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From Poverty to Informality?
The Social Question in Africain a
Historical Perspective

Andreas Eckert

INTRODUCTION

Jan Breman and Marcel van der Linden argue that “the real norm or standard in
global capitalism is insecurity, informality or precariousness. If this is the case,
then Africa in the twentieth and early twenty-first centuries could be seen as a
model case for global capitalism. Much of the history of the continent during this
period was characterized by poverty, precarious labor relations, and the absence
of state or company welfare measures, as well as the failure or the lack of efforts
to challenge precariousness. This paper analyses the social question in Africa
since the colonial period with a focus on social (in)security and labor against the
backdrop of a related research literature that largely ignores the continent. In the
rich field of social sciences’ studies of the welfare state, Africa does not feature
prominently, to say the very least. Esping-Andersen’s famous typology of welfare
states completely ignores Africa.* In the index of the more recent, authoritative
Oxford Handbook of the Welfare State, Africa is only listed twice, and these refer-
ences are related to trade unions and unemployment insurance. When we look at
the referenced pages, we learn only that unionization rates are lowest worldwide
throughout much of Africa and that Africa is the weakest area of social insur-
ance development.? For a long time, Africa seems to have served as the epitome of
“otherness,” not only in the history of welfare and labor but also in much Western
scholarship. A Europe- or West-centered perspective still often places Africa at the
other end of the developmental spectrum—a clear instance of a region that simply
does not fit the patterns familiar to a North Atlantic framework. However, as will
be argued here, the history of the social question in Africa has a great many lessons
to offer to those who are interested in tracing the historical connections between
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regions and in critically engaging with the idea of the North Atlantic world as
“normal” and the rest as “exceptional” and “in need of explanation.” If our his-
torical analysis of the social question has to transcend the notion of a single telos
modeled after the example of the West that is supposed to be achieved everywhere,
or if we are to go beyond the conception that the non-realization of this telos
represents somehow a “lack” or a “lag” in those societies to understanding their
specific examples coevally—to echo Johannes Fabian’s insight*—with that of the
West, then we must take the different social forms in Africa seriously in all their
complexity and all their linkages with welfare and labor forms elsewhere.

This paper chronologically discusses the social question with a focus on sub-
Saharan Africa and emphasizes a context in which capitalist production regimes
have not led to employment relations typically characterized by stable and pro-
tected wage labor.s While often drawing from examples from specific regions, it
attempts to provide a broad historical view on larger trends and transformations
of the social question in Africa, referring to a literature that tackles questions of
welfare, social security, and social marginality within a wide array of topics such
as labor, state, or urbanization.

WHITES ONLY: COLONIALISM AND WELFARE BEFORE
WORLD WAR II

Until World War II, the colonial state and European private employers delegated
the field of social security and poverty care more or less completely to what they
labeled “traditional African solidarity;’ occasionally also to a few private and
especially church welfare institutions. There is little detailed information about
related initiatives.® In 1931, for instance, the Holy Ghost Fathers alone managed
132 orphanages and 176 hospitals or dispensaries in sub-Saharan Africa. During
the following year, 648 people passed through the poor asylum run by the Sisters
of Cluny at Walezo in Zanzibar. Missionaries also provided most of the rapidly
expanding institutional care of leprosy. In some parts of Africa, mostly in the set-
tler colonies, the Salvation Army undertook some welfare work among Africans.
The Red Cross, the world’s first international secular charity and the first to estab-
lish itself in Africa, mainly worked among European communities in French and
Belgian Congo. In British colonies, local governments made little provision for the
poor beyond some general services such as famine control, free (but very limited)
public health services, or rudimentary urban sanitation.”

In his influential African Survey, published in 1938, Lord Hailey, the great theo-
retician of British colonial rule, praised the practice of “externalizing” systems of
social security. He stated that “it is clear that by treating the native reserves as res-
ervoirs of man-power, there is, in effect, a saving in that outlay on social services
which in other circumstances might have to be incurred on behalf of industrial-
ized labor® Thus it is no wonder that until World War II, the few measures in the
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realm of social policy benefited Europeans almost exclusively. Programs associated
with the “modern” welfare state were first and most comprehensively introduced
in South Africa, where noncontributory, means-tested old-age pensions were cre-
ated for elderly people classified as “white” or “colored” For the National Party
and Labor Party—partners in the coalition Pact Government of 1924-1929—
noncontributory old-age pensions were a crucial pillar in the “civilized labor”
policies designed to lift “poor whites” out of poverty and reestablish a clear racial
hierarchy. Welfare reform was thus, in significant part, a response to the swart gevaar,
or menace of black physical, occupational, and social mobility.® Programmatic
provision was extended to the disabled, poor mothers with children, and the unem-
ployed. By the late 1930s, South Africa had a comparatively well-developed welfare
state for its white and colored citizens. Similar noncontributory old-age pensions
were introduced for white residents in Southwest Africa and Southern Rhodesia.
The construction of welfare states in these settler societies reflected a combination
of elite ideology, shaped both by racist and progressive elements, and democratic
politics within the enfranchised white and colored population.

In other parts of Africa, it was only in the field of health where, after 1900,
some colonies like German East Africa (which became Tanganyika after World
War I) introduced decrees concerning industrial law that were relevant to a small
minority of African workers.” In 1909 the governor of German East Africa issued
a “decree concerning the rights of indigenous workers” that introduced the duty
of employers to guarantee medical care of their employees. However, this measure
was seldom put into practice. In 1923 the British passed the Master and Servants
Ordinance, which provided for small compensation to be paid by employers in
the case of industrial accidents. African government clerks were initially classified
into lower administrative ranks with neither pension rights nor other employers’
contribution. The Provident Fund (Government Employees) Ordinance, issued in
November 1942, introduced a fund also for lower ranks that provided for at least
small payments in the case of retirement or premature inability to work.”

Right from the beginning of colonial rule, access to labor was crucial to Euro-
pean colonizers in Africa. However, before World War II, this importance was
reflected neither in the administrative order nor in colonial archives. Until the
m1d 193os there was hardly any Afncan colon with a labor department”m

Dynamism in this
d Asian traders.”
Agamst this backdrop, colonial officials found it convenient to leave agricultural
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production to former slave owners and chiefs, or enlist their aid to supply the
labor required for public, and even private, purposes. Moreover, desperate to make
their territories economically viable, they resorted to various devices for mobiliz-
ing unfree labor themselves, including forced labor, conscription into the army or
police forces, and the recruitment of contract labor by all kind of dubious means.
The Portuguese colonies were particularly notorious for relying on forced labor,
and parts of Portuguese-ruled Africa fell at the far end of a spectrum of brutality
of labor practices. However, at least until the 1940s, institutionalized violence to
extract African labor was by no means solely a Portuguese approach.”

After World War I, the newly founded League of Nations took up this issue. The
debates culminated in the Forced Labor Convention of the International Labor
Organization of 1930. The realities on the ground in Africa were much more com-
plex, and the hierarchies and forms of exploitation much more subtle than what
the discussions about forced labor in Geneva addressed. Moreover, neither the
missionary critics who asked “Africa: Slave or Free?” nor League of Nations inves-
tigators questioned the premise of colonial rule itself; consequently, the resulting
debate sought only to draw distinctions among labor policies considered accept-
able and not acceptable in a European-dominated Africa. Officials in the colonies
wanted to use the labor of Africans as much as they could, but at the same time,
they firmly believed in the necessity of stable African communities under the con-
trol of male elders. European administrators saw mining towns or cities as sites
of labor, but not of the reproduction of the labor force. Those Africans who had
left this imagined traditional village life and permanently settled in the cities were
labeled “detribalized.™s

During the Great Depression, the first substantial debates about the problem
of unemployment emerged. According to John Iliffe, “the great novelty of the
depression was tropical Africa’s first serious experience of unemployment.™¢ In
the formal sector, in branches where Africans worked under contracts, a rapid
decline of working places took place during the early 1930s. Between 1930 and
1933, the copper mines in Katanga reduced their African workforce from 73,000
to 27,000.7 However, only a small portion of the African population was officially
“working” and thus qualified for appearing in statistics. In French West Africa,
120,000 people were in official employment in 1933, plus 39,000 migrant peanuts
laborers in Senegal, 1.1 percent of the population.®® The Inspecteur du Travail of
French West Africa remarked in 1934 on the absence of unemployment but had
a circular definition of it: since the African family took care of its members and
had access to land, only the most detribalized Africans, notably urban artisans,
could be unemployed. Such an argument is “indeed a telling instance . . . of how
belief in the peculiar nature of African society could define an entire problem
out of existence.”” One example of this circular argument comes from a report of
1936: “There are no unemployed in French West Africa. Anyone who so desired
could go back to the soil and any worker who does not prefers to vegetate in the
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city which he only will leave at the last extremity. There is thus constituted a float-
ing urban population of ‘sans-travail’ of a particular nature, seeking daily labor
without enthusiasm, living most often at the expense of more favored brethren.” A
year later the Inspecteur du Travail indicated that he did not believe that African
workers were quite like other workers. He opposed unemployment compensation,
saying, “I am not a partisan of unemployment indemnities in a country where the
soil can nourish those who wish to cultivate it

DECOLONIZATION AND THE SHORT SUMMER OF THE
WELFARE STATE

this, there wer

stable detribalized urban working class in towns, focused on a mj?e)"};e n family
‘By the mid to late 1940s,” Fred Cooper writes, “influential officials wanted
Africa to have a workin class, to to separate an identifiable group _Reople from
the ba backwardness of rur fnca, attach its memb?x?t-o particular JObS and career
lams and over time make t them into a }Le_cllctable and prmctlve collectmty -
Over the fm«nng cizade, colonial administrators and expe experts worked on a
n ( alled “stabilizationJ This term referred to the fact that in
the eyes of the Europeans involved, the task in Africa was not to make wage labor

the basic form of production; as in ideal-type capitalismybut o separate a domain
of wage labor from a domain of traditional productiop. Aboveall; colonial admin-
istrations had to be Wﬁfﬁaﬂtﬁon of thewage-earnmg‘mul;l
takeplaceuncontaminated by the “backwardness” that apparentlydayoutsidedt, in
the villages. In many reports, a vision of a male African appeared who was weaned
from dependence or nonwage income and lived with his wife and family in an
urban location, sending his children to school and, over time, becoming accultur-
ated to industrial and urban life. The gender bias in all of this was too self-evident
for much contemporary discussion. Throughout the colonial period, employment
and unemployment were overwhelmingly associated with men: For long, women
had entered urban centers and, with waged employment deemed appropriate for
them being restricted, had made a significant contribution to sectors outside the

realm of wage work. However, no one at the time commented on the fact that the
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definition of the worker in the Code du Travail for French West Africa—the result
of intense debates between French officials and African trade unions and accom-
panied by numerous strikes—placed the kind of tasks that women most often did -
outside the law’s conception of work. That women were crucial to the commerce
of West African cities or that they performed a great variety of income-generating
activities did not enter into the discussion of any aspect of the code.*

The rising global importance given to social security after World War II
is reflected by the UN Declaration of Human Rights of 1948, which stated that
“everyone, as a member of society, has the right to social security” Already four
years earlier, a declaration had emerged from the ILO conference in Philadelphia
that@Anounced that “labor is not a commodity” and €alled for international effort
for the “common_ @Ei@j_ urﬁgmo’g, it sought measures “to provide a basit
income to all;” for regulation of working hours, for collective bargaining, and for
measures to-improve public health, housing, nutrition, education, child welfare;
the status of women, and public services. The last paragraph of the document
emphasized that the prificiples’ listed were “fully applicable to all people every-
where”; jticalled specificallyfor “their prg&e?s'ive a%ication’t: pegples who are
sﬁ_ﬁ: dependent, as well as to those who have alreﬁ)g achieved self-governmerft.%—" 3
Soon after, @'efIngan‘tcﬁzveloﬁ;"‘socﬁrggl_icﬁn dependent Territories,”

. o B P T _— A
which set out to globalize its ‘Standards” on work regulations, housing; educatio,
health;and family life: ILO resolutions were weak on supranational enforcement
mechanisms and did not mandate the colonial powers in Africa to act in a particu-
lar way, but legitimized and delegitimized certain policy strategies. In some ways,
Britain and France thought that the “social” direction put forward by the ILO was
consistent with their reformed postwar colonialism and even celebrated the 1952
ILO convention “Minimum Standards of Social Security” as the “internationaliza-
tion” of their respective social policies. However, the standards soon hit a wall. The
British held the view that their African colonies should raise the revenues neces-
sary to pay for social security themselves. Given the financial situation of their
territories, the implementation of substantial social security systems was delegated
to a distant future.*

In 1958 the ILO published the African Labour Survey, which made some reflec-
tions about the state of social security as part of the stabilization project on the
continent. The authors saw “evidence of the interest of the authorities in Africa
in the possibility of introducing social security measures and their awareness of
the urgency and growing importance of the question.” However, they also listed
the factors that, according to them, militated against the successful introduction
of social security, for instance “the instability of the labour force, the low level of
wages, the inadequacy of population registers, polygamy, the illiteracy of workers
and even of small employers in rural areas, poor communications and the diffi-
culty of supervising migrant workers who, at times, disappear, never to be heard of
again.” Still, they happily acknowledged that “it is generally accepted that one way



158 FROM POVERTY TO INFORMALITY?

of stabilising labour is to give workers effective protection against occupational
and other risks”>

Admittedly, this new approach was often expressed in a restrained manner, as
in 1952 in the Tanganyika Standard: “The average African labourer has sprung
from generations of men content to sit under the shade of the nearest tree and
do little or no work whatsoever. . . . But, the African, while inherently lazy, is by
no means beyond redemption. . .. If he can adapt himself to regular employment
under conditions where food, accommodation, medical and other amenities are
available, he can and does become worthy of his hire” Still, in contrast to pre-
vailing low-wage, labor-extensive forms of employment, from the 1950s, increased
skill levels were rewarded with higher salaries. Paradoxically, this increase in
wages formed a prime cause of growing urban poverty. According to John Iliffe, it .
“attracted people into towns, encouraged employers to replace workers by machin-
ery, and bred the unemployment, overcrowding, and ancillary problems which the
authorities had intended to prevent”® A background context profoundly shap-
ing the phenomenon was demographic changé. Rapid African population growth
from the mid-twentieth century, alongside a diminishing resource-to-population
ratio, resulted in a shift from famine-related “epidemic starvation for all but the
rich . . . to endemic undernutrition for the very poor.”*® One of the most promi-
nent forms in which this “structural” poverty manifested itself'was the growth of
urban joblessness: In the context of rapid urbanization, the problem of a reserve
army of unemployed or jobless young men observable in towns caused increasing
attention.

In a number of African colonies, a set of social institutions was created for rela-
tively small groups of formal-sector workers. One striking aspect about social wel-
fare measures in late colonial Africa is, however, that unemployment insurances
were never seriously discussed. In the 1950s, unemployment in urban Africa was
recognized and discussed by contemporaries, but belittled by colonial officials.
The Code du Travail for French Africa from 1952 contained no fewer than 241 arti-
cles and provided for a comprehensive arsenal of welfare measures. However, there
was no mention at all of unemployment compensation.’* The ILO in its African
Labour Survey observed “considerable underemployment” on the continent,
but concluded that “unemployment, except in a few towns in the form known
in highly industrialized countries, exists only to a limited extent; there are usu-
ally more offers of employment than applications for jobs.» In most late-colonial
labor laws, unemployment compensation was held to be particularly undesirable,
because most officials would not acknowledge that the African wage earner who
was not working was, in fact, a worker. One also has to emphasize the gendered
way in which the “unemployment problem” was interpreted. In the official imagi-
nation, it was once more male youth who constituted a potentially insurrectionary
unemployed class, who were more visible “loitering” on urban streets. The absence
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of female unemployed in surviving commentary reflects the gendered occupation
of urban space. In contrast to young men, whose street presence has remained
a concern up to the present, women were more restricted to the home and/or
the workplace! Or they simply did not constitute a threat in the eyes of the male
colonizer.

Especially in the French African colonies, the main instruments in social wel-
fare policies were family allowances. After long and controversial debates, and due
to massive pressure from African trade unions, on January 1956, family alloca-
tions went into effect in French West Africa, six months later in French Equatorial
Africa. In Senegal, a family would receive 4,800 francs “allocation du foyer” for
the birth of each of its first three children; each pregnancy would bring the family
3,600 francs prenatal allocation and 4,800 francs maternity allocation; in addi-
tion, 400 francs per month would be paid as the basic family allowance for each
dependent child, through the end of his or her schooling. The 400 francs per
month would be around 8 percent of the minimum wage; the maternity alloca-
tion, around a month’s minimum pay. Such allocations would make a considerable
difference to the life of a worker. The decrees provided support for the children of
female workers as well as of male; there was even a special provision for benefits
. for wage-earning women who gave birth. But the expectations of the planners
were that of the male worker and the female child-care provider. In the studies
on which these cost estimates were based, the surveyed population in industry
included 25,357 African males, but no females; in commerce, there were 14,045
males and 105 females. The language in which officials addressed the burdens of
raising children on a worker’s salary was comfortably masculinist, and officials
allocated, using their workforce data, minimal funds for working mothers.

The implementation of family allowances got off to a slow start. One reason
was that the administration had the utmost difficulties to put these schemes into
practice, because the required information, such as documentations of birth,
was difficult to obtain. Still, by 1956, family allocations had been extended to the
entire wage-labor force of French West Africa, and officials now embraced them
for much the same reason that they rejected them earlier—the peculiar nature of
the African family. But now it was a question of weaning workers away from its
debilitating effects, of creating family norms that resembled those presumed to
predominate in Europe, of insuring the reproduction of a working class on the
basis of workers’ earnings and within the milieu of the workplace.

In many wayﬁ, the dualism imagined by the colonial administrators and experts
of a small, restricted modern African working class separated from the “tradi-
tional rest” gvasvay mere/fantasy. African workers in regulated jobs/did ot cease
to be African; they did not cut themselves off from/ the wider range of social and
cultural'relationshipy in their lives, including their home villages. They regularly
opted to liye ifa family-arrangement rather/than that'of the monogamous male
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breadwinner with his dependent wife and children? They began to invest in the
education of their children and to accumulate savings and pension rights toward
retirement. However, they did not necessarily simply accept the notions of the
European welfare state, but often used part of their wage resources to invest in
social networks and rituals to foster their patriarchal authority.* African trade-
union leaders were rather successful in using European officials’ hopes for a pro-
ductive, “modern” working class in order to make claims. They argued that if the
Europeans wanted Africans to produce like a European working class, then Afri-
cans should be paid like their counterparts in Europe. Wages increased consider-
ably, especially in key industries, in the civil service, and for vulnerable areas like
railroads and ports. These increases were by no means uncontested but rather the
result of protests, strikes, and negotiations.”

In effect, the colonial state could not respond to demands for increased ben-
efits and rights from organized labor—which would put its members on par with
metropohtan workers—w1thout dlsmantllng the Justlﬁcatlon of colomallsm

by Europeans to accept unionist demands that African laborers be treated on the
same basis as their European counterparts as a mutual failure to comprehend the
African social reality. It was a consequential failure, since the cost of providing
European-scale wages and benefits under African economic conditions could
not be borne by either colonial or postcolonial regimes. European governments
were thus encouraged to withdraw from Africa, while their local successors co-
opted some of the labor leadership but rather quickly suppressed the unions as an
autonomous force. The leaders of the newly independent countries, former trade-
unionists among them, were acutely aware that they lacked the resources to ensure
that the demands of the citizenry would be met. Many of them build up relations
of patronage with power brokers inside the nation but also clientelistic networks
with former colonizers. By this, they undermined democratic processes and the
kind of social movements, such as labor movements, that had helped them get
into power.®®

HOPES AND DISILLUSION: INDEPENDENT AFRICA
AND THE RISE OF THE INFORMAL

Around 1960, when many African colonies gained independence, numerous
observers thought that with population growth having accelerated after 1945, and
with the urban population growing faster than the rural, a class of landless manual
workers would be created, and Africa would reproduce European patterns. But
wage laborers made only a small percentage of the overall working population
in Africa, both in colonial and postcolonial times. It was, however, exactly this
small group of miners, dockworkers, factory workers, and railway workers that
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constituted the focus of African labor historiography between the 1960s and 1980s.
The academic focus on wage labor went hand in hand with the assumption that
Africa was becoming “proletarianized”; its working class was growing and becom-
ing better defined and more self-conscious.’ From the late 1950s to the 1970s, many
African countries experienced at least modest economic growth, life expectancy
rose considerably, and education became more accessible. The emergence of ele-
ments of a welfare state raised considerable expectations. State employees, workers
in copper mines, or railway workers, for instance, had reasonable hopes that they
could get something out of participation in economic activities. But these decades
proved to be not a mid-point in a natural “transition” from a nonwage-labor to a
wage-labor economy in a welfare state. While it is difficult to count precisely, it is
clear that the number of hired workers in sub-Saharan Africa was vastly greater by
1960 than it had been in 1900, and is much greater today than it was around the
time of independence. Yet labor markets since the end of colonial rule are charac-
terized much more by short-term hiring and a high turnover of workers than by
long-term, stable employment. Precarious labor prevailed, both in the formal and
in the informal sector.+ .

The seemingly reasonable aspirations of millions of Africans of turning jobs—
especially stable, unionized jobs, with pension funds promised at the end—into
careers proved unrealizable. The mining sector in the Zambian copper belt ini-
tially promised steady material rewards—a salary and health and retirement
benefits—as well as other, more ineffable rewards in terms of cultural cachet and
social status. That pathway to working-class stability and respectability soon came
to an end with the oil crisis, structural adjustment programs, and the fluctuating
global prices of copper. What meager resources these miners kept for their old
age came not so much from the formal institutions of modern welfare capital-
ism—social security, pensions, medical insurance—or the contractual gains won
by trade unions, but from sets of personal relationships that ex-miners could draw
on or forge.* Petty trade, access to farmland through social relations in a village
of origin, or support of kin-networks became necessary to survive in the context
of a contracting regulated wage-labor sector. The notion of being a “big man,” an
element of men’s self-esteem that had been given a new dimension by wage earn-
ing, increasingly had to confront the fact that women engaged in urban marketing
and other activities were contributing more to the family economy and providing
the stability that male wages could not. The bureaucratized world of work had not
been eclipsing the world of social relations; if it had done so, the collapse would
have been even more deadly than it was.

Today, young men whose social power long rested on their ability to earn wages
increasingly find themselves in a more precarious position. In turn, others, nota-
bly women and pensioners, acquired new powers and possibilities. This transfor-
mation is partly due to the relative expansion of work in service industries that
are more open to women than the blue-collar industrial jobs of the past.* The
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increasing instability of economic prospects in many African countries today has
also changed migration patterns. Seasonal labor migration, which was central to
African economies in the first half of the twentieth century, has been overtaken
by more permanent rural-urban migration and by large-scale labor migration to
Europe and beyond. Africans are more likely to travel longer distances in search of
employment. In the twenty-first century, many African countries have apparently
become increasingly dependent upon the productive activities and remittances of
their citizens who live abroad in other African countries or in Europe, Asia, the
Gulf States, or the United States.®

By the 1970s, the ILO began to use the evocative but sloppy term “urban infor-
mal sector” for the urban dimension of what did not fit inside national labor
legislations and a bounded, stabilized working class. The term points to the con-
tinued—indeed, growing—importance of forms of work that lie outside the form
of labor legislation that African countries inherited at independence and outside
the limits of the imagination of policy makers who thought they were modern-
izing Africa.* Although some Africanists insist that “African economies are the
most informalized in the world,” nonwaged: economic activities, unregulated by
law and unprotected by social regulations or services, have become increasingly
visible in many parts of the world, including the North Atlantic region.* The dis-
covery of the “informal” went in hand in hand with the observation that full-time
wage labor with relatively good social benefits over the course of an entire career
was not a global norm, but rather the exception in many parts of the world, the
contingent product of a particular conjuncture in twentieth-century world history.

A critical literature seems to agree on the inadequacy of the term “informal” but
has failed to produce alternative terminology.* I would argue for an understand-
ing of “informal labor” not as a residue of earlier and obsolete modes of socially
organizing labor. Rather, it should be understood as a contemporary and adapt-.
able sociopolitical category that distinguishes a heterogeneous and unstable set of
transformed and new “informal,” mainly socially regulated labor forms from an
equally diverse and malleable set of “formal,” predominantly state-regulated labor
forms. These two sets of labor forms are mutually constitutive and interdependent,
and they have assumed diverse features and proportions over the course of histori-
cal time, as well as in different local and territorial contexts. The social content and
the interrelationship of “informal” and “formal” labor is shaped and persistently
transformed by economic and social policies, business strategies, and social con-
flicts. Accordingly, the politics of informal labor is often connected to efforts at
the resolution of crises of capitalist over-accumulation, including efforts to solve
such crises by way of spatial expansion and relocation. It is crucial to emphasize
the political character of formal/informal divisions in the contemporary world of
labor across the continents, as well as to reconstruct the historical genesis of this
divide. It is not by accident that as an academic and political concept, “informal
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labor” gained currency in the course of the 1970s, the middle of that decade being
a crucial chronological marker for a major shift in the pattern of economic and
social policies, business strategies, and social conflicts the world over. In fact, the
career of the term “informal sector” may be linked to the rise of the political and
ideological formation that is commonly referred to as “neoliberalism.” Thus, it
would be important to study more carefully the political and social processes that
had rendered the informal/formal division conceivable. Finally, many activities
labeled “informal” are not relatively new and exclusively spawned by neoliberal
reforms and structural adjustment programs of the 1980s. Such assertions would
overlook the deep roots of African productive systems and the relationships that
contemporary skilled workers and craftsmen share with older services and forms
of fabrication. Indeed, one of the shortcomings of studies on informality is that
they often present snapshots of specific activities and processes, but they do not
necessarily locate them within larger trajectories of historical change.*

While the term “informal” might be problematic and not sufficiently differen-
tiated as an analytical tool, it refers to processes crucial to the social question in

Africa. When the world economic recession of the 19768 hit Africa hard! most govs
érnments wereforced to seeKaid from the International Monetary Fund and other
international insfitutions, which, in turn, efiforced the destriiction of much that
could be considered “social’ THe Tight to education, medical care, and a livable
wagewere undérmined in the name of financial rigor/Cutbacks in the public sec-
tor and in social programs eroded the number of waged employees. Households
were forced to diversify their sources of income, and people involved in informal
activities increasingly suffered from their work’s uncertain juridical status and
the volatility of their finances. Small-scale workshops were often characterized
by low surplus and strong competition and were usually not more than severely
undercapitalized and unskilled businesses. Market women particularly suffered,
as they faced the falling incomes of poor and working-class customers, and more
and more they had to compete with men who began working as street vendors
after losing their waged jobs.*® What also could be observed was “dividing a given
activity in ever-finer morsels”# As Fred Cooper emphasized, “a young man, who
in the 1970s would have sold tiny packets of peanuts in the streets of Dakar or in
the 2000s low-denomination phone top-up cards, finds a niche because his labor
is worth so little that an entrepreneur can employ him to sell things to people too
poor to spend a significant sum of money at a time.”s® This reality on the ground
stood in stark contrast to celebratory statements of the World Bank or NGOs high-
lighting the energy and skill of the small-scale entrepreneur. There is the bitter
irony that empowerment through informal enterprise so cherished by neoliberal
commentators was undermined by neoliberal politics that drastically weakened
the very institutions—such as family, education, and basic safety nets—upon
which informal entrepreneurship is based.”
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CONCLUSION: PRECARIOUS AFRICA?

The terrifying leviathan “assumes more and more the traits of a milk cow;” the
conservative German philosopher Arnold Gehlen stated some forty years ago in
his polemic against mass democracy and the welfare state. In the meantime, we
see that politicians in the industrialized countries prescribe various diets and fit-
ness training for this milk cow. The situation is very different in Africa, however.
Because of the low importance of formal, institutionalized labor markets, state-
sponsored systems of social security were never widely spread south of the Sahara
anyway. During the twentieth century, these state systems had only very limited
and socially selective spheres of operation, which, after a peak in the 1960s and
early 1970s, constantly diminished over the last decades. On the other hand, those
institutions, practices, and resources of “welfare production” that were not under
state management enjoyed great importance. In this context, government offi-
cials, development experts, and scholars alike usually referred to the “traditional
solidarity” of African families and communities. Already in the colonial period,
European administrators returned to this “solidarity;” because it was supposed to
arrange what to colonial officials—despite all rhetoric—seemed far too expensive:
absorbing, at least partially, the manifold risks of working life.

African independent states inherited a complex and potentially explosive
combination of authoritarian governance, high expectations for improved liv-
ing conditions, a limited extent of formal employment, and already fragmented
trade unions. Thus, even before the devastating impact of the oil crisis, followed by
structural adjustment programs, wage labor was never available as the foundation
of an egalitarian and democratic society. Labor coercion and personal dependence
did not disappear; it was often facilitated by poverty at all levels. The colonial dis-
course of development that began in the 1930s and continued after independence
relabeled work that otherwise could have been classified as forced labor as “vol-
untary work,” “self-help,” or “human investment.” In this process, certain sections
of African labor were rendered invisible as workers and instead constructed as
“beneficiaries,” “participants,” and “volunteers.”s* The issue of forced labor con-
tinued to be debated after independence. In 1962, the ILO Committee of Experts
on the Application of Conventions and Recommendations criticized a number
of recently independent African countries, such as Guinea and the Ivory Coast,
for having set up new forms of forced labor in the form of compulsory labor ser-
vices for young people. As Daniel Maul points out, “To be accused of a ‘classically
colonial crime’ such as forced labour was particularly hard for the postcolonial
nations to stomach,” and they reacted bitterly.* The problem of “un-freedom”
never went away: it is diffused and can be found in many sectors or embedded in
various labor relations. In 2016, the ILO estimated that “there were a total of over
9.2 million victims of modern slavery in Africa.”* Immigrant workers from Africa
are part of this number. The question is how to label all those Africans who, by
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their own initiative, cross the Mediterranean Sea to Italy or Spain, or the Atlantic
to the Canary Islands, to seek wage labor? Those Africans who, between the six-
teenth and nineteenth centuries, were sent across the Atlantic to work on slave
plantations in the Americas were coerced, and they were called “slaves.” Today’s
migrants, however, are in some ways the freest of the free: “they not only agree to
leave Africa for Europe, but they go to great effort and great risk to do so0.* Often
people with some means and education dare the dangerous and expensive trip,
with the idea to make some money in Europe in order to support the family back
home. Those Africans who make it to Europe, usually after a traumatic voyage via
the desert and the Mediterranean, definitely work under conditions that deserve
the label “precarious” Their ideas about a Europe full of opportunities soon van-
ish. They are mostly sans papiers and thus subject to deportation or exploitation by
employers who misuse their vulnerability.s¢

It would be misleading to see informal and precarious work only as a new phase
in capitalism in which workers in many parts of the world, and most notably in
Africa, have become unnecessary, disposable. Multinational capital might still
need many workers from Africa, as long as they are cheap, particularly to reach
customers of modest means.”” Moreover, precarity could be seen as a constitu-
tive feature of capitalist labor, inasmuch as uncertainty and instability have always
been inherent characteristics of wage labor, in Africa as elsewhere.s® Yet politi-
cal mobilization of and collective bargaining for precarious and informal workers
remain a challenge. In West Africa, for example, the share of informal employment
ranges from 76 percent (in Senegal) to 93 percent (in Benin) of the labor force;
the total unionization rate was 12.8 percent in 2007 However, given the ongoing
increase of “land grabs,” with states helping to alienate land to both foreign and -
domestic capitalists, in combination with the increasing pressure of the popula-
tion on land and on soil fertility, it is not unlikely that landlessness will supersede
the lack of labor power as the major source of poverty in Africa.
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ABSTRACT: The origins of South Africa’s distinctive welfare state lay in the
late 1920s, not in the 1930s as has generally been suggested, and long pre-
dated the quite different turn to social welfare in late colonial Africa. For the
National Party and Labour Party — partners in the coalition Pact Government of
1924—9 — non-contributory old-age pensions were a crucial pillar in the ‘civilized
labour’ policies designed to lift ‘poor whites’ out of poverty and re-establish a clear
racial hierarchy. Welfare reform was thus, in significant part, a response to the
swartgevaar or menace of black physical, occupational and social mobility. African
political elites, although distracted by other reforms at the time, were quick
thereafter to protest at their exclusion from the nascent welfare system.
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INTRODUCTION

T HE origins of the welfare state are a rich and vibrant area of scholarship in
both history and comparative political economy. Research on how and why
states expanded the public provision of welfare continues to boom,! giving
rise to a vibrant debate over the relative importance of economic growth and
social change, working-class mobilization and social democratic parties, state
institutions and reformist elites (including employers).? Recently, scholars
have begun to examine the origins of states’ concern with ‘social welfare’ in
Africa in the 1940s and 1950s. Cooper includes some discussion of welfare
policy in his study of late colonial attempts to ‘stabilize’ the urban African
working class,® whilst Lewis and others have examined the appointment
of social welfare officers to tackle problems of troop demobilization and

! Recent notable comparative contributions include: E. Huber and ]J. Stephens,
Development and Crisis of the Welfare State (Chicago, 2001); P. Swenson, Capitalists
against Markets: The Making of Labour Markets and Welfare States in the United States
and Sweden (Oxford, 2002); I. Mares, The Politics of Social Risk: Business and Welfare
State Development (Cambridge, 2003); H.-]J. Kwon, The Welfare State in Korea: The
Politics of Legitimation (London, 1999); J. Wong, Healthy Democracies : Welfare Politics
in Taiwan and South Korea (Ithaca, 2004).

2 A. Hicks and G. Esping-Andersen, ‘Comparative and historical studies of public
policy and the Welfare State’, in T. Janoski, R. Alford, A. Hicks and M. Schwartz (eds.),
Handbook of Political Sociology (New York, 2005), 509-25.

3 F. Cooper, Decolonisation and African Society (Cambridge, 1996); A. Eckert,
‘Regulating the social: social security, social welfare and the state in late colonial
Tanzania’, Journal of African History (YAH), 45 (2004), 467-89.

https.//dol.org/10.1017/50021853707002836 Published online by Cambridge Unlversity Press




394 JEREMY SEEKINGS

massive expenditure on supporting white farmers), changes within the Pact
Government and, especially, a backlash against the old-age pensions—a
backlash in which the Carnegie Commission played an important part.®!
It took other changes — drought, the Great Depression, improved public
finances and changing party politics — to put them back on the agenda in the
1930s. By the late 1930s, South Africa had a well-developed welfare state
for its white and coloured citizens. As the newly appointed professor of
sociology at the University of the Witwatersrand proclaimed, exaggerating
somewhat, in his inaugural lecture in 1937: ‘Today the provision for [the]
European population ... is scarcely less complete than that of Great
Britain’.® Old-age pensions were the most important pillar of the welfare
state, in simple financial terms. By 1938, more than £2.2 million was being
spent on the almost 60,000 white and 22,000 coloured pensioners. Like its
Latin American counterparts and unlike those in Britain, Australia and New
Zealand, however, this was a welfare state that provided almost nothing to
the truly poor. It was only in the mid-1940s that tentative deracialization
began to make the South African welfare state more deeply redistributive.

8 Seekings, ‘The Carnegie Commission’.

82 1, L. Gray, ‘The comparative sociology of South Africa’, South African Journal of
Economics, 5 (1937), 270.

8 Year Book of the Union of South Africa, 1941.
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Summary. — In recent times, social security has been one of the most popular instruments for promoting human development world-
wide. Nearly all countries of the world have implemented some kind of social security legislation. While the emergence of social security
in the OECD-world has been extensively analyzed, we know very little about the origins of social security beyond the OECD-world. By
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1. INTRODUCTION

Social security “is a key element of national strategies to
promote human development, political stability and inclusive
growth” (Collicr & Messick. 1975; ILO. 2014. p. xxi). Since
the late 19th century, nearly all the countries of the world have
implemented some kind of social security legislation even in
the poorest regions of the globe. The global importance of
social security is reflected by the UN declaration of Human
Rights of 1948 which states that “[e]veryone, as a member of
society, has the right to social security” (UN, 1948 Article
22). ' To date, around 170 countries of the world have imple-
mented pension systems, 160 have introduced work injury
schemes, 130 countries provide benefits in case of sickness,
70 family allowances, and 60 unemployment relief (Schmitt,
Licrse. Obinger. & Seelkopf, 2014). Social protection is of
particular importance in low- and middle-income countries
where more than 20% of the population has an income below
the international poverty line of $1.25 a day. Securing mini-
mum standards of welfare and well-being for these people is
arguably the key challenge in worldwide social policy making.
However, while the need for social protection for people living
in developing countries is obvious enough, we know very little
about its origins and characteristics Appendix A.

The roots of social security systems in many developing
countries can be traced back to colonial times. Half of all
social security programs in former colonies were introduced
before those countries gained independence. Surprisingly, the
colonial heritage of social security has been a blind spot in
comparative social policy research (Midgley, 2011). When
explaining social security legislation, existing research has
focused on domestic conditions such as the level of industrial-
ization and socioeconomic development or international
factors such as globalization. However, social security schemes
in former colonies were often implemented during colonial
times before nation-building and without encompassing
industrialization processes. Copying theories on welfare state
emergence in Western democracies therefore only help us to
understand the pathways of social security formation in
former colonies to a limited extent. It cannot, for instance,
assist us in understanding why neighboring countries like
Ghana and Cote D’Ivoire implemented highly different social
security systems despite similar economic, cultural, and social
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national preconditions and similar external pressures
(MacLean, 2002, p. 64)?

This paper argues that the colonial heritage is one crucial
factor when explaining the adoption of social security beyond
the OECD-world. Colonialism has shaped the institutional
arrangements of the state and the power and preferences of
actors. Even after their country’s independence,
policy-makers often followed the strategy of the former
colonial powers within an institutional setting created during
colonial times (Eckert, 2004; Kangas. 2012). Here, I test the
influence of the colonial heritage on the formation of social
security systems in the former colonies of the three largest
European Empires, namely Spain, Great Britain, and France.
All other European colonial powers had either only a very few
colonies or maintained their colonies for a much shorter dura-
tion. By analyzing information provided by the US Social
Security Administration (USSSA. 2011-2013), a new data
set for 91 territories and independent nation states has been
compiled (Schmitt ez /.. 2014) that contains information on
the adoption and type of social security programs from the
early 19th century until today. > Descriptive figures and probit
models are used to analyze the colonial legacy of these social
security systems.

The empirical results show that each of the three former
colonial powers influenced the pathway and configuration of
social security systems in their former colonies in a specific
way. For example, due to the decentralized imperial strategy
applied by the British Empire, social security programs are
more heterogeneous across British colonies than among
French colonies. Furthermore, the level of economic develop-
ment of the colonies fueled social security adoption in British
colonies but not French ones reflecting the view of British offi-
cials that colonies had to finance social security systems from
their own resources. In Spanish colonies, especially retirement
schemes have been highly shaped by the colonial legacy since
most colonies established a pension system according to the
Spanish model of the early 19th century. The findings
demonstrate that the interplay between the characteristics of
the colonies and the imperial strategy of the colonial powers
is crucial for explaining different pathways of social security
legislation in former colonies.

* Final revision accepted: February 1, 2015.
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The paper is structured as follows: in the next section, I
briefly illustrate why colonial powers became involved into
social affairs and how colonialism shaped the emergence and
form of social security. In Section 3, the pathways of social
security legislation in the former colonies are described based
on data on the adoption of social security programs as well as
on qualitative information on the type of program introduced.
In Section 4, probit models are estimated to test the main
arguments of Section 2 followed by a discussion of the main
findings. The final section offers concluding remarks.

2. COLONIALISM AND THE EMERGENCE OF SOCIAL
SECURITY - ARGUMENTS AND HYPOTHESES

When explaining the formation of the welfare state, existing
research has focused primarily on the Western welfare state,
emphasizing domestic factors such as industrialization and
urbanization that shaped the development of social policy.
The increase in productivity induced by industrialization pro-
vided governments with fiscal resources which allowed them to
respond to growing social needs. Economic modernization
and its impact on the social structure and demographics are
assumed to play a key role in welfare state formation (Flora
& Heidenhermer, 1981; Wilensky, 1975). This development
has been fostered by strong labor unions and left-wing parties
with their working-class background (Esping-Andersen. 1991;
Korpi & Palme, 2003). Some studies argue that international
factors have a significant impact on welfare policy-making
(Garrett & Mitchell, 2001: Rudra, 2008). In particular, they
suggest that economic integration and international organiza-
tions account for the timing of program adoption. Studies
analyzing developing countries additionally focus on the
development strategy (Wibbels & Ahlquist. 2011) and the
regime type (Rudra & Haggard, 2003). Surprisingly, the colo-
nial legacy of social security has been left almost entirely out
of the equation.

In this article, the influence of colonialism on social security
legislation is analyzed in the former colonies of the three main
colonial powers in the 19th and 20th century: Spain, France,
and Great Britain. All other European colonial powers either
had just a few colonies or maintained their colonies for a much
shorter duration. Moreover, I follow Lange (2004) and Lange
et al. (2006) in excluding colonies that experienced large-scale
European settlement and “where permanent residents imple-
mented a broad range of institutions from Britain into the
colonies without preserving precolonial arrangements”
(Lange et al., 2006, p. 1427). These colonies are not compara-
ble to those where Great Britain occupied territories without
large-scale settlement.® The colonial era differs as between
Spain on the one hand and France and Great Britain on the
other. Spain started its imperial expansion very early and colo-
nized the Latin American territories mainly during the 16th
century. Most of the former Spanish colonies became indepen-
dent in the course of the 19th century. In contrast, France and
Great Britain embarked on the colonial project largely in the
late 19th century. Most of the French and British colonies
did not become independent until after World War II.°

(a) Why did colonial powers become engaged in social policies in
their colonies?

In the late 19th century and in the first half of the 20th cen-
tury, the question of how to deal with social risks in the case of
income loss was mainly restricted to the Western world. Dur-
ing much of this period, colonial powers typically aimed at

exploiting labor in their colonies and did not pay much atten-
tion on how workers in the colonies could be protected in the
case of work injury and sickness (Furnivall. 2001). Hence,
colonial powers did not become involved in the provision of
social services in their colonies until the first decades of the
20th century (Midgley, 2011). Attempts to offer protection
against risks associated with work such as injuries were rather
perfunctory in the first decades of the past century. However,
from the 1930s and 1940s onward the labor question and how
to tackle problems of social risks became increasingly impor-
tant (Eckert, 2004).

One reason for this is that labor movements gained in
importance in many of the colonies. For example, a number
of African colonies experienced massive strikes particularly
during World War II and, in the post-war period, this put
colonial powers under pressure. The labor movement was
mobilized to protest against the labor conditions (Orr. 1966).
In British colonies, the principal cities affected were port cities
such as Mombasa and Zanzibar. Further examples are
Nigeria, where workers initiated a great railway strike in
1945 that lasted more than a month and the Gold Coast that
was affected by waves of strikes from 1947 to 1950. In the
French colonies, the labor unions also strongly fought for
the protection of workers from income losses due to illnesses
and accidents. For example, in French West Africa in
1947-48, there was a major series of railway workers’ strikes,
with Senegal particularly affected by labor protests (Cooper.
1996).

Moreover, social security in the dependent territories
increasingly became a topic of debate for international organi-
zations, particularly the International Labour Organization
(ILO), which included the spread of social security among
its major objectives. While focus of attention in the first years
after the foundation of the ILO had been mainly on indepen-
dent states, the ILO more and more promoted the extension of
social security to the workers in dependent territories. In 1944,
and in greater detail in 1947, the ILO member states agreed
that the basic standards of labor policy defined by the ILO
should guide colonial policy and should also be applied to
non-metropolitan areas. The “key document” here is the dec-
laration ratified by a conference of the ILO in Philadelphia in
1944 that declared the right to social security and a basic
income for “people who are still dependent as well as to those
who have already achieved self-government” (ILO. 1994). In
1947, the ILO began to provide greater detail of what social
security in dependent territories should look like. ILO conven-
tions on social security like earlier standards on forced labor
did not mandate the colonial powers to act in a particular
way, but legitimized and delegitimized certain policy strategies
(Kott & Droux. 2013; Maul, 2012).

In addition, the human rights declarations of the victorious
allies of World War II were an implicit challenge to the impe-
rial systems of European states. The colonial powers could no
longer wholly ignore increasing demands for social security
and they began participating in international meetings on
labor questions from 1948 onward. This general process was
further fostered by regional conferences such as the
Inter-African Labor conference in 1950 and 1953 (CCTA,
1955). Moreover, social security in the post-war period can
also be seen as an attempt to legitimize the colonial authority.
Competition between capitalist and communist regimes for the
loyalties of the common people fueled the expansion of the
welfare state in the European home ground of the colonial
powers (Obinger & Schmitt, 20(1), but also had a spillover
effect on the social policies of colonial powers in their depen-
dent territories.
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In sum, by midway through the 20th century, not only was
there pressure on the colonial powers from inside the colonies
in the form of rising demands for social security but also from
outside in the form of soft pressure by international organiza-
tions. Combined with the increase in their ideological and
human rights vulnerability after World War 1I and their need
to maintain regime legitimation, colonial powers became more
and more engaged in social policies in their colonies (Porter,
1975).

(b) Differences in the colonial legacy across the Empires

The influence of the different colonial powers was any-
thing but homogenous. Rather, it varied depending on
the different notions, concepts, and strategies pursued by
the imperial powers (Midgley, 2011). But what did French,
British, and Spanish colonial influence concretely look like
and in which ways did these empires shape social security
formation?

In general, France followed a pro-active colonial policy,
emphasizing the decisive role of the state in enhancing social
and economic prosperity (Cooper. 1996). The French officials
held the view that the colonies could not develop themselves
but rather needed the initiative of the French Administrative
Authority (MacLean. 2002). The French debate on social
security systems was forced by the expansion of social security
systems at home. Additionally, after World War 1I France
broadened the rights for African workers to create and join
associations, with the consequence of a pluralism of trade
unions, with no less than 175 of them in the French colonies
by 1945 (ILO. 2010; Orr, 19606). The organization and forma-
tion of strong labor unions, such as the West African CGT,
pushed the discussion in Paris of a labor code for the overseas
territories. From 1946 onward, a committee within the Min-
istry of Overseas was working on a plan to extend social secu-
rity to the workers in the colonial states. In 1952, the French
Code du Travail was passed as the keystone for social security
legislation in the French colonies. The Code contains many
specific regulations regarding social security systems. For
example, it explicitly states that family allowances and (more
indirectly) systems to protect workers from illness and acci-
dent should be introduced in the colonies (Code du Travail,
1952). “The code was assertion of control as much as it was
a concession to demands” (Cooper. 1996, p. 305). Surprising-
ly, the Code did not mention pensions, and the problem of old
age was left to individual trade unions. It also did not contain
any regulations on unemployment insurance since the French
officials assumed that African societies provide alternatives to
wage employment. Overall, the theoretical expectation would
be that the francophone colonies would have rather similar
social security systems as a consequence of France's active
engagement in social affairs, particularly after the adoption
of the Code du Travail (Iliffe, 1987).

Great Britain, in contrast, followed a decentralized and less
universal approach. Even though similar problems fueled the
debate around social security and the welfare of workers, the
response of British officials was very different. Britain never
systematically and uniformly regulated social affairs in over-
seas territories. One of very few general reactions of the British
government to the social problems in their colonies was the
enactment of the Colonial Development and Welfare Act in
1940, However, within this Act, there was only a limited allo-
cation of resources for different infrastructural, economic, and
social projects.” The allocation of resources did not directly
induce colonies to introduce social security programs. In
1942, the debate was intensified by the Beveridge report. The

Beveridge report was the subject of much debate across the
entire British Empire and led to the formation of commissions
in several territories to discuss what government intervention
in social affairs might look like (Seckings, 2008: Surender,
2013). However, the debate was highly controversial and did
not result in any systematic handling of this issue. Rather than
actively fostering social security systems, Britain aimed at sup-
porting workers so that they were able to help themselves.
Colonial documentation shows that British officials empha-
sized that developing social security systems had to corre-
spond with existing structures (Eckert, 2004: Porter, 1975).
The British colonial powers held the view that the colonies
should raise the revenues necessary to pay for social security
themselves (MacLean, 2002). Under British rule, “the colonies
were required to meet the costs of their domestic programs,
and resource constraints often precluded the introduction of
services even when the need for these services was accepted”
(Midgley, 2011, p. 39). Overall, the British Empire adopted a
more decentralized and passive view of the role of the state
with regard to social security systems in their colonies. The
expectation, therefore, is that British colonies should have
fewer and more heterogeneous social security programs.

The history of the Spanish colonies differs from that of
French and British dependencies. First, Spanish colonized
regions were highly developed before colonization while
France and Britain colonized mostly sparsely populated and
underdeveloped territories (Lange et al., 2006, p. 1412). Fur-
thermore, the former Spanish colonies had been colonized
long before Great Britain and France extended their empires.
However, this does not mean that the colonial period did not
influence the social security systems of Latin American states.
“They inherited from the colonies several protective institu-
tions, some of which disappeared or declined, but others
persisted throughout the 19th century and were transformed
in the 20th century, becoming the backbone of the modern
social security system” (Mesa-Lago, 1978, p. 17). For example,
in most of the Spanish colonies the so-called montepios were
introduced during colonial times granting basic pensions for
retirement and survivors, copying the Spanish model of the
late 18th century. The colonial montepios still exist in many
Latin American countries even though often in a modified
form (Mcsa-Lago, 1978, p. 20). This colonial legacy suggests
that in the former Spanish colonies old age programs would
have been introduced earlier than other social security
programs.

3. THE EMERGENCE OF SOCIAL SECURITY IN
FORMER COLONIES - DESCRIPTIVE EVIDENCE

What does the timing and the configuration of social securi-
ty look like in the former colonies? Which programs have been
introduced and which colony-specific patterns exist? Figure |
shows the spread of social security schemes in the former colo-
nies. It includes information on the introduction of social
security programs in 19 Spanish, 24 French, and 48 British
colonies (i.e., 91 territories in total). Note that, for the most
part, program adoption at the central state level is considered
without applying minimum criteria for coverage and indepen-
dent of the generosity of the scheme. While the central govern-
ment’s decision to adopt a certain program does not say much
about the implementation, coverage, or generosity of the
legislation, it nevertheless involves a very important political
signal — both internally and externally. Policy-makers not only
use social policy to enhance their legitimacy in the eyes of the
international community but also to sccure mass compliance
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Figure 1. Emergence of social security in former colonies.

of citizens. A look at welfare state consolidation in Europe
illustrates that early programs were very limited in size and
scope, similar to many pioneering programs enacted in devel-
oping countries. Yet, these first programs often had a bud-
getary impact and raised political expectations of later
enhancement of the generosity and coverage of welfare bene-
fits.

Overall, the most widespread programs across former colo-
nial territories are work injury and old-age programs. All 91
former colonies introduced work injury and retirement
schemes. In 69 territories, sickness programs were adopted
and in 37 family allowances. Only 18 countries have imple-
mented unemployment insurance. The average years of intro-
duction show that social security in the colonies and former
colonies is a phenomenon of the mid-20th century.

Despite this overall trend, remarkable differences between
colonial spheres and programs are observable when looking
at the configurations of social security in greater detail. Fig-
ure 2 shows the program- and colonial power-specific trajecto-
ries. The y-axis indicates the percentage of countries
introducing a specific program in each colonial arena. The
x-axis represents the time line.

The figure reveals a fascinating heterogeneity. The program
specific pathways differ widely depending on the former colo-
nial power. Interestingly, family allowances have only been
introduced in former French colonies. The Code du Travail
of 1952 which fostered the notion of the nuclear family con-
taining parents and children initiated the debate on how best
to protect families. This led to the institutionalization of
family allowances in almost all French overseas territories.
In contrast, family allowances are very uncommon in Spanish
and British ex-colonies. For example, the British subcommit-
tee on wage fixing and family responsibilities clearly rejected
the concept of family allowances (CO. 1953). Rather, they
argued “if family allowances were introduced, government
would have a say in fixing a significant percentage of a man’s
total income. The workers could then reasonably conclude
that their interests could be better advanced by political agita-
tion than by action in the industrial field” (Cooper, 1996, p.
331). Moreover, British colonies and former colonies tended
to adopt programs successively, whereas, in the French colo-
nies, the process of program initiation was much more com-
pressed. For example, 15 French colonies out of 22
introduced sickness programs within 4 years and 13 out of
20 French colonies implemented family allowances within
2 years.

Moreover, the French colonies largely introduced work
injury, sickness, and family allowances programs in the colo-
nial era, with retirement schemes largely introduced after
independence. In contrast, in the British sphere, around half
the programs were introduced after independence, reflecting
the more decentralized conception of colonial power imbuing
the British imperial project. British colonies typically intro-
duced work injury programs first and then old-age benefits.
Sickness insurance was far less common. Figure 2 also
demonstrates that Spanish colonies introduced old-age
programs very early in comparison to British and French
colonies. Interestingly, in some Spanish colonies such as Uru-
guay, pension systems were established as early as the begin-
ning of the 19th century, and therefore much earlier than in
Western European states which are often regarded as the
birthplace of social security. It is reasonable to see this as
the legacy of the montepios implemented during colonial
times granting pensions for retirement. The first republican
governments in Chile and Peru, for example, maintained
the colonial montepios system, only slightly modifying this
colonial institutional heritage in the first decades after gain-
ing independence.

Overall, the evidence provided in Figurcs | and 2 reveals
that, in general; British colonies and former colonies were
latecomers with respect to all four programs (see for a more
differentiated discussion of this issue Section 4) and form the
most heterogeneous group. French colonies focused on family
allowances and introduced social security programs in a very
short time period in comparison to British and Spanish colo-
nies. In Spanish colonies, retirement schemes were established
first, while territories in the British and French spheres of
influence started out with work injury programs. Table | sum-
marizes the main descriptive evidence on the emergence of
social security legislation separated by program.

Qualitative information on the type of program introduced
supports this descriptive evidence. Figure 3, identifying the
specific retirement schemes introduced under the aegis of each
colonial power, demonstrates that the French colonies are not
only homogenous with respect to the timing of social security
legislation but also with regard to the structure and design of
programs. The x-axis denotes the type of old-age program
while the y-axis represents the number of countries that have
introduced the respective scheme. 1 differentiate between
earnings-related programs, flat-rate benefits, provident funds,
and means-tested allowances. It can be observed that all
French colonies have introduced social insurance systems.
Spanish colonies and former colonies also mostly introduced
earnings-related programs.’ In contrast, heterogeneity is
relatively high among the British colonies, where many
different types of retirement schemes are represented. For
example, while provident funds have been implemented in
India, Singapore, Nigeria, Tanzania, and Ghana (Kascke,
Midgley, & Piachaud, 2011), in Botswana, Seychelles, and
Jamaica flat-rate pensions and in Zambia and the Yemen
earning-related schemes were established (USSSA, 2011-
2013). Provident funds have only been introduced in British
colonies. “A provident fund is at the simplest level a fund into
which individual contributions are made, which accumulates,
and which is paid out typically on retirement” (Kascke
et al, 2011, p. 144). Provident funds typically do not entail
redistribution because every individual accumulates his own
retirement payments. Since provident funds do not require
large financial resources from the state, their introduction in
British colonies was strongly supported by the British Ministry
of Overseas Development.
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ABSTRACT: This article examines the historical origins of one of urban Africa’s
most visible contemporary problems, using Tanzania as a case study. The middle
decades of the twentieth century are identified as a time when a pivotal shift
occurred as labour scarcity gave way to over-supply, resulting in the emergence
of enduring ‘structural’ unemployment. This was influenced by a combination of
phenomena arising from the deepening impact of colonialism: including demo-
graphic growth leading to an increasingly youthful population, commoditisation
and heightened African expectations influenced by socio-cultural and ideological
factors. These were compounded by a shift in late-colonial labour policy towards
stabilisation, which had the unintended effect of stymieing job creation. The latter
part of the article describes the panicked response of the incoming African regime,
faced with what they initially interpreted as a potentially insurrectionary class of
urban unemployed. Closing remarks speculate on whether, in the longue durée, one
may interpret unemployment in a more positive light as part of an ongoing wider
historical transformation.
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M Ass unemployment has been an important and enduring feature of post-
colonial urban Africa. African towns attained independence with growing
populations of ‘surplus’ labour, reported unemployment rates in the 1960s
ranging from 12 to 22 per cent. They appear to have since expanded
numerically and proportionately.! The phenomenon is a relatively recent
one, with the 1950s identified as a crucial decade in which socio-economic
change and administrative reform combined to influence an emerging
problem. As Kitching observes, pre-1950 East African economies were
characterised by a large potential reserve army of workers residing in rural
areas, that might be induced into waged labour. In the 1950s the situation

* ] am indebted to Jim Brennan, Tom Cadogan, Richard Waller and two J4 H readers
for their comments on earlier versions of this article.

! John lliffe, The African Poor: A History (Cambridge, 1987), 241. It should be noted
that, partly due to shifting definitions of the term ‘unemployment’, such statistics are
often unreliable. In Dar es Salaam unemployment has grown from around 11 per cent at
independence to an estimated 46 per cent in zooo-1 (Note on unemployment in
Tanganyika, Labour Department, 24 Feb. 1960, Tanzania National Archive (TINA)/460/
1049; Economic Survey 2002, www.tanzania.go.tz). The accuracy of these figures is, of
course, open to question. The 1960 figure was probably a considerable underestimate (see
below), while the latter figure probably fails to account for (at least some) informal sector
activity. FFor a recent regional discussion of unemployment, see Afrobarometer, ‘ Africa’s
Unemployment Crisis’, www.afrobarometer.org.
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changed, with an actual reserve army of unemployed observable in towns

by the end of the decade.? Frederick Cooper stresses the manner in which

political calculations impacted upon growing joblessness in the 1950s.?

A desire to mould ‘more productive and orderly’ colonies after the war,

alongside an increasingly demanding African workforce, and urban centres

growing beyond colonial control, induced a shift in labour policy that em-

phasised stabilisation. In contrast to prevailing low-wage, labour-extensive

forms of employment, from the 1950s increased skill levels were rewarded by

higher salaries! Paradoxically, this increase in wages formed a prime cause of

growing urban poverty. ‘According to John Iliffe, it’‘attracted people into

towns, encouraged employers to replace workers by machmery, and bred

the unemployment, overcrowding, and ancillary problems which the auth-

orities had intended to prevent’. 1A background context profoundly shaping’
the phenomenon was demographic change.” Rapid African population”’

growth from the mid twentieth century, alongside a diminishing resource~

population ratio resulted in a shift from famine-related ‘epidemic starvation

for all but the rich ... to endemic undernutrition for the very poor’.> One,
of the most prominent forms in which this ‘structural’ poverty manifested

itself was the growth of urban joblessness:

This article provides a detailed account of structural causes that led to the
emergence of unemployment in Tanganyika, and the official response to this
situation.® A combination of factors resulted in widespread joblessness
emerging in mid-1950s Dar es Salaam that spread to other towns, growing
more acute as independence approached. Here, an economic solution —
increased wages — to the political problems arising from the growing demands
of African labour, and to rapid urbanisation, had dramatic repercussions. To
offset the new cost of labour, local employers responded by reducing work-
forces and attempting to increase productivity. Unemployment was also
fundamentally influenced by intertwined aspects of social and demographic
change. By the 1940s, shifts in cash requirements, in consumption patterns,
and in African expectations of ‘modern’ lives blessed by greater affluence,
stimulation and convenience, all contributed to an increase in numbers
seeking waged employment. Most significantly, the post-war decades wit-
nessed accelerated population growth, of which young Africans constituted
an expanding proportion. This increasingly youthful population benefited

2 Gavin Kitching, Class and Economic Change in Kenya: The Making of an African
Petite-Bourgeoisie (New Haven, 1980), 379.

3 Frederick Cooper, On the African Waterfront: Urban Disorder and the
Transformation of Work in Colonial Mombasa (New Haven, 1987); Decolonization and
African Society: The Labor Question in French and British Africa (Cambridge,
1996). 4 lliffe, African Poor, 171.

5 Ibid. 6. Iliffe (utilising Gutton) outlines two forms of poverty that have emerged in
the history of sub-Saharan Africa: structural, long-term poverty arising from individuals’
‘personal or social circumstances’; and conjunctural, ‘temporary poverty into which or-
dinarily self-sufficient people may be thrown by crisis’. Thanks to ‘increases in wealth,
diversified sources of income, more effective government, better transport, wider mar-
kets, and improved hygiene and medicine’, the latter has declined substantially over the
past century. Structural poverty, on the other hand, has persisted if not deepened.

® For associated phenomena in Kenya and Uganda, see A. G. Dalgleish, Survey of
Unemployment (Nairobi, 1960); Caroline Hutton, Reluctant Farmers? (Nairobi, 1973).
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class, who were more visible ‘loitering’ on urban streets. The absence of
female unemployed in surviving commentary reflects the gendered occu-
pation of urban space. By contrast to young men, whose street presence has
remained a concern up to the present,’® women were more restricted to the
home and/or the workplace, Nevertheless, in light of post-independence
trends, when female urbanisation and participation in the workforce in-
creased,! it seems likely that the 1950s were a pivotal period for both young
men and women, and that female unemployment increased at this time.!
However, lack of consideration of this subject in extant sources allows only
these speculative remarks: in the period under discussion, unemployment
was conceived as a problem of male youth.

WORK AND WORKLESSNESS IN URBAN TANGANYIKA BEFORE 1950

Urban labour in Tanganyika arose within a broader historical context of
work in predominantly agrarian societies. Nineteenth-century travellers to
the region remarked upon the time adult male Africans were able to devote to
leisure. Juhani Koponen refutes the crude ‘idle native’ stereotype presented
in such accounts, whilst agreeing with the broader assertion that in many
precolonial societies prolonged work routines were simply unnecessary.
Local conditions allowed relatively short, and productive, periods of labour
thanks.to the climate, abundance of land, limited requirements of local peo-
ples and absence of any significant market for surplus.’® In particular, work
was marked by its seasonality. Such characteristics of agrarian societies were
maintained in the early-colonial period. While European administrators
sought to promote rural industriousness through cash-crop cultivation
or minimum acreage laws, earlier cycles of life persisted. Other forms of

3 For colonial wahuni (‘the undesirables’), see 1bid. ; for ‘jobless corners’ in the 1970s,
Abel G. M. Ishumi, The Urban Jobless in East Africa: A Study of the Unemployed in the
Growing Urban Centres, with Spectal Reference to Dar es Salaam (Uppsala, 1984); and for
wamachinga in contemporary Dar es Salaam, Eileen Moyer, ‘In the shadow of the
Sheraton: imagining localities in global spaces in Dar es Salaam, Tanzania’, Ph.D. thesis,
University of Amsterdam (2003).

¥ Andrew M. Ivaska, ‘In the age of minis: women, work and masculinity downtown’,
in James R. Brennan, Andrew Burton and Yusufu Lawi (eds.), Dar es Salaam in the
Twentieth Century: The History of an Emerging East African Metropolis (in prep.).

5 In the 1967 census, in the six main towns of mainland Tanzania, 3,500 women over
15 (28 per cent) identified themselves as unemployed: United Republic of Tanzania,
1967 Population Census Vol. II : Statistics for Urban Areas (Dar es Salaam, 1970)

16 Juhani Koponen, People and Production in Late Precolonial Tanzania: History and
Structures (Helsinki, 1988), 60, 2925, 301—4. In the case of the Nyamwezi, through
whose country the slave and ivory routes passed, trading activity actually resulted in early
engagement in waged labour. Nyamwezi porters’ ‘marching songs ridiculed those who
preferred to stay at home ‘“to be idle with the women’’’: Jonathon Glassman, Feasts and
Riot: Revelry, Rebellion and Popular Consciousness on the Swahili Coast, 1856—1888
(Portsmouth, NH, 1994), 59, quoting Mtoro bin Mwinyi Bakari. Nevertheless, on arrival
at coastal destinations such as Bagamoyo or Pangani, they usually spent several months
unoccupied waiting for an opportunity to join a caravan bound upcountry. On Nyamwezi
labour see Stephen J. Rockel, ‘A nation of porters: the Nyamwezi and the labour market
in nineteenth-century Tanzania’, JAH 41, 2 (2000), 173-95. For porterage and wage-
labour in nineteenth-century sub-Saharan Africa, see John lliffe, The Emergence of
African Capitalism (London, 1983), 14-17.
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vaal affairs, granted by a compliant government.
Kruger's government clearly was unwilling to grant
such leeway, but most British statesmen, including the
energetic Colonial Secretary Joseph Chamberlain,
were convinced that the threat of military force would
elicit desired concessions. They misjudged both the
fatalism of Kruger and the determination of the British
High Commissioner, Lord Milner, a self-described
“British Race Patriot,” who disdained his Boer oppo-
nent as an obstacle to the inevitable consolidation of a
Greater Britain,

Milner’s attitudes and machinations come across
clearly enough in this study, although the role of public
opinion in Britain and of political influence in the
Transvaal (other than that of Kruger himself) remain
shadowy. Moreover, Smith’s restrictive definition of
economic interest enables him to demolish exagger-
ated claims of capitalist conspiracy and the omnipo-
tence of the mining companies, but it arguably deters
him from considering the interplay of less tangible, but
no less significant, material and political consider-

ations (the “unspoken assumptions,” to recall James -

Joll’s telling description). Despite its many virtues, this
book falls betwixt and between: it includes too much
detail for students and too much familiar material for
specialists, while its ambitions to provide a novel
perspective on the relevant historiography are some-
times submerged in a more traditional narrative.

Frans COETZEE

George Washington University

Freperick Coorer. Decolonization and African Soci-
ety: The Labor Question in French and British Africa.
(African Studies Series, number 89.) New York: Cam-
bridge University Press. 1996. Pp. xvii, 677. Cloth
$69.95, paper $27.95.

For those familiar with recent Africanist historiogra-
phy, the main title of this book reads as somewhat of
an oxymoron. Decolonization was clearly an important
event but one that, in retrospect, seems quite distant
(except in its disappointing consequences) from the
grass roots concerns of African society. Conversely,
the kind of social history that has become so promi-
nent in recent scholarship on the African past (with
Frederick Cooper as one of its most distinguished
practitioners) has tended to restrict its canvas to the
struggles of local communities against various forms of
economic and political hegemony rather than analyz-
ing changes in the institutions of domination them-
selves.

The power and problems of Cooper's very important
book derive from this dilemma, For the most part, this
is more a macrohistory of colonial thought and deci-
sion-making (covering a very wide range of both
British and French territories) than a close study of
any particular groups of Africans, The author's stated
goal is to look at “political projects and social projects”
[emphasis added] in a manner that “lays the ground-
work for understanding how Africa ended up with the
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kind of independence which it for the most part got”
(p. 5), i.e. those regimes that have so sadly failed to live
up to the promises of liberation from European rule.

The major agents in the ensuing narrative are
European administrators and planners, and their prin-
cipal characteristic is a persistent inability to under-
stand the processes over which they presumably pre-
sided. At the start of the period under discussion, their
view of Africans as “primitive” or “traditional” popu-
lations . blinded them to the new social formations
created by the urban economy. The “modernization
discourse” of the 1940s and 1950s proved to be equally
unrealisticc. When this approach failed, Africa was
abandoned to indigenous rulers who are little more
than “gatekeepers” between whatever remains of ex-
ternal “development” resources and internal patron-
age networks.

The social history in this book, as its subtitle sug-
gests, derives from a focus on labor, although even
here, Cooper mainly examines how European author-
ities and African union or party leaders understood the
situation of African workers rather than the actual
lives of these laboring communities. For both the
actors in the decolonization era and subscquent histo-
rians, the definition of an African “working class” and
its relationship to nationalist politics has been a matter
of great controversy, and Cooper very effectively trans-
forms the terms of this debate. He views the decision
by Europeans to accept unionist demands that African
laborers be treated on the same basis as their Euro-
pean counterparts as a mutual failure to comprehend
African social reality. It was a very consequential
failure, since the cost of providing European-scale
wages and benefits under African economic conditions
could not be borne by either colonial or postcolonial
regimes. European governments were thus encouraged
to withdraw from Africa, while their local successors
coopted some of the labor leadership but rather
quickly suppressed the unions as an autonomous force.
An important segment of African society, as repre-
sented by labor movements, thus does play an impor-
tant role in Cooper’s story, but less as a positive shaper
of its outcome than as a dilemma of both colonial
definition and indigenous self-definition.

Given its emphasis on decision-making at the top,
the primary documents for this study come from
colonial archives and provide direct insight into how
responsible Europeans perceived—or misperceived—
their tasks. This approach allows Cooper to spell out
his claims about the colonial origin of Africa’s current
difficultics, but it also raises some historiographic, or
at least narrative, problems of its own. The power of
Cooper's analysis comes from his characteristically
sober, thorough, and yet engagingly written account of
the colonialists’ endeavors, This is no small accom-
plishment in a ficld where much of the scholarship fails
to place colonial thinking in its historical context,
either identifying with the self-contained world view of
European rulers or endowing them with exaggerated
hegemony over their African subjects.
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The problem with this approach lies in the limita-
tions, one might say mediocrity, of most colonial
thought. Cooper is well aware of this situation, and its
revelation is one of the main points of the book.
However, the very decision to commit so much effort
to digging up old colonialist debates makes Cooper
somewhat their prisoner: he has to replay them for us
at much greater length than they deserve (or at least
than the attention of most readers will bear).

From my own perspective as a sometime economic
historian of this era, such an account also tends to
exaggerate the significance of both colonial authorities
and African subjects in determining the stages and
outcomes of the decolonization process. The decisive
power over African affairs ultimately lay at higher
levels of European public and private sectors, reacting
to their own perceptions of Africa’s role in the inter-
national economy. It was the crises of the Depression
and post-World War II eras, rather than colonialist
understandings of what were still very small African
urban populations, that drove the modernization and
development policies analyzed by Cooper. It was like-
wise recognition, by the mid-1950s, of Africa’s irrele-
vance to the reinvigorated European and global econ-
omies that made the cost of misconceptions about
managing newly growing African cities so unaccept-
able. Cooper draws some very insightful comparisons
between tropical ‘and South African developments
duoring his period but fails to consider whether the
white regimes to the north of this divide might also
have held on a good deal longer, with different post-
colonial results, if their stakes had been higher.

It would be very wrong to conclude this review on a
negative note, since even the problems raised by
Cooper’s attempt to link macrohistory and social his-
tory are instructive and his accounts of the issues which
he addresses directly are both authoritative and valu-
able. Indeed, it is far easier to understand the global
economic basis for African malaise than to trace its
internal roots in the kind of colonial dialectic that
Cooper delineates. Cooper is also right to see contem-
porary attempts to subject bankrupt African states to
global market discipline via structural adjustment pro-
grams as a replay of late-colonial modernization er-
rors. He is further justified in insisting on recognition
of colonialism as the crucial, if often impotent, inter-
mediary between Africa and the larger world into
which it is so imperfectly integrated. His book provides
a monumental account of a major stage in this medi-
ation, even if, as Cooper himself recognizes, other
forms of analysis are needed to round out the picture
of decolonization, let alone deal positively with its
results.

RALPH A. AUSTEN
University of Chicago

ROBERT MALLEY. The Call from Algeria: Third World-
ism, Revolution, and the Tum to Islam. Berkeley and
Los Angeles: University of California Press. 1996. Pp.
x, 323. Cloth $48.00, paper $18.00.
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This book is primarily a work of intellectual history
that, to provide necessary contextualization, moves
frequently in and out of socioeconomic, political, and
institutional history as well. It traces the gestation,
apogee, and decline of third worldism, the term Rob-
ert Malley uses to define the ideology that dominated
elite discourse in much of the developing world be-
tween the 1950s and the early 1980s. Malley provides a
chapter of global overview of each of these phases,
followed by separate chapters detailing the experience
of Algeria during the same phase. As the author
admits, using Algeria as the main case study does not
in every case provide a perfect fit with other third
world experiences, but it does so sufficiently often to
justify the choice of methodology and add substance to
the more abstract chapters. This is the most detailed
and compelling overview I have seen of the emergence,
spread, and disappearance of a discourse that underlay
the ideologies of a number of developing countries and
that, for about a quarter of a century, dominated much
of the North-South dialogue.

Although most of the material Malley deals with is
accessible to the scholarly world, he uses and recasts it
in ways that are often highly original and that bring
refreshingly new insights to old issues and problems.
The term “third world” is the 1952 invention of French
economist Alfred Sauvy, and third worldist ideology
was greatly influenced by the European left. Malley
nevertheless rejects the contention of many scholars
that it was an artificial graft imposed by the left on the
countries of the southern hemisphere. Third worldism
was, in his view, the product of fecund encounters
among three seemingly incompatible ideological atti-
tudes: assimilationist, traditionalist, and socialist. At
the heart of the process lies the frustration of Western-
educated elites seeking acceptance and upward pro-
motion within colonial systems structurally incapable
of granting them. These elites were often in contact,
directly or indirectly, with Europe’s leftist intelligen-
tsia; and that cxperience blended with elements of
native history and culture and from the traditionalist
discourse propounded by many of their less Europe-
anized compatriots. The most unlikely component in
the mix is the third, which blends French revolutionary
ideology of the awakening of the tiers état with Marxian
paradigms of class conflict to create the oppressed,
revolutionary classe/peuple of the south.

During its apogee, third-worldist ideology postu-
lated the notion of historical inevitability and its link to
human agency, in this case a united “people” with a
single will, which is expressed by the state. Related to
the latter is an image of power, which the north had
previously used to oppress, but which the pcople’s
state now uses for purposes of liberation and progress.
Associated with the notion of a cohesive people within
each state is the concept of third-world solidarity as it
seeks to reverse the power balance between north and
south.

The discussion of decline addresses the questions of
the validity of the underlying theses of third worldism
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African leaders make their appearance, but their actions, opinions, and words are
nearly always transmitted through external sources, usually some member of the
UAC management staff. Although, for example, Fieldhouse devotes considerable
attention to Nigerian industrialization, he does not exploit Nigerian sources in his
analysis.

The problem is that the descriptions and analyses are not subject to checks from
non-imperial sources. Fieldhouse, for instance, argues that the firms adopted a
defensive posture toward the rising nationalist groups and then the new in-
dependent governments, seeking to curry the favor of the African leadership. But
this view is based entirely on the board minutes of the UAC: we do not learn
whether the nationalists shared this view.

Occasionally Fieldhouse’s generalizations propel him far beyond his world of
evidence. In discussing the tensions involving the company and its critics during
the depression era, Fieldhouse observes that ‘generally speaking the company was
not disliked by most Africans who regarded it as an inevitable and useful feature of
their lives’ (p. 82). From whence comes this unfootnoted statement in the absence
of African source materials? Why should the small cultivator in West Africa have
adopted the UAC perspective, however sensible it might have been, over the anti-
UAC views of local traders, large cocoa farmers, nationalist critics, and even to
judge by Fieldhouse’s account, most colonial officials?

Moreover, by confining himself to the imperial archive Fieldhouse runs the risk
of completely ignoring matters that were of crucial importance to West African
actors. Two such matters riled the West African communities, yet receive no
attention here: conditional sales and royalty payments to the United Africa
Company in Nigeria. These two issues disturbed the relationships among the
UAC, the colonial state, and nationalists. Yet, they find no echo in Merchant
Capital and Economic Decolonization. Whether these matters never made it into
the board room or whether Fieldhouse did not regard them as meaningful is
impossible to know. But the neglect of issues that were aired repeatedly in the West
African press and parliaments underscores the problems of taking one’s in-
terpretative agenda solely from metropolitan records.

Princeton University ROBERT L. TIGNOR

AFRICAN LABOUR HISTORY

Decolonization and African Society : The Labor Question in French and British
Africa. By FREDERICK CoOPER. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996.
Pp. xvii+677; £55 (ISBN 0-521-52651-1); £19.95, paperback (ISBN o-521-
56600-2).

This extensive and ambitious new study is the culmination of a decade of
research and thought. At one level, it examines the era of worker militancy and
trade union formation in Africa during the 1940s and early 1950s which fed into
the pressures for national independence. As such, it carries forth directly Frederick
Cooper’s earlier studies of labour and society in coastal Kenya, particularly On The
African Waterfront. At the same time, this era is contextualised within a broader
sweep: changing colonial policy and attitudes which, dissolving into their contra-
dictions, led directly to African independence, To do this, while Cooper reiterates
his main ideas on Kenya, he has enormously widened his palette by including
material on British West and Central Africa, and especially by major new research
on French West Africa, on which this book deserves to be considered a major new
assessment in its own right. This sweep necessarily lends conviction to his
approach and ideas.
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Perhaps the most fundamental of them is that colonial policy is best assessed by
the place in it of African labour. From this flow key issues through their presence
or absence: class, the changing economy, race and gender as socially defining

categones.w Coopcr argucs thatM

nd throw panner in the works of the

so-of fundamental importanced’/Arguments

| tO De treated WOrkKer: not

boundedness” T
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AC Llow to: ‘stable detribalised urba WOrki o Clas: towns focused on

Europeansfamilyymodel ‘By the mld to late 1940s, influential officials wanted
Africa to have rking class, to separate an ldeﬁ?éﬁble roup o le from
backwardness oi rural Africa attach if€TRembers mul% car
1addets an T time Make them into"™8 pre dlctaWoduct“i collecti
(P™1%). Ca6per devoteS™Much time tm“fu alysis of particular strikes,
conflicts and policy watersheds where these issues get repeatedly hammered out.
The author convincingly shows that this early component of modernisation
theory applied to Africa was even more of a fantasy in the realm of real possibilities
than the game park approach of the pre-war system. Such change was not
affordable and not politically manageable. Dualist policies which tried to draw a
ring around a section of modernisable Africans broke down rapidly. To some
extent, African labour organisers turned the new discourse to their own advantage
by making claims desired by their followers while African politicians found the
resulting impotence of colonial administration opportune. Colonial rulers decided
that the contradictions that were increasingly apparent would best be resolved by
African politicians rather than by themselves; the expenditures entailed by reform
strategies were not worth engendering. Cooper therefore places the labour
question squarely at the heart of the explanation for the precipitate character of the
decolonization of Africa. He argues that major shifts in approach are especially
dramatic and clear in French West Africa where elements of destructive com-
pulsion were still firmly in place into the 1930s but where the impulse towards
modemlzatlon and assrmllatlon qulckly bccame s0 much stronger

contmued of course. to pursue thxs Iogrc after mdependence. In this respect,
Cooper’s consideration of the contradictions of African modernization is sobering
in present light. Cooper sees the coming of independence as a sort of closure, but
in crucial respects the battle joined continues, as witness Mahmood Mamdani’s
recent Citizen and Subject, with results that could illuminate the past as well as vice
versa.

For the material underpinnings of his approach, Cooper owes something to the
work of Jacques Marseille on French colonialism. One can argue that Marseille, in

https //dol org/10.1017/5092 1353757 3€707¢% Published online by Cambridge University Press



REVIEWS 517

his brilliant assessment of the économie de traité and its relative stagnation past the
1950s, oversimplifies the story. Decolonization was actually often accompanied by
economic expansion at first. While the économie de traité largely stagnated, the
1950s witnessed new prosperity in the expansion of base-metals mining in many
parts of Africa as well as in the increasing realisation of the possibilities of capitalist
forms of agricultural exploitation, depending on the injection of new technology
and equipment; in Nigeria, and more dramatically Algeria, decolonization was
accompanied by dramatic oil discoveries of strategic and economic significance.
Moreover, there does remain a striking difference between how Britain and France
structured decolonization in Africa, and planned (or failed to plan) its aftermath,
which may be obscured by too much emphasis on labour as is sometimes very
apparent in this book.

While this complicates the picture, it is not intended to take away from the value
of what Cooper has illuminated so forcefully, however. Frederick Cooper is an
historian who has in the past concentrated on mentalite and written impressively on
African opinion and consciousness. This book does so to a much lesser degree. It
is based on a very wide and impressive reading of primary archival material and in
most respects belongs with the major studies of colonial policy in Africa rather
than with African social history. Cooper innovates by exploring colonial values as
‘discourse’. For Cooper, discourse consists of a melding of language and practise.
I am not entirely clear that a discrete melding in this way, observably distinct from
alternative discourses pursued at the same or another time, is not too self-
contained and detached from material pressures to be methodologically convincing.
Moreover, as Cooper notes, the Foucaultian notion of modern forms of control
through surveillance is hardly a key to understanding late colonial society in
Africa; Africans were very successful at moulding their own lives in defiance or
even ignorance of attempts in this direction. If one is going to attempt Foucault,
I suspect one must let that approach be pervasive rather than definitional. Far
more noteworthy to me is Cooper’s grasp of men and motives and politics, more
old-fashioned but still incisive as a means of carving an interpretative path through
the past.

Few writers these days are producing volumes of this scope and scholarship.
While this is a long book, it reads quite easily. A review of this length cannot begin
to note, or debate, dozens of specific illuminating points and arguments that
deserve consideration along the way. There are very numerous and memorable
incisive comments on both well-known and obscure individuals, organisations and
events of the time. Some 150 pages of footnotes provide invaluable nuances and
sidelights for future research students of this period.

University of Natal, Durban BILL FREUND

DEVELOPMENT IN NIGERIA

Development Planning and Decolonization in Nigeria. By TovIN FALOLA.
Gainesville: University of Florida Press, 1996. Pp. xxiv+215. £45 (ISBN
0-8130-1422-0).

As we come to the end of the century, developmentalism, one of the century’s
most enduring discourses and endearing dreams, has lost its seductive paradigmatic
and political power, challenged as a ‘meta-narrative’ in the western academy by the
postulations of post-something scholarship, and as practical policy by the fetish
priests of free-market capitalism, and in the real world by the continuing ravages
of global poverty and intensifying popular struggles against it. Times like these
encourage retrospection, attempts to ‘deconstruct’ development as a discursive
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Frederick Cooper

Afterword:
Social Rights and Human Rights in the
Time of Decolonization

The Universal Declaration of 1948 was written in the shadow of war and mass murder,
and its authors hoped to sce the violence of imperial conquest give way to mutual
respect among nations, for the violence of states against entire categories of their own
citizens to yicld to acknowledgment of the rights of all humans, and for the misery
and degradation that were, thought to be a causc of war—and which had certainly
been a consequence of it—to turn into cfforts to ensure freedom from want. They
deliberated in a time when workers and peasants—in African and Asian colonies as
well as European states—were organizing and striking to demand that their living
conditions reach 2 minimum of decency, when tensions between socialist and capi-
talist paths to prosperity were becoming acute, and when the legitimacy of the existing
intcrnational order was in question. Whether a narrow set of “human” rights—
amenable to judicial sanctions—a wider set of social and economic rights, or the
primacy of nadonal sovercignty (allowing each nation to decide what rights to
recognize and enforce) would take precedence was the focus of intense debate. If we
want to examine the trajectory of arguments over rights, social protections, and sover-
cignty over the past several decades, we should remember the acute uncertainty after
the war. The essays collected in this dossier make clear the extent of conflict in the
postwar cra over which rights to recognize and where to locate their application and
enforcement. The issues raised then continued to shape thinking about the rela-
tionship of individual, state, and humanity.

Of the contending constructs of the late 1940s, the one that clearly took root in
global political practice is the national one: we now live in a world of nearly two
hundred sovercign nation-states, each with its seat in the United Nations, each jealous
of its prerogatives, each, in principle, capable of guarantecing—or abusing—the rights
it chooses to recognize in the name of “its” people. If the generalization of the nation-
state form with the collapse of the colonial empires gave way by the 1970s to recog-
nition that the new sovereignty regime left issues of human rights unresolved, no
consensus has emerged on what those rights are and how to enforce them. Leaders of
the new states were among the first to assert that one principle trumped another: for
an outsider to question what a newly independent state did to its citizens was tanta-
mount in such an argument to neocolonialism. But from another point of view,
sovereignty could become a shield behind which human rights were violated with
impunity.
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provide a basis for a future peace. What relationship did these elements have to one
another?

At the international level, the key document is the declaration that emerged from
the ILO conference in Philadelphia in 1944, a text more explicit than the reference to
“improved labor standards, cconomic advancement and social security” in the Atlantic
Charter. The jurist Alain Supiot has recently underscored the breakthrough of this
declaration. He sees in it a model that shaped social policy in and beyond Europe for
some forty years—one in which human dignity was scen as a value to be protected
and enhanced—only to be gradually eclipsed since the 1980s by economic, political,
and juridical doctrines that erect a regime of market dominance.?® The breakthrough
of Philadelphia, he argues, was not in secing a set of rights as “natural” but as coming
out of relationships, of people trying to live with onc another and secing the tragic
results when some ignore the humanity of others. “Labor is nog 2 oomno%
Announcedfthe preface of the ILO text. Ic JENEAdr o “war aga.lmt want . . . to be
carried on with unrelenting vigor within cach naton,” and for mtcmauonal effort for

(the “common welfare." Tc sought & measures “to ‘prowdc a basmcomc o,all,” for
(regulation of working hours; for collective bargamlng, and for measures to 1mpr6vc
pubhc health, housing, nutrition, education, child welfare, the status of womex; 1, and’

¢public services: While the items mentioned seem to describe the welfare state and

“industrial rclauons regime toward which Europe was moving, the last i)aragraph
affirmed tha its principles “are fully applicable to all people everywhgre,” and ic all-cﬂ
'Speaﬁmlly for ¢ ‘their p "grcsswc_'ppllmnon top _plcs who are suldepcndgtt,

wcll as to those who have alread ach.lcvcd self- vernment. 724

In 1947, the ILO began to develop its 2 “social policy in dependent territories,”
applying its notion of “standards” to workers in colonial mines, factories, and fields,
focusing on housing, education, health, and family life in similar terms to those
applied to independent states. Social complexity had to be addressed; labor experts
began to speak of the “community of experience” of miners or dockworkers from
South Africa to France. The ILO began to enunciate what would become one of its
major themes: economic and social development as a responsibility of governing
powers in dependent territories.?

The Universal Declaration of 1948 picked up these themes. It referred to the right
to social security and an adequate standard of living, to old age and disability
insurance, to the right to form a family, to the protection and education of children.
It used the word “dignity.” The Universal Declaration, like ILO resolutions, was weak
on supranational enforcement mechanisms. Roland Burke brings to our attention
debates around 1951 over the question of whether social rights had to be thought of
differently from rights that were legally enforceable in a court. Was a claim to having
piped water at home enforceable in the same way as action against imprisonment
without due process?

Why did France and Britain want to engage in such debates? They thought they
might actually look good under ILO criteria, that the “social” direction was consistent
with their reformed colonialism. Let me comment bricfly on the French case. Having
been conquered by Germany in Europe and lost Indochina to Japan in Asia, French
leaders knew they had to find a new basis for empire as they moved to create the
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teachers’ strike was harshly repressed and its leaders imprisoned. In Senegal, civil
servants were fired after going on strike; in Dahomey, a trade unionist ruefully
remarked that one could get better satisfaction from a European labor inspector than
an African minister. In most of French Africa, political rights were compromised
scveral years after independence by the institution of single-party regimes, except
where military coups brought in the no-party regime. Social rights remained formally
on the books in many cases, but they were eroded in practice. The Senegalese labor
code resembled the French, but trade unions were undermined, family allowances
caten away by inflation, and social services eroded by government incapacity and
indifference.? :

When the wotld economic recession of the 1970s hit Africa hard and forced
governments to seek aid from the IMF and other international institutions, those
institutions enforced the destruction of much that could be considered “social” The

t” of finance to cross frontiers was guaranteed by international organizations; the/
right:td education, medical care, a livable wage'&&:lérﬁiined in the name of financial
rigor.)

Such policies were one phase in a debate dating to 1944 over the relationship of
social rights and “development.” After independence, there were assertions from ex-
colonial states that the right to develop trumped other rights. Such arguments—made
at the 1968 Teheran conference for example—suggest a certain pessimism on the part
of leaders: that they could not expect to fulfill expectations that social demands would
be met. And it makes clear that they wanted carte blanche to bring about modern-
ization from the top down—the shah of Iran was after all the host—and they did not
want to be held accountable for actually meeting their own goals.® In'such terms, the
move to place development objectives ahead of political rights does not so much
reflect a contradiction between the two as their mutual constitution: what worried
rulers most in the 1960s, as it had French leaders in the 1950s, was that social rights
would be claimed. In both cases, the language of social rights and the process of
political mobilization put pressure on states. The shah of Iran could claim that he
would bring development and modernization to his people, but that they would not
have the political right to claim resources, and the prime minister of France could
declare that his government would provide aid to former colonies, whose citizens no
longer had a claim to French resources. Both were trying to remove from the realm
of politics what had been so important carlier on: political mobilization to claim social
rights. In international discourse, the rights of imperial citizens have become the needs
of the world’s poor, a problem for experts in poverty relief, and within many states,
claims to rights were often turned into the quest for a powerful patron who could
distribute the crumbs of the world economy.

The generalization of sovereignty around the world could thus shelter the rulers
of ex-colonial states from scrutiny of their denial of political and social rights and also
shelter rich states, former colonizers and otherwise, from responsibility for the
extremes of inequality to which they had contributed. The real winners were corpora-
tions that asserted certain kinds of cconomic rights, for example, to the free movement
of capital, to the expatriation of profits, to intellectual property, to taking advantage
of the most lax of labor laws or enforcement of environmental standards. Any violation
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