically motivated imperialists: Jules
Ferry, Leopold 1I, George Taubman Goldie, Cecil Rhodes,
Eugeéne Etienne, Joseph Chamberlain, to name only the most
prominent. Some of these men, notably Leopold and Rhodes,
combined the roles of political policy-maker and great financial

3 Robinson and Gallagher, /oc. ciz.
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magnate. Even when the financial magnates were not themselves
political policy-makers, they were usually well placed to exercise
influence over policy. Yet this influence was by no means always
crucial; and the actual operations of the capitalists in tropical
Africa, though often of course vitally important to the particular
interests concerned, were before 1914 never a statistically sig-
nificant proportion of the capitalist economy as a whole.

The Leninist model does not however exhaust the category of
economic theories possibly relevant to the partition of Africa. By
the mid-1870s consciousness of a shrinking and all too finite globe,
the apparent satiation of existing markets, the temporary absence
of new opportunities for safe and remunerative overseas invest-
ment, and the evolution of a new map of Africa embodying some
determinate interior content, had conspired to present the African
interior as the world’s last great untapped reservoir of markets,
resources and possible investment opportunities. This image
developed precisely at the moment when the growth of techno-
logical confidence was encouraging the belief that political control
and economic exploitation of the interior had at last become
feasible operations; within five years or so of the development of
this image, the scramble for Africa had begun. This model can
also be used to explain, with apparent plausibility, why European
annexations of tropical African territory were so trivial and
infrequent between 1815 and ¢.1880. For Britain, down to about
1850 the sole effectively industrialised Power, informal empire
sufficed; while France and Germany, even after their rapid
industrialisation from about 1850, had until the mid-187os
encountered no problems of economic growth acute enough to
act as a spur to African empire. Nor had either the new technology
or the new African geography yet inspired the belief that the
political control of Africa might become an important factor in
the development of European economies. Hence the long stand-
still, followed by very rapid action after about 1880.

This model is however certainly misleading as an explanation
of the standstill. British relations in Africa with other European
powers, and especially with France and Portugal, demonstrate
very clearly that the crucial factor between 1815 and 1880 was not
the mere absence of a strong economic incentive, but the very
positive presence of a British deterrent to annexation. Only in
1830, when France seized Algiers, was this deterrent successfully
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challenged; thereafter London was determined that there should
be no further French North- African acquisitions or hegemonies,
with their implied threat to British naval preponderance in the
Mediterranean. Palmerston’s reaction to the French sponsorship
of Muhammad ‘Alf of Egypt is well known; the magnitude of the
crisis reflects the fact that the policy of the French Prime Minister,
Adolphe Thiers, threatened British preponderance not only in the
Mediterranean but throughout the Middle East and the western
approaches to India. Less publicly, however, in the 1830s France
had been successfully deterred from seizing Tunis, and when in
1844 she became involved in war with Morocco, the naval
operations of the French were monitored by the British fleet and
London successfully forbade to a victorious France any annexation
of Moroccan territory.

Thiers’ major challenge to British hegemony in the Mediter-
ranean and the Middle East had been accompanied by subsidiary
challenges, prompted above all by the ministére de la Marine, to
British informal empire on the west and east coasts of Africa. On
the Guinea coast, it was hoped to foster French trade, and possibly
to develop a naval station, by the annexation of comptoirs protected
from British competition. On the east coast there was to be an
outwork of the planned citadel of French influence in the Middle
East, but the Marine also hoped to restore the French position in
the Indian Ocean by establishing, in Madagascar or on the
mainland, a naval base as a replacement for Ile de France
(Mauritius), lost to the British in 1815 ; some senior French naval
officers hankered after the whole of Madagascar as a ‘substitute
India’. Frangois Guizot, who replaced Thiers in October 1840,
was anxious on grounds of general European diplomacy to
resume cordial relations with Britain. But his withdrawal from
these adventures had, for domestic reasons, to be gradual and
unobtrusive. It required some British pressure to bring him to
‘neutralise’ the three new West African comptoirs by imposing a
régime of complete free trade and to announce in March 1843 a
politique de points d’appui which abandoned all serious territorial
expansion. Had there been in the early 1840s another major power
interested in Africa, and willing to support France in these
challenges to British informal empire, the coastal partition of
Africa would probably not have been delayed until the 1880s. But
until 1884 France remained, to her disadvantage, isolated against
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Britain in Africa. Although the Marine continued intermittently
to look for strategic footholds in East Africa, it was invariably
checked when its activities threatened a serious confrontation
with London. In 1860 Napoleon 111 rejected proposals for a major
French establishment on the Red Sea and Somali coasts rather than
risk such a conflict; and the Anglo-French Agreement of March
1862, guaranteeing the independence of Zanzibar, was in effect
an undertaking by France not to challenge Britain’s hegemony on
the East coast between Cape Guardafui and Mozambique. After
1870, the dangerously weak and isolated position of France in
Europe for some years constrained the French Foreign Ministry
at the Quai d’Orsay to even greater caution in handling local
disputes with England on both the east and west coasts of Africa.

British sea-power, merely displayed against the French, was
used with brutal directness against a minor power like Portugal.
In 1846 Palmerston, determined to keep the Congo open to
British trade, repudiated earlier British acknowledgements of
Portuguese sovereignty on both banks of the Congo mouth. In
1856 he warned Lisbon that any attempt to extend Portuguese
occupation to this region would be ‘opposed by Her Majesty’s
naval forces’;® and in July 1857 the navy expelled a Portuguese
military detachment from the north bank of the maritime Congo.
In 1857 the industrial economy was non-existent in Portugal; and
in the early 1840s it had been rudimentary even in France. Yet
the absence of industrialisation did not prevent both these Powers
from attempting to stake out claims on the coasts of Africa. It was
the British naval deterrent which restricted even France to merely
derisory acquisitions between 1830 and 1880.

By the later 1870s, nevertheless, Africa had become far more
economically interesting to the industrial Powers than it had been
a generation earlier. This increased interest was due less to any
great increase in the actual volume of trade than to the supposed
economic potential, in a period of depression, of an Africa which
now consisted not merely of ‘ coasts’ but of 2 possibly controllable
andexploitableinterior. Without this development of economically
motivated interest, the full-blooded scramble of the 1880s and
1890s is indeed hardly conceivable. But no economic model can

¢ [P.R.O.], Foreign Office (F.0.) 63/1113, Howard (Lisbon) to F.O., S/T no. 43,
3 June 1856: cited R. Anstey, Britain and the Congo in the nineteenth century (Oxford, 1962),
47.
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explain, even in the broadest and most general terms, the pattern
of partition that actually took place. In 1875, the most likely
outcome of increased European economic interest in Africa
seemed to be the consolidation by the British of their informal
coastal empire and its selective extension into the interior; and
between 1875 and 1879 this process was actually taking place, only
to be overtaken by the onset of partition. But the mere fact of
partition implies the failure of the British deterrent against
encroachment upon their informal empire; no economic model
seems likely to account for this failure. Partition began as an
exclusively Anglo-French contest, which was indeed the only
pattern that had seemed even remotely possible in the late 1870s.
Apart from the apparently trivial intervention of King Leopold,
no other power was involved until in 1884 partition suddenly
developed into an entirely unforeseen multi-power scramble — in
which, by a crowning paradox, the non-power Leopold II carried
off one of the major prizes. Even if each individual act of
annexation had been economically motivated, explanations of a
different kind would still be needed to account for this remarkable
pattern of partition.

Moreover, the demonstration that economic incentives existed,
and that they stimulated the kind of interest that led to annexation,
does not necessarily imply that economic motives were crucial,
or even that they existed at all, in any particular act of territorial
acquisition. And for some of the partitioning powers, the economic
model does not work even as a generator of interest. In the 1870s
Portugal, still virtually a pre-industrial power, was presiding
listlessly over the last shrinking relics of an African empire ruined
by the final suppression of the transatlantic slave trade. Yet in the
1880s she reasserted her control over very extensive territories
which for long remained a crippling burden upon her under-
developed economy — although they may of course have enriched
particular interests within it. Italy, a very sketchily industrialised
country of whose many economic problems industrial over-
production was surely the least, nevertheless had genuine economic
interests and prospects in Tunisia. But she failed to make good
her position there; instead, she acquired in the Horn of Africa an
empire which offered prospects not of markets or profits but of
a military commitment so heavy as to be a political danger as well
as an economic burden.
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The revival of effective Portuguese imperialism in the 1880s was
mainly a response to the contemptuous arrogance with which
other powers, especially Britain, brushed aside Portugal’s “historic
claims’ in Africa. Politically conscious Portuguese reacted to this
affront by treating the maintenance of the Lusitanian imperial
heritage as crucial to national self-esteem and indeed to the
Portuguese national identity. Italy had no ‘historic claims’ in
Africa — or at least, none more recent than those of imperial
Rome. But when in the 1880s African imperialism became
fashionable among the great powers, the Italian foreign minister,
Francesco Crispi, in particular seems to have felt that Italy would
look more like a great power if she followed the fashion. As
Crispi’s political rival, di Rudini, remarked, Italy’s African empire
was acquired ‘in a spirit of imitation...for pure snobisme’.”
‘Prestige’ is an uncomfortably nebulous concept; but it is
impossible to discuss Portuguese and Italian imperial motivations
without using it as a convenient shorthand.

‘Prestige’ also seems the most appropriate category in which
to discuss Khedive Isma‘ll’s African empire, which was no
fortuitous agglomeration of territories, but the first of the
consciously-planned African empires of the later nineteenth
century. Ismi‘ll intended it to embrace the entire north-east
quadrant of the continent, including Ethiopia, eastwards to the
Indian Ocean and southwards to the equator — he optimistically
called his southernmost Sudanese territories the ‘Equatorial
province’. This grandiose plan suffered a mortal blow when in
1875 and 1876 the khedive’s attempts to subjugate Ethiopia were
ignominiously routed. Soon after Isma‘il’s deposition in 1879, his
empire in most of the Sudan was destroyed by the Mahdist
insurrection and by local risings of the southern Sudanese
peoples; and by 1888 the surviving remnants had been dismantled
as a measure of retrenchment by the British in Egypt. Isma‘il, like
Leopold II and Rhodes, expatiated on his civilising mission’: he
claimed for Egypt ‘ the position of the head of civilisation in North
Africa’.® Although the khedive sometimes attempted to promote
economic development, even so blindly optimistic a financier as
Isma‘l can hardly have hoped to recover much of his enormous

? Cited W. L. Langer, The diplomacy of imperialism (2nd edn, New York, 1951), 281.

8 F.O. 84/1371, Granville to Stanton (Alexandria), no. 6, 2 Apr. 1873: cited
M. F. Shukry, Equatoria under Egyptian rule (Cairo, 1953), 25.
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outlay. He created his empire, not in serious hope of gain, but
to the greater glory of himself, his dynasty and his adopted
country, Egypt. Like the Cairo opera house, African empire was
a symbol of Egypt’s claim, as a modernised, civilised and
‘civilising’ power, to equality of status with the great historic
nations of Europe.

The imperialism of prestige would have been comparatively
unimportant had it been confined to decayed powers like Portugal
or over-ambitious parvenus like Egypt. But it was not. During the
later nineteenth century the great powers (and a fortiori a
doubtfully great power like Italy) lived in a ruthlessly competitive
world of constantly fluctuating antagonisms and alignments. The
system was so complex and so delicately balanced that diplomatic
setbacks even on quite minor issues could sometimes jeopardise
a power’s perceived effectiveness and general international
standing. Hence the constant and anxious concern for ‘prestige’
— a concern which became almost obsessive when a previously
preponderant power like France was struggling to avoid rele-
gation to second-class status, or when a powerful and ambitious
newcomer like Wilhelmine Germany was striving to assert itself
far outside Prussia’s traditional political arena. Until the mid-
1880s the British were usually confident enough of their metro-
politan security and oceanic hegemony to accept minor setbacks
without great anxiety, and to treat with ironic condescension the
excessive ‘touchiness’ of lesser breeds. But this supercilious
detachment did not survive the steady erosion after c.1884, by
rivals both old and new, of Britain’s former easy preponderance.
By 1898 Britain too had become intensely concerned for her
‘prestige’ — for her credibility as a great power; and when that
credibility appeared to be at stake, even in African conflicts over
territory of little or no intrinsic value, she was prepared to risk
or even to threaten European war in order to reassert it.

In the early 1840s the French challenges to Britain on African
coasts had been prompted far less by real or supposed economic
necessity than by the determination of French statesmen and
French admirals to restore France to her rightful status as /a grande
nation, especially by reducing British preponderance in the Indian
Ocean. Forty years later, the necessity for France to vindicate her
claim to great-power status had become even more acute; and the
crucial factor in the French decision to occupy Tunisia in 1881
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was not pressure from financial interests, influential though these
were, but the intolerable prospect of being elbowed out of an
established unofficial hegemony by Italian collusion with the
Bey. It was the diplomatists, not the businessmen, who nerved
Ferry and his strong ally, Léon Gambetta, to act in spite of their
fears of unpopularity at home and complications abroad. The
diplomatists insisted that failure to meet the challenge from a
parvenu power like Italy would be seen by a watchful and critical
Europe as evidence that France was ‘sinking to the level of Spain’:
a disaster all the more deplorable in that ‘one single act of
firmness, of will and of determination’ could restore France to
her ‘ rightful place in the eyes of other nations’.? In the later 1880s
and the 1890s, French bitterness at the continued British occupation
of Egypt was prompted less by considerations of the Mediterranean
power-balance than by the British usurpation of France’s traditional
role, which she had reasserted with considerable success in the
later 1870s, as the preponderant European influence in Egypt
itself. It was the determination to wipe out this affront, not the
pursuit of strategic advantage in the Mediterranean, that in July
1898 brought Marchand to Fashoda in order to challenge the
British occupation of Egypt by an implicit threat to the Nile
waters.

German expansion, and attempted expansion, in Africa
was also strongly driven by motives of prestige. Bismarck’s bid
for colonies was complex in origin and motivation. Economic
motives were certainly present; but by May 1884 his strongest
single motive seems to have been to force London to abandon
a doctrine of ‘paramountcy’ which purported to exclude German
political influence from African territory which Britain neither
occupied nor claimed by legal right. This ‘Monroe doctrine for
Africa’ (as Bismarck called it, unconsciously echoing Carnarvon’s
words of December 1876) was less an economic injury to
Germany than, in Bismarck’s own words, ‘an affront to our
national self-esteem’.!® The later German pressure for repartition
in Africa, maintained fairly steadily from about 1895 to 1914, was

° J. Ganiage, Les origines du protectorat frangais en Tunisie (Partis, 1959) 632, 634~3,
citing: St-Vallier to Barthélemy St-Hilaire, 26 Jan. 1881; Roustan to Noailles, 23 Feb.;
St-Vallier to Noailles, 21 Mar. 1881.

0 Die Grosse Politik der Europdischen Kabinette, 1871—1914, 1v, no. 742, Bismarck,

minute on Hatzfeldt to Bismarck, 24 May 1884; no. 743, Bismarck to Miinster (London),
1 June 1884.

109

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



THE EUROPEAN PARTITION OF AFRICA

driven not by economic necessity but by the conviction that
German prestige was being impaired by Bismarck’s failure in the
1880s to acquire an overseas empire of dimensions more in
keeping with Germany’s new status as a world power.

Although during the 1890s the Egyptian question became for
France a matter of prestige rather than of strategy, Egypt was
nevertheless a crucial region strategically. In 1882 the real or
supposed need to defend the Suez Canal against ‘Urabi and the
Egyptian nationalists was one of several considerations which
gradually overcame Gladstone’s shrinking from armed inter-
vention. Another quasi-strategic motive was the fear that by
mid-1882 French policy under Freycinet was moving towards
active diplomatic support for ‘Uribi—a development which
might well have inhibited British intervention and have established
France as the patron of Egypt’s new rulers. For some six years
after 1882, however, British policy-makers did not see Egypt as
an imperial acquisition. They still looked forward to military
withdrawal as soon as they had, by financial and other reforms,
restored Egyptian solvency and political stability, thereby re-
moving pretexts for intervention by other powers. Lest main-
tenance of the débris of Isma‘il’s African empire should hinder
reform in Egypt, the British hastened to liquidate these remnants,
ignoring the possible long-term threat to the Nile waters implicit
in the vacuum of power they were creating.

In the course of 1888 the British decided to remain in Egypt
indefinitely — a development fundamentally more important than
their spectacular armed intervention of 1882. Maintenance of the
British position in Egypt was henceforth seen as an imperative
strategic necessity. Turkey seemed to have become, in Lord
Salisbury’s words, merely ‘the janitor of Russia’ at the Straits;
defence of the Mediterranean balance by supporting Turkey
against Russia at Constantinople was therefore, at best, an
obsolescent strategy. Russian influence in Turkey was expected to
increase steadily, and with it Russian naval strength in the eastern
Mediterranean; sooner or later a strong naval base in Egypt would
become indispensable to Britain. Once the British had decided to
remain, they could no longer ignore the potential threat to Egypt’s
water-supply entailed by the vacuum of power on the upper Nile;
and by 1889 the strategic defence of the upper-Nile waters had
become ‘a separate and dominating factor’ in Lord Salisbury’s
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diplomacy.’' After 1889 this strategy usually dominated British
policy not only towards the upper Nile itself but also towards all
those very extensive regions of Africa which could be regarded
as ‘approaches’ to the Nile basin. After 1893, when the French
were attempting, in pursuit of a goal dictated by prestige, to
establish a strategic prise de possession on the upper Nile, strategy
similarly dominated French policy towards this region.

Strategy therefore appears, in the Nile valley at least, as yet
another category of motive driving on the partition. This is not
to say, however, that ‘from start to finish the partition of tropical
Africa was driven by the persistent crisis in Egypt’.'? By 1882 the
partition of tropical Africa was already in full swing in the Niger
Sudan, on the Guinea coast, on the Congo, and in Madagascar.
Moreover, for nearly two years after September 1882 the ‘ Egyptian
crisis’, as an Anglo-French confrontation, was hardly a crisis at
all. Paris still believed that London would ultimately conclude that
French friendship was worth the continued sharing of financial
control in Egypt. To assist the British to see reason, until 1884
the French refrained from local obstruction in Egypt; the French
consul in Cairo was even instructed to co-operate actively with
his British colleague.'3 Elsewhere in Africa however, and especially
in Guinea and Madagascar, France had already become more than
usually combative towards England at least eighteen months before
the British occupation of Egypt. Immediately after September
1882 there was little if any perceptible increase in this com-
bativeness;anduntil thefinalcollapse of Anglo-Frenchnegotiations
on Egyptian finance in summer 1884, there is no convincing
evidence that French forward policies in Africa were prompted
by the desire to ‘retaliate’ for Egypt.

Only in August 1884 did Jules Ferry begin cautiously to
respond to Bismarck’s proposal, first put forward in May, for a
Franco-German alignment against Britain on African questions.
Thisalignment, whileitlasted, certainly produced somespectacular
results in Africa. But it did not long survive the fall and disgrace
of Ferry in March 1885; and its demise was followed, in the later

't Cecil, (Lady) G., Life of Robert, Marquis of Salisbury, v (London, 1932), 48, citing
Salisbury to A. Austin, 3 July 1887; to Lord Lyons, 20 July 1887. Ibid., 139—40.

'z Robinson and Gallagher, Africa and the Victorians, 465.

'3 For French policy towards Britain in Egypt from Sept. 1882 to Aug. 1884, sce:

Documents Diplomatiques Frangais, le série, 1v (Partis, 1932), nos. 525—97, passim; v
(Paris, 1933), nos. 26—402 passim.
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1880s, by a marked improvement in Anglo-German relations. By
1890 the Quai d’Orsay saw little prospect of progress on the
Egyptian question until the return to office of the Liberals. But
when the Liberals came back in 1892, Lord Rosebery at the
Foreign Office proved no less intransigent than his predecessor
Salisbury. French overtures were rebuffed, with no excess of
courtesy; and thereupon in February 1893 Théophile Delcassé,
then at the Colonies, launched on his own responsibility the first
French attempt (the abortive Monteil mission) to enforce
evacuation by a threat to the upper Nile waters. As a propellant
of partition in the Nile basin and its approaches, the ‘Egyptian
crisis’ evidently had a very long fuse. The British had seen no
threat to the Nile waters from anyone until 1889, and none from
the French until mid-1892, when the possibility of an advance to
the upper Nile was first discussed in the French Chamber. To the
partition of West Africa, at any rate down to 1894, ‘the persistent
crisis in Egypt’ had no relevance at all. Between 1879 and 1883,
when there was as yet no serious quarrel over Egypt, the French
had advanced very rapidly in West Africa. Precisely when the
Egyptian dispute became embittered, in 1884—5, there was a pause
in this advance; and when the advance was resumed in 1889—9o
it was directed exclusively to the creation of a large territorial
empire centred on Lake Chad —a project which tended, until
1894, to distract the attention of French colonialists from the Nile
valley.

The ‘Egyptian crisis’ — not that of 1882 but the open Anglo-
French quarrel of 1884 — did indeed isolate Britain diplomatically;
and the short-lived Franco-German alignment in Africa enabled
Bismarck to help himself, with a minimum of risk, to African
territories which had previously formed part of Britain’s informal
empire. These African acquisitions have been seen as purely a
move in Bismarck’s European policy, a means of picking a quarrel
with Britain so as to make his desire for a Franco-German
rapprochement more credible to Paris. But it was never very clear
why, on purely European grounds, Bismarck should have preferred
a rapprochement with France to the renewed isolation into which
France had been driven by her Egyptian quarrel with Britain; and
it is now well established that by 1884 Bismarck had concluded,
albeit rather reluctantly, that Germany needed to acquire, if not
formal colonies, at least ‘spheres’ of her own in Africa. He
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therefore needed, as he himself told the French, a Franco-German
alignment in African disputes in order to create an ‘equilibrium
on the seas’'4 against Britain’s massive naval preponderance over
Germany alone.

Advances or acquisitions in Africa undertaken primarily to
secure a diplomatic advantage in Europe are not however quite
unknown. The most striking is the Anglo-Egyptian advance into
the Sudan in March 1896. This move was not originally intended
to destroy the Mahdist state, still less to solve the strategic
problem on the upper Nile. It began as little more than a token
military demonstration undertaken, at Italy’s request, in order to
distract the Mahdists from attacking Italian outposts in Eritrea
and the eastern Sudan after Italy’s catastrophic defeat at Adowa
by Menelik of Ethiopia. The British solicitude for Italian interests
was prompted by the more important consideration of Britain’s
relations with Germany, which had for some two years been
severely strained, both in Africa and elsewhere. But these
conflicts had brought Germany no significant advantage; on the
contrary, they had recently led to a marked and disquieting
improvement in Anglo-French relations, while the Italian catas-
trophe had shaken the Triple Alliance. The Germans were
therefore now willing to improve their relations with Britain; but
only if London would reciprocate by supporting the Triple
Alliance and breaking off the flirtation with Paris. A gesture of
military assistance to Italy in Africa would be a public demon-
stration of support for the Triplice; and Berlin correctly calculated
that an advance into the Sudan would destroy the tentative British
rapprochement with France. Berlin therefore saw in London’s
response to Italy a crucial test of the entire orientation of British
foreign policy, which was in effect being constrained to ‘choose’
between France and Germany. Salisbury decided to satisfy the
Germans. He feared that a negative response would leave Britain
dangerously isolated against an unfriendly Germany; the conver-
sion of the Anglo-French rapprochement into a full entente
seemed impossible so long as the two countries were still divided
by the Egyptian question. On 12 March 1896 Salisbury therefore
ordered the token Anglo-Egyptian advance that was during the
next two years gradually to develop into the total reconquest of
the Sudan (below, pp. 149—50).

4 lbid., v, no. 407, Courcel (Berlin) to Ferry, 23 Sept. 1884.
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Examples of ‘negative’ diplomatic motives — the renunciation
of African territory in order to gain a diplomatic advantage in
Europe — are of course not uncommon. Salisbury’s comparative
generosity towards Italy in Africa between 1889 and 1891 reflects
his recognition that his relations with Germany would suffer if
Anglo-Italian quarrels in Africa became so acute as to jeopardise
Britain’s support for Italy, and therefore for the Triple Alliance,
in the Mediterranean. When in 1893 Lord Rosebery, foreign
secretary in the Liberal government, failed to convince Berlin that
British support for Italy would be forthcoming in a crisis,
Anglo-German relations did promptly deteriorate: notably in
Africa, where Germany became stiffer towards Britain and more
generous towards France — especially where such generosity
would tend to embroil Anglo-French relations. Although ‘diplo-
matic’ motives of this kind are of course motives for abstention
rather than acquisition, they are nevertheless important for the
detailed pattern of partition.

So too, and not merely for the detailed pattern, are motives
generated by the immediate pressures of domestic politics. Such
motives in fact usually boil down either to economics or prestige;
but the type of domestic motivation known as ‘ manipulated social
imperialism’ perhaps deserves a category to itself. It has been
succinctly defined by its leading practitioner, Bernhard von
Bilow: ‘To direct the gaze from petty party disputes and
subordinate internal affairs...on to world-shaking and decisive
problems’.'s This motive, as well as the desire visibly to assert
Germany’s greatness as a world power, certainly underlies the
German pressure for repartition between 1895 and 1914—a
period when the Social Democrats were capturing a rapidly
increasing proportion of the Reich electorate. Crispi’s imperialism,
too, had a distinct Biilovian streak: he hoped that the grandeurs
and burdens of empire would distract Italians from their all too
intense preoccupation with their multiple internal divisions and
conflicts. Onthe whole,however, * manipulated social imperialism’
does not seem to have been a very effective propellant of the
scramble. It seems to have played only a minor part in initiating
partition: it is in particular doubtful how far theorising of this
kind influenced Bismarck. ‘ Manipulated social imperialism’ seems

5 Biilow, cited P. M. Kennedy, * German colonial expansion: has the ** Manipulated
Social Imperialism” been ante-dated ?’, Past and Present, 1972, 54, 134 41.
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indeed to be a phenomenon of the 189os and after rather than of
the 1880s. But even in this later period its practical effects were
meagre: the German pressure for repartition was, after all, almost
entirely unsuccessful.

Two further factors — hardly ‘motives’ — are sometimes seen as
influential, or even crucial, in promoting territorial acquisition.
‘Missionary influence’ is sometimes regarded as having instigated
the partition; but although the flag did very often follow the
Gospel into Africa, only exceptionally was this flag the national
flag of its missionary precursors. In Madagascar and Cameroun,
British Congregationalists and Baptists ultimately found them-
selves not under the Union Jack, but under the French Tricolour
and the flag of Bismarck’s Reich. British Baptists on the Congo
found themselves in King Leopold’s empire. French White
Fathers and Holy Ghost Fathers ended up respectively in British
Uganda and in German East Africa. Perhaps only in Nyasaland
is there a clear and direct causal link between missionary influence
and colonial annexation. Salisbury was anxious to avoid assuming
political responsibility for this awkwardly stituated Scottish
mission field, which was then virtually inaccessible except through
Portuguese Mozambique; but his hand was forced by the fear of
losing Presbyterian votes in Scotland if he permitted a Catholic
Portuguesetakeover. In general, missionary influence was probably
a less important factor in partition than the career ambitions of
French military officers who, especially but not exclusively in the
Niger Sudan, often initiated advances and offensives in order to
accelerate by faits de guerre the snail’s pace of routine promotion.

More interesting is the situation summed up in the phrase the
local crisis’. Here annexation is seen as virtually forced upon the
imperial power by the breakdown of a previous informal control
operated through a collaborating local élite; and this breakdown
is often the result of a successful challenge to this élite by a popular
or traditionalist opposition. This model works excellently in
Egypt (not surprisingly, as it was originally generated by an
analysis of the Egyptian situation); and well enough in Tunisia
and Zanzibar. In South Africa, although applicable to some
aspects of Anglo-Afrikaner relations between ¢.1870 and 1899, it
is clearly inadequate. An attempt has been made to apply it to
French expansion in the Niger Sudan by interpreting the French
conquest as an enforced response to Muslim militancy provoked
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by resentment of informal French influence. In fact, the Muslim
states usually went to considerable lengths to avoid war; and the
French campaigns were not‘involuntary imbroglios’but deliberate
aggression, ‘a determined European bid for territory’.'® As a
covering theory for the partition as a whole, the local crisis is not
even superficially plausible. What local crisis, of the type specified
in the theory, brought Leopold or Brazza to the Congo? — or Italy
to Eritrea or Somalia? — or Bismarck to his curiously distributed
set of colonies, in most of which the previous informal influence
had been not German but British? — or France to Madagascar,
where the previous collaborative relationship had again been with
the British, and was deliberately destroyed by the French? Nor
does the local crisis, even where it works, represent a separate
category of motivation. In handling any local crisis, and in finally
resolving it by annexation, European policy-makers were
defending interests — economic, strategic, or other - falling
within the five categories already established.

These five categories — expected economic gain, prestige,
strategy, diplomatic advantage and ‘manipulated social imperial-
ism’ —do however seem to be exhaustive, or very nearly so.
Missionary influence and military careerism can perhaps be treated
as merely local and exceptional phenomena; or else subsumed as
varieties of ‘prestige’. Indeed, who can draw the line between
military careerism and ‘the honour of the flag’, especially in the
minds of the military officers themselves? An analysis with five
variablesis necessarily complex; butin this labyrinth of motivations
there is one sure clue. None of these motives, and no combination
of them, could have generated a general multi-power partition of
Africa if the British had continued successfully to deter other
powers from encroaching upon their informal African empire.
The collapse of British hegemony is the great negative factor
which alone enabled the positive’ motivations of other powers
to achieve practical results. If this factor is neglected, the partition
seems on detailed analysis to arise from mere coincidence: from
the fortuitous ‘convergence of many forces’, embarrassing in
their multiplicity and diversity, which justhappened to ‘ converge’,
suddenly and inexplicably, in the early 1880s. Seen in this way,

16 Cf. R. Robinson and J. Gallagher, * The partition of Africa’, New Cambridge modern
history, x1 (Cambridge, 1962), at 6og, 619-20; and A. S. Kanya-Forstner, * Myths and
realities of African resistance’, Canadian Historical Association, Historical papers, 1969,

185—98.
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the scramble is simply incomprehensible as a historical process.
Rather, ¢ c’est une histoire idiote. .. Si tu la regardes de loin, elle
se tient 2 peu pres; mais si tu te rapproches, tout fuit le camp’.!?
The concept of partition as a consequence of the collapse of an
almost exclusive British hegemony, at a time when both Britain
and other powers were beginning to see significant economic
advantage in the extension and consolidation of their formal or
informal control over African territory, permits the ordering of
an otherwise unmanageable variety of phenomena. However,
emphasis on the ‘background’ of growing economic interest
does not imply that all annexationist decisions were somehow, ‘in
the last analysis’, economically motivated. On the contrary. The
collapse of British hegemony created a very complex and fluc-
tuating pattern of conflicts and alignments in both Africa and
Europe. Amid this complexity, policy-makers often simply could
not afford to handle African questions by giving economic
interests absolute priority over the demands of diplomacy and
strategy, or even of prestige.

THE BREAKDOWN OF INFORMAL EMPIRE

British hegemony had never seemed more powerful and complete
than in the mid-1870s, on the very eve of partition. It extended,
virtually unbroken apart from Algeria and Senegal, around the
entire African coastline. Other than Britain and France, the only
African coastal ‘powers’ were Egypt, Zanzibar and Portugal.
Egypt and Zanzibar were by now British client-states; and in
18756 their subordinate position was emphasised when a clash
on the Somali coast between an Egyptian naval expedition
(commanded by a Scotsman) and the Zanzibari forces (soon to
be commanded by an Englishman) was settled by the fiat of the
Foreign Office. Portugal was not quite a client-state; but she held
her African territories virtually on British sufferance, as her
expulsion from the maritime Congo in 1857 had demonstrated — a
demonstration repeated two years later on the Guinea coast, when
the forcible ‘ removal’ of Portuguese residents from Bulama island
was followed by its annexation as British territory. By 1876,

'7 L. H. Gann and P. Duignan, ‘Reflections on imperialism and the scramble for
Aftica’, in Gann and Duignan (ed.), Colonialism in Africa, 1 (Cambridge, 1969), 127-8.
J.-P. Sartre, Les mains sales, premier tableau, scéne 1v (Hugo).
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moreover, certain British policy-makers were consciously working
to extend and consolidate informal hegemony, notably by the
application of the doctrine of ‘ paramountcy’. In the many regions
where Britain exercised exclusive influence without having
acquired formal possession, she was increasingly ready to claim,
as ‘paramount power’, a quasi-legal right of objection to any
encroachment by other powers.

In West Africa, ‘paramountcy’ seems to have originated simply
as an administrative expedient, a solution to the difficult problem
of exercising control in the interior in order to protect the internal
trade of small coastal possessions. Paramountcy permitted total
flexibility in the extension and application of control while
avoiding the unwelcome legal and financial consequences of
formal sovereignty — consequences so unacceptable that aban-
donment of the coastal possession itself had sometimes been
seriously considered as the preferable alternative. The concept was
also used to cover situations like that in the Niger delta, where
Britain enjoyed ‘paramount influence’ backed by a preponderance
of armed force, but had no formal possessions at all. Paramountcy
of this kind could hardly be deployed unless no other European
power exercised significant influence in the region concerned; but
from ‘paramountcy’ as an expedient applicable only where other
powers were absent, it was an easy if illogical step to the doctrine
that where paramountcy existed no other power was entitled to
intrude its presence. By 1875 this was the Foreign Office position
on the Niger delta. In the same year, the Colonial Office was
deliberately refraining from piecemeal annexations in the Pacific
lest these, by alerting other powers, should ‘defeat the object and
prevent us from quietly acquiring paramount influence among the
Islands’;'8 and in 18756 Lord Carnarvon was hoping to obtain
French recognition of British paramountcy along the whole West
African coastline, excepting only Senegal, from Morocco to
Gabon.

By 1876—7 some British policy-makers were extending the
concept of paramountcy to cover not merely African ‘coasts’ and
their immediate hinterlands, but enormous areas of the accessible
or potentially accessible interior. In southern Africa British
paramount influence, alike over British colonies, Afrikaner

'8 R. Herbert (P.U.S., Colonial Office), 5 May 1875, cited W. D. Mclntyre, The
imperial frontier in the tropics (London, 1967), 356.
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republics and African polities, had been regarded as axiomatic at
least since 186o. This paramountcy had never had any fixed
northern limit; but in December 1876 Carnarvon wanted to
extend it until it met, at the Great Lakes, another sphere of
paramount British influence — that over ‘Egypt and the country
that belongs to Egypt’.!® In April 1877 the Transvaal was
annexed. In February 1877 British influence had been exerted to
secure the appointment of Gordon as governor-general of the
Egyptian Sudan; and in September Khedive Ismi‘ll bound
himself not to dispose of Egypt’s African coastal possessions
without British permission. These possessions extended to Cape
Guardafui, where they adjoined the northernmost coastal sphere
of Britain’s other client, the sultan of Zanzibar. Further south on
the Zanzibari mainland, the consul, Sir John Kirk, was in 1877
encouraging the sultan to extend and formalise his influence; at
the same time Kirk was pressing him to grant to the Scottish
shipowner, Sir William Mackinnon, mainland concessions which
would have transferred to Mackinnon the reality of power and
profit. In May 1877, Sir Robert Morier, the British ambassador
at Lisbon, proposed the enrolment of Portugal as a third British
client-state with functions similar to those of Egypt and Zanzibar.
In this way, he believed, it would be easy for Britain to acquire
paramount influence throughout the whole of Africa. The Foreign
Office did not object, but gave Morier little active encouragement.
Perhaps an attempt openly to subordinate the proud and sensitive
Portuguese hardly seemed worth the trouble: by mid-1877 Britain
already seemed well on the way to imposing the ‘ Munro doctrine
[for] much of Africa’ which Carnarvon had demanded in
December 1876.

The aggressive and enterprising behaviour of Britain in Africa
during the mid-1870s did not pass unnoticed at Paris. For the
French, the one redeeming feature of British informal empire was
its purely de facto existence, devoid of legal warrant and therefore
instantly vulnerable should the power-balance ever tilt in favour
of France. Any British attempt to formalise informal empire —
whether by outright annexation or by expedients such as para-
mountcy or a ‘ Monroe doctrine’ — was therefore a serious threat
to France in that it might confine her permanently to her Algerian

9 Carnarvon to Frere, 12 Dec. 1876, cited Etherington, J. Imp. C’wealth Hist., 1981,
as n.z.
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and Senegalese enclaves. As early as February 1876 this danger
had been emphasised by Benoist d’Azy, the directear des Colonies.
Benoist, seeing in a recent British blockade of Dahomey an
extension to West Africa of the British forward policies in South
and East Africa, pressed urgently for more active French
competition with the British. But Benoist’s pleas fell on deaf ears
at the Quai d’Orsay, which saw Africa in a very different per-
spective from that of the Colonies. In February 1876 barely nine
months had passed since France had, to all appearances, been
saved from a German preventive war only by the diplomatic
intervention of Russia and Britain. To the diplomatists, possible
colonial opportunities in Africa were not only worthless compared
with the security of France in Europe: they were a positive
menace, for by generating Anglo-French disputes they might
cause France to forfeit British goodwill. Rather than run this risk,
the Quai d’Orsay preferred to sacrifice the colonial opportunities
en bloc. Early in 1876 the French foreign ministry was prepared,
in return for the trivial compensation of the Gambia, in effect
to recognise British paramountcy over the whole west coast apart
from Senegal. The Marine and the Colonies protested, and so did
the firm of Régis Freres at Marseilles; but it was British ministerial
incompetence, rather than the strength of the French opposition,
which frustrated this remarkable bargain. The Quai d’Orsay,
having thus failed to impose its radical solution, was forced to
handle with the utmost caution local West Coast disputes, which
were now becoming sharper and more frequent as governors of
Senegal and of Sierra Leone attempted to increase their depression-
starved revenues by planting customs posts in the coastal no-
man’s-land between the two colonies.

This extreme caution was however no longer necessary after
the spectacular improvement in 1878 of the international situation
of France. At the Congress of Berlin, France ceased to be an
isolated power and almost a diplomatic outcast, and suddenly
became the key to the power-balance in the Near East. After the
Russian victory over Turkey in 1877-8, it was the refusal of
France to align herself with Russia which enabled Austria and
Britain to check Russia in the Balkans and at the straits without
calling upon overt and active assistance from Germany. Such a
call would have forced Bismarck to choose, to his intense
embarrassment, between the denial of support to Austria and a
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direct confrontation with Russia. At Berlin, therefore, France was
courted by Bismarck hardly less ardently than by Salisbury: both
suggested that she should take her reward in Tunisia, which
neither Bismarck nor Salisbury wished to see fall into Italian
hands. But the real reward for France was that, so long as Russia
maintained her ambitions in the Balkans and the Levant, the
attitude of France remained of crucial importance to no less than
three great powers: not only to Britain and Germany, but also
to Russia herself. Salisbury, with his acute diplomatic perception,
responded instantly to the changed power-balance by striving to
restrain all British activity in Africa which might alarm or irritate
the French. He sabotaged, by devious means, the proposed
Mackinnon concession on the Zanzibari mainland; he frustrated
Morier’s Portuguese machinations by slow-motion correspond-
ence and ambiguous instructions. With Carnarvon no longer in
office, Salisbury was able effectively to preach restraint to his
colonial colleague: but the Colonial Office was not always
able to restrain its own agents, whether in Zululand, where
Bartle Frere’s forward policy precipitated military disaster at
Isandhlwana, or on the Guinea Coast, where ‘insupportable
proconsuls’ infuriated Salisbury by continuing to quarrel with
the French. It was now Britain’s turn to be cautious and con-
ciliatory in these local disputes; and Salisbury sometimes carried
his ‘graceful concessions’ to lengths which disconcerted the
Colonial Office.

Had France remained as isolated and vulnerable in Europe as
she had been between 1871 and 1877, the Marine and the Colonies
would hardly have been permitted by the French Foreign Ministry
to launch any significant challenge to Britain in Africa. Even after
1878, the foreign ministry remained for a year or two less than
combative in African disputes with Britain. But it was now no
longer necessary deliberately to sacrifice all colonial opportunity
in Africa for the sake of European security, nor to be so strict
in restraining the colonial activists; and in November 1880 the
Quai d’Orsay issued a directive to this effect. The year 1879, which
in French domestic politics marked the definitive take-over of
state power by bourgeois, anti-clerical republicans after a seven-
year struggle with aristocratic, ultramontane royalists, had
already seen the launching of a plan for large-scale territorial
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empire in the Niger Sudan by the minister of Public Works,
Freycinet, who originally thought in terms of peaceful penetration
by means of railways; and by Admiral Jean Jauréguiberry at the
Marine, a former Governor of Senegal who did not shrink from
outright military conquest.

The Niger Sudan was chosen as a ‘substitute India’ largely
because of its supposed value as a market. Earlier attempts at
purely commercial penetration had not been successful; and
formal empire was obviously by far the best safeguard against the
suspected intention of the British to forestall France by annexa-
tions in the upper Niger basin. Moreover, as the upper Niger was
accessible from Senegal, the French advance could take place
without violating British coastal hegemony; it therefore avoided
a direct confrontation with London which would in 1879 still have
been unwelcome to the Quai d’Orsay. The Senegal—Niger advance
was not indeed an overtly anti-British move. It injured no material
British interest, for London had by now abandoned any serious
hope of profiting by the trans-Saharan trade. But the advance was
nevertheless a resounding announcement that France would not
stand idly by while the British extended to West Africa the
expansive hegemony which they had already established, and
appeared to be consolidating, in southern and eastern Africa.

On the West African coast, Anglo-French competition was by
now obvious and explicit: in 1879 Briére de I’Isle, the governor
of Senegal, introduced the discriminatory Senegal tariffs and
harbour dues into the territories in dispute with Sierra Leone. But
Briere believed that the scramble had already begun not only on
the coast but in the interior. He was convinced that the British were
planning to forestall France in the upper Niger basin. No such
project existed; but, in the context of recent British policy
elsewhere in Africa, Briere’s fears were not unreasonable. Less
reasonable was his readiness to credit, as proof of London’s
machinations, every unconfirmed and implausible rumour of
covert British activity in the interior. Against this background the
Gouldsbury mission to Futa Jalon in January 1881 was seen, not
only in Senegal but also in France, as the first overt and official
move in the British plan. In February 1881 Jauréguiberry told the
senate: ‘We have rivals, implacable rivals, who constantly oppose
the influence we exercise in Senegal. They strive to frustrate us
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in every possible way’.2 Like many French naval officers,
Jauréguiberry was intensely combative towards Britain. In April
1882, after his return to office in January, he established a formal
French protectorate at Porto Novo, in an area of particularly acute
coastal competition to the west of Lagos. By January 1883, he was
planning not only to extend this protectorate westwards to the
Gold Coast frontier, but to establish further French protectorates
in the Niger delta, on the Benue river and in Cameroun. In
these projects he had the strong support of Maurice Rouvier, by
then Minister of Commerce, and the full concurrence of the Quai
d’Orsay, which had since early 1881 been increasingly combative
in the ever-recurring minor coastal disputes.

Although the British attempt to formalise their informal
empire, and their adoption of forward policies in East and South
Africa had, in principle at least, been halted by Salisbury in 18789,
Paris continued to fear the supposed British threat; and France
had by the end of 1882 responded by a counter-challenge far more
effective than that of the early 1840s. This counter-challenge was
not confined to West Africa. In 1881 what appears to have been
a routine exercise of British informal influence in Madagascar
provoked a French response which was at least as combative as
that in the Niger Sudan and in Guinea. These French moves were
in no way ripostes to the British occupation of Egypt. Both in
West Africa and in Madagascar, they had been launched while the
two countries were still co-operating quite closely on the Nile;
and in Madagascar at least, the ‘point of no return’, whereafter
France could not retreat without visible loss of prestige, had been
reached as early as May 1882.

Since the 1860s France had not seriously challenged the British
monopoly of informal influence over the dominant Hova dynasty
in Madagascar, in spite of pressure from the sugar-planters of
Réunion, who saw in the island a potentially valuable source of
labour and foodstuffs. Meanwhile, through the conversion of the
dynasty by British missionaries, Congregationalism had become
virtually the Hova state religion. A British naval visit to
Madagascar in July 1881, intended to encourage the Hova to
extend and consolidate their rule, was seen in Paris as an indirect

20 Jauréguiberry, 17 Feb. 1881: cited C. W. Newbury and A. S. Kanya-Forstner,
‘French policy and the origins of the scramble for West Africa’, J. Afr. Hist., 1969,
10, 2, 253-76.
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attack upon certain non-Hova (Sakalava) groups with whom
France had made treaties in 1859—6o and over whom she still
retained some influence, and therefore as a deliberate attempt
finally to destroy the ‘historic links’ between France and Mada-
gascar. Jules Ferry promptly recalled his consul Théodore Meyer,
whose conciliatory disposition had qualified him for the Mada-
gascar post so long as the Quai d’Orsay had been concerned not
to quarrel seriously with London, and replaced him in November
1881 by the notoriously combative Auguste Baudais. In January
1882 Maurice Rouvier offered to Gambetta and Freycinet his full
support for positive action in Madagascar, and for energetic
opposition to ‘that pretension to rule the waves which the British
navy is all too ready to assume’. In March 1882 Freycinet gave
Baudais carte blanche to engineer a crisis by instructing him that
‘our one and only preoccupation is to secure the defence of our
rights and interests’.?! Baudais complied by raking up old
disputes over French property-rights; by May he had broken off
relations with the Hova. In December 1882 a Hova delegation
visited Paris and London. In Paris they were offered, and rejected,
terms which amounted to a demand for complete French control
of Madagascar. In London, they found no effective support; the
Foreign Office was unwilling to exacerbate the Anglo-French
difference in Egypt by a serious dispute over Madagascar. French
naval action against Madagascar was initiated in February
1883 — by a Deputy for Réunion who happened to be acting
minister of Marine in a stop-gap ministry; and in December
1885 the Hova queen was constrained to accept a French
protectorate.

These French challenges to British informal empire were
undoubtedly encouraged by the belief that Britain had overreached
herself by her forward policies of the later 1870s. In October 1879
the governor of Réunion had suggested, in a despatch marked by
Jauréguiberry for ‘most particular attention’ at the Quai d’Orsay,
that ‘the time has come to reassert our rights in Madagascar, now
that Britain is engaged in so many disastrous wars all over the
world’.22 The Isandhlwana disaster of January 1879 had indeed

21 Ministere des Affaires Etrangeres (M.A.E.), Madagascar 13, Rouvier to Gambetta,
22 Jan. 1882; Freycinet to Baudais, 2 Mar. 1882. Cited }. S. Swinburne, ‘ The influence
of Madagascar on international relations, 1878-1904°, M.Phil. thesis, University of
London 1969, 118—19.

22 M.A.E. Madagascar 11, Jauréguiberry to Waddington, 15 Nov. 1879, enclosing
despatch from governor, Réunion: cited Swinburne, ‘ Influence of Madagascar’, 105-6.
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been widely regarded in Europe as proof of Britain’s military
decadence; and in October the British position in Afghanistan
collapsed with the massacre at Kabul. British weakness seemed
further demonstrated when in 1881 Gladstone failed to restore
British control in the Transvaal after the humiliating defeat at
Majuba. Moreover, as Admiral Jauréguiberry must have been
well aware, the expansion and technical modernisation of the
French navy since 1878 had by the early 1880s considerably eroded
the British naval preponderance that had been the sure shield of
informal empire in all its Protean forms. By 1882 France already
had, in commission or approaching completion, almost as many
up-to-date capital ships as Britain; at the same time most of the
numerically enormous British fleet had become technologically
obsolete — ‘mere ullage’, in the sardonic words of a British
admiral.

In 1882 the British found their informal empire under French
challenge not only in Guinea and Madagascar, but also at the
Congo mouth, where a trade comparable with that of the Niger
delta was at stake. The maritime Congo, in spite of the falls and
rapids that obstruct the river above it, was nevertheless the main
area of convergence for the trade-routes between the Atlantic and
the vast interior basin. In the hands of a European power, this
bottle-neck might have become a formidable barrier to British
trade; but London had kept it open by discouraging, when
necessary by force, any Portuguese occupation either at the Congo
mouth or on the adjacent ocean coasts. The sudden emergence
of French official interest towards the end of 1882 was quite
unexpected, even by the French themselves; for this interest was
neither the result of a planned search for empire, as in West Africa,
nor even in its initial stages a response to a supposed British
challenge, as in Madagascar. Its origins were indeed almost
fortuitous. Savorgnan de Brazza was hardly ‘sent’ by the French
government to the Congo: he chose his own objective for his
almost unofficial, largely self-financed, expeditions. Nor would
Brazza’s activities necessarily have achieved any political result
but for the presence in the Congo basin of the agents of King
Leopold II.

Leopold 1I, king of the Belgians, had for decades been
convinced that the future of the Belgian economy depended on
its ability to exploit overseas markets and resources. Failing to
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convince his subjects that ‘Belgium needed a colony’, Leopold
resolved to acquire, in his personal capacity and by the use of his
enormous personal wealth, a privileged sphere overseas for his
own economic activities and ultimately for those of Belgium. He
had sought, not political sovereignty, but vast monopolistic
economic concessions in underdeveloped South American states
or in European possessions in South-East Asia. It was only after
he had repeatedly failed to obtain a ‘colony’ of this kind that he
at last turned, in 1876, to central Africa. In July 1879, after earlier
attempts to reach the Congo basin from the East African coast,
he commissioned H. M. Stanley to work upstream from the Congo
mouth, founding stations and making treaties with local African
rulers which transferred to the king extensive economic conces-
sions and monopolies, but not formal political sovereignty.
Leopold of course intended from the outset to exercise ‘informal’
political control; but the acquisition of formal sovereignty might
involve him in politico-legal difficulties in Europe, and possibly
in unnecessary administrative expense in Africa.

Leopold’s project of creating a personal ‘informal empire’ in
the Congo basin seemed likely to be stillborn once Brazza had (as
the king quaintly put it) ‘introduced politics into Africa’ by
concluding in September 1880 treaties with the Teke ruler,
Makoko, whereby this chief ceded ‘son territoire 2 la France’.23
Makoko’s territory lay just upstream of the Congo rapids, at the
interior terminus of the trade-routes to the Congo mouth and the
Atlantic; and French control here might well isolate Leopold’s
interior stations from the sea. It seemed impossible for Leopold’s
organisation, the misleadingly-named .4ssociation Internationale du
Congo, even to compete with France. Whatever Leopold’s ‘non-
descript Association’ was, it was certainly not a state; and at this
time it was not even attempting to acquire political sovereignty.
Leopold nevertheless exerted his considerable influence in Paris
in an attempt to prevent the ratification of Brazza’s treaties; and
at first his prospects seemed by no means hopeless. Brazza had
been given no authority to conclude treaties of any kind.
Jauréguiberry, who as minister of Marine was both Brazza’s
service chief and the minister responsible for colonies, disavowed

3 M.A.E. Mémoires et Documents Afrique 59, Gabon-Congo 1, Leopold to
de Lesseps, 18 Sept. 1882: cited H. Brunschwig, L’avénement de P Afrique noire (Paris,
1963), 159—6o. Brazza’s treaties of 10 Sept. and 3 Oct. 1880, printed bid., 147-8.
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and disapproved the explorer’s activities on the Congo. These he
regarded as a mere distraction from his own priority areas on the
Guinea coast; and he had no intention of ratifying Brazza’s
treaties, still less of actually occupying any part of the Congo
basin. France had neither ‘historic links” with the Congo, nor as
yet any serious material interests there. Moreover, it soon became
clear that London, disturbed by the increasingly restrictive
trading policies adopted in French-controlled Guinea, would
strongly oppose the extension of similar restrictions to the Congo.
Brazza’s treaties were nevertheless ratified by Charles Duclerc’s
ministry in November 1882; and not by the usual décres but with
all the formality and publicity of a /i debated in the Chambers.
Ratification was not however an anti-British gesture, nor even a
sign that after the occupation of Egypt ‘ Paris did not need to pay
the old deference to British susceptibilities’.2¢ In November 1882
London had still not formally communicated its decision to
exclude France from the control of Egyptian finances; and in Paris
hopes were high that London would have second thoughts.
Duclerc was therefore not looking for yet another quarrel with
Britain: he already had on his hands Madagascar, bequeathed to
him by Ferry and Freycinet. But the ratification of Brazza’s treaties
- did seem to offer, because of the diplomatically negligible status
of Leopold’s Association, an opportunity of scoring a popular and
perfectly safe success overseas after the depressing fiasco in Egypt.
The focus of public excitement had swung abruptly from Egypt
to the Congo; Brazza had become the social lion and popular hero
of Paris. Ratification would be hailed as a ‘ victory’ for France both
over Leopold, whose attempts to prevent ratification were deeply
resented, and over Stanley, who as an * Anglo-Saxon’ was serving
as a convenient lightning-conductor for French anglophobia.
Duclerc therefore offered to London assurances both public and
private of complete free trade in the future French Congo. This
was a painless concession, in view of the absence of French
material interests and of Jauréguiberry’s flat refusal, which
Duclerc did not at that time contest, seriously to involve France
in the Congo basin. On 1 December 1882 a British note, evidently
in confirmation of earlier verbal exchanges, acknowledged
(though without explicitly accepting) these assurances. The note
contained no hint of further British objection; indeed, twelve days
24 Robinson and Gallagher, Africa and the Victorians, 170.
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earlier Duclerc had felt able to assure the Chamber, very
emphatically, that ratification of Brazza’s treaties entailed not the
slightest danger of ‘international complications’.

However, Lord Granville at the Foreign Office had, even
before the ratification, decided to seek a more reliable safeguard
for British trade on the Congo than the mere assurances of a rather
lack-lustre French ministry. Prompted by Morier’s earlier schemes
for using Portugal as a cat’s-paw in Africa, in December 1882
Granville offered to Lisbon recognition of Portugal’s ‘historic
claims’ at the Congo mouth, subject to conditions which would
guarantee complete freedom of trade. The opening of the Anglo-
Portuguese negotiation came as an unpleasant surprise to Duclerc;
but it was a challenge that he could not ignore. In January 1883
he countermanded Jauréguiberry’s instructions forbidding further
French activity on the Congo; and insisted that the Marine should
at once organise a prise de possession effective of coastal areas giving
access to the interior.

Granville’s expedient might have succeeded if it had led
without delay to the conclusion of an Anglo-Portuguese agree-
ment. But the Foreign Office guaranteed slow progress by sitting
down ‘to think of all the things we can ever want from Portugal
in Africa’.25 When the treaty was at last signed on 26 February
1884, it was born into a diplomatic world very different from that
in which it had been conceived. Britain was now confronted not
only by France but by a Bismarck already affronted by Britain’s
attempted application to Germany of her ‘Monroe doctrine for
Africa’, and soon to intervene decisively in the general politics
of the scramble. However, even before Bismarck’s intervention,
Gladstone’s Liberal government was finding it difficult to adjust
to the abrupt decline of an African hegemony which had
previously seemed almost as immutable as the laws of nature. The
Liberals had been elected in 1880 on a platform of impassioned
rejection of Conservative forward policies and annexations, but
the continued existence of informal empire had been the un-
expressed premise underlying this commitment to imperial self-
denial. Even when Granville had begun to understand what was
happening (it is doubtful whether Gladstone ever did), he was for
some time at a loss for a policy, especially in regions like the

3 J. D. Hargreaves, Prelude to the partition of West Africa (London, 1963), 302, citing
Clolonial} O[fhce} 147/52, F.O. to C.O,, 25 Nov. 1882 and minutes.
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Niger delta where it was impossible to interpose a client-state as
the caretaker of informal empire. However, as early as june 1883,
Percy Anderson, the head of the Foreign Office’s Africa
department, had drawn the painful, inevitable, conclusion that
informal empire was dead and gone, at all events in West Africa:
‘Protectorates are unwelcome burdens, but in this case [the
Lower Niger] it is...a question between British protectorates,
which would be unwelcome, and French protectorates, which
would be disastrous.’?® The cabinet seemed to have grasped this
point when in November 1883 they authorised the British consul,
Edward ‘Too-Late’ Hewett, to establish protectorates in West
Africa. But then, characteristically, Treasury reluctance to finance
Hewett delayed his departure until May 1884.

Nevertheless, until the British began to gather the bitter fruit
of their mishandling of Bismarck in connection with Africa, their
defensive responses were by no means completely ineffective. At
the Niger delta, Hewett was not too late. By early 1884 the French
Niger companies had been completely discouraged by cut-throat
British competition and by the vigorous use of gunboats against
Africans who seemed inclined to trade with them. But Hewett and
the Foreign Office were alike taken aback to find Germany already
installed in Togo and Cameroun. London believed, in spite of
mounting recent evidence to the contrary, that Bismarck was still
unalterably opposed to colonial acquisition; but by mid-1884
Bismarck had decided that he could not prudently exclude
Germany from the African scramble. Already by 1883 Britain and
France appeared to be shutting the coastal doors to West Africa
at a pace which would soon exclude all other powers; and exclude
them commercially as well as politically, for in West Africa British
‘free trade’ was in practice almost as discriminatory as French
protection. British tariffs did not indeed formally discriminate by
country of origin. But they fell very lightly on textiles and
hardware, in which Britain could out-trade all her competitors;
and very heavily on commodities imported from other European
countries, such as tobacco and above all spirits, by far the most
important German export to West Africa. Once all the doors had
been closed, it would be too late for second thoughts on the value
of colonies: the world contained only one Africa. Bismarck was

26 F.O. Confidential print, no. 4819, memorandum by H. P. Anderson, 11 June 1883:
printed C. W. Newbury, British policy towards West Africa, select documents 1875—1914
(Oxford, 1971), 179-81.
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also under considerable domestic pressure to safeguard German
commercial interests in Africa: the Hanse towns (important not
merely economically, but politically as constituent states of
Bismarck’s federal Reich) were complaining bitterly against
British and French customs policies; and in July 1883 Hamburg
had asked for the acquisition of a “trade colony’. In 1881 Bismarck
had deprived Hamburg of her greatly prized ‘ customs independ-
ence’ by coercing her into the Zo/lverein. 1f a West African colony
would now conciliate Hamburg, it would be sensible to find her
one, provided that the diplomatic price was not too high. By
mid-1884, with Britain isolated by the consummation of her
Egyptian dispute with France, this price was at rock-bottom.
Yet Bismarck remained sceptical of the material value of
colonies; moreover, colonies under Reich sovereignty would
imply an annual colonial budget and therefore an additional
opportunity for the Reichstag to interfere in baute politiqgue. Had
he not been affronted by Britain’s ‘ Monroe doctrine for Africa’,
it is possible that he would have found other ways of safeguarding
Germany’s commercial interests. It was British behaviour in the
South-West African dispute between January and June 1884 that
made decisive and even showy acquisitive action an imperative
political necessity for Bismarck. The chancellor had originally
asked, in February 1883, for British protection for the coastal
establishment of the Bremen merchant, Lideritz, at Angra
Pequena. London had replied non-committally : but it was in fact
very unlikely that the Cape government, then in acute financial
difficulties, would be willing to extend its responsibilities to the
north of its Orange river frontier. Receiving no clear answer to
his original request, Bismarck then enquired in September 1883
whether Britain claimed sovereignty at Angra Pequena and, if so,
on what grounds. Neither the Colonial Office nor the Foreign
Office originally saw any political reason to claim such sovereignty,
the legal basis for which was in any case non-existent. A reply
disclaiming British rights had alteady been drafted when in
November the Cape premier, Sir Thomas Scanlen, then in London
in search of a loan, urged the Colonial Office to assert ‘a South
African Monroe Doctrine, [with] all European powers given to
understand that it must be “hands off”’.2? The Colonial Office

27 Merriman Papers, T. Scanlen to J. X. Merriman, 29 Nov. 1883: cited D. M.
Schreuder, The scramble for Southern Africa 1877-1895 (Cambridge, 1980), 121.
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thereupon withdrew its approval of the proposed reply to Bis-
marck; and the Foreign Office began to experience misgivings
about the establishment of Germany so close to the nodal point
of British imperial communications at the Cape. Bismarck was
therefore informed on 21 November that the establishment of a
foreign Power in South-West Africa ‘would infringe [Britain’s]
legitimate rights’.28 But he was not told why these rights would
be infringed; the British reply had carefully refrained from raising
the issue of formal sovereignty. On 31 December 1883 Bismarck
riposted by asking for further and better particulars of Britain’s
alleged rights.

The British had played their ‘paramountcy’ card : Bismarck had
promptly trumped it by implicitly refusing to recognise anything
but formal sovereignty. Over six months passed without a reply
to his enquiry of 31 December. The Foreign Office had of course
no convincing reply to make; but Granville, virtually abdicating
responsibility, referred the question to Lord Derby at the Colonial
Office, who interpreted it as an invitation to annex — a course for
which the Cape Government was by now strongly pressing. The
question was, of course, who should pay — London or the Cape?
Six months were consumed in leisurely discussion of this question:
London, still convinced that Bismarck was basically opposed to
overseas empire, was evidently far more concerned for its
relations with Cape Town than with Berlin. Meanwhile, in April
1884 Bismarck informed the Foreign Office that he had extended
German protection to Liideritz. The precise nature of this
‘protection’ was obscure, as Bismarck almost certainly intended
it to be; but Granville sought no clarification. He merely passed
on the information to Derby, who appears to have ignored it. On
16 May Derby publicly stated that while Angra Pequena itself was
not ‘claimed...as British territory, we had claimed a sort of
general right to exclude foreign powers from that coast’.2 On
3 June Bismarck learned that the Cape government was proposing,
with Colonial Office approval, to annex the entire coast as far as
the existing British enclave of Walvis Bay, to the north of Angra
Pequena.

28 F.O. 64/1101, Granville to Minster (London), 21 Nov. 1883: cited W. O.
Aydelotte, Bismarck and British colonial policy: the problem of South West Africa
(Philadelphia, 1937; reprinted Westport, Conn., 1970), 36.

20 Derby to ‘a deputation of South African merchants’ 16 May 1884: cited (from
The Times, 17 May 1884) Aydelotte, Bismarck, 65. Cf. Derby’s speech in the Lords on
19 May, cited ébid., 66.
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As early as 14 May Bismarck had approached Paris for
assistance in resisting the British  Monroe doctrine’; but the insult
early in June, whereby London had permitted the Cape to take
action which had been forbidden to Berlin, demanded instant
retaliation. On 7 June Bismarck refused to recognise in any form
the Anglo-Portuguese Congo treaty of February, to which France,
Germany and other powers had already raised objections of detail.
He then drove Granville from his hiding-places behind the
Colonial Office and the Cape government; and on 17 June
extorted from the foreign secretary a veto on the proposed Cape
annexation at Angra Pequena and a verbal admission that London
had no right to object to Germany’s establishment there. The
Colonial Office nevertheless continued, with Granville’s approval,
to egg on the Cape to make annexations in South West Africa
which would have reduced the German holding to a mere enclave.
But by May 1884 Bismarck had already become convinced that
London was attempting by evasion and deceit to forestall him not
only in southern Africa but also in West Africa, for which Hewett
at last departed at the end of May; and he had decided to forestall
Hewett by sending his own expedition under Nachtigal.

In August 1884, after the final Anglo-French rupture on
Egyptian finance, Ferry not only responded to Bismarck’s
proposal for a Franco-German ‘equilibrium on the seas’ against
Britain, but also accepted Bismarck’s suggestion that the whole
complex of Congo questions, including the Anglo-Portuguese
treaty, should be referred to an international conference. The
Berlin West Africa Conference (November 1884 to February
1885) did not of course ‘partition Africa’. It did however,
strongly prompted by Bismarck, establish the rule that henceforth
‘effective occupation’ was to be the sole valid title to African
coastal territory. ‘ Effective occupation’ sounded the death-knell
of paramountcy and informal empire — concepts which had
always been indefensible in international law and which the
British did not attempt to defend at Berlin. Gone for ever were
the halcyon days when (as Lord Salisbury wistfully recalled in
1890) Britain had dominated almost the whole of accessible Africa
‘without being put to the inconvenience of protectorates or
anything of that sort’.3°

3¢ Salisbury in the Lords, 10 July 1890: cited Cecil, Life of Salisbury 11 (London,
1932), 225~6.
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Only in southern Africa, where Bismarck had originally
attacked British paramountcy, did a remnant of it survive his
onslaught. Bismarck did not wish to incur London’s permanent
and unappeasable hostility by completely destroying British
hegemony in a region where not only ocean strategy but the
interests of British settlers were at stake. Once it had become clear
that Britain would recognise his West African acquisitions (and
his claims in New Guinea), he withdrew the claims he had made
on the Zululand coast and in March 1885 undertook in effect to
respect local British paramountcy outside his new South-West
African colony. He also refrained from extending this colony so
far eastwards as to obstruct the Cape’s ‘road to the north’. No
such delicacy marked Bismarck’s proceedings in the Anglo-
Zanzibari East African sphere. By November 1884 this region was
under obvious German threat from the activities of Carl Peters;
and Granville now wished to establish a British protectorate over
the Zanzibari mainland, including the economically promising
Kilimanjaro region. However, Granville emphasised particularly
the strategic importance of the mainland coast for the routes to
India, especially since the French had become established in
Madagascar. But Gladstone, who had never really budged from
his Liberal fundamentalism on the wickedness and impolicy of
‘annexations designed...to forestall other nations’, scornfully
rejected Granville’s proposal to protect ‘the mountain country
behind Zanzibar with an unrememberable name’,3! and simply
ignored the strategic argument. Granville then attempted to melt
Bismarck’s heart by communicating to Berlin a historical account
of Britain’s special relationship with Zanzibar. This was precisely
the kind of pseudo-title that Bismarck was now rejecting on
principle. With London distracted by the catastrophic finale of the
Sudan crisis and then by a dangerous confrontation with Russia
in Afghanistan, he was able almost effortlessly to destroy the
Anglo-Zanzibari informal empire, and force London to share the
Zanzibari mainland, by ruthless pressure upon Britain’s bewil-
dered client, the sultan.

3% The letters of Queen Viictoria, 2, iii (London, 1928), 593~4: Gladstone to the Queen,
23 Jan. 1885. S. Gwynn and G. M. Tuckwell, Life of Sir Charles Dilke (London, 1917),
11, 83~4: Gladstone to Dilke, 14 Dec. 1884.
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Until about 1880 British naval preponderance, by preventing
foreign annexations, and by making British annexation unneces-
sary and therefore apparently unprofitable, had preserved on the
coasts of Africa an almost completely stable situation in terms of
European political control. This stability was disturbed when,
after 1880, France successfully challenged British hegemony in
West Africa and Madagascar. Madagascar was written off by
Britain, probably in the hope that it would console France for her
disappointment in Egypt. On the African mainland, however, the
British attempted, by the Anglo-Portuguese treaty over the
Congo mouth and by the proposed establishment of protectorates
from the Gold Coast to Cameroun, to confine the area of
‘competitive instability’ to western Guinea and the upper Niger
basin. These responses might well have succeeded but for the
intervention of Bismarck. By frustrating the British attempt to
formalise by protectorates most of their informal West African
sphere, by destroying the Anglo-Portuguese treaty, and above all
by insisting on the criterion of effective occupation, Bismarck
perpetuated the existing area of instability. He then promptly
extended it from West to East Africa by destroying the Anglo-
Zanzibari hegemony. His East African acquisitions, which
included not only German East Africa proper, but Witu on the
Somali coast, had hinterlands which could be extended in the
south to Rhodes’s ‘sphere of aspiration’ between Lakes Tangan-
yika and Malawi, and in the north to the newly-created vacuum
of power on the upper Nile. Indeed, almost all the coastal
annexations since 1882 had hinterlands which clashed if extended
far enough, and were therefore an invitation to competition in
the interior. Once interior competition had begun, and the
criterion of effective occupation had prevailed in the hinterlands
as well as on the coast, the scramble became virtually self-
propelling almost throughout the continent. No new stable
situation could now be reached until the whole continent had been
carved up into internationally-recognised European ‘spheres’.
Even in Morocco, where European annexation encountered very
severe constraints arising from the country’s key position in
Mediterranean and Atlantic strategy, partition was merely post-
poned, not prevented.
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The extension of the scramble to the interior was also stimulated
by the emergence of King Leopold’s Congo Independent State.
Although Leopold had responded to the ratification of Brazza’s
treaties by claiming sovereignty in his own treaties with Congo
chiefs, ‘sovereignty’ acquired by a non-state recognised by
nobody was evidently well-nigh worthless. Leopold owed his
success to his brilliantly skilful manoeuvring between Britain and
France; and to Bismarck’s sponsorship of a Leopoldian Congo
State as a neutral solution to the Anglo-French Congo dispute.
Leopold’s willingness to give (though not to fulfil) any and every
assurance of complete free trade in his new state spoke strongly
in his tavour; for Bismarck wished if possible to avoid admitting
French protectionism into the Congo basin as the price of
destroying British informal empire at the Congo mouth. But
Bismarck could not have imposed the Leopoldian neutral solution
against French opposition. Leopold had, however, in April 1884
disarmed this opposition by granting to France a right of first
refusal (droit de préférence) should he ever wish to dispose of his
territories. Jules Ferrv, with the reversionary title-deeds in his
pocket, now saw no reason to oppose the creation of a ‘state’
which nobody then expected to survive for long. In November
1884, with French concurrence, Bismarck recognised the flag of
Leopold’s Association as that of ‘a friendly state’. London at first
refused to follow suit. The Foreign Office was scandalised by a
request for recognition of a ‘state’ which as yet had neither real
existence nor known frontiers; and there was intense resentment
at Leopold’s ‘shabby and mischievous trick’3? in granting the
droit de préférence to France. But Bismarck soon extorted recog-
nition by threatening to withdraw support at the Berlin Conference
for the British claim to a commercial monopoly on the lower
Niger.

On the lower Congo, the difficulties of adjusting the Portuguese,
Leopoldian and French claims are reflected in the curious
territorial jigsaw that still survives. In the interior, however,
Leopold established with astonishing ease the frontiers of an
enormous empire. It was indeed typical of the king that he
hastened to stake out these grandiose interior claims while other

32 P.R.O. 30/29/198 (Granville Papers), T. V. Lister, memorandum, 20 May 1884:
cited J. Stengers, ‘King Leopold and Anglo-French rivalry, 1882-1884" in P. Gifford
and \W. R. Louis, France and Britain in Africa (New Haven and London, 1971), 12166,
at 162.
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powers were still contemplating, often rather ruefully, the
problems of establishing ‘effective occupation’ in their new
coastal possessions. In August 1884 Leopold put forward a claim
to a great quadrilateral of territory comprising ‘all central Africa,
the very core of the continent’.33 When this claim was opposed
by neither Paris nor Berlin, he steadily added to it, especially in
the south-east; in February 1885 the frontiers recognised by
Belgium were not unlike those which exist today. These frontiers
were then submitted to the powers. Britain had every reason to
contest frontiers which in the south-east now extended almost to
the Zambezi and which were, thanks to the droit de préférence,
potentially the frontiers of French territory. Yet the Foreign
Office accepted them without even a query. It was August; Percy
Anderson was on holiday, and Anderson’s deputy made the
‘stupid blunder’ of confusing Leopold’s extended frontiers with
the boundaries of the Congo Free Trade Area. The stimulus to
interior competition created by this vast internal sovereignty,
whose frontiers now approached the hinterlands of all the
partitioning Powers except Italy, was enhanced by Leopold’s
apparently insatiable appetite for even more African territory. By
1886-7 he was already reaching out towards Uganda and the
uppet Nile, and planning to persuade Emin Pasha to transfer his
allegiance from Egypt to the Congo State. When this project failed
he began in 1890 to despatch expeditions of his own to establish
‘effective occupation’ in the western basin of the upper Nile, parts
of which were in fact occupied, though rather precariously,
between 1892 and 1894.

Until the mid-1890s the Congo State brought Leopold no
profits, but losses on a scale which threatened to exhaust even the
king’s immense resources. The motivation of King Leopold’s
imperialism was nevertheless overwhelmingly economic. As a
non-Power, the king could conduct his acquisitive operations
undistracted by considerations of prestige; and he played strategic
games only in return for tangible territorial rewards. His ultimate
objective of ensuring the long-term viability of the Belgian
economy was ‘Leninist’ avant /a lettre, although he had to play
in person the Leninist role which Belgian capitalism for long
refused to assume. Leopold was of course not alone as an
economic imperialist: in the first stage of partition down to 1885,

33 Stengers, ‘King Leopold’, 163, citing Courcel (Berlin) to Ferry, 30 Aug. 1884.
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before experience had rubbed some of the gilt off African El
Dorados, economic motivation was often preponderant. But
the precise nature and strength of this motivation varied greatly
from power to power and from region to region; and in the 1880s
no other power acted from economic motives so far-sighted and
so rationally compelling as those of King Leopold. Some
Frenchmen saw in the Niger Sudan an exporters’ El Dorado; and
there is evidence that in the early 1880s some French policy-makers
valued West African coastal acquisitions mainly as gateways to
the ‘mythically’ rich interior. But in this period the British in
West Africa were merely attempting to protect their established
trading areas, doubtless vital to individual firms but trivial in
relation to the overall metropolitan economy. Even more trivial
in this context were the customs revenues of French and British
colonies; but the urgent need to increase them during the acute
depression of 1878-84 was a very sharp spur to local Anglo-
French competition on the Guinea Coast. As for Bismarck’s
economic imperialism, it was in his own eyes little more than the
reluctant but unavoidable taking-up of rather dubious options.
Even in the initial stage of the scramble, however, considera-
tions of prestige were often crucial, especially for France. French
policy towards Madagascar in 1881—2 was driven almost entirely
by prestige: the British naval visit of July 1881 had in no way
injured the purely economic interests of France in Madagascar.
What stuck in the throat of even so capitalist an imperialist as
Maurice Rouvier was the off-hand arrogance with which Britain
appeared to be using her naval hegemony to extinguish the last
remnants of ‘historic’ French influence in the island, thereby
treating France as a negligible quantity in the Indian Ocean.
Again, for the French occupation of Tunisia prestige was even
more important than the safeguarding of investments; eviction
at the hands of the despised Italians was utterly intolerable to a
France still struggling to recover her international standing after
the catastrophe of 1870—1. Prestige, too, played its part in
Bismarck’s colonialism. Bismarck moved from rather hazy
projects of informal trading spheres to outright territorial an-
nexation largely in reaction to the affront to German self-esteem
(and to his own political reputation) implicit in the apparent
arrogance and duplicity with which London treated Germany’s
claim at the economically negligible site of Angra Pequena.
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Strategy was also present, mainly as a British motive. It was
certainly relevant to the occupation of Egypt in 1882, and
overwhelmingly dominant in the 1888 decision to remain in
Egypt. However, the African consequences of this decision —a
further wave of strategic imperialism directed to threatening or
defending the Nile waters — do not emerge until the second active
phase of partition from 1889 onwards. In South and East Africa,
British opposition to Bismarck’s acquisitions was in part prompted
by strategic defence of the routes to India. But the most powerful
motive for London’s evasive resistance to Bismarck in South
Africa was evidently an over-riding anxiety to defer to the wishes
and susceptibilities of the Cape government, which was all too
often touchy and demanding in its dealings with ‘the imperial
factor’. With this semi-domestic, semi-diplomatic motivation may
perhaps be compared Bismarck’s relations with Hamburg.
Another type of domestic motivation — perhaps a rather puny
specimen of ‘manipulated social imperialism’ — appears in
Duclerc’s ratification of Brazza’s Congo treaties. Until the British
riposte to this ratification injected an element of great-power
rivalry which Duclerc felt compelled to take seriously, French
‘imperialism’ on the Congo had been little more than an exercise
in public relations: Duclerc had not originally contemplated, and
Jauréguiberry had been determined to prevent, its development
Into a genuine prise de possession.

The political map of Africa in 1886 reflects the extent to which,
since 1879, Britain had failed to defend her informal empire. On
the western coasts of Africa, from Senegal to the Orange river,
complete British informal hegemony had been replaced by new
French, German, Leopoldian and (at Cabinda and on the south
bank of the maritime Congo) even Portuguese holdings. Only
between Lagos and Calabar had Britain succeeded in retaining a
remnant of her previous informal empire. In eastern Africa,
Madagascar had been irrevocably lost to France; on the mainland
Germany had taken a very large bite to the south, and a smaller
bite (Witu) to the north, of what she had permitted Britain to retain
of the former Anglo-Zanzibari sphere. In the former Egyptian
coastal possessions France had in 1884-85 sought to facilitate her
communications with Madagascar and Indo-China by reviving
and extending a claim in the Obok region which had been
dormant since 1862. To forestall France on the northern (Gulf of
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Aden) Somali coast, London would have accepted Italy as a
substitute for Egypt; but when the Italians hesitated, the British
established protectorates of their own. But soon even the cost-free
Italians were no longer welcome; by March 1887 Salisbury was
regretting that in 1885 they had been permitted to replace Egypt
at Massawa on the Red Sea. Nevertheless, in 1889 they acquired
the former Egyptian and Zanzibari possessions on the Indian
Ocean coast from Cape Guardafui to Kismayu.

However, during the second active phase of partition, from
1889 to 1899, enormous British gains in the interior were to
compensate for the coastal losses of the 1880s. By 1900 the
political map of Africa had again been transformed. The British
positions in Egypt and South Africa had acquired interior
extensions so vast that they were now separated only by German
East Africa. In West Africa, British diplomacy had indeed proved
no match for French military action in the upper Niger basin, and
Sierra Leone had lost its potential hinterland; but the Nigerian
coastal remnant of informal empire had expanded northwards to
the latitude of Sokoto, Bornu and Lake Chad. During the later
1880s the British adjusted to the loss of informal empire and
largely abandoned their inhibitions about formal annexation. By
the 1890s they had become anything but ‘reluctant imperialists’.

In 18856, however, British policy-makers did not yet hanker
after interior expansion. To Lord Salisbury, the only useful test
of the value of African territory was whether British traders were
willing to “go in’: where, as in East Africa, they seemed reluctant
to ‘go in’, Salisbury preferred to barter African territory for
diplomatic advantages in Europe and the Near East - for
Bismarck’s ‘help in Russia and Turkey and Egypt’.3¢ In 1886
Nile-waters strategy still of course lay in the future; and in spite
of open hinterlands, the collapse of Ismi‘il’s empire and the rise
of King Leopold’s, the British, and soon the Germans too, paused
for breath in East Africa. There was a similar ‘loaded pause’ from
1885 to 1889 in West Africa, where the French were temporarily
dismayed by the financial and military costs of empire-building.
Moreover, the fall and disgrace of Jules Ferry in March 1885 had
revealed the intense disquiet of French opinion at the dispersal
of military resources overseas — especially when Bismarck

3¢ Salisbury to Iddesleigh, 24 Aug. 1885: cited Cecil, Life of Salishury 111, 230.
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appeared to be encouraging the expansionist policies which
caused this dispersal.

By 1888, Bismarck too was ‘sick and tired of colonies’. They
had brought with them the financial losses and domestic political
difficulties which he had foreseen; worse still, the clamour from
the colonialists for their further extension, largely at Britain’s
expense, was beginning to compromise Germany’s European
security. By 1888, Bismarck needed British support to balance the
rapprochement between a Russia once more active in the Balkans
and a France now apparently dominated by a ‘saviour with a
sword’ and obsessed by bellicose fantasies of revanche. He alienated
the German colonialists, who were normally among his most
reliable political supporters, by refusing to compete with Britain
either in Uganda and the upper Nile, or between Lakes Tanganyika
and Malawi. So successful was his veto on expansion that by 1889
he found himself quite without territory with which to bargain
with London for an African settlement which had now become
an urgent European necessity. October 1889 therefore saw the last
and oddest of Bismarck’s African acquisitions, on the Somali coast
from Vitu northwards to Kismayu. The territory itself was almost
worthless; but London would be reluctant to leave it in German
hands, because its hinterland could be extended to the upper Nile.

After Bismarck’s fall in March 1890 his successors, having ‘cut
the line to Russia’ by refusing to renew the Reinsurance treaty,
were all the more anxious for an African settlement which would
permit close Anglo-German collaboration in Europe; but they
were far less able than Bismarck to resist the colonialist demand,
now strongly backed by Kaiser Wilhelm II, for massive
acquisitions in Africa. Salisbury too was alarmed by the Franco-
Russian rapprochement and anxious for an African settlement
with Germany; but he was quite unable to make territorial
concessions large enough to satisfy the German colonialists. In the
Tanganyika—Malawi region, he dared not sacrifice either Rhodes’s
recent treaties or the interests of the electorally influential Scottish
missionaries. In the German hinterland west of Lake Victoria he
was under very strong pressure, even within the cabinet, to
support extravagant claims which H.M. Stanley had made on
behalf of Mackinnon’s East Africa Company. Much British
opinion, having at last recognised that informal empire was gone
beyond recall, was by 1890 in rampantly acquisitive mood; and
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for the moment saw Germany as Britain’s most dangerous
colonial rival. Salisbury, for all his mockery of African El
Dorados whose very lakes turned out to be mere ‘beds of rushes’,
could not ignore these pressures; and he was himself determined
to retain Zanzibar in the interests of Indian Ocean strategy and
to exclude Germany from the upper Nile in the interests of
Egyptian security. He risked an open breach in his cabinet by
refusing to press the very dubious Stanley—Mackinnon claims, on
which indeed Berlin was quite determined not to yield. But he
had nothing more to offer to the Germans in Africa; and he
achieved an otherwise quite unattainable settlement by throwing
Heligoland into the bargain as a bait particularly attractive to the
German emperor. Berlin gave way in Zanzibar and the Nyasa
hinterland; relinquished Bismarck’s new Somali coast protec-
torate; and recognised a ‘British sphere’ on the upper Nile —a
curiously belated triumph for ‘paramountcy’, in that Britain,
without the slightest claim of historic right or effective occupation,
had nevertheless since the mid-1870s regarded herself as para-
mount over ‘the country that belongs to Egypt’.

In the Anglo-German Agreement of 1 July 1890 the more
subtle imperatives of diplomacy and strategy had triumphed over
unrestricted competition for African territory; and for the next
two years or so Anglo-German relations, both in Africa and in
Europe, were so cordial that French and Russian diplomatists
sometimes suspected that Britain had secretly joined the Triple
Alliance. Meanwhile, British naval strength was being reinforced
by the building programmes of 1885 and 1889. In 1890 and 1891
Salisbury concluded major African territorial agreements not
only with Germany but with France, Italy and Portugal. These
agreements secured for Britain much of her lion’s share of the
interior: Britain’s successes in Africa in the early 189os were, no
less than her failures between 1880 and 1885, a direct reflection
of her European diplomatic situation and her relative naval
strength. By mid-1891 the broad pattern of interior partition had
been settled throughout the continent, except for the British and
French frontiers with German Kamerun and of course the bound-
aries between the British Upper Nile sphere and the French and
Congolese hinterlands to the west and south-west of it. So long
as the Egyptian dispute remained unsettled, France would never
willingly recognise the upper Nile sphere. Nevertheless, in
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August 1890 Paris was willing to conclude an approximate
delimitation of spheres in the Nigerian hinterland — if only as a
demonstration that the new Anglo-German friendship was not
systematically directed against France. Paris accepted a line from
Say on the Niger to Barrawa on Lake Chad as the southern limit
of the French ‘Mediterranean possessions’ in Africa; London
recognised the French protectorate over Madagascar. This settle-
ment enabled the French ‘Chad plan’ to go forward north of the
line without diplomatic complications; it would at the time have
seemed not ungenerous but for Salisbury’s notorious quip about
the ‘light land’ ceded to France. South of the line, the agreement
gave George Goldie’s Niger Company a free hand from Sokoto
to Bornu: a free hand of which he had made embarrassingly little
use when French expeditions from the west, relying on a very
literal interpretation of the words ‘ Mediterranean possessions’ in
the 1890 Agreement, began to appear in these regions a few years
later.

Agreements with Italy in March and April 1891 recognised the
Italian sphere in the eastern Horn and excluded Italy from the
British Nile valley sphere, after a period when Crispi had
embarrassed Anglo-Italian, and indirectly Anglo-German rela-
tions, by attempting to insist on British recognition of an Italian
title in the eastern Sudan. Southern Africa was partitioned by the
Anglo-German Agreement of July 1890, which settled the
internal frontiers of German South West Africa; and by the
Anglo-Portuguese Agreement of June 1891. The friendly relations
between London and Berlin enabled Salisbury to impose upon an
isolated Portugal a settlement which the Portuguese bitterly
resented; for Salisbury used Rhodes’s ‘effective occupation’ to
brush aside as ‘archaeological claims’ Portugal’s “historic rights’
in south-central Africa. Effective occupation had now triumphed
not only over informal empire but also over decayed formal
empire. After 1891 it soon became the only title worth having in
the interior; and the remaining years of partition are the classic
period of ‘steeple-chases’ by rival expeditions racing to establish
effective occupation in those West African and Nilotic regions still
open to competition.
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SOUTH AFRICA AND THE UPPER NILE

Until the mid-189os the European scramble had surprisingly little
effect upon Anglo-Afrikaner rivalries in South Africa. The British
occupation of Bechuanaland in 1885 was certainly hastened by the
fear that Germany might obstruct the Cape’s northward expan-
sion. But imperial action against the Transvaal Afrikaners who
had recently set up the ‘freebooter republics’ of Stellaland and
Goshen athwart the Cape’s road to the north was already being
contemplated; and could in any case hardly have been much
longer delayed if it was to be effective. In fact, Bismarck interfered
neither with the Cape’s access to the north nor with Britain’s local
paramountcy. Until 1894 the crucial new factor was not the
German presence but the spectacular gold-nourished rise of Paul
Kruger’s South African Republic, which challenged the previously
overwhelming economic and (white) demographic preponderance
of the Cape over all the other South African states and colonies,
and could therefore be seen as a potential threat to British
paramountcy throughout the sub-continent. From 1891, in the
interests alike of British imperialism and Cape sub-imperialism,
Cecil Rhodes as Cape premier attempted to harass Kruger into
a closer economic (and ultimately political) South African union.
But in 1894 his attempt to strike the decisive blow, by acquiring
from Portugal Lourengo Marques (Kruger’s only rail outlet to the
seanotunder British control), was frustrated by German diplomatic
opposition.

By 1894 Berlin had become deeply suspicious of British policy
both in Europe and in Africa. Germany retaliated by attempting
to undermine the British position in South Africa through
diplomatic support for the Transvaal. Fear of preponderant
German influence at Pretoria brought British policy-makers,
especially Chamberlain, to connive at the campaign of internal
subversion which Rhodes had launched in the Transvaal, and
which in December 1895 culminated in the fiasco of the Jameson
raid. But the German attempt to exploit this situation by the
‘Kruger telegram’ was hardly less a fiasco. It provoked a very
combative British response and a disquieting improvement in
Anglo-French relations. By March 1896, especially after the shock
which the Triple Alliance had sustained through the Italian
catastrophe at Adowa, Germany was ready to abandon her
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unfriendly intervention in South Africa and to resume more
normal relations with London. But she demanded in return a
guarantee of British support for the Triplice; and this Salisbury
provided by his token advance in the Sudan (above, p. 113).

The Kruger telegram had been the climax to a deterioration in
Anglo-German relations dating from 1893, when Berlin had
become convinced that the Liberal government in London was
seeking to evade the commitment, undertaken by Salisbury in
1887, to support the Triple Alliance in the Mediterranean, where
Italy’s situation was now growing more precarious as Franco-
Russian naval strength increased. The Germans also believed, not
entirely without reason, that in Africa Rosebery tended to treat
them as a power of secondary importance. Minor African disputes
multiplied and were allowed to fester; by 1894 both powers had
adopted a policy of silent retaliation against real or supposed
unfriendly acts in Africa. In December 1893 Berlin had construed
as deliberate duplicity a minor African move by Rosebery which
was in fact no more than clumsy and discourteous. The Germans,
then negotiating their Cameroun frontier with France, retaliated
by conceding to France access to the Benue and so to the lower
Niger, regions where the political activities of the French agent,
Lieutenant Mizon, in apparent contravention of the Anglo-French
1890 Agreement, had recently aroused intense resentment in
London. Outraged by this German ‘treachery’, Rosebery in turn
retaliated in April 1894, by writing into an agreement with King
Leopold a lease to Britain of a ‘corridor’ of Congolese territory
extending from Uganda to Lake Tanganyika, and thus inserted
between German East Africa and the Congo State. London was
well aware of the strong German objection to such a corridor;
what Rosebery had not foreseen was the lengths to which Berlin
would go in opposition to it. The Germans threatened Leopold
with a refusal henceforth to treat the Congo State as neutral, the
British with an international conference on Egypt, and both
parties with concerted Franco-German opposition to the entire
agreement.

Under this pressure Leopold, lacking effective support from
Rosebery, was forced to abandon the ‘corridor clause’. Mean-
while, the Germans had been encouraging the efforts of Gabriel
Hanotaux at the Quai d’Orsay to frustrate Britain’s major
objective in concluding the agreement: the obstruction of French
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access to the upper Nile by interposing Leopold as the lessee of
the entire south-western Sudan, much of which was believed to
be already under the king’s ‘effective occupation’. Leopold’s
Belgian ministers forced him to abandon almost all the leased
territory, thereby restoring French access to the Nile, when
Hanotaux threatened to denounce, as a breach of Belgian
neutrality, the secondment of Belgian officers to the Congolese
Sforce publigue; against this threat the king and Rosebery were alike
powerless. The dispute over the Anglo-Congolese Agreement,
and the complete collapse of Leopold’s position under German
and French pressure, brought England and France for the first
time into open and direct diplomatic conflict on the upper Nile.
The crisis also alerted the French public to the close connection,
both political and hydrological, between the upper Nile and
Egypt: Eugene Etienne insisted to the Chamber that ‘c’est la
question égyptienne qui s’ouvre ainsi devant vous’.35 Finally, it
dethroned the ‘Chad Plan’ from its previous official priority over
the upper Nile: in future, French moves on the upper Nile would
no longer be the semi-conspiratorial initiatives of individual
ministers but formal acts of state carrying cabinet approval.
After the collapse of the Anglo-Congolese Agreement, Rose-
bery attempted to negotiate an upper Nile settlement directly with
Paris. Hanotaux refused to recognise the British sphere; but he
was prepared to bind France not to enter the upper Nile basin
if Britain would give a similar undertaking and would compensate
France generously enough in West Africa. ‘ Mutual self-denial’ on
the upper Nile would of course have solved Britain’s purely
strategic problem; but Rosebery, unlike Salisbury, believed that
African territory was worth having for its own sake; and he
refused to make, either on the upper Nile or in West Africa, the
territorial sacrifices demanded. This failure to give Nile strategy
priority over territorial acquisition doomed the negotiation; and
Paris thereupon went ahead with its own Nile strategy, despatch-
ing a mission under Victor Liotard in November 1894. Liotard’s
mission provoked the famous ‘unfriendly act’ declaration by Sir
Edward Grey on 28 March 1895, although by that time local
difficulties had brought Liotard to a standstill. Later in 1895 a
new start was made by the indomitably energetic Captain
J.-B. Marchand; but even Marchand was not firmly established in
35 Journal Officiel, Débats, Chambre, 7 June 1894.
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the Nile basin until November 1897, and did not reach Fashoda
until July 1898.

The major objective of these expeditions was to enforce by a
potential threat to the Nile waters an early British evacuation of
Egypt. To those who promoted and planned these missions —
officiers sosdanais and permanent officials of the ministére des
Colonies — the importance of Egypt for the Mediterranean strategic
balance was a very remote concern. For them, the object of
enforcing evacuation was to achieve a spectacular enhancement
of French prestige; and between 1896 and 1898 even Hanotaux,
as foreign minister, consistently discussed the Egyptian question
in terms of prestige rather than of Mediterranean strategy. A
subsidiary objective was territorial acquisition in the southern
Sudan; but although French diplomatists sometimes talked in
terms of access to the navigable Nile for (non-existent) French
trade on the upper Ubangi, these ‘economic’ arguments were
mere fig-leaves to cover motives less avowable in diplomatic
discourse. When in October 1898 the foreign minister, Théophile
Delcassé, attempted, at the risk of diplomatic rupture and even
war, to extort from Salisbury territorial concessions in the Bahr
al-Ghazal, he was well aware that this #riste pays was depopulated
wilderness where it was not a swamp. The mere territory was
worthless; not so the demonstration that even if France could not
compel the British to evacuate Egypt, she could at least bring them
to abandon their pretensions to a total monopoly of the Nile basin.

In the final phase of the upper Nile contest, territorial acquisition
became for the British, hardly less than for the French, a matter
of pure prestige: as a move in Nile-waters strategy, the acquisition
of territory by Britain was a quite unnecessary elaboration. Yet the
spectacular Anglo-Egyptian Sudan campaign of 1896—8 was not
originally launched for the sake of British territorial acquisition,
nor even as a move in upper Nile strategy. Indeed, in March 1896
Salisbury feared that his token advance in the northern Sudan
might provoke a genuine French advance in the south, where
effective British action was still impossible. The minimal advance
undertaken as a move in European policy was soon extended by
Kitchener’s pressure for a more ambitious campaign and by
warnings from Lord Cromer, the British consul-general in Egypt,
that the khedive might publicly denounce a mere military gesture
which brought no territorial gain to Egypt. By December 1896
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the objective of the campaign was to recover for Egypt as much
of her Sudan territory as could be reconquered, without incurring
any military risks, by Egyptian troops without British reinforce-
ment. At the first sign of danger the Egyptians were to halt
indefinitely. Nevertheless, by the end of 1897 Kitchener had
manoeuvred himself into a position apparently so precarious that
British reinforcement now seemed the only alternative, at best to
a humiliating retreat, at worst to a military catastrophe. But once
British troops had been committed, it was quite out of the
question to maintain these very scarce resources indefinitely on
the defensive. A rapid and of course victorious conclusion to the
campaign was now imperative; and any less decisive conclusion
than the complete destruction of the Mahdist state would now
have seemed a very damaging defeat for London.

After Kitchener’s victory on the Atbara in April 1898, it began
to seem possible that his advance might after all be in time to
forestall, or at least to challenge, the French on the upper Nile.
By June 1898 the campaign had, at last, developed into a practical
move in upper Nile strategy. Its immediate political objective had
also been radically altered : no longer the restoration of the Sudan
to Egypt, but the creation of a British title to Sudan territory. On
3 June 1898 Salisbury asserted a joint British and Egyptian right
of conquest over ‘the whole of the Mahdi State from Halfa to
Wadelai’, 3 thereby extinguishing the exclusive Egyptian right
derived from her former possession of the Sudan. The recon-
ciliation of Egypt’s share in this joint right of conquest with
complete de facto control of the Sudan by Britain was treated by
Salisbury as a question of mere administrative detail, which was
ultimately delegated to Cromer for solution. As a prominent Tory
politician put it in October 1898, ‘ We don’t care whether the Nile
is called English or Egyptian, or what it is called — but we mean
to have it.”37 Yet the protection of the Nile waters did not dictate
a British acquisition of the whole Sudan: and even in the southern
Sudan, the reinstallation of Egypt would have been a complete
strategic solution.

At Fashoda Salisbury was defending not merely the Nile waters
and Britain’s security in Egypt but, as a prescient French

36 F.O. 78/5050, Salisbury to Cromer, tel. no. 47, 3 June 1898.
37 George Wyndham to Wilfrid Blunt in October 1898: W. S. Blunt, My diaries
(London, 1919; reprinted 1932), 299~-300.
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diplomatist had predicted in December 1894, ‘la grandeur méme
de I’Angleterre’.38 From the Cabinet down to the popular press,
British opinion saw in the Anglo-French confrontation a crucial
test of Britain’s strength and effectiveness as a power; and so did
continental onlookers both official and unofficial. The intensely
provocative manner in which the French appeared to have
presented their challenge meant that anything less than total
success in meeting it would be construed as a defeat. In October
1898 Salisbury was not joking about ‘beds of rushes’, monstrously
prolific though these were in much of the disputed territory. Yet
the imperative need to eject the French from the southern Sudan
did not entail, any more than the defence of the Nile waters, a
virtual British annexation of the whole of the Sudan.

Nor did any conceivable economic motive. British opinion no
longer saw El Dorados on the upper Nile; and certainly none in
the nothern Sudan, which ‘picturesque’ reporting of the Sudan
campaign had presented as a mere inferno of sun, sand, stones and
thorns. For Cromer, the southern Sudan was simply ‘large tracts
of useless territory which it would be difficult and costly to
administer properly’; and in October 1898 Salisbury minuted
‘wretched stuff’ on a military intelligence report describing the
alleged wealth of the Bahr al-Ghazal.3% As for the northern Sudan,
Cromer predicted, quite correctly, that its economic development
would for the foreseeable future be a charge upon government:
private capital would not be attracted by the very long-term
investment, especially in communications, which would be
needed to make it profitable. Yet the clamour for annexation was
almost universal in Salisbury’s own Tory party, and very
widespread even beyond it — not least in many normally non-
imperialist circles, which opposed the restoration of the Sudan to
Egypt on religious or humanitarian grounds. Especially when
Salisbury refused to humiliate France further by declaring a
protectorate over Egypt itself, a ‘British Sudan’ became for the
imperialists an indispensable symbol of Britain’s imperial
hegemony over the Nile — and perhaps indeed of Britain’s general
imperial greatness.

During the 1890s the theorists of imperialism had emphasised

38 Documents Diplomatiques Frangais, le sétie, x1 (Paris, 1948), no. 303, d’Estournelles
de Constant to Hanotaux, 3 Dec. 1894.

39 Salisbury Papers, Cabinet memoranda, Cromer to Salisbury, 5§ Nov. 1897. F.O.
78/s5051, Salisbury, minute on a report by A. E. W. Gleichen, 20 Oct. 1898.
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SOUTH AFRICA AND THE UPPER NILE

the economic imperative even more strongly than in the 1880s:
the future greatness of any great power was, it seemed, crucially
dependent upon its acquisition of exploitable colonial territories.
But except in southern Africa economic considerations seem in
the 1890s to have played a comparatively minor role in the actual
acquisition of territory. In the great upper Nile contest, economic
motives were of negligible importance for Britain and France
alike; nor had they played any major part in the Anglo-German
and Anglo-Italian diplomatic settlements of the early 189os.
Chamberlain seems to have accepted the apocalyptic ‘colonial
empire or downfall’ doctrine; but in West Africain 18978, where
some economic advantages were indeed at stake, his bellicose
intransigence was apparently aroused less by the possible loss of
these advantages than by his sense of affront at French expeditions
staking claims all over ‘British’ hinterlands. ‘Cheek’ he once
minuted on a statement of French claims based upon these
exploits :#° one word could hardly say more. Chamberlain seemed
to regard the loss of obscure West African villages as an intoler-
able national humiliation; and in mid-1898 he was ready, even
eager, to break off negotiations and risk war with France over
trivial territorial differences of no conceivable economic import-
ance. It was the rather similar exalted chauvinism (and the career
needs) of the officiers soundanais which often drove on, by methods
which destroyed any rational prospects of economic gain, the
French advances to which Chamberlain reacted so violently.
Only in southern Africa were economic motives arguably
preponderant during the later phase of the scramble. Between
1870 and 1900 British capital export to South Africa had risen
from virtually nil to some f200 million, about as much as to
Canada;*' and the great bulk of this increase had taken place since
1886, after the discovery of the Rand goldfield. Nevertheless,
more was at stake in South Africa than the profits of the Rand
capitalists and their metropolitan associates. A rich enough and
strong enough Transvaal, especially if supported by Germany or
some other major power, could have challenged British hegemony
throughout the sub-continent, including the British position at
the Cape; and the crucial strategic importance of the Cape had

* F.O. 27/3373, Chamberlain, minute of 11 Nov. 1897 on the Niger Commissioners’
report of 10 Nov.
*! Robinson and Gallagher, .4frica and the Victorians, 6.
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not disappeared merely because powerful financial interests were
now involved in South Africa. Lord Salisbury, who detested the
prospect of fighting for the Rand capitalists ~ ‘people whom we
despise’ — was still prepared to face war in order to ‘make the
Boers feel that we are & must be the paramount power in S.
Africa’. ‘The real point to be made good’, he told the under-
secretary for the colonies, Lord Selborne, in July 1899, ‘is that
we not the Dutch are Boss.’#2

THE PARTITION AND THE IDEOLOGY OF IMPERIALISM

Acquisitive imperialism as an ideology seems not to have been
very widespread before the 1890s. Except in Germany, where a
vociferous colonialist movement with very strong ‘Establish-
ment’ support was already by the early 1880s influencing public
opinion, its dissemination appears to have been a result rather than
a cause of the scramble. Imperialism was not however (as has
sometimes been suggested) the specific ideology of the so-called
‘nationalist masses’. The ‘masses’ are presumably urban and rural
manual workers; and the attitude of these groups to colonial
expansion, so far as it is known, was normally a profound
indifference — except of course for their socialist minority, which
was hostile on principle. Imperialism was essentially the creed of
ruling élites and of their professional and white-collar auxiliaries;
and not always even of a majority of these. In Britain and
Germany, fervent nationalism and colonial imperialism very often
coincided; but in France many militant nationalists saw in colonial
expansion at best an undesirable distraction from the recovery of
the Lost Provinces, and at worst a Bismarckian plot to weaken
France in Europe. For this and other reasons, convinced
colonialists were never more than a small minority of the French
bourgeoisie. They were however a very active and influential
minority. They included politicians (often leading politicians) of
all parties except those of the extreme Right and Left; and in
Parliament these politicians operated as a permanently organised

42 Salisbury to Lansdowne, 30 Aug. 1899: cited Lord Newton, Lord Lansdowne, A
biography (London, 1929), 157. B. M. Add. Ms 48673, Sir E. Hamilton’s Diary, 6 Oct.
1899; Milner MSS, 16, 1, Selborne to Milner, 27 July 1899: cited A. N. Porter, ‘Lord

Salisbury, Mt Chamberlain and South Africa, 1895—9°, J. Imp. Cwealth Hist., 1972, 1,
1, 3—26.
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groupe colonial. Colonialism was strong among naval and military
officers; and among senior public officials. It was backed by
important financial and industrial interests which, especially from
about 1890, organised ‘lobbies’ and disseminated propaganda
though such organisations as the Comité de I’ Afrique frangaise. In
spite of their comparatively small numbers, French colonialists
were therefore often very successful in influencing the course of
policy.

In England, the home of Gladstonian principles of international
comity and peaceful economic competition, the collapse of
informal empire was soon followed by something like the mass
conversion of the dominant élites from these principles to an
aggressively rapacious imperialism with strong social-Darwinist
overtones. By the late 189os the Liberal Party had rejected the
leadership of both Sir William Harcourt and John Morley, who
continued to oppose colonial imperialism; and its official policy
was hardly less imperialist than that of the Tories. This ideological
revolution was not however confined to party politicians. It swept
the court, the aristocracy and ‘smart society’, the ‘city’, the
universities and the great learned societies hardly less powerfully
than the armed services, and the manufacturers and merchants
represented in the chambers of commerce of the great provincial
towns. Its triumphal progress can be followed in the mounting
enthusiasm, culminating in extravagant adulation, with which all
branches of the Establishment lionised Stanley in 1890, Lugard
in 1892—3, Rhodes in 1894—5 and Kitchener in 1898—9.

By the later 1890s emotional commitment to imperial expansion
sometimes approached the hysterical in Britain and France alike.
After the battle of Omdurman, the British behaved as if they had
won a major war, and rewarded Kitchener accordingly. During
the Fashoda crisis, many Frenchmen behaved almost as if the
national existence of France itself was at stake. Partition had begun
as a diplomatic ‘game’, in which the skilful player won without
even a hinted threat of force against European adversaries. By the
later 1890s some of the issues had become too important to be
contained within this convention; and at Fashoda in 1898 French
policy was thrown into disarray when the British bluntly refused
to observe the conventional rules of the game. As a French
publicist ruefully confessed, ‘ Jamais on ne prévit qu’on put étre
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amené a quitter le terrain diplomatique.’*? This radical change of
attitude was doubtless partly a feed-back from the melodramatic
‘steeplechases’ and ‘incidents’ which marked the final years of the
scramble, and of which the encounter of Marchand and Kitchener
at Fashoda is the perfect type. But the influence of the then very
fashionable ‘scientific’ Social-Darwinist approach to politics
should not be overlooked. If, as Social Darwinists asserted, the
struggle itself is the key mechanism of evolution, the sole source
of selection and renewal, ‘the fiery crucible out of which comes
the finer metal’,4* then the material value of the actual bone of
contention, even though it be as meatless as Chamberlain’s West
African villages, becomes an almost irrelevant consideration. To
shrink from any struggle generated by international competition
is publicly to advertise irredeemable national decadence.

For a Social Darwinist, the most convincing possible demon-
stration of his own racial superiority is his ability to crush ‘ inferior
races’ by armed force. Although force against Africans had
certainly not been spared, especially in southern Africa and by the
officiers soudanais in West Africa, in the early years of partition, its
large-scale use in operations planned by metropolitan policy-
makers is mainly a phenomenon of the 18gos. At the outset of
partition many Africans, quite unaware of the implications of
European control, had greeted with indifference the beginnings
of formal empire; or had accepted it hoping ‘to deflect the costs
of colonialism on to their fellows and appropriate its benefits as
their own’.#5 Some African rulers and groups had indeed
positively welcomed European ‘ protection’ as a safeguard against
foreign enemies, internal dissidents or the disruptive activities of
unofficial Europeans. By the 189os many of these hopes and
calculations had been bitterly disappointed; and the negative
effects of colonial rule, upon élites and masses alike, had often
become obvious. There was a marked hardening of African
opposition to the extension and consolidation of European
control. This resistance now seemed intolerable, not merely to
local European interest-groups such as white settlers or officiers

43 ). Darcy, France et Angleterre : cent années de rivalité coloniale (Paris, 1903), 389.
*¢ K. Pearson, National life from the standpoint of Science (London, 1900), 26~7: cited
Langer, Diplomacy of imperialism, 88.

45 ]J. M. Lonsdale, *The politics of conquest: The British in western Kenya,
1894—1908°, Hist. J., 1977, 20, 4, 841—70, at 870.
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soudanais, but to ‘ the chancelleries of Europe’. Especially against
the background of social-Darwinist ideology, success in imperial
expansion was now seen as an important, even a crucial test of
a power’s general effectiveness and ‘virility’. African resistance
was no longer a merely local problem: it had become an issue in
which ‘prestige’ was at stake.

Metropolitan policy-makers were now often prepared to
override the financial constraints which had previously restricted,
sometimes very severely, the scale of European military action in
Africa; and to crush African resistance by a ruthlessly systematic
exploitation of the technological gap between European and
African weaponry and military organisation. The French success-
fully sought this solution in Dahomey in 1892, and again in
Madagascar in 1895—6. So did the British in the Sudan, especially
after January 1898 when the continued existence of the Mahdist
state became politically intolerable to London. The Italians failed
disastrously in its attempted application to Ethiopia in 1895-6.
The scale of these operations deserves emphasis. Kitchener led
over 20,000 men to victory at Omdurman, Baratieri about 17,000
to defeat at Adowa. By the later 189os expeditions of two to three
thousand men were commonplace. Even these smaller expeditions
represent a far greater deployment of force against Africans than
was usual in the early years of partition: in 1882—3 Borgnis-
Desbordes had been trying to conquer the upper Niger basin with
about 500 men.46

At the outset of the scramble the powers had staked out their
claims in the hope that African territories could somehow be made
to yield a profit with the barest minimum of administrative and
military effort. The colonial projects of both Bismarck and
Leopold II were in their initial stages designed to avoid direct
administrative burdens; they were in effect adaptations of certain
features of British informal empire. Even in the Niger Sudan,
some at least of the French policy-makers who sought formal
empire did not originally contemplate large-scale campaigns of
military conquest. But European racial arrogance and competitive
national self-assertion soon responded to African resistance by
policies of subjugation through the massive deployment of armed
force. The motives for these major campaigns of subjugation

46 E. Réquin, .4rchinard et le Soudan (Paris, 1946), 13-32.
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differed from region to region and were often multiple. Outside
southern Africa, economic motives were rarely preponderant: in
the upper Nile basin, they were negligible. But one motive was
always present, and was always very important: the desire to
demonstrate, in the most crushing possible way, the ‘superiority’
of the European.
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CHAPTER 3

NORTH AFRICA

When the Second Empire succumbed to the Prussian onslaught
the French had already been established in North Africa for forty
years. Even before the conquest of Algeria had been completed,
they had advanced into the Sahara, and occupied the great
northern oases. Morocco had managed to preserve its independ-
ence by a policy of systematic non-involvement in the outside
world, but the two regencies of Tunis and Tripoli, which had
hitherto been vassals of the Porte, became the objects of French
expansionism. Reconquered by Turkey in 1835, Tripoli had
become an Ottoman province. The bey of Tunis had escaped the
same fate only by placing himself under French protection. As for
the heart of the great desert, a no man’s land inhabited by Arab
and Tuareg nomads, it was in practice still free from the rival
influences of French, Turks and Moroccans.

Ten years later, in 1881, France established a protectorate over
the Regency of Tunis. The momentum of European penetration
increased as the twentieth century approached. After the conquest
of the Algerian Sahara, the French decided to establish a
protectorate over Morocco, while the Italians cast their mantle
over Tripolitania. The 1904 agreements between France, England
and Spain appeared to seal the fate of the Sharifian empire. The
intervention of Germany and the start of another international
crisis merely delayed by a few years a French conquest that had
become inevitable.

ALGERIA

The fall of the Second Empire was greeted with joy by the French
in Algeria. Ever since Napoleon III had uttered the words: “ Arab
kingdom’, they had gone into opposition. They had voted ‘No’
in the 1870 plebiscite, and had not waited for the September 4th
revolution to proclaim themselves republicans. The event in Paris
provided the occasion for several weeks of unrest. Officials
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appointed under the empire had lost all authority. Committees
that were no more than talking shops, such as the one run by the
lawyer, Robert Vuillermoz, aimed to take over the administra-
tion. But the French Prime Minister, Adolphe Thiers, called a halt
by appointing an energetic governor, Admiral de Gueydon, who
restored order by putting an end to such committees of chatterers.

The time for speeches was indeed over, for the government was
confronted by an insurrection affecting a third of Algeria. This
should have been foreseen, especially in the most recently pacified
areas. The establishment of a civilian régime had angered the
Muslims. The departure of the French garrison, followed by their
defeat in Europe, provided an unexpected chance of revenge. For
the natives, the establishment of a civilian form of government
meant domination by the French settlers. The Arab chiefs feared
the loss of their authority and privileges. They also feared land
confiscations and tutelage by European municipal councils. The
qadis (cadis) knew that sooner or later they would be replaced by
French judges. The rumour spread that the French were going
to force Muslims to convert.

The first measures taken by the Government of Naticnal
Defence did nothing to dispel these apprehensions. The natural-
isation of Algerian-born Jews, the setting up of assize juries and
the extension of the area under civilian rule were proclaimed one
after another. The news of the French defeats had spread rapidly.
The emperor was taken prisoner, and France no longer had a
leader. As a final humiliation, France was now governed by a
Jew.! A letter from Mahyi al-Din (Mahieddine), a son ot ‘Abd
al-Qidir (el-Kader), called on the faithful to rebel.

On 14 March 1871 the signal for the rising was given by
Muhammad al-Mugqrani (el Mokrani), the bachaga of the Medjana,
followed shortly by the shaykh of the Rahmainiyya brotherhood,
who proclaimed a holy war. Kabylia obeyed his call, as did most
of the tribes of the Constantinois. But the insurrection remained
localised, as the tribes of the Oranie and the Algerois took no
part in the movement. The rebels attacked European farms and
settlements, which were devastated, but they proved incapable of
organising concerted operations. The arrival of reinforcements
enabled the French troops to regain the initiative. The Rahmaniyya

' This was Crémieux, a member of the Government of National Defence, who had
carried through the naturalisation of his fellow Jews.
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chiefs were quickly subdued. Al-Muqrani was killed in battle.
There was sporadic fighting for a further seven months, but the
struggle was finally brought to an end by raids upon the Saharan
frontier regions to which the diehards had fled.

This was followed by severe repressive measures. Fines totalling
more than 1o million francs were imposed on the rebel tribes and
446,000 hectares of land confiscated, some of which was used to
set up fresh areas for French colonisation. Some of the tribes were
ruined; it took others twenty years to recover. At least, the aim
of the settlers had been achieved: apart from a few sporadic
outbursts around 1880, there were no more armed rebellions of
any importance, and Algeria could be considered to be finally
pacified.

The defeat of the rebels ensured the political victory of the
settlers. The French army, held responsible for the insurrection,
was gradually removed from positions of power. Now that they
were all-powerful, the French people of Algeria soon tried to
make themselves independent of the Governor-General. General
Chanzy (1873—9), who succeeded Admiral de Gueydon, had been
an officer in the bureaux arabes. He favoured a policy of immigration
and the settlement of the countryside, sponsoring the creation of
new villages. He extended the territory under civilian rule at the
expense of the area under military contgol, and welcomed the
increased number of communes de plein exercice (responsible local
authorities), administered as in France by elected mayors and
councillors. However he resisted some of the demands of the
settlers: in the areas where the majority of the population was
native-born, he extended the institution of communes mixtes,
districts governed by civilian administrators appointed by the
government.

The first civilian governor of Algeria was Albert Grévy
(1879—81), the brother of the president of the French Republic.
Unfamiliar with the affairs of the country, he allowed himself to
be dominated by the Algerian members of the French National
Assembly. He satisfied their demands, by doubling the area under
civilian rule to almost 105,000 square kilometres. In 1881, these
lands were divided into 196 communes de plein exercice? and 77
communes mixtes. The area under military control, now restricted
almost entirely to the near-desert regions of the high plateaux and
the fringes of the Sahara, included a mere half-million inhabitants.

2 261 in 1900.
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These Algerian communes were strange administrative entities.
Although some were comparable to a small European town,
others extended over tens of thousands of hectares. Indeed, whole
sections of tribes had often been attached to communes de plein
exercice in order to increase their resources. The French mayors,
who, totally unsupervised, levied taxes on the native population,
used their budget entirely to profit the European community. In
Jules Ferry’s phrase, this amounted to the ‘blatant exploitation
of the natives’.? The proportion of Muslim municipal councillors
was reduced by a decree of April 1884 from a third to a quarter.
Moreover these native delegates could no longer participate in the
election of the mayor, who had to be a French citizen. But the
Algerian members of the National Assembly wanted still more.
They demanded administrative assimilation into metropolitan
France, the same rights as Frenchmen in France and, as a corollary
to this, the subordination of the Governor-General to themselves.
Assimilation was achieved with the agreement of Grévy by the
decree of 26 August 1881, known as the “decret des rattachements’,
which placed the various Algerian services under the direct
authority of the relevant ministers.

The role of the Governor-General was henceforth reduced to
that of messenger; he became, in the strong words of jules Ferry,
‘an inspector of colonisation in the palace of a roi fainéant
[do-nothing] king’.4 Henceforth, only Algerian members of the
National Assembly, whose numbers were doubled, had the right
to deal directly with the civil servants in Paris, who knew nothing
of local conditions. Influential deputies such as Gaston Thomson
or Eugene Etienne became the real masters of the country under
such a mediocre governor as Louis Tirman (1881—91). Despite
the criticisms which were soon levelled at the system, it remained
in force for more than fifteen years.

After the fall of the Second Empire, the French Government once
again adopted a policy of officially supporting European
settlement and the state made free grants of land as it had done
during the governorships of General Bugeaud and General
Randon. One hundred thousand hectares had been promised to
Alsatians who settled in Algeria. But those who emigrated were

3 ¢ Cétait I'exploitation de I'indigene 2 ciel ouvert.’
4 ‘Un inspecteur de la colonisation dans le palais d’un roi fainéant.’
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largely manual workers, and out of the 1,183 families settled by
the government, two-thirds abandoned their grants. They were
more successful with the sons of Algerian settlers, and with the
peasants of the Massif Central, Dauphiné and the Provengal Alps.
In total, by 1882, four thousand families had arrived from France,
free grants of land totally 347,000 hectares had been made, and
197 new settlements founded by the government. Unofhicial
colonisation also made progress, thanks to the Warnier law,
passed in 1873, the provisions of which encouraged the splitting
up of lands held collectively by the tribes. Thus the Europeans
could acquire common lands that had little value in the eyes of
the natives. However this law gave rise to such abuses that in 1890
the government was forced to suspend its application.

The official settlement policy was not without its miscalcula-
tions. The National Assembly attacked it on the grounds of
expense. It was also the more reluctant to vote the necessary funds,
in that Algeria was thriving because of the ruin of the French
vineyards, devastated by phylloxera. In December 1881 the
Chamber of Deputies refused a request for funds totalling so
million francs required to found more settlements. Thenceforth
official support for settlement gave way to private initiative;
Spanish immigration replaced French settlers. The grain harvests
had long been a disappointment. Methods used in metropolitan
France were not readily transferred to a country where the rainfall
was inadequate and irregular. The periodic recurrence of droughts
and plagues of locusts discouraged the settlers. It was only after
1890, with increased mechanisation and the introduction of dry
farming, that wheat growing became profitable. From then on
progress was rapid thanks to the growth in yields. Vineyards
benefited from the phylioxera epidemic in France, and from the
breaking off of diplomatic relations with Italy, which closed the
French market to Italian wines. Therefore Algeria was ener-
getically launched into the establishment of wine-producing
industry to replace the loss of French production. The area
planted with vines rose from 15,000 hectares in 1878 to 110,000
in 1890 and 167,000 in 1903, with wine production at that time
averaging five million hectolitres.

At the beginning of the twentieth century, the prosperity of
settler agriculture in Algeria showed that the Republic’s gamble
seemed to have paid off; a class of French peasants, comprising
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ALGERIA

more than a third of the total population, was becoming established
in Algeria. At the same time, the towns were increasing rapidly
in size, including Oran and, in particular, Algiers, which was
taking on the appearance of a large provincial capital.

Owing to immigration and high birth rate, the European
population doubled in twenty years, from 245,000 in 1872 to
almost half a million in 1891. But foreigners — Spaniards, Italians
and Maltese — were more numerous than people of French
extraction.5 The ‘ foreign peril” was neutralised by the law of 1889,
which automatically naturalised the children of foreigners who
were born in Algeria and who did not formally reject French
citizenship. Military service and mixed marriages ensured the
gradual assimilation of those who had been naturalised in with
those of French extraction. In 1901, the European community
numbered 580,000 (638,000 including the Jews), making up more
than 14 per cent of the population of the three departments.

At the end of the Second Empire the Muslim population of
Algeria had decreased as a result of famine and epidemics; but
owning to a high birth rate it increased rapidly during the closing
years of the century. From 2,800,000 in 1881, the numbers rose
to 3,500,000 ten years later, and more than 4,000,000 in 1901, with
3,841,000 of these in the three northern departments. This

5 The population of Algeria according to the census of 1901:

Europeans Jews Muslim Total
Algeria (1902 frontiers)
3 departments 580,590" $7,538% 3,841,208 4,479,420
(12.9%) (1.28%)  (85.7%)
Territoires du Sud 3,254 1,423 295,228 259,905
Major towns: Algiers 94,064 11,356 30,082 135,502
(69.4 %) (8.4 %) (22.2%)
Oran 64,839 11,187 13,227 89,253
(72.6%) (12.5 %) (14.8%)
Constantine 17,909 7,252 23,750 48,911
(36.6 %) (14.8 %) (48.6%)
Bone 26,683 1,461. 9,740 37,884
(70.4%) (38%)  (25.7%)
Tlemcen 5,595 5,201 24,672 35,468
(15.8%) (14.6 %) (69.5 %)

Notes: 1 Including 194,693 Spaniards and 38,531 ltalians. 2 Divided almost equally between
Frenchmen, foreigners and naturalised citizens. 3 Including Tunisians and Moroccans.
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population was far from homoegeneous. There were, on the one
hand, the Kabyle who lived in the mountians and had remained
faithful to their Berber language and traditions, and on the other
hand the arabised tribes of the plains and the plateaux. The French
stressed the good qualities of the Kabyle, the ‘ Auvergnat’ of
Africa, which provided a sharp contrast with the laziness of the
Arab. But though the hill people had preserved their individuality,
they were not willing to be assimilated by the French; attempts
at conversion failed, and a ‘moral conquest’ through the schools
was not seriously undertaken. By the end of the century, the
Kabyle mirage had begun to fade. In February 1895, the governor,
Jules Cambon, declared in the Chamber of Deputies that he did
not believe that the Kabyle was more easily assimilated than the
Arab.

This establishment of the new régime did nothing to improve
the status of the native population, for it merely transferred to
the civilian authorities the discretionary powers hitherto enjoyed
by the military officers. The Senatus Consultus of 14 July 1865
had guaranteed for the Muslims the continuation of their personal
status. It had also furnished them with the possibility of achieving
French citizenship if they were willing to renounce that personal
status. But few of them had been tempted to take advantage of
this provision; to abandon their religious status seemed apostasy,
and only 736 individuals requested naturalisation between 1865
and 1890.

A native code (code de /’indigénat), established in 1881, gave the
authorities powers to impose fines or terms of imprisonment,
individually or collectively, without trial for a certain number of
offences. A permit was needed to travel in the interior of the
country. In the communes mixtes, the native population found itself
subject to the civil authorities, and in the commaunes de plein exercice
to the mayor, assisted in both cases by appointed officials, the ¢a’ids
(caids) or bachagas. Islamic justice retained its own organisation:
the gadis judged according to custom in all questions involving
personal status. But in cases concerning property (the decree of
September 1886) or criminal proceedings, Muslims were called
before French judges and tribunals.

For taxation purposes, the native population was still subject
to a régime dating from the time of the Ottomans, that of the
four ‘ Arab taxes’. The ‘ushr (achour), the tithe on the harvest, had
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been converted to a fixed tax on the area sown to crops. The
hokor, only levied in the Constantinois, applied only to collective
tribal lands. The gakdt was a tax on flocks, and the /igima, a
capitation tax in Grande Kabylie, took the form of a tax on palm
trees in the southern Constantinois. Though the system had a
long tradition behind it, it nevertheless weighed heavily upon the
poor. On average, an individual European paid five or six times
more tax than a Muslim, but when their means are taken into
account, Europeans were slightly less heavily taxed. The re-
organisation of the fiscal system, first proposed in 1912, was
carried out only in 1918.

The education legislation of the Third Republic remained for
all practical purposes a dead letter as far as the Muslims were
concerned. The 1883 and 1887 decrees, which extended the Ferry
laws to Algeria, did not in fact include any clause making them
obligatory for Muslims. In the towns, the Muslim population had
demonstrated so effectively against the plans of the government
that, in order to avoid further trouble, the authorities had not
insisted upon them. Since funds were in short supply, and the
Europeans on their side could scarcely be said to favour the
education of the natives, little progress was made.

In the whole of the country, the number of Muslim pupils in
primary schools in 1882 was 3,000, in 1890 11,000, and in 1900
24,000, as against 97,000 Europeans and 14,800 Jews. The
government’s reply to its critics, for example Tirman in 1883, was
that one should not be surprised that there were so few Muslims
in French schools, but rather ‘ that there should be as many as there
are, given the reservations of the parents’.® In fact, although
amongst boys the proportion was one Muslim to two Europeans,
in girls’ schools the proportion was one to twenty-six. Only in
Kabylia was an experiment attempted to enforce attendance, with
eight schools established entirely at state expense. It was not
followed up, and Jules Ferry himself gathered from his travels in
1892 that the Muslims were opposed to compulsory education.
Three madrasas (medersas) provided an education based on the
study of French and Arabic. French secondary education attracted
only a few dozen Muslims each year. The Koranic schools

6 ‘Mais bien de ce qu’il y en eiit autant, en raison des réticences manifestées par les
parents’: K. Vignes, Le gosverneur général Tirman et le systéme des rattachements (Paris,
1958), 149.
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continued to survive on the margin of the official education
system. Algerian students who wished to acquire a traditional
Islamic training went to the great mosques of Tunis and Cairo.

The situation was scarcely better in the economic field. Native
agriculture made a poor showing alongside the modernised
methods of the European farmers. In the greater part of the
country, the Algerian fa/lih, with his fatalistic attachment to
tradition, continued to scratch the soil with primitive wooden
ploughshares. Too poor to build up reserves, he was at the mercy
of every crisis. Bad harvests and animal epidemics regularly
brought poverty to the countryside. To buy seed, the fa/ldh often
had to borrow, thus subjecting himself to the Jewish money-
lenders, who pitilessly exploited his ignorance and credulity.
More than half the fallihin owned their own land, but most had
only a few small plots. In the department of Constantine just
before the war, three-quarters of native landowners possessed less
than 20 hectares. The large estates were subdivided into farms of
about 10 hectares, rented out to tenant farmers. The landless
peasants had to hire out their labour, either to European settlers
or to other fallahin. As the years passed, their numbers tended to
increase: from 12 per cent in 1900 to 18 per cent in 1930. The
increase in the Muslim population intensified the shortage of land
and the prevalence of rural poverty.

The Muslims cultivated barley and hard wheat, but their yields
were much lower than those of the European farmers—in an
average year five to six quintals per hectare for wheat in
comparison with eight to ten quintals in an average year for the
Europeans. When allowance is made for annual variations in the
harvests, cereal production remained stationary, as did that of
olive oil. Stock-rearing decreased slightly as a result of the
reduction in common land. In broad terms, there were in Algeria
about seven or eight million sheep, three to four million goats,
and about a million head of cattle. But these animals, under-
nourished and badly cared for by the natives, were not very
productive. Sometimes the herds would be halved by two
successive years of poor rains.

It did not take the French in Algeria long to discover the faults
of the system inaugurated in 1881. Algerian affairs, divided
amongst eight ministries, were settled often after interminable
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delays by officials totally ignorant of the country. Having no
budget and no revenues of its own, Algeria was obliged to beg
for funds that were grudgingly doled out. Having begun in
Algeria, the offensive against the system of rattachements (direct
rule by individual ministries in Paris) was soon being mounted
in metropolitan France itself.

In the Chamber of Deputies, in 1891 and 1892, Auguste
Burdeau and Charles Jonnart denounced the abuses of centralisa-
tion and the errors which had been made in administration and
settlement. In 1892 a Senate commission, led by Jules Ferry,
undertook a fact-finding mission to Algeria. Ferry’s report, a
veritable indictment of the system of rattachements, concluded that
the governor’s powers must be reinstated by centralising the
higher administration in Algiers.

In spite of the efforts of Tirman’s successor, Jules Cambon
(1891—7), it took three more years for the reforms to be completed.
Finally, the French government, under Félix-Jules Méline, pro-
mulgated the decree of 31 December 1896, which brought the
policy of rattachements to an end. But the reform was not yet
complete. It did not satisfy the demands of the French in Algeria,
who hoped for the granting of new freedoms, the establishment
of their own budget controlled by a local assembly — this being
in their eyes the only way to bring about the modernisation and
development of the country. Now, neither Jonnart nor Ferry had
considered granting an elected assembly to Algeria, on the
grounds that the inhabitants were lacking in political maturity.
It was in these circumstances that there occurred the anti-Semitic
crisis of 1898.

The Jewish question had become politically important since the
Crémieux decree of 24 October 1870 had naturalised en bloc the
entire Jewish population. This measure was doubtless premature,
since the majority of Algerian Jews, crowded into the ghettos of
the large towns, were still very oriental. Despised by Europeans
and Muslims alike, the Jews were beginning to be envied for their
commercial success. Foreign immigrants, in particular the
Spaniards, were among the most hostile. From time to time, local
assemblies requested that the Crémieux decree be abrogated. But
there were ulterior political motives behind these public protests.
The fact was that the Jewish electors, voting en bloc on the
instructions of their consistories, held the balance between two
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French groups, the opportunists on the one hand and radicals
on the other. The latter accounted for the success of their
opponents as being the result of their scandalcus collusion with
important members of the Jewish community.

From 1895 onwards, anti-Jewish leagues were formed, and
their propaganda struck an answering chord amongst the rank and
file members of the European community. The radicals used this
movement as an electoral springboard. The crisis was triggered
off by student demonstrations in March 1897, and soon there were
riots in Algiers. A law student, Max Régis, took the lead,
producing a violent broadsheet, /’ Antijuif. Between 20 and 25
January 1898, the mob took over the streets, looting Jewish shops
and forcing the governor-general to barricade himself in his
palace.

The French National Assembly elections of May 1898 were
taking on the appearance of a plebiscite on the Jewish question.
The anti-Semites led by Edouard Drumont took four of the six
Algerian seats. Only two opportunists, Etienne and Thomson,
managed to hold on to their fiefs at Oran and Bone. In order to
force the government to abrogate the Crémieux decree, the
Algerian deputies invoked the spectre of separatism. Méline
compromised by offering administrative concessions.

The decree of 23 August 1898, drawn up by the new governor,
the lawyer Edouard Laferriere, in effect set up in- Algeria a new
assembly, the délégations financiéres. Subject to the ultimate control
of the National Assembly in Paris, this had the right to approve
a local budget. In this way, Algeria won financial autonomy,
almost a sort of local self-government, as a strange, not to say
unforeseen, result of the anti- Jewish riots. Thenceforth the shape
of the régime was fixed. The law of 19 December 1900 granting
a special budget to Algeria, and the separation of the Territoires
du Sud in 1902, were merely finishing touches. The governor-
general had completely regained the whole of his former powers.
He had however to take into account the new assembly, whose
authority was superimposed on that of the conseils généraux. To
fulfil their role of representing the various economic interests, the
délégations financiéres were divided into four sections. The French
colons (settlers) were entitled to twenty-four delegates, as were the
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“non-colons’. The Arabs and the Kabyles had respectively fifteen
and six representatives.

The system appeated to be a compromise, but it continued to
function satisfactorily until the outbreak of the First World War.
The administration, luckily, was led by capable individuals. After
Laferriere, there were Paul Révoil (1901—3), Charles Lutaud and
especially Jonnart, who governed the country from 1900 to 1901
and from 1903 to 1911, and who returned in 1918. Thanks to
these men, the authority of the office of governor-general was
respected, and wise management of the finances gave Algeria a
balanced budget. Stagnation had been replaced by prosperity.
Gradually society was pacified. The failure of the anti-Semitic
candidates in the 1902 elections demonstrated that the anti- Jewish
crisis was over. ‘It was the triumph of the practical good sense
of country-dwellers over the agitation of the turbulent populace
of the large towns’.?

TUNISIA

In the middle of the nineteenth century, the regency of Tunis was
a small principality, whose international status would be hard to
define. Since it was not completely outside the authority of the
Ottoman empire, it was halfway between autonomy and complete
independence; a very vague status which allowed the European
powers to treat the beys as their interests dictated, either as
independent princes or as vassals of the Porte. Since the sixteenth
century, the bonds which linked Tunisia to the Ottoman empire
had become looser and looser. After the expulsion of the
Spaniards in 1574, the country had become a Turkish province
ruled by a pasha, supported by a corps of janissaries recruited in
the east. But the pasha had been rapidly stripped of his powers
by the dey, the commander of the militia, who in his turn was
replaced by a civilian official, the bey. The sultan had recognised
these changes by granting the bey the title of pasha and the right
to hand on his office to his heirs. But the first dynasty of beys,
the Muradids, failed to take root in the country. In 1705 the
commander of the militia, Husayn b. ‘Ali, a soldier of Greek
extraction, seized power during the disturbances which at that
time were troubling the regency. He was recognised by the Porte,
7 C. Martin, Histoire de £ Algérie frangaise, 18301962 (Paris, 1963), 243.
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and founded a dynasty that lasted for two and a half centuries.
Despite princely quarrels and assassinations, a rule of succession
by seniority of birth had emerged by the mid-eighteenth century.
Thus Muhammad Bey succeeded his cousin Ahmad in 1855, and
left the throne to his younger brother Muhammad al-Sadiq
(es-Sadok) (1859—82).

On the accession of Muhammad al-Sadiq in 1859, the Husaynist
dynasty possessed both the strength built up over 150 years’
hereditary transmission of power and the traditions of independ-
ence which gave the beys the authority of sovereign princes. They
had complete autonomy; they legislated as they wished; they
governed with the help of councillors chosen by themselves. But
the beys had possessed even more extensive prerogatives that
provided them with the apparatus of sovereignty. They had their
army and their own navy, they minted coins, maintained diplomatic
relations, declared war and signed treaties. Although they had
neither legations nor consulates abroad, they could, in Tunis,
discuss political matters with the consuls of the major European
powers. These were indeed the attributes of sovereignty, empha-
sised even more by the existence of a Tunisian flag, recognised
by the Porte itself.

However, these hereditary princes continued to bear the titles
of pasha and bey, which ranked them with the governors of the
larger provinces of the Ottoman empire. At Tunis, the Friday
prayer was still said in the name of the sultan; at their accession,
the beys sent an embassy to Constantinople to inform the sultan
and obtain the firman, his confirmation of their investiture and the
mark of their dependence. Thus for many years no foreign power
had questioned the, at least nominal, suzerainty the sultan claimed
to exercise over the regency, and the beys were treated by the
European courts as vassal princes of the Porte.

Now, by a strange paradox, the conquest of Algeria caused a
rapprochement between France and Tunisia, and increased the
latter’s separation from the Porte. The French expedition had been
welcomed by the regency, which rejoiced in the fall of a detested
rival. No doubt the extension of the conquest to the Constantinois
posed a delicate problem in regard to the western frontier of
Tunisia, but the danger from France was negligible compared
with the threat of an Ottoman reconquest. Indeed, in 1835 the
Porte had taken advantage of a civil war in Tripoli between rival
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princes of the Karamanli family to intervene in that Regency and
replace it by direct rule. Tunis feared the same fate as Tripoli, and
the bey realised that he would scarcely be in a better position than
his neighbour to resist the intervention of an Ottoman force. The
consciousness of his own weakness forced him to seek support
from the neighbour who seemed least dangerous in the immediate
future. He appealed to France, whose protection might discourage
the Turks from any attempt at offensive tactics. In the long run,
Tunisia became a principality in a semi-vassal relationship to
France, a buffer state protecting the eastern frontier of Algeria.

At this time, the sovereign was still Muhammad al-Sadiq, who
had acceded to the throne in 1859, a weak ruler depicted by a
contemporary in these terms:

The Bey has no intelligence, and he is addicted to the most shameful vices.
His hareem contains only small boys...of which he is not in the least ashamed.
He never concerns himself with affairs of state except when obliged to by the
consuls, and then merely parrots the words taught him in advance by his
minister. Twice a week he holds a court session. There, smoking his pipe, he
listens to the plaintiffs, and pronounces very brief judgements whispered to
him by one of his officials. Apart from these occasions, he remains shut up
in his hareem, where his life is nothing but one long orgy.

Politically, the only person of any account in the Bardo palace
was the prime minister, the all-powerful Mustafa Khaznadar, a
mamlik of Greek extraction, who had managed to remain in
power, under three beys, since 1837. The kbagnadar, intelligent
and cunning, maintained at court a careful balance between France
and England, but his own sympathies were on the side of Great
Britain on account of his connections with Wood, the British
consul. At the palace, he alone exercised influence over the feeble
spirit of the bey.

The bey’s powers were delegated to about sixty ¢a4’#ds, assisted
by khbalifas and shaykhs, whose task was to keep order and collect
taxes. The palace dignitaries competed for the administration of
districts with sedentary populations, lands considered peaceful,
where the office provided a good living. On the other hand, they
were eager to hand over the government of the tribes to native
notables. Amongst the nomads, indeed, the ¢4’id in particular had
become the representative of authority, a task that had grown
very difficult in the troubled circumstances of the regency at the
time.
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The sedentary cultivators numbered about half the population,
half a million or so out of approximately 1,100,000 in the country
as a whole. Apart from the mountain dwellers, they were grouped
mainly on the plains and in the hills of eastern Tunisia, forming
an almost continuously populated strip from the northern coast
to the Gulf of Gabes. In the Tell, the fa/lghin mainly grew wheat
and barley; those of Cape Bon cultivated fruit and olives as well
as cereals. The olive tree was the main source of wealth in the
Sahel, considered to be the regency’s richest and most densely
populated area. In the south, from Gabes to the Dijerid, the
peoples of the oases all depended on their date-palms.

The hard-working, resigned inhabitants bore the full weight of
beylical taxation. The northern fa/lahin were mostly reduced to the
status of sharecroppers on the great estates of the dignitaries of
the bey’s court circle. The sedentary inhabitants of the oases were
preyed upon by the nomads. On the other hand, the villagers of
the Sahel had for many years escaped relatively lightly. In 1864,
however, they took part in a large-scale insurrection against
increased taxation. After the revolt had been crushed, the Sahel,
pillaged by the military, was burdened with taxes and requisitions.
The fallahin, at the end of their resources, had become the prey
of the money-lenders of Sousse.

The town dwellers were less downtrodden than the rural
population, but the towns suffered from the decline of the
traditional industries, which at both Tunis and Kairouan provided
a living for more than a third of the Muslim population. The craft
guilds could not compete with English and French manufactured
products. The chechia (headgear) industry, which had for many
years been the pride of the capital, was a mere shadow of its former
self. In the face of competition from fezzes manufactured in
Europe, exports from Tunis fell by 75 per cent in ten years.

The economic and financial crisis that adversely affected the
native artisans and shopkeepers, however, favoured the rise of a
Jewish colony oriented for the most part towards financial
dealing. Having only recently been emancipated, the Tunisian
Jews were striving to free themselves from the authority and the
taxation of the bey by obtaining some protection from abroad.
It is true that there were no more than 30,000 Jews in the regency,
but half of them lived in Tunis and its suburbs. The Europeans,
who were nearly all Maltese or Sicilian, numbered more than
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11,000 in 1870, and it was not without anxiety that the bey viewed
the development in his capital of foreign colonies over which he
had no jurisdiction.®

The interior was a zone of transhumance for the nomadic tribes,
in which the descendants of the Arabs who had invaded the
country from the eleventh century onwards mingled with those
of Berber origin who had been arabised to a greater or lesser
extent. All these tribes moved fairly regularly according to the
season. On the high plateau which stretched to the north of the
Tunisian Dorsal, the migrations were on a minor scale: small
tribes, fragmented by ancient rivalries, had only small areas at their
disposal. On the other hand, on the dry, bare steppe, migrations
were on a much larger scale.

The tribes of the High Tell were amongst the most mobile.
They were constantly quarrelling with each other, and their
reconciliations were only in order to mount a raid into Algerian
territory or to resist paying taxes. Their misdeeds kept the frontier
zone very insecure and periodically gave rise to difficulties with
the French in Algeria. The southern slopes of the Dorsal were
the domain of powerful tribes, the Majeur and the Frechich, who
were habitually at enmity with their neighbours the Zlass, who
camped in the region of Kairouan, and the Hammama, who
nomadised in the territory from the centre of Tunisia to the
borders of the Djerid.

Opportunities for strife among all these tribes were not
infrequent. Raids on herds and arguments about pasture kept alive
ancient enmities, which became keener in times of drought. From
alliances to coalitions, they were grouped into two soffs, Husaynists
against Pashists, two factions whose names perpetuated the
memory of the civil wars of the eighteenth century.? The hostility
of the soffs dictated the political geography of the steppe, but this
hostility maintained a relative stability in the area, since the two
forces were of approximately equal strength.

The bey and his agents played on these rivalries to keep the
most turbulent tribes under control, normally supporting the

Husaynist faction. Although there was permanent insecurity on

8 Tunis at that time had less than go,000 inhabitants, Kairouan about 14,000, Sousse
just over 8,000. In 1870, there were 15,000 Europeans in the Regency, of whom 7,000
were Maltese, nearly 7,000 Italian, 800 French and 300 Greeks.

° The struggle between the bey Husayn, the founder of the dynasty, and his nephew,
‘All Pasha.
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the steppe, at least revolts were infrequent, and usually localised.
In Tunisia, there was no dissident area (bi/ad al-siba) as there was
in the mountains of Morocco. The only ungovernable cantons
were in the mountain massifs of the Tell, where several Berber
confederations, such as the Moghod and the Khrumirs, lived
completely independently, ruled by their elected councils.

In the spring of 1864, the bey had been faced with a general
insurrection, in which nomads and sedentaries alike arose against
the doubling of the majba, poll-tax. The fate of the dynasty had
for the moment hung in the balance, but the rebels had not dared
to march on the capital. Making use of the traditional enmity
between Husaynists and Pashists, the gbagnadar had managed to
divide the movement, which had never been very closely knit. The
submission of the Zlass and Hammama gave him his chance to
crush the insurrection in the early autumn.

With the constitution suspended, Mustafi had returned to
traditional methods of government, but the authority of the bey
had been greatly undermined by the crisis. Impoverished by the
revolt and the subsequent repressive measures, the country
groaned beneath the expedients of the prime minister. Bankruptcy
was followed in 1867 by the results of a catastrophic harvest:
famine and epidemics, with their train of disorder and destitution.
After the ravages of cholera, the year 1868 opened with a typhus
epidemic which carried off thousands of people.

The kbaznadar, at bay, kept his office only by repeated con-
cessions, finding means of dividing enemies whom he was
unable to confront. In the interior, the Zlass and the Hammama
took advantage of the toleration of the Bardo, the beylical
government, to bring to a triumphant conclusion their old
struggles with their enemies. In the capital, Mustafi negotiated
with the creditors of the state, trying to play off the Jews against
the Europeans, the Italians and the English against the French.
He managed to gain two years’ grace by his skilful delaying
tactics. But confronted by the trenchant attitude of the French
government, supported by England, he had to resign himself to
the imposition of international supervision of the finances,
undetlining the bankruptcy of the policies which he had been
pursuing for a decade.

Although the kbagnadar was mainly responsible for the crisis,
the financial difficulties of the regency could not be laid entirely
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at his door. Since the middle of the century, the country had
suffered from the effects of European competition, with which it
had difficulty in coping. The steady increase in imports from
France and England, not paralleled by a similar growth in exports,
had necessarily been the cause of a progressive worsening in the
balance of payments and a fall in the purchasing power of the
currency. The first difficulties had made themselves felt when,
following Egypt’s example, Ahmad Bey wanted to equip his army
in the European fashion. The upkeep of 10,000 regular soldiers
was all the more costly for the bey’s treasury, in that all the orders
were the object of shameless acts of embezzlement.

The resources of the state were indeed strictly limited: on
average it had an annual revenue of 17 to 18 million piastres, the
equivalent of 11 million francs. Moreover, this revenue varied
from year to year according to the state of the harvest and the
degree of success in gathering taxes from the tribes. The principal
taxes were the ‘wshr (achour), a tithe in kind on cereal production,
the gandn, on olive trees and date palms, and the majba, a qualified
poll-tax; there were also various other indirect duties and taxes.

It is true that the state had few needs. It left the few services,
such as looking after the poor and education, ir: the hands of the
pious foundations, the habis (habous). As for roads and bridges,
there were virtually none. The taxes were used for the upkeep of
the court and the beylical army. The financial administration was
periodically thrown into confusion by the flight of some high
official, fleeing to Europe with his ill-gotten gains. In 1864, it was
the Jew Nessim Samama, the director of finance, who left for
France with nearly 20 million piastres. Nine years later, it was the
turn of his nephew and successor, who found refuge in Corfu.
The prime minister set the tone; he was tolerant of any malversa-
tion as long as he was the first to profit from it. However, on the
death of Muhammad Bey in 1859, the national debt did not
amount to more than 19 million piastres.

All-powerful during the reign of Muhammad al-Sidiq, Mustafa
had used this power to play the role of a reforming minister. With
the overt aim of modernising the country, he encouraged a policy
of public works. Telegraphs were installed, the aqueduct of
Carthage was restored. Many orders were placed for equipment
to modernise the ill-furnished army. The national debt had risen
to about 28 million francs at the beginning of 1862, and the

177

Cambridge Histories Online © Cambridge University Press, 2008



NORTH AFRICA

khaznadar had the idea of raising a loan in Europe. Sharing half
the commission with Erlanger, a swindler from Frankfurt recently
settled in Paris, in 1863 he floated a loan of 35 million francs on
the Paris Bourse, and then another in 1865. On the pretext of
paying for government purchases, the money of the Parisian
subscribers was soon dissipated in brokerage fees in greasing the
palms of intermediaries. Ships, guns, uniforms — all reject stock
invoiced at the highest price — uselessly cluttered up the bey’s
arsenals. But no order was so famous as that for guns ‘rifled on
the outside’, which caused so much merriment among
contemporaries.

When the amount produced by the two loans had been
squandered, they naturally thought of raising a third loan. In an
effort to repay the local debt, immeasurably swollen by innumer-
able teskeres (treasury bonds) that the gbagnadar issued daily to pay
for current expenditure, they decided on a large-scale operation,
a loan of 100 million francs which was put in hand by Erlanger
in May 1867. But the French investors held aloof from the new
operation. The result was bankruptcy.

The intervention of the French government, followed soon
after by Great Britain and Italy, resulted in 2 compromise between
the three powers, which imposed a tripartite control of the bey’s
finances. A nine-member international commission was set up by
the beylical decree of 5 July 1869. Its chairman was General Khayr
al-Din (Khérédine), a Circassian mamlik, the son-in-law of the
khaznadar, but on bad terms with him. The driving spirit was the
French Treasury inspector, Victor Villet, who held the position
of vice-chairman. Thanks to the good understanding between
Villet and Khayr al-Din, the Financial Commission was able to
draw up the balance sheet of the Tunisian bankruptcy. The debt
had been estimated at 160 million francs, but after all the evidence
had been assembled, this was reduced to 125 million francs, and
the interest was cut back to 5 per cent per annum. In return, the
bey had to yield half his revenue to his creditors until the debt
had been completely paid off.

The financial control in effect established a three-fold protec-
torate over the regency, but the presence of a French official in
a key position in the commission underlined the privileged
position of France. The personality of the man who came to be
called Villet Bey, and his friendly relations with Khayr al-Din, did
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still more. Thanks to his exceptional authority, France after 1870
kept her credit at the court of Tunis, which, following her defeat
in Europe, would otherwise have been impossible.

The war of 1870 dealt a very severe blow to French influence
throughout North Africa. Italy, a new power with numerous
settlers in the Regency, attempted to take advantage of the war
to substitute her own influence for that of her neighbour, but the
clumsiness of the Italian representatives played into the hands of
the English, represented by Richard Wood, who had been in
Tunis for nearly fifteen years.

Helped by his good relations with the &bagnadar, Wood tried
to ensure that the policy that he had always advocated prevailed
at the Bardo. In order to put a stop to French ambitions, the bey
was to re-establish his former relationship with the Ottoman
empire and to recognise the sultan as his overlord, provided that
the traditional liberties of the regency were recognised. A mission
led by Khayr al-Din was sent to Constantinople, and in November
1871 it brought back a firman which expressed in legal terms the
connection between Tunisia and Turkey. Of its own volition, the
Regency of Tunis reverted to the status of a vassal province of
the Ottoman empire, but a province whose autonomy was
formally guaranteed by the firman.

In the interior, Wood tried to increase his country’s influence
by attracting British companies to the Regency. In 1872, a British
company commenced a railway line to Goletta, soon known as
the TGM (Tunis—Goulette—Marsa). It also obtained an option for
the constraction of railway lines in the interior. At the same time,
a British bank established itself in Tunis. Unfortunately for Wood,
none of these undertakings was successful. The bank closed its
doors after three years; a gas company went bankrupt. As for the
TGM, it contrived with difficulty to run a railway which was
always in deficit. The fall of the khagnadar from power in 1873
struck a further blow at the influence that Wood had for so long
exercised at the court of the Bardo.

For several years, Mustafa ibn Isma‘il, whom the &bagnadar had
not succeeded in ousting, had exercised an increasing influence
over the mind of the senile ruler. In order to get rid of the prime
minister, whose corruption was hindering financial recovery,
Villet and Khayr al-Din set the favourite against him. Having lost
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power, the kbagnadar was imprisoned and his goods confiscated.
He died five years later in 1878.

His successor was none other than General Khayr al-Din, who
governed the Regency for four years from October 1873 to July
1877. Owing to his tactful and restorative administration, helped
by the return of good years for agriculture, Tunisia experienced
a relatively prosperous period. Khayr al-Din was anxious to
pursue a policy of the ‘middle way’. He considered that Tunisian
autonomy was guaranteed by the firman of 1871: ‘the vassalage
of Tunisia’, he said, ‘is a guarantee of its independence. As long
as the Turkish empire endures, the tributary or vassal states will
have nothing to fear.” In the interior his policy was one of balance:
‘The English already have concessions and privileges; let them
now be given to the French and the Italians.” Thus, in 1877, he
granted a French company the concession for the Medjerda line,
a railway line between Tunis and the Algerian frontier. This was
a result of the efforts of Théodore Roustan, who had been consul
in Tunis since the end of 1874.

Khayr al-Din was not popular with the bey, and his policies
gave rise to many criticisms. Overthrown in his turn by an
intrigue of the favourite, he resigned in July 1877, and retired to
Constantinople. The new prime minister, Mustafa ibn Isma‘ll,
revived the wasteful and corrupt policies which were the halimark
of the Bardo court.

This situation could have lasted even longer, had not the fate
of the regency been decided behind the scenes at the Congress of
Berlin in 1877, which brought to a close the three-year-old Balkan
crisis, which had begun in 1885. The British, who had secretly
arranged for Cyprus to be ceded to them by the sultan, proposed
some compensation to the French, so that the balance of power
in the Mediterranean could be preserved. ‘Prenez Tunis si vous
voulez’, Salisbury suggested to William Waddington, the French
foreign minister, ‘Do what you like there. You will be obliged
to take it, you cannot leave Carthage in the hands of the
barbarians.” These words were soon confirmed by Disraeli, and
Bismarck shortly afterwards gave Germany’s support.

The British were certainly hoping to kill two birds with one
stone, for they hoped that this initiative would ensure France’s
goodwill in an Egyptian settlement that they had in mind. As for
Bismarck, his main aim was to make the French forget the loss
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of Alsace—Lorraine. On the other hand, a few months earlier Italy
had failed to take advantage of her opportunity by refusing to
make common cause with Great Britain in opposing Russian
ambitions in the Balkans. In this way, Italy had deeply disappointed
Disraeli and helped to bring about a rapprochement between
Britain and France.

France had thus been given carte blanche in Tunisia. But it took
her nearly three years to make up her mind to act, three years of
hesitation and half-measures before launching herself almost
reluctantly into the expedition which obligcd the bey to accept
the Protectorate treaty. Public opinion in France at that time
tended to be hostile to colonial enterprises. People could see no
reason for once more resuming the overseas expansionist policies
of the Second Empire. There were neither commercial nor
demographic reasons for such a course. Moreover, the republican
régime was not yet firmly established, so that there was little
encouragement to embark on bold enterprises. Even the most
ardent hoped to avoid the expense of a military expedition by
establishing a protectorate over Tunisia by peaceful means. On
two separate occasions Waddington presented proposals to the
bey, but they were rejected. In December 1879, Waddington was
replaced at the Quai d’Orsay by Charles de Freycinet. These
prevarications took up months and even years, while rivalry with
Italy was becoming more and more acute.

At Tunis, the French and Italian consuls, Roustan and Maccio,
were at daggers drawn over the pursuit of economic concessions.
The Italians were helped by the sheer numbers of their settlers;
the French had on their side money and the support of Mustafa
ibn Isma‘il, now the power behind the throne at the Bardo. In
July 1880, the Italians seemed to win a point by buying out the
British TGM company. But a month later, thanks to Mustafa,
Roustan obtained from the bey the right for a French company
to construct a harbour at Tunis, and also the concession for an
entire railway network in the regency. A French bank, the Société
Marseillaise de Crédit, bought up the property of General Khayr
al-Din, and thus became the owner of the domain of Enfida, a
province of 96,000 hectares between Sousse and Tunis.

The French policy of economic penetration seemed to be
succeeding, but Mustafd, who had hoped to get his hands on
Enfida without loosening his purse-strings, quarrelled with
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Roustan. Having reconciled himself with Maccio, he made it his
business to obstruct all the designs of the French: he prevented
the Société Marseillaise from taking possession of Enfida, and
delayed the construction of the railway lines for various specious
reasons. At Tunis, as in Europe, the situation was getting
gradually worse. In Britain, the defeat of the Conservatives in
the 1880 elections had once more put the Liberals in office. The
Quai d’Orsay was soon made bitterly aware that the Gladstone
cabinet was much less well disposed towards France than Disraeli
and Salisbury had been.

Nevertheless, in the spring of 1881 the French government
decided to act. Brought on by the Enfida crisis and by Italian
provocation, the decision taken by the Ferry cabinet was the result.
of a long campaign waged by Baron de Courcel, the director of
political affairs at the Quai d’Orsay. Courcel had long attempted
to influence the minister for Foreign Affairs, but Freycinet had
resigned without doing anything. Courcel succeeded in convincing
his successor, Barthélemy-Saint-Hilaire, a minister in the Ferry
cabinet. But the ministry had no intention of engaging upon an
expedition far from home, and Jules Ferry was entirely taken up
with educational matters. The date of the elections was approach-
ing, while in the National Assembly the opportunist majority was
indifferent or even hostile. But Courcel approached Léon
Gambetta and convinced the president of the Chamber of his case.
The interview was decisive. With Gambetta’s support, Ferry was
covered on his left; he therefore made up his mind and acted
energetically.

All that remained was to find some pretext for intervention,
certainly not a difficult task. For months past, Roustan had been
striving to demonstrate this fact. ‘Do not doubt that every week
we have a casus belli on the frontier,” he wrote to Courcel in
September 1880; ‘it is up to us to make use of it.” At this juncture,
a group of Khrumirs appeared on the Algerian frontier. An
engagement between French troops and Tunisian tribesmen on
30 and 31 March 1881 gave Roustan the pretext he was waiting
for. A last survey of diplomatic opinion showed that Germany
was still favourable, Britain hesitant, and Italy isolated and
powerless. France was thus free to act as she wished.

On 4 April, Ferry informed the National Assembly of the
Tunisian incident. After demonstrating the necessity for a punitive
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expedition, he obtained from the Chamber of Deputies a
unanimous vote for the military credits of 5 million francs that
he had requested. At the end of April 30,000 men invaded the
Regency from the west, while a naval squadron landed 8,000 men
at Bizerta. As the bey made no attempt at resistance, the Tunisian
campaign was merely a military progress. Three weeks’ march
took the French troops to the gates of Tunis without a fight. In
consultation with General Bréard, Roustan presented the bey
with a draft protectorate treaty, which was signed at the Bardo
on 12 May. Twelve days later, the treaty was unanimously ratified
by the Chamber of Deputies.

But even while the expeditionary force was being withdrawn,
the French military command was surprised by an insurrection
in central and southern Tunisia, which occurred at the end of
June. Sfax and Gabes rebelled, and the tribes of the interior took
up arms. The Hammama, the Zlass, the Methellith, the Swassi and
the Beni Zid gathered under the leadership of the ¢d’id of the
Neffat, ‘Ali ibn Khalifa, who was relying on Turkish intervention.
To the west, the Majeur, the Frechich and the Oulad Ayar were
also on a war footing. The French were forced to campaign during
the summer, sending reinforcements of so,0oo men taken from
garrisons in France and Algeria. Sfax was bombarded from the
sea before being taken by storm by the marines on 26 July.

Finally, Kairouan was occupied without a struggle -on 26
October by three military columns converging from Tebessa,
Tunis and Sousse. Gabes and Gafsa were taken in November. In
their flight from the French, more than 100,000 nomads sought
refuge in the Tripolitanian borderlands, placing themselves under
the protection of the sultan. Most of them returned very soon,
making an act of submission, but there were some groups which
held out for nearly three years, and their attack kept that disputed
frontier in a state of permanent insecurity.

The Bardo treaty was a copy of previous similar ones. It dealt
with the military occupation of the Regency, and the establishment
of a resident who would act as intermediary between the French
government and the Tunisian authorities, at the same time acting
as the bey’s foreign minister. In addition to the reorganisation of
the country’s finances, the supervision by French officials of local
administration was also provided for. In the event nothing was
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spelt out in detail; the word ‘protectorate’ did not even appear
in the treaty.

After the bey died in 1882, the fate of the Regency immediately
became a major concern of French opinion. Was Tunisia to remain
a protectorate, or was it to be joined to Algeria as a fourth
department? Jules Ferry’s point of view prevailed. He preferred
to keep the protectorate formula, and France signed the conven-
tion of La Marsa on 8 June 1883, which regulated the status with
the new bey, ‘All

The form the protectorate was to take was determined by Paul
Cambon, the resident from 1882 to 1886. The régime rested on
the fiction of the absolute power of the bey, a convenient shield
concealing the real power of the resident-general. In practice, the
bey reigned but did not govern. The resident was not merely the
foreign minister, he was by right of office the chairman of the
council of ministers. All the administrative services in the
Protectorate were under his control, as were the commanders of
the land and sea forces. No decree could be promulgated by the
bey without his seal of approval. The central government was
reduced to its simplest form: a prime minister assisted by a sort
of secretary-general adorned with the romantic title of minister
of the Pen. Alongside this traditional administration, Cambon
created autonomous departments of state, which were entrusted
to French officials. At the local level the hierarchy of beylical
officials was not altered, but the number of 4a’/ds was reduced to
about forty, and their administration was supervised by thirteen
contrioleurs civils (district commissioners). The treaty had not specified
representative institutions, but under pressure from the French
colony the successors of Cambon from 1891 onwards instituted
a consultative assembly based on the example of the Algerian
délégations.

The important public services in the Regency were organised
a