






In sharp contrast to such societies where emphasis was on 
formalization and role differentiation in political function, 
there were societies in Africa in which the existence of political 
power was minimal. 

Evans-Pritchard in his analysis of the Nuer (1940, pp. 181-2) 
makes the following statements: 

The lack of governmental organs among the Huer, the 
absence of legal institutions, of developed leadership, 
and, generally, of organised political life is remarkable. 
Their state Is an acephalous kinship state and it is 
only by a study of the kinship syster> that- it can be well 
understood how order is maintained and social relations 
over wide areas are established and kept up. The ordered 
anarchy in which they live accords well with their charac-
ter, for it is impossible to live among Huer and conceive 
of rulers ruling over then. 

The Huer is a product of hard and egalitarian upbringing, 
is deeply democratic, and is easily roused ±o violence. 
His , turbulent spirit finds any. restraint irksorie and no man 
recognizes a superior. Wealth makes no ,difference. A 
man with many cattle is'envied, but not treated differently 
from a man with few cattle. Birth makes no difference. A 
man may not be a member of the dominant clan of his tribe, 
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For societies characterized by lack of formally exerted 
political power there is some evidence to suggest a comparatively low 
level of economic Performance. Hary Douglas in her account of 
the Congolese Lele suggests that a lack of formalized political 
power was related to the meagre output of the society's economy. 
She nctes the small size of the political units, the fact that 
Chiefs have only "riiual and social powers',' and the absence of 
Offices for which age and experience qualify a man. All of which, 
she feels, contribute to economic mediocrity (1963, pp. 2,5,51; 
1962, pp. 211 ff). -

Audrey Richards describes the Bemba of Northern Rhodesia 
as a people indifferent toward a;.,ricultv.ral pursuits despite 
their apparent physical ability to increase their output and 
despite their manifest state of physical deprivation. Paced with 
recurring shcrtages of food, they did not respond with harder work. 
She offers the following explanation (1939, p. 403): 

Success in food 'production depends largely on leadership 
and a definite compulsion to work. 

It is just this leadership yivmong the Bemba} which is no 
longer effective. The matrilocal kinship Organization . . . 
is breaking down. The drive beliind agricultural production 
is largely associated with beliefs in the authority of the 
Bemba Chief, sentiments that have been inevitably weakened 
by contact with Europeanism. 

The failure of non-centralized, non-specialized political 
power to engender high levels of economic incentive might seem 
predictable in view of the fact that holdings of power in such 
a system are intermittant and refer only to restricted sections 
of .human activity. Thus the political power may not be sufficient-
ly encompassing or sufficiently durable to force involuntary labour 
on an economically meaningful level. Moreover, the same social 
forces which prevent accumulations of political power in such a 
society may preclude economic accumulations as well since the 
latter may give rise to the former. (This suggestion is considered 
further in a subsequent scction.) 
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The Allocation of Effort Between Productive and Fon-Productive Activity 

The Extent of the Market 
The Units within which a man can exchange his economic 

•output for the products of others directly influences the potential 
extent of his occupational specialization. The wider the bounü-.ries, 
the greater the oprortunities for specialization and hence the 
greater the potential efficiency of his efforts. 

If exchange is to take place, it is essential that physical 
protection be available to the persons and property of the parties 
concerned. Hypothetically, the extent of trade might be viewed as 
a function of the degree to which such protection exists. 

The family furnishes protection to its members and con-
currently provides for the regulär distribution of goods and 
services among them. The physical protection of goods and services 
of persons acting outside their families is a function of political 
power. 

Some African societies, as we have seen are characterized 
by low levels of political power dispersed in the hands of 
political non-specialists. In such societies there is likely to 
exist a relatively high level of individual independence and the 
acceptance by society of "seif help" over relatively broad areas 
of activity. Such an institutional framework would seem less like-
ly to provide the sustained protection necessary for continuous 
exchange than a society in which political power is stronger and 

more formally organzied. 

Regularized patterns of trade existed widely in indigenous 
African societies. Markets - in the sense of "market places", 
where relatively large numbers of people engage in frequent 
economic exchanges at a fixed location - were not nearly so 
ubiquitous. The extent to which market places function in a 
society might be viewed as an indicator of-the extent to which 
its trade has developed and a measure of the economic and social 
siginificance of that trade. 

In general, the existence of market places seems to imply 
a breadth of political power which was not compatible- with 
political informality and decentralization. This hypothesis is 
evidenced (indirectly) by account.s of an absence of markets in a 
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society, was to provide the rulers with consumption goods (1961, 

pp. 104, 145). 

In tlie Lozi kingdom of Northern Rhodesia, the monarclis 

administered an efficient system of tribute collection and utilized 

the proceeds to construct a network of canals (Gluckman., 1951 , 

p. 63). In Buganda a portion of the royal revenue.s were used to 

build an maintain roads (llair, 1962, pp. 139-41). Euper' s account of 

the Sv/azi. presents a comparable Situation (1947, pp. 144-8), 

In between the politically uncentralizea and the formalized 

hierarchies, examples of intermediate positions of accumulation . 

potential might be identified. The Alur is characterized by Southall 

as an "embryonic state" with a blend of lineage segmentation and • :' : a 

political specialization. Among the Alur there were Chiefs who 

became economic risk bearers in the sense that reciprocity obligations 

might leaa them to financial loss, and their success was dependent on 

their ability to balance receipts and disbursements (l953?pp. 7, 80-2, 

150). The LIandari a1so were characterized by a sort of semi-centraliza-

tion. They lacked a highly developed hierarchy but recognized Chiefs 

who held hereditary office. These Chiefs could make enforcible 

Claims on their subjects for laboug, and they held a majorty of the 

community's cattle. But it is stated that they were obliged to 

give economic assistance to the needy to the extent of their ability 

to do so (Buxton, 1958, p. 82), 

Although accumulation potential seems necessarily to 

accompany an effective holding of political power, it is by no 

means assured that such a potential will be used to increase human 

productivity. More frequently the power to control the labour ar:d 

possessions of others has been used for luxury consumption by 

the political elite and for warfare. Military aggression although 

it shifts ownership rights is not likely to increase per capita 

output. It could do so if subject populations were brought under a 

sufficiently centralized control so as to raise the incidence of 
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specialization and, hence, overall output per person. Hera raiding 

for chat"üeis would not acconplish this. Hör would slave raiding as 

long as the captives were widely dispersed among the conquerors.as 

was com son in sub-Saharan Africa. Lloreover, the destruction of 

life and property accompanying warfare and the use of military power 

to support a relatively unproductive officer class would both militate 

against increases in human productivity. 

• A few instances were ncted above in which the creation of 

public ,works ac.companied the centralized dir ction of political 

power, Even these, however, were largely the by-products of 

military needs. The real potential for economic growth in African 

societies lay in the period in which military goals were suppressed and 

when trade and accumulation could be turned toward economically 

productive ends. .. 
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The Imposition of Exte mal Political Eule 

Tarious economic advantages accrued to African societies 

as a result of the seizure of political control by European 

powers: (1) There were improvements in human productivity through 

medical aid, public health services, and educational programs. 

(2) Political pressure was applied in varying degrees to force 

a greater amount of productive activity from the population than 

would probably have been forthcoming in its absence. (3) Market 

areas were extended as pacification programs replaced the slave 

trade and as emphasis was placed upon the creation of transportation 

facilities. (4) An increased rate of saving was forced upon the 

inhabitants, part of which was made available for the creation of 

productive capital. (5) Improved productive techniques were 

introduced and cultural impediments to economic change were in 

varying degrees removed. (6) The colonies were often provided 

with at least some privilaged tres.tment in their trade with the 

metropole. 

It was simultaneously possible for the colonial government 

to deprive the indigenous population of land, na.tura.1 resources, 

and rights to engage in specific occupations. The metropole also 

could impose upon the African population unfavorable (i.e., less 

than competitively determined) terms of trade for their labour or 

the products of their labour. These could offset to varying degrees 

the economic advantages enumerated above. 

¥hen the colonial powers established political control over 

the societies of .Africa they endeavored to suppress activities 

which violated their Standards of justice or expediency, and they 

demanded administrative efficiency — especia.lly in respect to 

revenue collection. To pursue these ends with the limited means a.t 

their immediate disposal, the European powers sought to exert political 

control through relatively unambiguous lines of authority over 

areas which were almost always larger than those which had been 
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controlled by' indigenous""political authority. Simultaneously, new 

judicial institutions were established to provide for enforcement 

of new laws and punishment of new offenses. 

Thus, contact with Europeans affected both the "goals" of 

the tradiüonal societies and the administrative apparatus which 

operated to facilitate the attainment of these goals. Warfare, 

slavery and territorial expansion were examples of goals proscribed 

by colonial rule; while the expansion of per capita income through 

new technology, wider markets, and guarantees of peaceful 

possession of property became more rcadily attainable. 

Some of the African societies brought under the control of 

European power possessed systems of political authority in which 

power holdings were diffused, intermittent and applicable to 

relatively few areas of daily life. In such societies political 

rights, powers and Privileges were held by individuals and 

collectivities which were not political i!specialists." Traditionally, 

these individuals or groups had interacted on a non-hierarchical 

basis to define the Community's goals, allocate prestige and resources 

to facilitate attainment of those goals, and control deviant behavior. 

Independent expressions of self-help had been permitted to control 

areas of activity which in most societies are directed by the 

polity, 

The control of such a society by the colonial regime required 

the establishment of new Channels of administration and adjudication. 

It was also likely to require an extensive restructuring of social 

objectives. The Implementation of such political innovations necessaril;: 

disrupted the fragile balance previously maintained in the traditonal 

patterns of power limitation and authority distribution. The 

apparatus whereby political power had been exerted from within 

kinship, village or age-set structures was impeded and ultimately 

destroyed as individuals were deprived of traditional rights, 

duties and. powers. Other individuals (indigenous or foreign. ) were 

appointed to wield power and adninister new procedures. These otlv 





Instead of encouraging the suppression of such institutions, they 

could be adapted to the new political and administrative needs. 

The British developed the most formal conceptualization ' 

of this process in their system of "indirect rule" which was 

adopted, for example, in parts of Nigeria and Uganda. (See Perham, 

1937, p. 346). 

In most instances the European powers chose to administer 

their colonies by more " direct !I means. Indigenous institutions 

were viewed as obstacles to development, rather than as means 

for the accomplishment of new ends > But some assistance of 

indigenous personnel was everywhere needed to Supplement the 

efforts of expatriate civil servants. Vv'hen individuals with 

influence in the traditional societies were available and Willing 

to cooperate, their scrvices were utilized.(See Duffy, 1959, p. 237 

Mair, 1936, pp. 209, 235, 242; Skinner, 1964, p. 157, p. 157; Thomp 

and Adloff, i960, p. 348.) 

Sometimes the traditional political system could be of 

substantial aid to the colonial power in terms of economic 

achievement. In the kingdom of Buganda, the officials of the 

indigenous monarchy were retained by the British as salaried 

administrat'iors. The native system of compulsory labour was 

preserved, though it was required that workers be paid for their 

services, and Habeur obligations were made commutable into cash. 

Land was made freely transferable, ünder these circumstances, the 

exertion of power by traditional Chiefs as;..isted the colonial 

government in their search for both labour and funds fcr public 

works. The Ganda, infused with the morits of economic achievement, 

travelled wideiy to trade and in search of employment. Later they 

became frequent cultivators of cotton for export and efficient 

employers of labor in thexr own right (Powesland, 1947). 



The .Mambwe of Northern Rhodesia have been credited with 
more rapid economic advance under British rule than their 
neighbors, the Bemba, lozi and Ngoni. Tc a significant degree 
this achievement might be associated with the substaniial 
success with which a coordinated system of "indirect rule" 
was implemented among the Mambwe. By contrast, much less success 
seems to have been evidenced in efforts towards integrated 
indirect rule among the Bemba, Lozi'and Ngoni (Sann, 1958, p# 73; 
Gluckman, 1951, pp. 59-60; Gluckman, 1958; Richards, 1939, 
pp. 19-26; Tew, 1950, p. 113; Watson, 1958, pp. 36-8, 174-5)= 

On the other hand, traditionai political systems left in 
füll or partial operation presented problems for the colonial 
administrations. These problems might be principally "political" 
in nature as when traditionai rulers, backed by European power 
and freed from customary restraints, became autocratic or ex-
cluded efficient and deserving groups of the population from 
participating in the government (Ashton, 1952, p. 220; Coleman, 
i960, pp. 161-2; Lloyd, 1966, pp. 388-90, 397-8). But economic 
dimensions were entailed in the retention cf indigenous political 
institutions, as well. Nepotism, the conservatism of an entrenched 
aristocracy, excessive emphasis on hereditary rights of office 
holdcrs, the preservation of a caste system or feudal land tenure 
patterns constituted potential obstacles to efficiency and change 
(Burke, 1964, pp. 94-7; Gluckman, 1951, p. 60; Kuper, 1947, pp. 138-
9; Richards, i960, ch. xv; Smith, 19^0, pp. 291, 306; Taylor, 1962, 
p. 70.). 

Most political units in pre-contact Africa which have been 
referred to as states (bccause of their possession of formalized 
and differentiated political authority) have been described in 
the literature as "segmentary" or "pyramidal", rather than hierar-
chical. Such states are divided into relatively autonomous 
components with comprehensive political power exerted within each 
segment but with relatively weaker administrative ties between 
them. In a segmentary state each segment retained considerable 
autonomy except during unusual circumstances such as' a war. Such 
an authority structure was less adaptible to pressures for general 
economic change applied by the colonif] administrators th&n a 
hierar.chica.l state (such as Buganda). The preservation of the 
political institutions of the segmentary state (in modified and 
more flexible form) would have requir'ed relatively l'arge numbers 
of expatriate officers and high levels of administrative skill and 
patience on the part cf the colonial administrators. 
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In most instan?2s, the destruction or near destruction of 
the traditional political institutions was effected. Indigenous 
systems of political authority were replaced by bureaucracies 
designed and controlled from overseas. There have been various 
repercussions to these changes. Perhaps the most significant 
has been the elimination of traditional controls exercised over 
political power holders by the members of the affected societies. 
Under colonial regimes the definition of societal goals, the 
distribution of rights and Privileges in Support of those goals, 
and the control of deviant behaviour were placed under expat-
riate authority and frequently were isolated from any effective 
articulation of the will of the African citizenry. 

Independence rneant that political power in the new African 
states was to be based on a totally different foundation. The 
post-colonial regimes received initial support from widespread 
populär sentiments of naticnalism and anti-colonialism. But such 
bases for support were not sufficient for the continuing legiti-
mization of political leaders in countries whose heterogeneous 
social components had been united only on artificial grounds by 
the colonial regimes. 

The new political leaders, finding it difficult to maintain 
effective support fron such a diverse base, used their control 
over administrative positions as the basis for a continuation of 
this power (see Pye, 1966, p. 20). The political parties which 
had been created during the independence campaigns were awarded 
monopoly status and were allowed to decline. Voters were called 
on less and less frequently to give their approval to the acts 
of the Office holders. As a widening gulf appeared between the 
people and the holders of political power, centrifugal tendencies 
were evidenced by manifestations of tribalism, and the nilitary 
coup becane a comnonly used technique for the changing of govern-
mental personnel. 

In economic terms several problems were manifest in these 
developnents. Racial minoritjr groups, including some of the'most 
active participants in economic affairs, frequently found thenselves 
outside. the new nationalistic movements and their economic potential 
thereby impaired. Moreover the weakening of ties between leaders 
and the general citizenry precluded an effective public voice in 
respect to proposed changes, and, hence, prevented effective pub-
lic control over the official holders of widespread economic power. 
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indigenous environaexit would seen to have been relatively low. 
In societies organized without political fornalization there 
was typically a streng.social enphaeis on redistribution and 
equality. Under such circunstances, such growth of total Out-
put ass did occur would seen likely to be acconpanied by pro-
portionate increases in population rather than in per capital 
wealth. 

The na.ture of colonial rule affected the long run econonic 
growth potential of the African society. The inposition of 
adninistrative procedures and new societal goals could prove 
widely.disruptive in a traditional.society in which political 
authority had existed without fornalization and role differenti-
ation. Such disruption could crcate a Situation favorable to 
rapid change (but involving, presunably, a relatively high psychic 
cost to the generations exporiencing the change). 

Where differentiated institutions of fornalized political 
authority pre-existed the colonial adninistrators, the attitude 
of the adninistrators to these institutions influenced.the 
direction and inpact of the societies1 econonic change. The 
adaptibility of the indigenous institutions, the durability of 
traditional prerogatives and powers, the nature of expatriate 
connitnents to the preservation of existing institutions, and 
the skill with which the forces of change were applied by the 
colonial adninistra.tors deternined the nature of the inpact. 

The widespread failure to provide for the adaptation of 
traditional governmental apparatus nay have contributed to the 
existence of national governnents in Africa today which,are 
relatively weak both in respect to an acceptable basis for 
their own legitinacy and in respect to effective neans for 
inplenenting the policies (including econonic policies) which 
they believe warranted. 
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