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AFRICAN RESISTANCE TO THE IMPOSITION OF COLONIALISM-
A HISTORIOGRAPHICAL REVIEW
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As in all aspects of life, the practice of history has its fashions.
For reasons, in the language of the history of science, both internal and
external to the logical dcvelopment of the intellectual discipline, certain
topics attract the interest of scholars and a vigorous debate ensues.
After a while, the ardour cools. Other subjects come to the fo re fron t of
academie discussion, until , years or decades later, it may be that the
unresolvcd points of the initial discussion are once again investigated,
the arguments are taken up again and w ha t had seemed to be a dead,
almost irrelevant problem comes to life again.

Even in the short period - scarcely more than twenty years- in
wliich African history has been a recognixably academie field of inqui-
ry, such cycles can bc seen, if not perhans in such an extreme form. In

. this short survcy, I intcnd to analyse one such process, namely the in-
vcstigation of the forms of prirnary resistance by Africans to the irnpo-
sitioh of colonial rule in the classic period of European imperial ism, say
from 1880 to 1914. I wil l be dealing almost exclusively wi th the areas
of East and Central Africa - Kenya, Tanzania, Mozambique, Malawi ,
Zimbabwe - whcrc a more or less coherent debate can be seen. A similar
set of problems also arose in the s tudy of West Afr ica b u t , apar t from
the book edi ted by Crowder (1971) , does not seem to have come i n t o
such sharp focus. Al though there has been much more i m p o r t a n t work
done on resistance to colonial rule sout l i of the Limpopo. there are
s t i l l remarkable lacunae in t h a t l i t e r a t u r e . The most obvious of these
is the absence of an even ha l f -way adequa te account of the Ik indred
Years' War between the Xhosa and the Whi tes on the Fas tern f r o n t i e r
of the Cape Colony, w i t h the p a r t i a l excep t i ons of reeent work by
Saunders(l l)76A, l l ) 7 6 H ) a n d Peires ( l l >70) .



As s." :"i:ch elsc in the h i>:or iogr . jphy of t h i s era of Af r i can liis-
t o r > . h;s:cn;.:-s \ \ e rc ab Ie to defi::e t h e i r posi t ions. and clarify their
\ i e v v $. by :;. k ::'.c o\ception to t h i.- uork of Ronald Robinson and John
G.:K.:chvT. Ir. :h;s case, it was r. o t one of their major theses that was
c!:.;;:e:ico.:. r;:: r a t h c r wha t amour . ted to l i t t l e more t h a n a few fhrow-
a \ \ ay re r.: ̂ r k s in a e l iapter devoied to a ra i l ie r d i f fe ren t subject. In it
they ebin-.ed i ha t wl ie the r or not a society resisted the coming of the
Furopeans v»a> a funet ion of its soeial s t ructure . Resistance, we are
to!J. was :he 'romantic, reactionary strudle against the facts, the
passionele ;-.v:est of societies which were shocked by a new age of
change and u-o L; ld not be comforted.... The more /"a society'sj u n i t y
Innig t o c e t h e r on the luxuries of slave-raiding, plunder and migration,
the less its .-.ristocracy had to lose by struggle against the Furopeans.'
As against :his. ' the more urbanized. commercial and bureaucratie
the polity. the more its rulers wou ld be tempted to come to terms',
l ead ing . to the 'defter na+ ionaüsms' whieh 'planned to reform their
Personalities and regain their powers by operating in the idioin of
Westernisers' (Robinson and Gallaglier, 1962, 618, 640).

\Vithin these grandiloquent plirases, there is an cxceedingly
at t rakt ive hypothesis, the more so as it is plirased in terms of proba-
b i l i t i e s ra ther :han as an absolute !a\v. The only trouble with it is that
it happens r.ot to be true. In one of the most important articles on the
subject of African resistance to European colonialism, Ï.O.Ranger
pointed out that 'resisting societies \vere [hotj necessarily different in
structure. ~o:ive or atmosphere from cooperating ones'. Indeed, so
he chimed 'A historian bas... a difficult task in deciding wliether a
specific society should be described as 'resistant' or collaborative'over
any given penod of t ime. Many societies began in one camp and cnded
in the other. Y i r t u a l l y all African states made somc at tempt to find a
basis on whicn to collaborate with the Furopeans; vir tually all of them
had some inierests or values which they were prepared to defend, if
necessary by hopeless resistance or revolt' (Ranger. 1969,304). Ranger
was prepareJ t o rnake one generalisation about these societies that were
ah l e e i t he r to collaborate or to resist. They had to be of a sufficient
scale and po ' i ' ical Organisation for decisions to bc made. Not even this
genera l i sa t ion hsted long, however. The bloody gueril la war fought over
near ly l wo centuries in South Africa by the 'Buslinien', Khoisan with
highly a t t enuu ted politica! structure. was quickly brouglit forward as a
counter exc;::p:e (Marks , 1972).

Th t re v..-re. so it seemed. no great genera l isa t ions tha t could be
made as to v. hy some African societies resisted and othcrs accommo-
d a t e d to 11: e corn ing of the coloniaüs ts . In each individtial case, the
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pressure excrtcd by the in t rud ing Europeans. the balance of in terna!
African poli t ics and cmnities, the cliancc of w h o made the first a l l i a n c c s
with the whitcs, even the prejudices of the colonialists, all played a rol l
in detcrmining the actions of the Africans. In each individual or regional
example, there is much that is instructive for the history of the conti-
nent. In ternis of broad theory, however, there was, so it seemed to
Ranger and to many of his fellows, more interest in the question how the
resistance was organised. Looking particularly at the Maji Maji revolt in
southern Tanzania and the risings of 1896-7 in Zimbabwe (Ranger,
1967) it was noted that they entailed the mobilisation of large massesof
peoplc from mimerous political units. In the case of Maji Maji, they
spoke a nuinber of different languages, while in Zimbabwe numerous
traditionally hostile groups had fought together against the whites . This
was possible, so it was argued, because of the abil i ty of the religieus
leaders of the area tó act as coördinators, indeed as motivators, of the
resistance. Moreover, it was not only in these great revolts that religious
leaders were of importancc. Ranger claimed that ' a list of risings alleged-
ly led by 'witch-doctors' in East and Central Africa amounts to sorne
thirty-five to forty instances' (1969, 315). This was the way in which the
masses were mobilised to fight colonialism.

It is here that the impetus for s tudying the early period of resist-
ance against the colonialists can be seen. In those heady years following
independence in East Africa, historians, whether they worked in Africa
or abroaci, whether they were themselves Africans or not, were caught up
in the fervour of building the new nations and so came to study what
might be taken as the first mass movements within the countries of the
new Africa. Ranger indeed, on the basis of somewhat scanty evidence,
camc to argue for the cont inui ty between the movements of primary re-
sistance and the growth of modern mass nat ional ism (1968). In doing so
he was concerned to stress the populär nature of nationalism more than
to make any def ini te s ta tements about the resistance of the early coloni-
al period. Nat ional ism was not only a question of the eli tes in the towns
and bargaining in legislative councils. Ra ther it was a m a t t e r of mobi l i -
sation, of mass enthusiasm, as had been the wars against imperialist pene-
t ra t ion . TANU spread through the coimtryside with the all-cmbracing
speed of the Hongo possession during Maji Maji. No wonder Maj i Maji
was 'the national epic of Tanzania' (Gwassa and Il i ffe , 1%8, 11.

• No wonder, also, t h a t a f t e r a few years scholars' i n t e res t s elumg-
ed. As the op t imism of the years a f t e r independence gave way to r e a t i t i e s
of the 1970s, i t was seen t h a t mobi l i sa t ion was not enough. G e t t i n g
people to work together aga ins t the enemies - p o v e r t y , i l l i t e r a c y and so
fort l i - eoukl nol compensute for the legacy of colonial ism, for the mi s -
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formed economie s i ruclurcs . for the growing d i f i e ren t i a l s between clas-
ses, for Ihe r ampan t undcrdevelopi iK'nt . For all the fuilure of themove-
n i e n t s . t he works on Zimbabwe, on Maji Maji , luid been hopeful. The
world coiild hè chant:ed by such ac l ions . New l l i i s was seen not to bc
possible. or at leasl l i kc ly . Tlie in t e l l cc tua l energy of the 1970s went ijito
such subjects as the agr ieuIUi ra l hisiory of colonial Africa ( e.g. Palmer
and Parsons, eds. 1977). The economie had taken over froni t l ie poli t ical
as the main mol i f of its historiography. It is t h u s not surprising (hat in
1076, John Lonsdale noted that 'so far as resistance and rebellion is con-
eerned. Fm nol surc that discussie n has proceeded very far since the con-
t r i b u t i o n s of some years back...' (c i ted in Ranger, 1977, 133).

Is is somewhat ironie t h a t his s t a t emen t should bc made by Lons-
dale for in the next year, 1977, he published an article 'The Politics of
Conquest: The British in Western Kenya, 1894-1908', (1977), which
is a most significant contribution to the discussion which hè considers
not the have progressed f;," in the previous years. He deals with an area
in which the poli t ical relations were exceedingly complex, as the African
politics were of smal! scale and tlie British had to cstablish thcir authori-
ty piecemeal. Lonsdale argues that 'explanatory variables ... most com-
monly deployed in analysis' of resistance and accommodation - 'the
degree of cohesion in a rul ing class or social structure, their political for-
tunes, wtelher on the upswung or downturn. tlie availability of a religi-
ous tradit ion for which and by which to figlit, the nature of the local
economy, espeeially its responsiveness to market expansion or tcchnical
innovat ion. mil i tary eapacity, the nature and intcnsi ty of Europcan de-
mands ' - are of l i t t l e predictive value in explaining African reactions in
Nyanza. Rather Lonsdale wo u ld seem to be inaking two main points.
First, nowhere in Mastern Africa - nor indeed elscwhere in the continent -
is t h ere such a being as 'primary resistance'. In all cases there had been
greater or lesscr contact wi th the coast. Tlie world capitalist economy
had begun to malform African society well before the formal establish-
ment of colonial control. The colonialists came in along the roads used
by the traders and entered into the net of relations already established
by them, a fact of great importance for the detai led process of conquest.
Secondly, Lonsdale stresses the fact tha t hè is dealing with a process, not
wi th an event. Indeed, hè distinguishes four main stages -and one inter-
me/zo when. due to a mut iny among their Sudanese mercenaries the
Br i t i sh presencc in eastern Kenya v i r tua l ly vanished. These stages were,
f irs t . a period of coexistence. when the British had to work in close
partnership with their African allies, followed by one of asccndancy
when ' the British came (o gain a hold over, but not to monopolise, ex-
t e rna l re lat ions wi th in Nyan/a, to u se th is superiority to choose and sup-
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port thoir African allies at the parochia! levels, but to m:ike very few
demands in return'. Af te r t l ie in te rmezzo, the B r i t i s h wcre abl-j to en-
force domination, as they \vere for tlie first tiine pressing their derr.ands,
especially for labour in the localities. The strain on many of t h e i r erst-
while collaborators became too great and armed clashes became more
common, wliilc the British, forced to mull iply the nümber of their col-
laborators in order to implement their wishes, had to make a large num-
ber of detailed local sett lements. Thereafter, ïn the final phase of control
came 'the multiplication of African roles under direct British command'.
with the consequence that whcreas earlier 'African leaders had raided
othcrs as allies of the Bri t ish, now they coerced their own people. as
British subordinates'. In this shift from the oppositions of collaboration
and resistance lies, surely, the essence of colonialism.

Further south, there has been much important work done on the
Zimbabwe risings of 1S96-7. In a sense this was predictable. Ranger's
work in the 1960s had stemmed from h is study of this rebellion and his
Revolt in Soutlicrn RJiodesia was the most influential book on the sub-
ject of African resistance. Thus, more than any other work it has been
subjected to close scrutiny. Articles by Cobbing (1977) and Beaeh
(1979) - and indeed a mea culpa from Ranger himself (197S. though c f.
Ranger 1977) - have demonstrated that what was once seen as the
cement holding the risings together, maybe even the motivator of the
risings, namely the rehgious Mwari cult had in no sense the politica! role
that Ranger ascribed to it. The Mwari mediums did not pas the messages
around. The risings can no longer be seen as analogous to the mass enthu-
siasm, which , so it was fondly hoped and feit, drove on African national-
ism.

But it was not rnerely the size of the target -or the striking posi-
tion of the risings in the history of Zimbabwe - that brought this concen-
trat ion of work. Rather, it wo u ld seem that in Zimbabwe the risings have
rcmaincd relevant to the concerns of the country in a way that has not
been the case further north. In a country where a gueri l fa \var has been
fought over the course of the last decade, historians na tu ru l ly tend to
reassess continually that guerilla war of scarcely more than t wo ger.era-
tions ago. The same applies wi th equal if not niore force to Mozambique.
The most important work in this respect has been done by Allen and
Barbara Isaacman, l a te ly in col laborat ion w i t h a Research Br igade of the
Universidade de F.duardo-Mondlane, Maputo . This shows t ha: what lud
begun as act ive sympathy for the Frel imo freedom has bee:- :runs!.'.u\!
i n to act ive co l labora t ion once they gained power. Bo th the co:nr::i:::ient
and the changing na tu re of the Ijaacmatis ' relat ion s hip v.:;:'. Moj jm-
bique can be sensed in t h e i r works. They werc, of course. aSvays Vr.ga-
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ces' In the preface to 77; t' Tradition of Resistance in Mo~/iinhi</itc
Allen IsKicman writes:

Krom the outset \ve visuali/ed this stiuly as having a politica! as
\ \ o l l as a seholar ly purpose. When \ve bcgan researching th i s book
in 1 9(i 7 the Portiigue.se seemed f i rni ly entrenclied in Mozam-
bique \vhere they continued to crank out the i n y t h of lusotropic-
alism. We feit it was important to cliallenge the Huro-centric and
e u h u r a l l y arrogant d is tor t ions a n d , in so m c small way, to try and
liberale the Mozambican past. This concern is not in contradic-
tion wi th our commitment to the highest levels of scholarship.
On the contrary, they are onc and the same!' (xxiv).

Nevertheless. it is perhaps s ignif icant t hat th i s book. published in 1976,
\vas dedica ted to 'The Freedom fighters of Mozambique and Zimbabwe',
while Mozambique (1972), Isaacman's first book. an analysis of the
pni:o system of the Zambesi valley, published somc four years carlicr,
was offered 'to the People of Mozambique' . But even The Tradition of
Rcüstance has not been spared self-criticism. In it Allen Isaacman ana-
lyses the various defensive wars, revolts, rebellions and risings by wliich
the people of the Zambesi valley attemptcd to retain or regain their free-
dom in the face of aggressive Portugiese colonialism. In the course of
t h i s book hè makes numerous theorctical advances, most notably in the
application of the concept of 'day-lo-day resistance' - a term borrowed
from American slavc studies - to such phcnomena as non-payment of
taxes, avoidance of labour dut ies and so forth. This allows hiin to stress
the dialect ica! relationship between tlie nature of the colonial rule and
the form s and strength of the resistance to it. Neve'rtheless, the core of
the i r work relates to the various wars fought notably by the Barue and
related Shona people, but also by the Sena, the Tonga and the Massingire
agains t the Portuguese. In his analyses much of Isaacman's attention is
focussed on the problem of leadership. The importance of the Muena-
m u t a p a is also stressed when hè deals with the various Shona revolts. In
both the Bartie stniggles for indepcndence. wliich ended in the war of
1902 and in the Barue revolt of 1917 the role of the rnonarchy and of
the spirit mediums is stressed. The major problem hè deals with relates to
the abil i ty of the leadership to mobilise the rnasses, the clitist pcrspcc-
t ive t ha t t h i s e n t a i l e d no lwi ths tand ing .

A p p a r e n t l y in realisatiori of the shortcomings of such an ap-
proach. in the light of the experienee of the FRHLIMO freedom fighters,
a year later the Isaacmuns published an article in \vhich they argucd that:

Given the exis tence of social d i f f e r c n t i a t i o n and inter-cthnic
r ivalr ies . the i n d i s c r i m i n a t e use of the term African resistance
th ro i i ühou t the l i t c ra tu re tends to obscure more than it iüumi-
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nates. In order to sharpen our analysis , we must s tudy scriously
the economie and social configuni t ion of Cent ra l and southern
African societies on the eve of the serambIe. Kor the colonial
period we must focus on the atomized resistance of peasants and
workers as well as on the protests of the urban poor (1977A).

Thus they stress the divided nature of pre-colonial society, in which
conflict was not only between factions of the eli te, but also between
those strata that were in the process of becoming classes. Earlier they
dealt with the relationships between leadership and folio we rs in terms
reminiscent of Lenin's views of the nature of a revolutionary elite party.
Now they are more concerned to stress the possibility of the ini t iat ive
for resistance coming from below, sometirnes railroading their erstwhile
miers along with them, sometimes having to struggic against them as well
as the colonialists. For this reason, such phenomena as 'social banditry '
have attracted their attcntion (1977B).

As a corollary to this, they stress that what they are dealing wi th
is not so much resistance to colonialism as to capitalisin. There is a con-
tinuity between anned resistance and such matters as tax evasion, deser-
tion, contract brcaking and so forth. Indeed, if onc accepts the d ic tum of
Wallerstein that 'the expansion of Europe was really.... the expansion of
the capitalist mode of production' (1976,31), then the whole history of
resistance, from the kil l ing of d 'Alrneida in 1505 to the Soweto r io ts - to
take only South African cxamples - are part of a single process, albeit
onc in which the conjiincturc has been as marked as that of the capitalist
world-economy itself. The continuity may not be as direct as Ranger
thought, but it is there, and is secn to be there by the actors in the
historica! drama. In h is famous speech at the Rivonia trial, Nelson Man-
dela described how 'In my youth in the Transkei I listened to the elders
of my tribe /"the ThembuJ tel l ing stories of the o ld days. Among the
tales they related to me were those of wars fought by our ancestors in
defence of the fatherland. . . .* (cited in Saunders, I976A). These memor-
ies were one of the main streams into his own dccision to work as a revo-
lutionary to build a new South Africa.

Robert


