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The proof is that at present [that is, while colonialism lasted] it is the indigenous 
peoples of Africa and Asia who are demanding schools, and colonialist Europe 
which refuses them; that it is the African who is asking for ports and roads, and 
colonialist Europe which is niggardly on this score; and that it is the colonized 
man who wants to move forward, and the colonizer who holds things back.
           —Aimé Césaire

We claim, in common with the rest of mankind, that taxation without represen-
tation is a bad thing, and we are pledged, as all free peoples have had to do, that 
in our several communities the African shall have that common weapon for the 
protection and safeguarding of his rights and interests, namely, the franchise. It is 
desirable, we hold, that by our vote we shall determine by what laws we shall be 
governed and how the revenues which we help to put together shall be utilized.
 Equally do we hold with others that there should be free scope for the members 
of the community, irrespective of creed or colour, to hold any offi ce under the 
crown or fl ag to which a person’s merits entitle him or her.
               —J. E. Casely Hayford
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Introduction
Of Subjectivity and Sociocryonics

Preamble

The work presented in this book and the research on which it is based started in-
nocently, perhaps even obliquely. It was 1989 and the movement that would later 
morph into the so-called third wave of the transition to democracy in Africa was yet 
to ignite. For a long time prior to then, I had wondered why the various institutions 
that we had inherited from or that were bequeathed to us by British colonialism did 
not work in our land the way they do in the country (and others like it) from which 
they have come to us. My concerns were quite catholic in scope. But the immediate 
concern that led me to seek assistance toward a research agenda turned on the ca-
reer of law in Commonwealth Africa. My motivation for research was summed up 
in a simple question: Why do African governments almost always win cases involv-
ing confl icts between citizens and the state, especially when such confl icts involve 
human rights? Of course, if you were a Marxist or any of the other varieties of radi-
calism, including nihilism, that proliferated on the continent then, the answer was 
simple and straightforward: The system we inherited from or had bequeathed to us 
by colonialism was only superfi cially equitable and rigged for justice for all. All the 
chatter about equality before the law, the law being no respecter of persons, and so 
on, was just that: chatter. But I could not share those sentiments. In the fi rst place, 
I thought that instrumentalist theories of law could not deeply explain the law’s ap-
peal to even the subaltern classes in modern society and why people, ordinary folk, 
repeatedly allowed themselves to be “victimized” by the law. Nor was it acceptable 
to say that subaltern victories were mere sops thrown at them by the ruling classes to 
pacify them. This would require epistemic competence bordering on clairvoyance on 
the part of the ruling classes to know what would work and when not to try some-
thing that, I am convinced, is not available to anyone, ruler or not.
 Meanwhile, to those invested in the British common law system predominant in 
Commonwealth Africa,1 the repeated victories of governments could be chalked up 
to the quirks of the law, the incompetence of lawyers, the timidity of judges or their 
preferred jurisprudence, and the lawlessness of African executives. Again, I could 
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not persuade myself to accept this alternative explanatory model. Yes, the cited fac-
tors may explain part of the riddle, but they themselves are susceptible to deeper 
etiologies. After all, similar factors had at one time or the other been replicated in 
Britain and the psychological proclivities involved could not be limited to African 
operators. It then needs to be explained why these factors turn out the kinds of con-
sequences that they do in Africa. I set out to explore the question and its many an-
swers in three countries: Nigeria, Kenya, and Tanzania. The time frame was roughly 
the fi rst decade or less after independence. I had thought that I would conclude the 
research and report it in a series of three country-specifi c articles for a journal or 
law review.
 As the research progressed, I repeatedly apprehended some commonalities in the 
experiences of the three countries in spite of their (at least superfi cially) divergent 
trajectories in the post-independence period. In spite of their different experiences 
I discovered that the genealogy of the judiciaries in the three countries went back 
to the colonial period and did not replicate the emergence of the legal system in the 
Britain from which they were imported to Africa.2 I expanded my research to look 
at what transpired under colonialism. It became clear to me that there was a more 
complex story to tell than just the career of human rights and judicial behavior in 
post-independence Nigeria, Kenya, and Tanzania. The essays in this book represent 
my attempt to tell that story.
 The judicatures that I had been studying were part of a complex of institutions 
that colonialism had introduced to Africa while it lasted. Part of the apologia of Af-
rica’s colonizers was that their legacy included the implantation in the colonies of 
the following concepts:

(1) a democratic mode of governance built on the consent of the governed
(2) a system of governance based on the periodic election of representatives
(3) elected offi cials who swear to uphold the rule of law
(4) a constitutional regime in which every citizen is equal before the law
(5) a legal system that does not try individuals under retroactive laws
(6) a legal system that does not respect persons based on circumstances of birth or 

heredity
(7) an assumption that the accused are innocent until proven guilty
(8) trials that are regulated by due process
(9) a system that affi rms and upholds human rights, including the right to life, lib-

erty, and all ancillary freedoms

I do not think that many would demur when I assign this complex of ideas, prac-
tices, and institutions to what we generally call the legacy of the Enlightenment or 
modernity. That is, it is a crucial part of colonialists’ understanding of colonialism 
and the narratives of its promoters that it was the vehicle through which Africa and 
modernity were introduced to each other.
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Why Does Modernity Fail to Take Root in Africa?

 In this book, I set out to rethink the relationship between colonialism and mo-
dernity in Africa.3 The relationship between colonialism and modernity should 
once again come under the searchlight in the contemporary period for many rea-
sons. Many problems that affl ict various African countries at the present time with 
differing degrees of intensity are frequently traced to the lingering effects of colo-
nialism. Insofar as colonialism and modernity are used interchangeably in much of 
the discourse about Africa and its colonial legacy and many of the institutions left 
behind by colonialism are judged to be modern, it is important to disentangle the 
two concepts or at least see in exactly what way they have impacted the continent. 
It is arguable that the key problems that bedevil Africa and are traced back to colo-
nialism can, almost without exception, be conceptualized in terms of Africa’s rela-
tion to, experience of, and engagement with modernity.
 Take law and its vicissitudes in Africa, for one instance. Let us assume for argu-
ment’s sake that the rule of law and the independent judiciary that it requires to work 
well are genuine legacies of colonialism in the continent. No one contests the fact 
that the operation of the law and the experience of Africans with the legal system 
have not been particularly salubrious. As I said earlier, regardless of which explana-
tion I offer, at some point it will be necessary to deal with the provenance of the le-
gal system in and its necessary attachment to modernity. That is, the municipal le-
gal systems in Commonwealth Africa are of a modern pedigree, which means that as 
such they are underpinned by some philosophical presuppositions from which they 
derive their valence and identity. These include the idea of the legal subject, the in-
violability without due process of the sovereignty of the subject, the separation of 
powers in the state, the presumption of innocence and the impartiality of the op-
erators of the system, and the necessity for the judiciary to remain an arbiter be-
tween the powerless individual and the all-powerful state. If indeed these are the 
fountainheads of the institutions colonialism claims to have bequeathed, then we 
are right to ask why the reality is at such a wide variance with the rhetoric.
 The evidence points in the opposite direction. Insofar as the idea of the rule of 
law is understood as a specifi cally modern idea, it was not part of the operation of 
colonialism in Commonwealth Africa. If it then turns out that there is some sense 
in which we can separate colonialism from modernity and compare the aspects of 
each with those of the other, we may then be well on our way to a better accounting 
of why what colonialism claims to have installed in Africa in the shape of modern 
institutions, ideas, and practices unravels all too often in the post-independence 
 period.
 The core idea is to challenge the received wisdom that colonialism facilitated 
the introduction and installation of modernity in Africa. When I started the work 
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there were few people who even thought that modernity could offer a relevant (much 
less fecund) explanatory model for analyses of African events. Although times have 
changed and we have a slew of works that are taking another look at the matter of 
Africa and modernity, I remain unsatisfi ed with the state and nature of the scholar-
ship on modernity and colonialism in Africa. First, care is not taken to differentiate 
between colonialism and modernity.4 I insist that not only can they be separated, 
they are indeed historically separate and must be separated for analytical purposes. 
When they are not separated, a much more severe critique of colonialism on account 
of its aborting the implantation of modernity in Africa is thereby preempted. What 
is more, given that modernity has engendered forms of social living that command 
our approbation in different parts of the world and even in our lands when we have 
experienced some of its promise, it is not out of place to inquire into what the con-
tinent’s history might have been like and what its prospects would be were it seri-
ously and under its own steam to embrace what modernity promises.
 Moreover, much of the scholarship is apt to treat colonialism as if it were a mono-
lith. This applies not only to analyses of colonialism in Africa but also to our under-
standing of colonialism globally. Yet even a cursory investigation of the history of 
colonialism and its philosophical underpinnings will reveal that it does not come in 
one fl avor and that zeroing in on its historicity is crucial to unraveling its differen-
tial impact in various countries that experience one or the other form of it. When 
we identify and work through the implications of different kinds of colonialism it 
will become clear why Africa’s recovery from the ravages of colonialism has been 
slow to nil while other former colonies have moved on to prosperity that is even en-
abling them to constitute a new group of alms-givers to Africa’s inveterate beggars. 
Such a process of isolating the specifi city of the colonialism that predominated in 
Africa is our best tool for rebutting the presumption that Africans’ congenital in-
ability related to their racial inheritance is what explains Africa’s failure to shed the 
shackles of colonialism.
 Not only is it imperative for us to isolate and fully describe the specifi city of Af-
rican colonialism, we also need to resist the urge to collapse the diverse experience 
of and response to colonialism in different parts of Africa. That is, the widespread 
practice of talking nebulously about colonialism’s impact that does not pay atten-
tion to the differentials across the continent in the relative development of material 
and intellectual culture; the divergent manifestations of African agency in its ex-
perience of and response to colonialism among Africa’s many peoples and cultures; 
and the unequal and nonsimultaneous introduction of modernity to various parts 
of the continent and the degrees of domestication of its principles enacted again by 
African agency must be eschewed. Needless to say, we must beware of unsupported 
generalizations informed by a tendency toward homogenization in the discourse 
about colonialism and modernity in Africa.
 To accomplish the foregoing requires us to show not only that colonialism and 
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modernity are separate and separable but also that the relationship between the two 
is not what conventional wisdom takes it to be. I propose to argue that the only way 
we can continue to accept this wisdom is if we obscure some key distinctions in the 
discourse and operation of colonialism. Additionally, if it were indeed true that co-
lonialism midwifed the birth of modernity in Africa, then the career of moderniza-
tion processes in post-independence Africa ought to have been different. We ought 
to have had installed in our societies the various markers of modernity’s distinc-
tiveness. On the contrary, what we have had have been the superfi cial markers— 
skyscrapers, more miles of macadamized roads, more schools, mass consumption, 
rapid urbanization, and limited industrialization. What is distinctive about moder-
nity is not so much that it builds high technology and creature comforts but that 
it enjoins modes of being human that have been considered superior to previous 
and alternative forms in human history. That is, the distinctive marker of moder-
nity is to be found in its politico-philosophical discourses that can be summed up 
in three key concepts: subjectivity, reason, and progress.5 Given that its career, seen 
in light of its politico-philosophical discourses, has been characterized by failure, 
a fact that in spite of recent gains in democratization and economic liberalization 
continues to be refl ected in the many books lamenting Africa’s awful fate, we must 
ask why  modernity—the essence that modernization processes seek to realize—has 
not taken hold in the continent.
 One possible answer is to say that Africa is hostile to modernity and its presuppo-
sitions. That is, that there is something in the African air, water, or soil that makes 
it inhospitable for modernity to take roots and be fi rmly implanted there. A related 
response is to say that Africans are congenitally incapable of working modernity. 
Neither explanation is plausible. They are racist to boot. But their implausibility does 
not stem from their racism. The problem is that such explanations tend to ignore 
history. The genealogy of modernity in Africa predated colonialism. Only if we take 
colonialism to refer to the entire phenomenon of European adventures in Africa can 
we sustain the assimilation of modernity to colonialism.6 Historians have established 
some differentiations among the ranks of European adventurers in Africa. They have 
identifi ed three classes of Europeans—missionaries, traders, and administrators—
among whose ranks we must include the military adventurers.7 For the most part, 
missionaries and traders predated the administrators, and even though traders set 
up the earliest protocolonial administrations, there is no evidence that missionar-
ies similarly set up administrations for the governance of native peoples. In light of 
this historical fact, it is necessary to shift the focus away from a monolithic charac-
terization of colonialism to a differentiated understanding of it. That is, we should 
heed the caution stated above to not generalize on the career of colonialism in the 
continent.
 In addition to their differential roles in Africa’s history, the different classes did 
not all arrive on the continent at the same time. In this work, I have isolated and 
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built the major empirical part of my case around what I take to be the peculiar cir-
cumstances of Anglophone West Africa. In the aftermath of the initial voyages of 
the fi fteenth century, missionaries and traders alternated in their arrivals, departures, 
and shifting signifi cance in that region until the nineteenth century, when the ad-
ministrators made their initial appearance. By the third quarter of that  century, ad-
ministrators had become the dominant class of Europeans in West Africa. What 
implications may we draw from these empirical factors for our understanding of the 
impact of the European presence in West Africa?

Fishing for Souls: Making Modern

 If we take seriously the differences among the classes of Europeans, we must si-
multaneously reconceptualize the genealogy of modernity in Africa. I argue that 
the credit for introducing Africans to modernity must go to the missionaries.8 Of 
course, this contradicts the received wisdom that attributes the westernization of 
Africa and the continent’s induction into modernity to colonial administrators. In 
fact, I go so far as to contend that in their interactions with Africans, the mission-
aries were the revolutionaries and the administrators were the reactionaries. Once 
we acknowledge the revolutionary role of missionaries, new analytical possibilities 
suggest themselves. Modernity is a larger movement than colonialism, and it is the 
essence that the colonial authorities in different parts of the continent claimed to 
be implanting in the continent. Missionaries were the fi rst to make the implanta-
tion of “civilization,” which for so long was indistinguishable from the forms of so-
cial living coterminous with modernity, one of the cardinal objectives of their ac-
tivities in Africa.
 But there is an interesting side to the missionary factor in the propagation of mo-
dernity in Africa. Although at the beginning of the process the missionaries were 
mostly white, the complexion of the missionaries quickly changed to incorporate 
in their ranks Africans themselves. It is not insignifi cant that the fi rst missionary of 
this complement to make port in coastal Nigeria, for instance, was Thomas Birch 
Freeman, a mulatto, and that the person under whose bishopric much of coastal 
West Africa and huge parts of interior present-day Nigeria were Christianized was 
Samuel Ajayi Crowther, a recaptive Yorùbá.9 I shall argue that the principal agents for 
the introduction and implementation of modernity in Africa were missionaries and that 
many of them were themselves Africans. This fact has implications for some of the cen-
tral tenets of modernity, especially respecting the centrality of agency or, in philo-
sophical terms, the principle of subjectivity. The promise of self-realization, of the 
exercise of the privilege of making or marring their lives according to the light of 
reason guided by their Christian heritage, turned many Africans who accepted the 
Christian message into proselytizers of their own people. They accepted the Chris-
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tian message and aspired to make it their own. As a corollary, they sought to remake 
their societies after the image of modernity.
 What I have just described happened specifi cally in West Africa in the fi rst half 
of the nineteenth century. It is much discussed in the historical literature, but there 
is a paucity of philosophical or theoretical analysis that works through the impli-
cations of the play of subjectivity in the unfolding of the career of modernity once 
formal colonialism was clamped on the territory from the later nineteenth century 
onward. So in a sense, some of the essays included in this collection are attempts to 
retrieve the contributions of African agents in the discourse and career of moder-
nity in West Africa; other essays are reinterpretive.
 West Africa witnessed a second wave of evangelization in the nineteenth cen-
tury. It was part of the evangelical revival and the humanitarian movement, espe-
cially its abolitionist wing.10 This wave of evangelization was qualitatively different 
from the earlier one in the fi fteenth and sixteenth centuries: it was post-Reformation 
Christianity. That it was post-Reformation-infl ected Christianity that came back to 
the West African coast in the nineteenth century had implications for the kind of 
Christianity that was propagated by the new missionaries. Given its predominantly 
Protestant infl ection, the principal tenets of Protestantism—heterodoxy, pluralism, 
the priesthood of all believers, the centrality of individual conscience and freedom 
of religion—were in evidence, though not without considerable tension, especially 
where native religions were concerned.
 One could not subscribe to the principle of subjectivity on which the  corollary 
principles of the centrality of the individual conscience and the freedom of the in-
dividual to profess or not profess faith are founded and at the same time not take Af-
rican agency seriously. The missionaries of that period under the offi cial philosophi-
cal leadership of Rev. Henry Venn, the long-serving secretary of the Church  Mission 
Society (CMS), held that their aim was to create national churches that, driven 
by African agency in all its ramifi cations, would be self-supporting, self- propagating, 
and self-governing.11

 With all the emphasis on the notion of the self and their solicitous attitude toward 
African agency one may erroneously conclude that the early-nineteenth- century 
missionaries thought that Africans were their equals. No; they still thought of their 
relations with their African converts in hierarchical terms, and they were the supe-
rior party. The difference between them and their successors in late nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries was that they had a benign view of Africans as blighted but by 
no means any less children of God.12 Their roots in both the evangelical revival and 
the humanitarian movement, which was linked to the struggle for the abolition of 
the slave trade and slavery and in which they had worked with African-descended 
individuals in leadership positions, meant that they were more likely to think that 
the Africans’ lagging behind the rest of humanity had nothing to do with their 
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 nature—they were all God’s children—but with the sordid history of enslavement 
and the general and widespread destruction that it left in its wake. As such, they 
thought that as a way of expiating their guilt for the fact that their European com-
patriots had participated in the slave trade and slavery, they owed it to Africans to 
make them whole again.
 As important as it is to remark and work with this cohort’s view of Africans, our 
main focus is on the Africans who were tutored by them. African agency is front 
and center in the discussion presented in the following chapters. All too often, the 
overemphasis on the activities of Africa’s conquerors translates into a short changing 
of what Africans themselves made of whatever it is that their alien rulers did to and 
with their subjects. Yet given the centrality of the subject to the philosophical dis-
course of modernity and the fact that by its very nature the human subject cannot 
have its subjectivity absolutely eviscerated except in death, it would be strange in-
deed if Africans were no more than playthings in the hands of alien gods. What 
this group of Africans did with what they were taught, regardless of what their tu-
tors thought, expected, or wanted to see them do, is the core of the original induc-
tion of modernity into Western Africa.
 I will show that Africans were diligent and quick learners. When the revolu-
tionary missionaries proclaimed that their aim was to equip Africans to found, run, 
and support national churches, Africans not only took their words to heart, they 
set about making themselves worthy of the confi dence reposed in them by their tu-
tors. But that was only half of the story. What they learned from the church they 
took to other areas of life. It is one of subjectivity’s quirks that the tutor cannot al-
ways determine how the tutored will use the tuition or in what directions the stu-
dent might choose to express her agency. The African graduates of what I call the 
missionary school of modernity were no exceptions to this rule. Many (but by no 
means all) Africans had become sold on the positive features of the new way of life, 
not the least of which was the metaphysics of the self and the forms of social living 
that it entailed. The transition to modernity was inaugurated under the direction 
of native agency in the context of the propagation of Christianity, civilization, and 
commerce.
 The processes that I have just described form the empirical basis for my conten-
tions that modernity predated colonialism in Africa; missionaries midwifed the in-
troduction of modernity to Africa; and modernity was driven by native agency and 
took place in West Africa and (for the most part) in the Anglophone areas of the 
region. It might be asked: Why speak of Africa in talking about something restricted 
to West Africa? And can the conclusion drawn from the West African case be gen-
eralized for the rest of the continent?
 Working through the contradictions of modernity and colonialism in Anglo-
phone West Africa made me realize that there was only one reason why the con-
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tradictions were so acute and their implications so stark: A sizable number of Af-
ricans was present who had been inducted into and accepted modernity and its 
discourses and had become proselytizers to their own people. These individuals 
wanted to remake their societies along modern lines before the imposition of formal 
colonialism and the ascendancy of the administrator–military adventurer class. It 
was in the process of making sense of the conundrums generated for the opera-
tion of colonialism and modernity in that theatre that I discovered that what hap-
pened there— specifi cally, the philosophical template that informed policy formula-
tion under formal colonialism—is generalizable for the rest of Anglophone Africa, 
including South Africa. I then proceed to speculate, not generalize, on how things 
might have turned out differently had alternative paths that were indicated not been 
foreclosed by the colonial authorities. In a sense, then, I am reversing the usual prac-
tice of people using Africa as their frame of reference even while they are unmindful 
of or indifferent to regional variations of the theme they treat. In the present case, 
I start from a deep exploration of my theme in a specifi c region. I proceed to invite 
other scholars to see what this region shares with others and whether the analysis 
here enables other analysts to see in their respective regions what may be there but 
has been obscured by their limited inventory of concepts.
 Despite my reticence to generalize, the second question on the generalizability 
of my conclusion remains relevant. Can this conclusion be generalized for the rest 
of the continent? My simple answer is yes. But that is as far as I am prepared to go. 
What specifi c analyses will be needed to fl esh out the skeletal yes will have to be of-
fered by other scholars in Francophone, Lusophone, Anglophone, and Islamic Af-
rica. My contention is that using the theoretical template this book offers opens up 
new vistas for scholarship on Africa, colonialism, and modernity. For example, al-
though I do not do so in this work, there is evidence that the situation in Franco-
phone West Africa, with allowance made for the specifi city of domestic French poli-
tics and the ebb and fl ow of the republican idea in France, was strikingly similar to 
what I have isolated in the Anglophone parts. There is evidence that the motiva-
tion for the founding of the four communes in Senegal and their eventual collapse 
into the later French colonial pattern mirrors the trajectory and fortunes of colo-
nies like Lagos and Freetown in British West Africa. It will require regional works 
by experts in the area to establish the adequacy of my thesis.
 There is one fi nal caveat in this section. My focus here on Christian mission-
aries as the principal vehicle for introducing modernity to a specifi c area of Africa 
does not preclude that there were additional actors in the process. For example, I 
do think that the career of Samori Toure in the nineteenth century in the area of 
present-day Guinea may signify a similar path. But this can be established only by 
research that separates modernity from colonialism and assesses Africa’s relations 
with the former independently of the latter. The focus on missionaries in this work 
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is purely fortuitous, but fi nding out the qualitative difference in their engagement 
with West African natives and the specifi c development of native agency under their 
initial tutelage deserves the philosophical attention that I have lavished on then.

“Cast not your pearl before swine”:
The Administrator Cometh

 By the third quarter of the nineteenth century, not only was a new cohort of mis-
sionaries supplanting the earlier one, the adventurer-administrator class was begin-
ning to assert itself and take the upper hand in the colonies and other dominated 
territories in West Africa. The difference between the fi rst cohort of Europeans and 
the latter one must be understood for my argument to succeed. It would be a  mistake 
to think that because the missionaries were desirous of teaching African agents to 
be autonomous again after the tragedy of slavery and the slave trade there were none 
among them who held a negative view of Africans and their ability to take charge 
once again of their own affairs. The difference was that among the original cohort 
of missionaries the view of Africans as congenitally unable to run their own affairs 
was present but muted. What was more, given the preponderance of Africans in 
the ranks of the missionaries and other pastoral workers, any serious doubts about 
African ability were easily allayed by the proof of African achievements in all seg-
ments of the new life, not least of which was being proselytizers to their own people. 
Thus we can say that even though the Europeans saw themselves as superior, they 
anchored their superiority not on their racial pedigree but on their cultural or civi-
lizational advancement. As such, they saw themselves as teachers whose success was 
to be measured by how quickly and well they educated their wards to assume con-
trol of their own business and render its tutors superfl uous to the running of the 
lives of the tutored.
 We may contrast this model of the possible relationship between superiors and 
inferiors in a hierarchy with another in which the superior party decides that the 
inferior are, by their very nature, incapable of progressing beyond a set limit to any-
thing that approaches full autonomy over their lives. Under such a circumstance, 
the superior commits to giving aid and making the inferior always dependent on 
such aid, almost in perpetuity. Because the inferior is permanently disabled, its au-
tonomy will forever be impaired. I have labeled the two the autonomy and the aid 
models, respectively. The qualitative difference between the fi rst missionary and the 
later missionary-cum-administrator-adventurer cohort was that the fi rst embraced 
the autonomy model and the second the aid model.13 The difference ultimately 
turned on the philosophical anthropology that dominated each cohort’s attitude 
 toward Africans and their place in the concert of humanity. For the administrators 
who were the ultimate architects and builders of the colonial structure, the African 
simply was not part of the human race, and if she was, she was so far down the lad-
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der that she could not be adjudged capable of doing human things without addi-
tional evidence.14 Put differently, for the earlier missionary group, Africans were the 
same as other human beings but were either unequal with other humans or differ-
ent from but equal with them. But for the administrator class, Africans were differ-
ent from and unequal with other human beings. The fi rst group thought that Afri-
cans could exercise agency but needed to be taught how best to do so; the second 
insisted that agency would be too much of a burden for Africans and proceeded to 
substitute their agency for that of the natives. If the fi rst thought that Africans were 
one step away from civilization—from human to civilized—the second thought they 
were two steps removed—from subhuman to human to civilized.
 Regardless of one’s stance toward modernity, no one denies that the idea of sub-
jectivity is its metaphysical centerpiece and that ideas of the self, the individual, and 
suchlike are crucial to its constitution. Unfortunately, the idea of the self and its 
role in the evolution of colonialism and its aftermath in Africa remains largely un-
theorized. This is only one aspect of the lack of engagement on African scholars’ part 
with the philosophical dimensions of colonialism. By redirecting our focus on these 
core ideas, we are enabled to come up with better explanations for the abortions that 
characterized colonialism in Africa. The administrators’ views that Africans were 
not members of the human family were the source of much tension between them 
and even the missionaries who subscribed to similar views of the humanity of Af-
ricans. After all, the missionaries could not escape the quandary of, on one hand, 
preaching the gospel of the oneness of all humanity in God, and on the other, sug-
gesting that Africans might not apply. In contrast, because the administrators did 
not deign to answer to any power higher than the Colonial Offi ce in London, they 
were not caught in any contradiction between their theory and their practice.
 The tension between the administrators and their missionary compatriots—
and the aims of these two groups were not always the same—was nothing compared 
to the running battles fought between modern Africans—the erstwhile graduates 
of the autonomy model—and reactionary administrators who wished to keep Afri-
cans in their place; thought little, if anything, of native agency; and generally foisted 
the aid model on Africans through what I have called sociocryonics. Sociocryon-
ics is the ignoble science of cryopreserving social forms, arresting them and deny-
ing them and those whose social forms they are the opportunity of deciding what, 
how, and when to keep any of their social forms. This is where the substitution of 
European agency had the most devastating consequences. No thanks to this phe-
nomenon, Africans were not allowed to decide for themselves what relationship they 
would have to their existing institutions—social, cultural, political, economic—as 
well as with those that were newly imported with the advent of Christianity and, 
in other areas, Islam. Once European administrators adopted sociocryonics as co-
lonial policy, African progress was arrested in the name of preserving (the cryonic 
moment) what they, the rulers, decided was the African way of being human. It was 
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euphemistically referred to as “indirect rule”15 in the political realm.16 This they did 
with scant, if any, regard for what Africans themselves thought about what should 
be the fate of their respective forms of social living.
 This is a point that African scholars hardly ever apprehend. The standard story 
of colonialism is that of the spoilsport who destroyed, distorted, or altered  African 
forms of social living. By extension, any African that took part in or mooted a simi-
lar idea of changing or expunging any indigenous institutions along modern lines 
was, and continues to be, castigated as a running dog of imperialism. In fact, this 
may explain the positive appraisal that indirect rule and similar policies receive in 
the literature. I take a different and diametrically opposed view to this widely ac-
cepted orientation. The story is amenable to a different telling. First, the standard 
narrative does not separate modernity from colonialism, and this does not allow its 
proponents to consider the attempts by Africans inspired by Christianity-infl ected 
modernity to remake their communities without at the same time being dubbed co-
lonialists or allies of the colonialists. Once you fail to separate Africans who were 
desirous of being modern and lump them together with colonialists who had other 
fi sh to fry, the outcome is the false tradition-versus-modernity dichotomy whereby 
all Africans were traditionalists and all modernizers were colonialists.
 Writing about the debate over modernity in India among its intellectuals, Bhikhu 
Parekh has identifi ed four different categories of reactions to the phenomenon: tra-
ditionalism, modernism, critical modernism, and critical traditionalism.17 In appre-
hending divergences among Indian thinkers in their reaction to modernity, scholars 
recognize that Indians were exercising the autonomy of choosing how they were go-
ing to react to the challenge of modernity, which British administrators put before 
them more directly in ways that were never done in Africa. Some Indians thought 
that they should embrace everything modern. Others held that India had nothing 
to learn from modernity that was not already presaged in its indigenous traditions. 
Yet others contended that indigenous traditions were somewhat defective and could 
use some leavening with new wisdom from modernity. A fi nal class sought to do-
mesticate modernity by grafting it onto Indian stalks.
 Similar categories were replicated among the ranks of African graduates of the 
missionary school of modernity in the nineteenth century. But one will be hard 
pressed to fi nd a discussion of what those divergences and their philosophical impli-
cations were and how they might educate us at the present time. Philip D. Curtin, 
too, identifi ed categories like those of Parekh. For him, Africans divided into mod-
ernizers and traditionalists. The fi rst category included “Westernizers,” “Utopian 
Modernizers,” and “Neo-Traditionalists.” The second included “Ordinary Conser-
vatives,” “Utopian Reactionaries,” and “Defensive Modernizers.”18 Even a perceptive 
and sympathetic scholar like Curtin who also identifi ed different African attitudes 
toward modernity—he called it “modernization”—could not fi nd enough African 
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thinkers to anchor his discussion and ended up with a cursory reference to them in 
his otherwise admirable essay.
 What is crucial is that when Africans were inserted or they inserted themselves 
into the discourse of modernity, they ran the entire gamut of possible reactions. But 
the most sophisticated among them wanted to marry the best of their indigenous 
inheritance with the best that the new forms of social living enjoined by moder-
nity had to offer. This is what exercising agency is all about. There are no guaran-
tees that the agent will make choices that will serve her well or that would gladden 
the hearts of her erstwhile tutors or that she will not turn her agency to less-than-
worthwhile pursuits. These are all questions that are irrelevant in an environment 
where subjectivity is supreme and its manifestation in the world may not be impeded 
except by the limits set by mortality and the injunctions against causing harm to 
another. Africans were not only exercising their agency on their own institutions, 
they were doing the same and could not but do so with modernity itself. The fact 
that the agent is called upon to make herself—construct and execute her own life 
plan—must include what to keep of the culture she was born into, what to borrow 
from other people’s traditions, when to expunge any part of her cultural heritage, 
and so on. For anyone to take away from Africans the privilege, even at the risk of 
error on their part, of deciding  for themselves the fate of their forms of social living—
indigenous and foreign—is an impermissible interference with autonomy that sub-
verts one of the fundamental tenets of modernity: the principle of subjectivity.19 So-
ciocryonics, in this case, was a preemption of African agency.
 Not only was African subjectivity prevented from determining its relation to its 
own indigenous heritage, it was precluded from deciding to embrace and obtain some 
practice with the new forms of social living presupposed by the new, especially in 
the political sphere. The consequence was utter failure, especially in the operation 
of those institutions—economic and political—that defi ne the progress that mo-
dernity represents in human history.20 By their prima facie exclusion from decisions 
regarding what to do with such modern institutions as liberal democracy, the rule 
of law, private enterprise, and individualism as a principle of social ordering, Afri-
cans were disabled from building their agency to meet the challenges of these new 
modes of social living and make their peace with them.
 Contrast that with what took place in the social spheres, especially Christianity, 
and how much Africans have domesticated them. No one would deny that the lay-
out of both rural and urban African spaces, the dominant architectural templates, 
and the details of quotidian living, from colloquial speech to snacks, all exhibit more 
and more modern characteristics. In spite of all the prattle about communalism, not 
even the scholars who wax eloquent about their commitment to so-called African 
values and traditions build their houses or live in spaces that pay any serious atten-
tion to those values and traditions. What is worse is that by not paying deliberate 
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attention to the infl uences that are shaping the evolution of thought and practice 
in African societies, contemporary Africans end up with spaces and landscapes that 
are superfi cially modern but lack the enlivening soul that makes their counterparts 
in other places such beauties to behold and celebrate.
 Even then, I am arguing that although Africans have embraced and domesti-
cated modernity in the areas of religion and other social engagements over which 
they exercised autonomy, the denial of access to practice with liberal democracy and 
the rule of law explains, in very important respects, why those practices are having 
a hard time taking root in the continent. Sociocryonics originated in the denial of 
African subjectivity; it eventuated in the underdevelopment of African agency and 
failures in the sphere of social and political transformation since independence. Un-
fortunately, this model continues to dominate the relationship between Africa and 
its erstwhile colonizers as well as the rest of the world to date.
 Many, especially historians, have documented and analyzed the relationship be-
tween the “new elite” of educated Africans and the administrator class of the colo-
nizer group.21 But we need more works that explore colonialism as a philosophical 
system and analyze the African reactions to it in the context of the philosophical 
discourse of modernity.22 Unfortunately, Africans have continued to labor under the 
twin legacies of a disabled agency and an unrelenting sociocryonics, even in the post-
independence era. Evidence of the disabled agency can be discerned in the amnesia 
of much of the African intelligentsia, outside of the disciplines of history and (pos-
sibly) literature, regarding how their forebears engaged with modernity before the 
imposition of formal colonialism. The amnesia is most acute in philosophy. Yet as I 
have repeatedly pointed out, the philosophical discourse of modernity, the template 
from which most of its architectonic is constructed, is the most important of its fea-
tures for meaningful and productive engagement. If one cannot name a problem, it 
is highly unlikely that she will come up with a solution to it, at least not directly. 
It can be argued that illiteracy about or indifference or hostility toward the philo-
sophical discourse may explain the unhappy experience with modernization in the 
post-independence period across the continent.
 On one hand, few have been the attempts on the part of African scholars to 
come to grips with the decimating impact on African agency of the preemptions 
that took place under colonialism. This we cannot do until we mine our forebears’ 
writings and debate with them while we at the same time controvert, if not con-
tradict, the lies and distortions of their positions concocted by colonial apologists 
and the truncated history of African ideas that is the tragic legacy of colonialism- 
infl ected education. By extension, the underdevelopment of African agency has con-
tributed to the persistence of sociocryonics at the present time. Evidence of the per-
sistence abounds in many of the recent accounts of the relationship between Africa 
and modernity that focus on such “peculiarly African” themes as “witchcraft” and 
“village.”
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 One does not have to look far for the explanation. First, many Africans were 
weaned on a diet of treating Africa and African phenomena as if they were sui 
 generis. The result is that many African scholars think that they do wrong if they 
affi rm any similarities between African and other phenomena from other parts of 
the world, especially those parts that we call the West.23 Thus we have repeated af-
fi rmations of African difference and an almost uncritical embrace of ahistoricity in 
their understanding and explanation of African phenomena. Many feel that to em-
brace things Western is to abandon African authenticity. It is no less a sociocryonic 
moment for being popular with African scholars. Second, the task of redesigning Af-
rican institutions to refl ect the march of history and secure for Africans the benefi ts 
of modernity has been frustrated by the fear of things Western that was midwifed 
in the colonial era by sociocryonics and its underlying racism. The African’s place 
in modernity remains a confl icted heritage. We must change this situation.

The Continuing Relevance of Modernity:
Bringing Africa back In

 I contend that when we think of the history of the relations between Africa and 
modernity, we must do so in terms of a new periodization: the relationship between 
Africa and modernity before and the same after colonialism. This will free us to re-
deem the explanatory as well as the transformatory possibilities of modernity. Once 
modernity is adopted as the analytical framework to explain the career of colonialism 
in Africa, it is possible to augment existing analyses in history, political science, soci-
ology, and anthropology with a critical appraisal that takes a decidedly philosophical 
turn. This opens up completely new vistas of research that have hitherto been ob-
scured by the neglect of the philosophical dimensions of colonialism.24 In order for 
this to happen we need to accept, if only for purposes of argument, some of the pro-
fessions by colonialists and their philosophers regarding the claim that forms a core 
part of the self-understanding of colonialism: that it sought to and was desirous of 
moving “natives,” the colonized, along the path of the modern way of life. This claim 
has different degrees of plausibility attached to it depending on whether or not we 
are in Anglophone, Francophone, or Lusophone Africa and whether we are looking 
at conditions in settler enclaves in North, East, and South Africa or in protector-
ates in West, East, and South Africa or in colonies in West Africa or South Africa.25

 Had the theorists and practitioners of colonialism adhered to their much-vaunted 
intention to transform the colonies and protectorates into modern polities and so-
cialize their inhabitants into the modern way of life, I would like to argue, the his-
tory of the former colonies and protectorates would not be what it has been so far. 
Various components make up the modern way of life. They include a philosophical 
anthropology succinctly described by Hegel as “the principle of subjectivity”; a social 
ontology that respects the relation between the individual and the community and 
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is manifested in the peculiar bifurcation between the state and civil society; a phi-
losophy of time concerning the relations among the past, the present, and the future; 
a social epistemology in which reason plays a central role and knowledge is founded 
not on revelation, tradition, or authority but on conformity with reason; and a near-
obsession with the “new” manifest in the near-religious attachment to the idea of 
progress. These conjointly make up the subject matter of the philosophical discourse 
of modernity.26 Its complement in politics enjoins a political system built on liberal 
democracy and in law a legal system built on the rule of law.
 I assume that the modern way of life represents a leap forward in human history 
and that the gains it offers, had they been on the table in colonial Africa, would 
have made for a better life and more salubrious history than that bequeathed by co-
lonialism as it operated in Africa. This is an acknowledgment that Africans are al-
most forbidden to make. Yet we must overcome this prima facie hostility to things 
modern, especially the philosophical discourse of modernity. Frantz Fanon, Aimé 
Césaire, and Amilcar Cabral exemplifi ed in their different ways the kind of critical 
embrace of modernity that I wish to advance in this collection. In the essays pre-
sented in this book, I take seriously the claim by colonialism and its apologists that 
they were desirous of transforming, albeit slowly, colonized Africans and their forms 
of social living into their modern equivalents. I am aware that many would dispute 
the suggestion that colonialists, especially those that operated in Africa, could have 
been part of any positive movement for social transformation. I abjure this dismis-
sive attitude because it is not supported by the historical evidence. There were, as 
I show in the book, administrators who took this profession seriously and argued, 
even if unsuccessfully, that they and their fellows ought to deliver on this part of 
their promise and that that was the only justifi cation for bending the will of Af-
ricans under colonial rule. Needless to say, they were not the dominant operators 
among the ranks of the colonialists. A more nuanced understanding of colonialism 
is one possible path to identifying the roads that were not taken under colonialism 
and how it was rendered impossible by its internal contradictions. That is, it would 
enable us to strengthen our indictment of colonialism as it transpired in Africa for, 
as I show in the essays, it could have unfolded differently with less devastating con-
sequences for its victims.
 Insofar as we adopt a monolithic view of the dramatis personae of the colonial 
situation we are unlikely to identify, much less explore, the peculiarities of the va-
riety of colonialism that dominated Africa. By separating the particular group of 
missionaries that I mentioned above from the rest of the colonizer class while at 
the same time placing a premium on native agency as it was conditioned in its en-
counter with modernity, we can do some new things in our desire to illumine the 
sad history of Africa and modernity. In the fi rst place, I show that rather than be-
ing the instrument for the introduction and diffusion of modernity into Africa, co-
lonialism indeed aborted Africa’s march toward modernity that had been inaugu-
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rated under the direction of the revolutionary missionaries of the early nineteenth 
century, in whose ranks Africans played a major role. Second, I redeem for scholarly 
attention African contributions to the discourse of modernity and simultaneously 
indicate ways that current generations of Africans might learn from their forebears 
in their ongoing struggles with Africa’s continuing encounter with modernity. Fi-
nally, the essays in this collection are motivated by my effort to understand why Af-
rica and its peoples have borne the burdens of modernity without having enjoyed 
its benefi ts, especially those regarding the sovereignty of the individual and abso-
lute respect for her dignity, representative government, and the rule of law. I happen 
to think that these benefi ts are worthy of our striving in our efforts to build supe-
rior societies in Africa at the present time. Given that the current efforts in Africa 
toward the implantation of democracy and the rule of law as well as capitalism are 
best understood as late transitions to modernity, it is incumbent on African intel-
lectuals to take a closer look at what I argue was the fi rst attempt at a transition to 
modernity by their forebears in West Africa in the nineteenth century. Beyond what 
lessons we can learn from them, it is time to celebrate their genius and come to a 
better understanding, modulated by philosophy, of how badly colonialism served 
 Africa.





part i

COLONIALISM





� 1 �

Colonialism
A Philosophical Profi le

I would like to start with a question: What do Canada, the United States, South 
Korea, Nigeria, India, Australia, and the Republic of South Africa have in com-
mon? They are all former colonies. This is not an insignifi cant fact. In both scholar-
ship and everyday discourse we talk of the original colonies of the United States. 
American history sets aside a clearly demarcated colonial period. Our talk of the 
American War of Independence presupposes that at a certain time the relation-
ship between the American colonies and their putative colonial master, the United 
Kingdom, was one of dependence by the former on the latter. Only if this is the case 
does it make sense to speak of the United States winning its independence from 
the United Kingdom. But then we have Canada and Australia as well as many Ca-
ribbean countries, including Jamaica, that regard themselves as “former colonies” 
while at the same time continuing to look up to the queen of the United Kingdom 
as their head of state. We adjudge all the countries concerned to be independent. 
Meanwhile, to the extent that India, Nigeria, South Africa, Australia, Canada, and 
New Zealand are members of the Commonwealth, they are former colonies of the 
United Kingdom and they all continue to acknowledge the nominal leadership of 
the queen. Here we come to the limit of the commonality of the countries that we 
routinely put under the stamp “former colonies.” Since the many countries that we 
often put under that rubric have traversed diverse trajectories both as colonies and 
former colonies, it is diffi cult to justify our thinking about them in their sameness, 
except nominally.
 Because whereas Canada, the United States, and Australia are obviously modern 
states with thriving economies built on intense industrialization (and South Korea, 
India, and the Republic of South Africa are not far behind), few will say that Ni-
geria or the rest of the former colonies in Africa either have thriving economies or 
can be judged modern states. What is more, although Canada, the United States, 
and Australia have thriving systems of rule of law as well as robust civil societies, in 
spite of the fact that many African countries are now ostensibly under representa-
tive democracies, few will deny that they are nowhere near modern polities. Why is 
this so?
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 Colonialism is often cited as the principal cause of Africa’s continuing inability 
to move forward with the rest of the world. African scholars, even though it is in-
creasingly unfashionable to do so, continue to resort to this causal factor more than 
any other in their diagnoses of Africa’s failure. Although I shall argue not just for 
the relevance of this explanation in the following essays but also its cogency, I be-
lieve that circumstances in the current historical conjuncture compel a reconsidera-
tion of its foundation. The reason is simple. When the rest of the former colonial 
world in Asia and Latin America shared Africa’s fate, it was very easy, comforting 
even, to either not see or ignore the defects in this explanatory schema. That is, as 
long as the former colonies exhibited a uniform picture of grinding poverty, wide-
spread ignorance, and poor health care services—in short, a picture of what used 
to be called “underdevelopment”—it was hard for challenges to the explanatory
orthodoxy of colonialism to gain any traction.1 This is no longer the case. In the 
last twenty years or so, we have witnessed the emergence of several former colonies 
on the world stage as industrial, fi nancial, and even agricultural powerhouses. What 
is more, a few of those countries were much farther behind some African countries 
in terms of their potential for success in the development race on the eve of inde-
pendence.2 But those countries have not only left their African peers behind, they 
have become the secondary exporters of investment capital to Africa and exploiters 
of the continent’s resources after the erstwhile colonial powers decided that Africa 
was not worthy of their precious capital.3 Given this new reality, it is meet to ask why 
Africa remains mired in the quicksand of underdevelopment while its fellow suffer-
ers of the recent past have gone on to better lives for their citizens.
 The divergences in the career paths of countries that generically are all former 
colonies give us pause as we establish the etiology of Africa’s underdevelopment in 
colonialism. But these divergences are not the only reason that we need to renew 
the foundations of our explanatory schema. To the extent that it is correct to speak 
of the United States, Canada, and Australia as former colonies, it cannot be the 
case that colonialism per se is a hindrance to the growth of healthy polities in its 
aftermath. And if this be denied, then we have to say that what the United States 
and Canada experienced at their founding was either not really colonialism or that 
it was a different kind of colonialism.
 When we turn our focus to Africa, the same is true. We either have to say that 
there is something peculiar about Africa and its peoples that makes them incapable 
of breaking the bonds of colonialism-induced underdevelopment or that colonialism 
may not have been as uniform in its evolution as accepted wisdom seems to have 
held for so long. The fi rst alternative must be rejected summarily both for its not-
so-hidden racist subtext and for the fact that it threatens to continue to view Africa 
and its phenomena as if they were sui generis. The second alternative forces us to 
take very seriously the differential experience of colonialism in diverse places that 
we usually lump together under the rubric of “former colonies” and the qualitative 
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differences in the historical evolution of the phenomenon of colonialism in differ-
ent places at different times.
 In this chapter, I would like to argue that contrary to the dominant ways of look-
ing at the crises of life and thought in Africa in terms of what colonialism did to 
the continent, it may be more instructive to focus on what colonialism did not do 
and the consequences of those omissions. But to do this will require a deep philo-
sophical analysis of the idea of colonialism with a view to isolating its historicity. 
Such an analysis will enable me to circumscribe the specifi city of the colonialism 
that took root in Africa and ascertain to what extent it supports my thesis that it 
was a bulwark against the effl orescence of modernity in Africa after it was intro-
duced to some areas of the continent in the fi rst half of the nineteenth century.
 Others have charted the paths that I propose to take in this book. In the areas 
of economics and political science there have been very important and, I am con-
vinced, hugely successful efforts to show why colonialism produced different and 
more deleterious consequences in Africa.4 What I do here that is different is to
take very seriously the historicity of colonialism and explore its philosophical under-
pinnings. A serious engagement with the philosophical presuppositions is what will 
enable me to isolate colonialism’s peculiar resonance in Africa while at the same 
time showing how it was riven by internal contradictions. Those contradictions en-
sured that for colonialism to have delivered what it did for Canada and the United 
States its executors would have had to negate the very principles of its existence and, 
by extension, their own being. Yet we shall see that the inevitability paradigm that 
often characterizes the discourse of colonialism in Africa—things could not have 
turned out otherwise than they did—is inadequate, if not wrong. The key lies in 
showing the intimate even if confl icted connection between colonialism and the 
much larger complex from which it emanated: modernity.
 We need to break the connection that is often affi rmed between modernity and 
colonialism. We must reverse the causal line or at least the lexical ordering that 
seeks to place colonialism before modernity and uses the former to explain the emer-
gence of the latter in the continent. My aim is to offer a more nuanced account of 
the relation ship between modernity and colonialism: one which shows that (1) if 
one works with an ahistorical conception of colonialism, it will be very diffi cult, 
maybe even impossible, to explain the differential impact of colonialism in different 
places at different times; and (2) if we adopt a historical approach to colonialism, 
we will fi nd that its modern infl ections set in bold relief the peculiarities of the va-
riety that took root in Africa and can therefore give us a more adequate etiology for 
Africa’s evolution in its aftermath. On (2), I will argue that only against the back-
ground of the philosophical underpinnings of modernity—the principle of subjec-
tivity, the centrality of reason, and the faith in progress and their socio-institutional 
appurtenances (the impermissibility of rule that is not based on the consent of the 
governed and the rule of law, to give just two examples)—can one show what is dis-
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tinctive about the contradictions of “modern” colonialism. For instance, if it were 
to have taken seriously its charge to revolutionize the mode of production, it would 
have had to have built a viable capitalism in the colonies. To foster capitalism would 
have meant building (or at least not hindering) the capacity of the colonized to 
compete in the capitalist marketplace, and this could not but detract from the most 
important rationale for the colonialism that prevailed in much of Africa, whether 
under the British, the French, or the Portuguese: the pillage and exploitation of the 
resources of the colonized.
 Similar considerations apply in the sociopolitical arena. If the colonial authori-
ties truly believed in the principle of subjectivity and in its applicability to the colo-
nized, then they would have required the consent of the colonized to be governed. 
But rule by consent could not have been an instance of colonialism. One can envis-
age a period of educating the colonized to consent following the under development 
of agency owing to, say, the natural progression that allows us to bend the will of 
children in the socialization process or sociohistorical processes when an injured 
or traumatized people have had their autochthony challenged and damaged, if not 
impaired. In such a situation it might be a stretch to insist on such a people’s au-
tonomy to order their own affairs. We have known of historical instances when a 
people have asked their neighbors to help them reorganize their polities or sought 
refuge under another’s suzerainty while they strengthened their own capacity for 
 decision-making. In recent times processes similar to this have unfolded in East 
Timor in the aftermath of Portuguese and Indonesian misrule and the trauma suf-
fered by the Timorese under both. In Africa, kin processes were put in place in Si-
erra Leone and Liberia after civil wars that were some of the most brutal in human 
history. When we say that consent could not have been a part of colonialism that 
predominated in Africa, this should not be understood in absolute terms. This is 
one way to understand John Stuart Mill’s and Karl Marx’s insistence that what they 
termed “Oriental or Asiatic despotism” required an outside jolt to get it and its prac-
titioners out of what they both called its stupor. One can argue that the despotism 
that Mill recommended for Indians at least had the dubious virtue of preparing its 
wards for self-rule. No such attitude, we shall argue, was considered or earnestly on 
offer in Africa.
 Additionally, recognizing and embracing the subjectivity of the colonized would 
have meant allowing the colonized to choose not just whether they wished to be 
ruled by their colonizer but also what they would like to keep and what to expunge 
of their customs, institutions, and practices and what to accept or reject of the new 
customs, institutions, and practices brought by colonialism—and how both of those 
processes were to be executed. This would have had to have happened at both the 
empirical and ideational levels. The upshot of all this is that the colonialists were 
in a quandary that I will be making much of in this work. Because colonialism in 
Africa was infl ected by modernity it had at its very heart a contradiction that it 
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could not resolve without abandoning its very project. If colonialists embraced the 
peculiar modern commitment to subjectivity, they ought to have cultivated African 
agency with a view to suiting Africans for the business of social transformation in 
the modern mode. But had they done so, the legitimacy of their very enterprise 
would have been undermined. The option that colonialists adopted in the conti-
nent ended up subverting modernity rather than enhancing it.5

 Rather than build African agency in what would have been a nod to subjec-
tivity, colonialists stultifi ed its growth. Instead of allowing Africans to choose from 
among old and new customs, institutions, and practices, they foisted sociocryonics 
on the colonies. Sociocryonics is the name I have coined for a situation in which in-
stead of allowing social forms to evolve as they will in the ordinary course of life— 
emergence, maturation, decline, death, and fresh emergence—under the direction 
sometimes consciously and most times unconsciously of human agency, humans 
freeze those forms and preempt their transformation by subordinate others whose 
social forms they are. In the colonial situation as it obtained in the relevant areas of 
Africa on which I focus in this book, British colonial authorities not only embraced 
sociocryonics, it was the bedrock of their attitudes and policies toward Africans who 
deigned to embrace what modernity had to offer. Indeed, as I shall argue in the next 
chapter, given that there was evidence of Africans who had embraced modernity 
with considerable enthusiasm before the advent of formal colonialism, the fact that 
Africans continued to embrace and adapt various social forms—both those of their 
indigenous inheritance and others that they had borrowed from their tutelage under 
the missionaries in defi ance of British offi cial colonial policy of sociocryonics—
testifi ed to the persistent deployment of African subjectivity both during and after 
colonial rule. I am arguing that colonialists could have chosen differently but that 
they chose to abort the modern project in Africa. I shall have more to say about 
these abortions in a moment. Let me, for now, explore the intricacies of the colo-
nialism that will be at the core of our discussion.

Colonialism: A Philosophical Profi le

 I begin with a characterization of colonialism by Robert Delavignette. Accord-
ing to him,

Any attempt to defi ne colonization etymologically soon makes the complexity of the 
subject apparent. The word is usually regarded as being derived from the Latin verb 
colĕre, to cultivate. In his Histoire des Colonisations, M. René Sédillot postulates an 
Indo-European etymology, the root kwel, implying the idea of men moving around 
in order to organize space by occupying the soil. Initially, colonization would thus be 
the settlement of immigrant cultivators on ground which they have cleared, and all 
agrarian civilizations would originate in acts of colonization. There can be little doubt 
that colonization is bound up with fairly large-scale migrations, but it is questionable 
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whether the object of the latter was always cultivation of the soil. . . . In most cases, 
colonization takes the form of a political expansion, with the centre of the expansion 
turning into a metropolis; it becomes a matter of State, and there is a tendency to 
found an empire based on the principle of linking to the metropolis countries often 
separated from it even further ethically and sociologically than they are by physical 
distance. . . . From this point of view, it becomes clear that there is no colonization 
without a metropolis or mother-country.6

Delavignette obviously sees a discontinuity between the two types of colonization. 
At least he seems to believe that the main form of colonization has to do with a 
state and the creation of a metropolis-periphery relationship. Before we gloss Dela-
vignette’s characterization, let us present another one from V. Y. Mudimbe.

Although generalizations are of course dangerous, colonialism and colonization basically 
mean organization, arrangement. The two words derive from the latin word colĕre, 
meaning to cultivate or to design. Indeed, the historical colonial experience does not 
and obviously cannot refl ect the peaceful connotations of these words. But it can be 
admitted that the colonists (those settling a region), as well as the colonialists (those 
exploiting a territory by dominating a local majority) have all tended to organize and 
transform non-European areas into fundamentally European constructs.7

 Between them the characterizations by Delavignette and Mudimbe encapsulate 
the many conundrums that attend the family of concepts that are usually associ-
ated in discussions of colonialism: “colonization,” “colonialism,” “colonialist,” “colo-
nist,” “colonizer,” and “colonized.” When Mudimbe hints at some “peaceful con-
notations of [colonialism and colonization],” he is conceding, even if obliquely, that 
in their roots the words do not necessarily lend themselves to the negative associa-
tions that mark them in our time. Simultaneously, when he talks of “the historical 
colonial experience,” he must be understood to be referring to a specifi c concate-
nation of ideas, institutions, and practices that obviates generic readings suggested 
by the defi nite article in the noun phrase and that grounds a historicity that cir-
cumscribes the particular experience he goes on to describe in his discussion. That 
is, there must be some signifi cant difference between the colonialism with peaceful 
connotations and the historical colonial experience that comes in for some criti-
cism in Mudimbe’s discussion. This implicit distinction is related to a different, ex-
plicit distinction that Mudimbe makes.
 Mudimbe cursorily mentions a distinction between colonists and colonialists. 
What he does not do is go on to explore the implications of the qualitative differ-
ence between settlement colonialism (what colonists do) and exploitation colonial-
ism (what colonialists do). Yes, there is a qualitative difference! Only because he 
paid little attention to this qualitative difference was he able to assert that both co-
lonialisms “tended to organize and transform non-European areas into fundamen-
tally European constructs”; that is, he ended up talking about generic colonialism 
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even though he had apprehended historicized colonialisms. It is not enough blithely 
to refer to the historicity of colonialism and the multiverse forms it has manifested 
and outcomes it has yielded. We need to work through the philosophical dimen-
sions of “the historical experience” of colonialism in Africa and the many contra-
dictions that it enfolded. There is no reason to believe that colonists and colonial-
ists the world over are limited to only their European numbers.
 Were we to limit ourselves to the implications of exploring the etymological roots 
of colonialism, we would be forced to conclude that the phenomenon is as old as hu-
man settlement itself. But one does not need such a profl igate conception to iden-
tify differences among several instantiations of the concept of colonization rang-
ing from the Russian colonization of Central Asia to Japanese colonialism in the 
Korean Peninsula, Indonesia, and Cambodia; Amharic colonialism in the Horn of 
Africa; and the Moorish conquests in the Iberian Peninsula. Yet much of the con-
temporary discourse on colonialism makes clear that these other instances of colo-
nialism are not what their authors have in mind. To that extent, Delavignette’s dis-
tinctions provide us with a more complex foundation from which to proceed.
 The colonization that is characterized by “the settlement of immigrant cultiva-
tors on ground which they have cleared” gives us what I call colonization1. We fi nd 
this all over the world, including Africa. But Delavignette quickly linked this gen-
eral, benign phenomenon to “political expansion.” I call this colonization2. It is the 
colonization that yields the ideas, institutions, and practices that involve a state that 
eventually serves as the metropolis to a number of satrapies that start out as such but 
end up wresting their independence from the erstwhile metropolises. It is very easy 
to see how Canada, Australia, and the United States may be illustrative of coloniza-
tion1. Their settlement involved large-scale migrations. By itself this type of coloni-
zation is unremarkable. It may be the oldest type and probably typifi ed the dispersal 
of humans across the face of the earth. When we take a historical view of coloniza-
tion, however, diffi cult issues lurk.
 Colonization1 assumes, most commonly, that the territory under question is un-
occupied virgin territory. When it takes place in the context of an empty or sparsely 
populated world, colonization1 will be unproblematic. When it takes place, however, 
in a more populated world where every new settlement is likely to require the dis-
placement of earlier settlers, we confront a more complicated situation. Where this 
is so, even if force is the instrument of a successful takeover, justifi cations are nec-
essary for such removals of previous settlers as may be necessitated by the latest one. 
In earlier times when might ruled and the conquered submitted to the will of the 
conqueror, might was its own justifi cation. Even then, it was never enough to sub-
due an enemy to prevail in colonization1. Elaborate rituals were invented to aid the 
acceptance by the displaced of their displacement and various myths developed over 
time to legitimate what initially was obtained by force. In other situations, the new 
colonists incorporated so many of the customs, institutions, and practices of the dis-
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placed that a new people emerged from the hybridization process. The Hausa- Fulani 
that emerged from the Sokoto Jihad in Nigeria might be one historical example. In 
yet others, the new colonists and the displaced would work out an arrangement 
where the defeated were left to keep their original institutions and practices subject 
to their acknowledgment of the authority of the newcomers. The latter would sub-
mit to a ritual reenactment of the decisive battle that secured their victory as both 
a nod to the integrity of the culture of the defeated and a reminder to subsequent 
generations of the grounds of legitimacy of the more recent order. Instances of the 
sort that I have described can be found in many parts of Africa, especially eastern 
Yorubaland and Benin in Nigeria. It is a sign of how often African phenomena are 
treated as sui generis that few obvious colonial situations in Africa among its peoples 
are described as instances of colonization.8 I have expanded the range of coloniza-
tion1 in this case so as to show its global distribution in human history.
 However illustrative Canada, Australia, and the United States may be of coloni-
zation1, they also depart from it in some quite signifi cant respects. Given that colo-
nization of the areas that later became these nations involved large-scale migrations 
to lands that were not quite empty or unoccupied, it is meet to comment on their 
relations with the earlier settlers (colonists) that they found in situ. There were no 
hints that the new arrivals ever anticipated or, if they did, were interested in any of 
the arrangements that we reported above. They instead concocted the myth that 
the lands concerned were “unoccupied” and could therefore offer them new oppor-
tunities.9 They were interested in the land; they wanted no truck with the aborigi-
nal inhabitants. Although the lands were colonized, the native peoples were not. 
They were marked for extermination. They were like forests to be cleared. Their 
lands, not they, were candidates for cultivation.
 We can now see why it is problematic to adopt a generic view of colonialism, as 
does Mudimbe. Although it is true to say that, for example, the American colonists 
were interested in organizing and transforming “non-European areas into funda-
mentally European constructs,” such organizing and transforming activities could 
only refer to their desire to create a European hearth in the North American land. 
Were we to limit our purview this way, the tragic fate of the aboriginal inhabitants of 
the land to be transformed and organized would escape us. Additionally, we would 
miss another important dimension of colonization1 that set apart the European colo-
nization of North America from other instances of colonialism if we failed to rec-
ognize the qualitative differences I have been discussing. The colonists/settlers trav-
eled with their citizenship. Given that they are often regarded as extensions of the 
mother country, it was not an accident that the settlers of the colonies insisted on 
a reconfi guration of their relations with the metropolis on the same political prin-
ciples that animated the social organization of the mother country. Only insofar as 
we consider them in their initial subordinate political position vis-à-vis the mother 
country can we speak of the United States, Australia, and Canada as former colo-
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nies and their settlers as colonized. In their relationship to the lands they expropri-
ated, however, they were colonizers. If the preceding is plausible, then one qualita-
tive difference between Nigeria and Canada, to take one arbitrary pairing, is that 
they were not colonies in the same way. This leads us to the second type of coloni-
zation isolated by Delavignette.
 Colonization2 “takes the form of political expansion with the centre of the expan-
sion turning into a metropolis.” Although one might say that the colonies  morphed 
into colonization2, that, strictly speaking, would be incorrect. A critical element of 
this kind of transformation is a development that is distinctive of the era within 
which this new form of colonization gestated and eventually was born: modernity. 
Under colonization2, as Delavignette informed us, the emergence of a metropolis- 
periphery relation turns colonization into “a matter of State, and there is a  tendency 
to found an empire based on the principle of linking to the metropolis countries 
often separated from it even further ethically and sociologically than they are by 
physical distance.”10 The critical element here is that political expansion is sepa-
rated from the creation of new polities under colonization1 that were extensions of 
the situations in the lands whence the settlers came. By specifying that the new 
colonies are not merely products of political expansion but are “separated from [the 
mother country] even further ethically and sociologically than they are by physical 
distance,” we are looking at a qualitatively different emergent reality. Certainly there 
had been empires that had centers and dominated peripheries in previous eras in 
human history. The difference is that the kind of colonization that was defi nitive of 
the modern era was enhanced by new knowledge that generated technological in-
novations that were deployed to give birth to a different kind of empire whose co-
lonial adventures shaped and continue to shape our contemporary landscapes and 
mindscapes. It is this colonialism that owed its origins to the “great maritime dis-
coveries on the eve of the Renaissance” that interests me. This is the colonization 
that is specifi cally modern, the colonization of which Mudimbe spoke.
 Modern colonialism has some distinctive characteristics. It came in the after-
math of the “discovery” of the Americas, the circumnavigation of the world that 
included the charting of a new sea route to India and the rest of Asia, and resulted 
in the domination of the world by Europeans. It was also an era that witnessed the 
emergence of a new philosophical anthropology respecting what it is and how to be 
human; a new ontology of time that presaged a different perception/understanding 
of the relation between humans and the past, present, and future; a new attitude 
toward nature under which rather than working with nature or propitiating nature, 
it became an object for subjugation to be brought under control and forced to yield 
the innermost secrets of its operation; and a new orientation toward knowledge and 
its production that demoted the authority of tradition and the appeal to authority 
that it entailed and undermined the legitimacy of revelation as a source of knowl-
edge. Reason became the only authenticating certifi cate of true knowledge and the 
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experimental method became the primary means of establishing the principles of 
natural processes. The reign of science had arrived.
 In the area of social ordering, the same period heralded a new principle of gov-
ernance: the principle of consent. The divine ordainment theory under which rul-
ers ruled by the grace of God or sheer might gave way to a new theory of gover-
nance under which no one ought to be bound by the dictates of a government she 
has had no hand in constituting. One consequence of this latter change was the 
transformation of erstwhile subjects of empires into citizens of republics who were 
judged capable of selecting their rulers and by so doing bind themselves to such rul-
ers but who, simultaneously, reserved the right—make that the duty—to remove a 
government that no longer enjoyed their trust and confi dence. As I shall point out 
in later chapters, these were all epochal changes in Europe that marked the transi-
tion from the era of feudalism to that of modernity.
 The American Revolution institutionalized the preceding features and repre-
sented the most signifi cant herald of the modern age. The French Revolution be-
came the beachhead for the new times in Europe, and Toussaint l’Ouverture and 
his fellow freedom fi ghters in Haiti showed that former slaves defi ned by a total lack 
of freedom were not any the less enamored of the new ways of being human pro-
claimed by modernity. In the transition from settlement to state, the American colo-
nies did not claim a discontinuity between their new status and their previous one 
as British subjects. In fact, they settled the land as British subjects and when they 
revolted it was in the name of that selfsame citizenship. And that may in part ex-
plain the shared identity between the contemporary descendants of the American 
rebels and those of the Great Britain against which they revolted. In embodying 
the aforementioned tenets of modernity and becoming societies that rivet the envy 
of other parts of the world, we tend to forget their colonial beginnings. However, 
we recall those beginnings in order to show the qualitative differences that we in-
sist mark the later experiences of Africans under colonialism.
 As Delavignette points out, the colonies that defi ne the core of our discussion 
are defi ned not so much by being parts of a metropolis-periphery relation as by the 
fact that the periphery, in this case, is often separated from the metropolis less by 
“physical distance” and more by “ethical and sociological” divergences. In fact, dis-
tance could have meant more in previous times. But after the technological inno-
vations of the modern age had been developed, distance came to matter little. This 
allows us to question, as I do later, why the later acquisitions could not also be ab-
sorbed into the preexisting structures of citizenship and politics. The simple answer 
is the “ethical and sociological distance” between them and their colonizers.
 I interpret the colonial enterprise as an integral part of the outward march of 
modernity from Europe.11 Hegel’s writings provide theoretical support for this in-
terpretation.12 The irony is that the colonialism that took root in Africa mimicked 



 Colonialism 31

Hegel’s idea only in South Africa, Algeria, Kenya, and Zimbabwe, where there were 
attempts to create modern societies in settler enclaves, the most successful being 
South Africa. According to Hegel, civil society, as it had evolved under capitalism 
in his day, has an “inner dialectic.” This inner dialectic has two moments: on the 
one hand, there are stupendous achievements in the production of wealth driven by 
the generalization and expansion of needs in the society and the creation of a divi-
sion of labor by which there is “subdivision and restriction of particular jobs.”13 One 
consequence of these twin phenomena is the other moment of the inner dialectic 
of civil society. At the same time that it creates stupendous wealth, it also brings 
about a class of people who have no ties to the land but whose labor is superfl uous, 
a situation that increases the possibility of their becoming a rabble. This is the time 
in the development of civil society when “it becomes apparent that despite an ex-
cess of wealth civil society is not rich enough, i.e. its own resources are insuffi cient 
to check excessive poverty and the creation of a penurious rabble.”14 The inner dia-
lectic in which there is at one end “the concentration of disproportionate wealth in 
a few hands”15 and at the other “excessive poverty and the creation of a penurious 
rabble” is what drives civil society “or at any rate drives a specifi c civil society—to 
push beyond its own limits and seek markets, and so its necessary means of subsis-
tence, in other lands which are either defi cient in the goods it has overproduced, or 
else generally backward in industry, &c.”16

 In this view, a specifi c civil society might reach a level of production and divi-
sion of labor at home when expansion possibilities become severely limited, espe-
cially in the area of agriculture.17 When that happens, given that the creation of 
civil society and industry are intimately connected, the principal motivation of in-
dustry, “the passion for gain,” “instead of remaining rooted to the soil and the lim-
ited circle of civil life with its pleasures and desires, embraces the element of fl ux, 
danger, and destruction.”18 It goes out to sea, “the far-fl ung connecting link [that] 
affords the means for the colonizing activity—sporadic or systematic—to which the 
mature civil society is driven and by which it supplies to a part of its population a
return to life on the family basis in a new land and so also supplies itself with a new de-
mand and fi eld for its industry.”19 That is, when conditions worsen at home, civil
society is driven to found colonies where it may hope to resettle some of its mem-
bers and make available to them new land in which they may reestablish family 
life as agriculturists or where it may create new markets for the “goods it has over-
produced” or establish new sources of raw materials for its industries. However we 
think of it, colonization is a moment of an evolving bourgeois society whose prin-
ciple is dictated by the needs of the colonizer—for new lands, new markets, and so 
forth—with no consideration for the views, needs, and aims of the colonized.20 I 
shall have more to say about this anon. Here is what Hegel said in further explica-
tion of his thesis.
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Civil society is thus driven to found colonies. Increase of population alone has this 
effect, but it is due in particular to the appearance of a number of people who can-
not secure the satisfaction of their needs by their own labour once production rises 
above the requirements of consumers. Sporadic colonization is particularly character-
istic of Germany. The emigrants withdraw to America or Russia and remain there 
with no home ties, and so prove useless to their native land. The second and entirely 
different type of colonization is the systematic; the state undertakes it, is aware of the 
proper method of carrying it out and regulates it accordingly. This type was common 
amongst the ancients, particularly the Greeks. . . . In modern times, colonists have 
not been allowed the same rights as those left at home, and the result of this situation 
has been wars and fi nally independence, as may be seen in the history of the English 
and Spanish colonies. Colonial independence proves to be of the greatest advantage 
to the mother country, just as the emancipation of slaves turns out to the greatest ad-
vantage of the owners.21

 We can fi nd examples of the kinds of colonization Hegel mentioned in many dif-
ferent parts of the world. But they all share one common trait: They are instances of 
colonization1. They involved the settlement of large populations of the colonists in 
the colonies and the settlers continued to see themselves as citizens of their original 
countries, which they looked upon as their motherland. There also were serious at-
tempts to create polities modeled on those of their original homelands sans what-
ever they found disagreeable about their motherland. The United States is the most 
successful of the new colonies; Canada and Australia are not too far behind. Al-
though it is true that the motivation for the creation of colonies in some parts of
Africa—South Africa, Zimbabwe, Kenya, and Algeria being the most appropriate 
examples—was similar to those that Hegel identifi ed, colonization in those places 
was a hybrid (colonization3) of two types: colonization1 typifi ed by the presence of
some settlements and what Delavignette calls “politico-economic colonization” 
(colo nization2), a type that was dedicated primarily to economic exploitation of 
the natural resources of the “monsoon lands of Asia, and in tropical and equato-
rial Africa.” Colonization2 was the predominant type in Africa, and the inconsis-
tencies and contradictions that marked its justifi cation and operation will occupy 
us in subsequent chapters. One cannot overemphasize the importance of isolating 
the specifi city of colonization2. Physical distance did not matter in the creation of 
settlement colonies whose inhabitants remained integral parts of the metropolis. 
There was no such identity between the colonizer and the colonized in coloniza-
tion2. The colonized in the latter case were marked by their difference, which was 
captured in the “ethical and sociological distance” between them and their colo-
nial overlords. These new justifi cations for the colonial enterprise from the middle 
of the nineteenth century onward were additional dimensions that Hegel could not 
have been aware of.
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 Hegel was no egalitarian. The kind of colonialism that he derived from the evo-
lution of the dialectic of civil society in Europe was colonizer-infl ected. What of the 
colonized? In Hegel’s account, the colonized were identical with those that Memmi 
would later dub “colonizers.”22 This is not surprising because for Hegel the lands that 
were colonized—that is, settled by Hegel’s putative colonized—were at best empty 
or at worst occupied by creatures who were outside of History’s orbit and, therefore, 
had no legitimate title to or were not worthy of consideration in the fate of the land 
that they inhabited.23

 In other epochs, an attitude like Hegel’s would not have warranted comment. 
But this was happening in the modern age. It is part of the self-image of moder-
nity in its political manifestation that it is committed to the ideas of equality, lib-
erty, and fraternity.24 And it is in the name of exporting these lofty ideals to the 
“backward” areas of the world that some later colonialists sought to justify their co-
lonial enterprise.25 If this is true, then one will have to say that the justifi cation is 
either bogus or was not resolutely meant. Herein is the source of the contradiction 
that was to typify modernity in its migration to the shores of the peoples that He-
gel said did not belong in History. Hegel and multitudes of his successors evince an 
utter contempt for those who were not part of History’s march. So for them there is 
no inconsistency, much less a contradiction, in, on the one hand, proclaiming the 
universal equality of all humans and, on the other, endorsing the denial of the hu-
manity of millions. I am suggesting that had they taken seriously the universality 
and humanism presupposed by modernity, they would have been compelled to con-
front the contradictions that their colonial adventures generated for their theory.
 To say this is to put a somewhat positive spin on the colonial enterprise. I do so 
in full awareness of the risks involved. Indeed, to the extent that we are able to show 
that colonialism was a phenomenon riddled with several irreconcilable contradic-
tions, we would be able to show how colonialism refuted itself and created grief on 
native shores. Indeed, many will resist any idea that colonialism could have had any 
positive impact on Africa. This is a standard element in anticolonial discourse. Yet 
it is not uncommon for other scholars of Africa, especially historians and political 
scientists, to offer what they regard as the pluses and minuses of the colonial bal-
ance sheet. While my sympathies are with the anticolonialists, I differ with them 
in their eagerness to deny that colonialism could have followed alternative trajec-
tories in Africa. The key is to identify the immanent determinations of colonialism 
with a view to showing that it was a phenomenon riddled with several irreconcil-
able contradictions. Following upon this identifi cation, I will be able to show how 
colonialism refuted itself and created grief for natives. If we can see the paths not 
taken, we will at the same time judge colonialism more severely and prevent oppo-
nents and supporters alike from continuing to hold on to a one-dimensional view of 
what kinds of societies it could have fostered in Africa. After all, colonialism built 
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what admittedly are comparatively better societies in the United States, Canada, 
Australia, and white South Africa while apartheid lasted. Perhaps in coming to a 
better understanding of the different types of colonialism that took roots in differ-
ent places, we might come up with better explanations of the extreme divergences 
that mark the global history of colonialism. To do this, though, we need a more 
complex, highly differentiated understanding of the colonial movement, an identi-
fi cation of the various strains and stresses among the ranks of the many agents that 
effected the subjugation of native peoples.26

 We fast forward to the nineteenth century. The loss of the American colonies 
redirected the imperial energies of Britain and other colonial powers to Asia and in 
the aftermath of the abolition of the Atlantic slave trade to Africa. Delavignette has 
identifi ed “three main directions taken simultaneously by European colonization in 
the nineteenth century. First, there was colonization by settlement [colonization1], 
principally in America and Australia. Second, there was politico-economic coloni-
zation, mainly in the monsoon lands of Asia, and in tropical and equatorial Africa 
[colonization2]. Last, there was a mixture of these two kinds of colonization which 
aimed at combining settlement with exploitation of the native population [coloni-
zation3]. This was tried particularly in North and South Africa.”27 The Republic of 
South Africa, Zimbabwe (formerly Rhodesia), Kenya, and Algeria are instances of 
colonization3 (see Table 1.1).
 I shall not be concerned with colonization3 except when I draw on it to show how 
the juxtaposition of colonization1 and colonization2 within a single continuous geo-
political space enables us to see the stark differences between them and how spatial 
location by itself does not compel the choice of one rather than the other or that 
geography alone could explain colonialism’s failure to sponsor modernity in Africa. 
For the most part, my focus turns on colonization2 in Delavignette’s schema. A word 
of caution here: colonization that is motivated by pillage, rapine, and exploitation of 
another country and its inhabitants is not a peculiarly modern phenomenon, nor did 
it take place only under Euro-American direction. Some have suggested that Japa-
nese colonization of the Korean Peninsula took place along similar lines: the Japa-
nese developed agriculture in the territories so as to serve as a kind of breadbasket 
for the Japanese metropolis.28 Be that as it may, when colonization2 is placed within 
the context of the philosophical presuppositions of modernity, the adherence to and 
institutionalization of which enabled the executors of colonization1 and the settler 
component of colonization3 to build successful, superior societies, then we have a se-
ries of abortions and exclusions that provide a better model for explaining the after-
math of colonialism in Africa.
 Given the intimate connection between modernity and the different types of 
colonization I have identifi ed so far in this chapter, one can draw some implica-
tions. If the above distinctions hold, it follows that one may affi rm that colonialism 
can build both exemplary societies and retrograde ones. As the saying goes, it all 



depends. It depends on whether one is working with one or the other of the differ-
ent kinds of colonization described above. Additionally, by historicizing the con-
cept of colonialism and narrowing it down to its modern specifi city, we are able 
to bring out in bold relief the many conundrums and paradoxes that are often re-
marked in colonial studies with nary an awareness that the ideas involved may not 
cohere together. For example, when commentators write that Africans in the post- 
independence period could not run democratic regimes and institutions that had 
been installed under colonial rule, they must have confused settlement colonialism 
with exploitation colonialism. What is more, in contexts like South Africa where 
colonization3 was the norm, it is instructive how the settlement component built 
solid democratic institutions for the settlers while enveloping the nonsettler native 
African element in the indignities of colonization2. The fact that solid modern in-
stitutions were built on African soil and (for the most part) with African enforc-
ers shows that it is a matter of historical contingency that those salubrious elements 
were not shared with Africans too. This turn of events becomes even more remark-
able when I introduce evidence in later chapters of Africans not merely embracing 
modern institutions but striving mightily to appropriate those institutions and adapt 
them to their societies.
 The lynchpin in the whole scenario is the historical conjuncture in which colo-
nialism unfolded. Colonial apologists love to proclaim that part of the raison d’être 
of colonialism was to move the colonized along the path to modernity, to make them 
embrace “the subtle beauties of Christian forbearance and self-sacrifi ce,” as one of 
the architects of colonialism put it.29 Meanwhile, even the colonized often speak and 
write as if they believe those proclamations. The nationalists among them blame co-
lonialism for tampering with their native culture and introducing “Western” ways 
that, they argue, are responsible for Africa’s current predicament. The radicals argue 
that colonialism incorporated Africa into the global capitalist system but in a way 
that stunted Africa’s growth. Both sides work on the assumption that colonialism 
was the vector for ushering Africa into modernity. I argue the opposite.

Colonialism as Philosophical Exclusion

 Colonization2 was the dominant form that colonialism took in much of Africa, 
especially in the British territories outside South Africa and, of course, in those areas 

Table 1.1

Colonization1 Settlement Canada, Australia, United 
States of America

Colonization2 Exploitation India, Caribbean, Africa 

Colonization3 Settlement + Exploitation South Africa, Kenya, Algeria
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of South Africa with predominantly Black populations. Scholars who have written 
about it agree about its characteristics but few have compared it to other coloniza-
tions and analyzed it for its implications and consequences. Even fewer have ex-
amined it as a philosophical phenomenon and worked to expose its fundamental 
presuppositions. An even smaller number have situated it within the discourse of 
modernity and unearthed the many contradictions lurking in that location. Dela-
vignette was not alone in differentiating among the three colonizations. Albert De-
mangeon, a French geographer who wrote a glowingly approbative account of Brit-
ish colonialism, also captured the distinction between settlement colonialism and 
exploitation colonialism.

British colonization bears everywhere the imprint of the people by whom it has been 
conducted: energetic, enterprising, practical, and effi cient, the race is visible every-
where in its works. But this colonization has not met everywhere with the same geo-
graphical conditions, the same problems to be solved, the same peoples to be ruled, 
or the same resources to be exploited. Sometimes it is applied to hot lands where the 
European fi nds it hard to live, and sometimes to temperate countries where he can 
settle. Colonies of exploitation and colonies of settlement are therefore two aspects of the 
colonial work of Great Britain; they are also, as a matter of fact, two original types of civi-
lization.30

 Demangeon cannot be accused of being hostile toward British colonialism. In 
fact, his book is one long celebration of British colonial genius. That is why his ar-
ticulations serve us nicely in this discussion. He called the two colonizations “two 
original types of civilization.” We already know what type of civilization colonies of 
settlement exemplifi ed. What of the colonies of exploitation?

Since the very earliest days of colonization the factor that has given value to colo-
nies in hot countries has been the quantity of costly products that they provide for 
trade—spices, cotton, tobacco, coffee, tea, cocoa, sugar, rice, oil-seeds, and rubber. 
Colonial activity takes the form of organizing the production of these commodities 
under white supervision. But there is another advantage that accrues to the mother 
country from the possession of these colonies: ever since the day when industrialism 
took possession of Great Britain she has looked upon her colonies as outlets for her 
manufactured goods, and it was by seeking for new customers that she enlarged her 
territorial possessions.31

 Forget the Marxists, the dependencistas, and their fellow travelers. From one of 
British colonialism’s foremost apologists, it is offi cial: colonies of exploitation were 
coveted for their resources and the primary aim of white colonists was to exploit 
those resources for the benefi t of Britain and for those colonies to serve as closed 
markets for British manufactures. All other considerations—state-building, the wel-
fare of the natives, the development of the economy, the creation of new societies 
fashioned along modern lines, putting infrastructure such as railways in place; in 
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short, the civilizing mission—pale into insignifi cance when placed alongside the 
need to possess and exploit the land and labor of the colonies under this regime.
 Demangeon is not done. It turns out that even in the tropical settlements typi-
fi ed by exploitation there is some differentiation, maybe even a pecking order.

In seeking to analyze the characteristics of this tropical empire we notice an amazing 
variety of types of colonial settlement, unequal in extent, different in development, 
and exploited with varying aims. At the opposite extreme from India, a continent and
a world in itself, stand the scattered isles of the Caribbean Sea and the Pacifi c Ocean, 
while over against the Antilles, fertile and over-peopled lands, enriched by planta-
tion cultivation, we have the colonies of tropical Africa, living mainly on extensive 
native cultivation, and in some cases remaining still at the fruit-picking stage of de-
velopment.32

 The dig at Africa is obvious in this passage. Among the tropical colonies typifi ed 
by exploitation, Africa was not even judged ready for exploitation on the same scale 
as India or the other areas “enriched by plantation cultivation.” In the hierarchy of 
colonies of exploitation, India was put in a category all its own and all other tropical 
possessions were placed opposite it. Among the latter, Africa was placed at the bot-
tom and, for that reason, could not rate highly or compete with the rest in the race 
to development, even in the attenuated sense in which one could speak of such in 
the present context. Needless to say, Africa was not placed at the bottom because it 
lacked resources. Rather, its peculiar features held Africa back. Here is Demangeon:

So far as economic development is concerned the African tropical colonies are the re-
verse of the Antilles. They comprise vast territories in which cultivation has always 
been carried on in accordance with ancient extensive methods, or even on primi-
tive fruit-picking lines. Apart from Egypt and the islands of Zanzibar and Mauritius, 
where old trading relations and contact with advanced civilizations were favourable to 
the plantation system, the colonization of Africa has hardly begun, retarded as it is by 
the obstacles that the “Dark Continent” opposes to white penetration. These obstacles 
are as follows: diffi culty of communication with the interior; a scanty population, diffi -
cult to arouse, and sometimes depressed by a long régime of wars, raids, and despotism; 
the ravages of the tsetse-fl y that kills domestic animals and the sleeping sickness that 
works havoc among men. Tropical Africa has not yet become for the European a sort 
of black West Indies: it has scarcely risen above the level of native civilization.33

So Africa was mired in primitivity, and the fact that it was not yet part of the his-
torical development relay race had little if anything to do with the machinations of 
its colonizers. That her resources were not developed by colonialism along the lines 
of parallels drawn from India and the Antilles was to be attributed to Africa’s pe-
culiar features that constituted obstacles to historical development. Moreover, Af-
rica was different and, hence could not be discussed in the same breath as the rest 
of the world, even the colonized world. We might then modify the table above ac-



cordingly to refl ect the difference between one type of exploitation colonialism rep-
resented by India and the Caribbean islands and the other type represented by Af-
rica (see Table 1.2).
 If what Demangeon described captures, even if slightly, the mindset of those who 
worked colonialism in tropical African colonies, it stands to reason that alternative 
paths that might have been available remained unexplored. Furthermore, Deman-
geon proceeded as if all the lands that he wrote about constituted one monolithic 
whole, as at the time of his analysis. Nothing could be further from the truth. I shall 
present evidence in succeeding chapters of Africans who were even willing to con-
cede premises similar to Demangeon’s and those of others but who came to differ-
ent conclusions respecting what colonization should do with, in, to, and for Africa. 
Where Demangeon saw a limitation, some of those Africans saw challenges; where 
he saw obstacles to development, they saw an urgent need for accelerated develop-
ment; where he saw primitivity that was almost typed genetic, they saw historically 
induced backwardness that owed not the least to the history of Europe’s operations 
in Africa in previous centuries; where he saw an Africa with features that were sui 
generis, they saw an Africa sharing a common humanity with the rest of the world, 
exhibiting the same or similar tendencies as those who have shared similar histories 
of pillage, devastation, and violence. His and similar views that typifi ed the class of 
Europeans that dominated colonialism in Africa could only conceive of Africa in 
stasis; the Africans whose exertions will dominate my analysis conceived of the con-
tinent in dynamism.
 Even if one were to concede the premises of Demangeon and others like him, 
it still would not follow that all that colonization could do in those tropical terri-
tories was strip them of their resources. How might things have been different? Let 
us even assume that Demangeon’s characterization of Africa was correct. It would 
require a different mindset to conclude that those features were an inalterable de-
fect rather than a challenge that could be met in the true spirit of modernity. Af-
ter all, as I shall argue in the next chapter, modern society is meant to be a society 
that uses knowledge to modify or overcome nature’s designs while forcing nature to 
yield to persistent inquiry its innermost secrets. It would require additional premises 

Table 1.2

Colonization1 Settlement Canada, Australia, United 
States of America

Colonization2 Exploitation1 India, Caribbean, 
Exploitation2 Africa

Colonization3 Settlement + Exploitation South Africa, Kenya, Algeria
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that run counter to the main tenets of the modern age in which this colonization 
unfolded. Were Africans so incorrigible that they could not be tutored to see the 
benefi ts of extensive cultivation with scientifi c knowledge and modern technology? 
I don’t think so. That this course was not followed is what led me to hypothesize 
that the form of colonialism that predominated in tropical Africa was better con-
strued in terms of what it did not do in Africa. In other words, colonization2, as 
it unfolded in tropical Africa, was a complex of philosophical exclusions. Isolating 
and understanding those exclusions will enable us to make better sense of the un-
easy relationship between modernity and colonialism in Africa; identify how other 
paths than those taken were available under colonialism in tropical Africa; under-
stand how contemporary Africa might manage its latest opportunity to turn mo-
dernity to its advantage while defi nitively dismantling the colonial legacy once and 
for all; and remove Africa from the “different” box in which it and its phenomena 
continue to be hermetically sealed by scholars in and out of Africa.
 The modern era is the era of subjectivity, of the sovereignty of the individual, of 
no taxation without representation, of knowledge, of progress, of science and tech-
nology, and, most of all, of the equality of all human beings and of their entitlement 
to respect for the dignity of their person and all that pertains to it. These principles 
had their best effl orescence in settlement colonialism but only on the broken backs 
of indigenous peoples in the Americas and Africa. The principles form part of the 
narrative of colonialism in the modern age and they keep intruding into its justifi ca-
tory strategies when confronted by anticolonial forces within the mother country.34 
These are the same principles in the name of which the modern age claimed supe-
riority to previous eras in human history but for paying lip service to which we can 
indict colonialism in Africa more strongly. It is therefore not out of place to call co-
lonialism to account for baiting Africans with the promise of a new life and switch-
ing on them when it mattered. I shall be arguing that if those who operated colo-
nialism in Africa had meant their modern professions, the history of Africa could 
have been different. As Demangeon unwittingly pointed out, India and the An tilles 
were several notches ahead of Africa and the differentials in their respective con-
temporary situations cannot be separated from the qualitative differences in their 
experience of colonization. That this is true testifi es to my contention that had Af-
rica, too, been looked at differently, the continent might not have ended up in the 
deep funk it is in today.
 Once Africa was encased in the concrete of difference, once the tropical colo-
nies in Africa were determined to be so different that all that pertained to them was 
sui generis, the road was clear for colonial offi cials to isolate Africa and exclude it 
from the general march of progress that modernity was for even the more elevated 
tropical sites of colonization2. In the rest of this chapter I offer at least fi ve types of 
exclusion that radically distinguished the variety of colonialism practiced in Africa 
from that identifi ed with settler colonialism in the United States, Canada, Austra-
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lia, and white South Africa. They are the exclusion of the “natives” from: (1) par-
ticipation in the European-inspired movement toward modernity; (2) participation 
in citizenship and its appurtenances that the victory of bourgeoisdom secured for all, 
including propertyless proletarians in Europe; (3) participation in the modern po-
litical and legal systems dominant in the mother countries; (4) acquisition of the 
forms of social ordering and consciousness prevalent in the mother countries; and 
(5) the ultimate exclusion, exclusion from membership of humanity. I treat them 
 seriatim.35

 (1) The colonial situation teemed with contradictions. But this phenomenon is 
only relevant to and has meaning in the modern conjuncture. The fi rst exclusion 
epitomizes one of the main contradictions in exploitation colonialism. If all that the 
colonists cared about was rapine of the colonized space in an age that lays claim to 
the universal equality of all humans and for the principal ideologists of which hu-
man nature was improvable through education, the colonizers could not have es-
caped having to come up with some explanation for why the peoples over whom 
they ruled did not deserve self-government. If they recognized the entitlement of 
the ruled to and their capacity for self-government, then colonial rule could have 
had no legitimacy. As was already pointed out, they could say that they were tutor-
ing the colonized with a view to suiting them for eventual self-government and that 
colonial rule was merely momentary. Whether or not they were willing to concede 
self-government, there was also the additional bother posed by the native ways, in-
stitutions, and practices of the colonized; in short, the native way of being human. 
To have recognized the integrity of native ways of being human would have neces-
sitated the prior recognition of native agents as the authors of such ideas and prac-
tices and recognition of the integrity of native institutions and the metaphysical 
templates on which they were constructed. In the British tropical African exploita-
tion colonies, the British invented a wholly new system of governance that, on bal-
ance, has attracted a chorus of approbation from commentators, African and non-
African alike, the system of indirect rule.
 The idea behind indirect rule was that areas that were subject to its sway would 
continue under the system of governance they had before British colonial overlord-
ship was imposed on them. As it were, their indigenous rulers would continue to 
rule, presumably with the same sources of legitimation as before colonial overrule. 
The British colonial authorities would perform for the most part supervisory func-
tions and would intervene only when the principles or dictates of indigenous rule 
ran contrary to equity and the principles of natural justice. In short, native rulers 
and native institutions and practices of ruling were interposed between the colo-
nized masses and their British overlords. On the surface, this seems to respect the 
autonomy of the native and the integrity of their indigenous ruling institutions. 
What is more, it seemed to enable the British to claim minimum disruption to the 
rhythm of native life under their stewardship.
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 Many historians of colonialism consider the system of indirect rule, especially 
where presumably it succeeded, to be a stroke of genius on the part of its originators, 
especially Frederick Lugard. On the one hand, it reduced the costs to the British of 
administering the areas where it was practiced. On the other, it preserved the indige-
nous modes of governance it found in place. A closer look at the system might sug-
gest a different appraisal. In the fi rst place, it is questionable whether the indigenous 
modes of governance found in place were kept in place by the colonial authorities. 
In fact, the evidence is overwhelming that the indigenous institutions were altered, 
destroyed, and for the most part severely distorted. What is more, many of the in-
stitutions that the colonial authorities claimed to have “left in place” were created 
from whole cloth by the British and their local collaborators. Many Africans could 
not recognize some of the institutions that were touted as originators or legitimizers 
of some of the rules by which their affairs were administered.
 Suppose, for argument’s sake, that the British claim that they left indigenous gov-
ernance institutions intact was true. New questions are bound to arise. We know 
what the British overlords wanted to do with the native institutions. What we are 
often not apprised of or is not even considered by commentators to be worthy of 
knowing is this: What did the natives want?36 Again, in the modern era, this is-
sue cannot be elided. In the peculiar circumstances of West Africa that inform the 
thrust of my work, not only can the question not be elided, it compels a response. 
By the time formal colonialism was imposed on a large scale on West African terri-
tories in the aftermath of the Berlin West Africa Conference of 1884–1885, a corps 
of Africans tutored in the ways of modernity was already present in the British ter-
ritories of Freetown, Accra, and Lagos. They did not merely accept its presupposi-
tions, they had commenced on the path to remaking their societies in the modern 
image. Unless one were to discount the opinions of this and other classes of Afri-
cans, it stands to reason that even if other Africans were willing or could be forced 
to acquiesce in the British plans, the products of the missionary fi nishing school for 
the manufacture of Christian modern gentlemen and ladies could not be expected 
to take things lying down. They did not. It would have been bad enough had the 
British colonial authorities merely omitted to poll Africans, especially their educated 
elite, for their preference in matters of choosing institutions of governance. Worse 
still, they actively opposed and stridently denigrated African views and preferences 
in these and similar matters.
 This brings us to the British justifi cation for preferring what they dubbed indirect 
rule. The British themselves and many commentators love to cite the preference as 
a pragmatic response to the exigencies of the colonial situation marked by a chronic 
shortage of qualifi ed personnel and the dearth of resources to train local people to 
fi ll the relevant roles. As in the earlier case, where it was claimed that native gover-
nance institutions were left intact, the evidence points toward the contrary. Sacri-
fi cing merit to the demands of white supremacy, even when qualifi ed Africans could 
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have been engaged at less cost, the British colonialists imported unqualifi ed Euro-
peans at greater cost. We are right to question the motivation for clamping indirect 
rule on Africans. This qualm is appropriate only because the modern age is conver-
gent with the “triumph of subjectivity.” Discounting African agency, especially when 
it had merit, was a subversion, not an extension, of the principle of subjectivity in 
the colonial situation.
 This subversion of subjectivity had its counterpart in the colonial attitude toward 
African social institutions. I would like to argue that this often-celebrated system 
might in fact have been a pernicious, even if unintended, effort to arrest movement 
toward genuine epochal transformation in the areas where it took root. Indirect rule 
was a euphemism for an orchestrated effort to stop Africans from choosing modern 
forms of life and, by so doing, give the lie to the preconceived British idea that Af-
ricans were too primitive to appreciate those modern forms. The resultant effect of 
this British preference was the deployment of sociocryonics in the African territories.
 To show the character of what took place under the cover of indirect rule, let 
us draw an analogy from similar developments in Western Europe. The transition 
from feudalism to modernity in some parts of Europe was an example of an epochal 
transformation. In this process, the emergent burgher class used its burgeoning eco-
nomic wealth to bankrupt the feudal oligarchies and put Europe’s monarchs in its 
debt. The consequence was the overthrow of the dominance of the monarchies and 
aristocracies. In places where they survived, the feudal oligarchies and aristocracies 
were completely and forcibly deprived of salience, both political and economic, re-
duced to curio exhibits for the titillation of foreign tourists or as relics of past unity 
in class-divided societies as is the case in, for example, the United Kingdom and 
Spain. Imagine, for a moment, that the emergent bourgeois classes in Europe had 
adopted a system of indirect rule in their relations with the crumbling seigneurial 
system. The consequence would have been that the bourgeois classes would have 
left the seigneurial system intact and instead of outfl anking the manors by estab-
lishing cities whose air made people free, they would have administered their poli-
ties through the moribund aristocratic class. But this was not what happened. The 
seigneurial system was smashed up, republics were established, and the regime of 
capital and its ideological concomitants of liberté, egalité, and fraternité predomi-
nated in France and England.
 It is worth noting that the histories of countries in which the sort of transitions 
that took place in France and England never occurred are much more similar to that 
of Nigeria and other African countries. I refer to late developments in Russia and 
other countries of the defunct Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, those of Eastern 
Europe, and until about thirty years ago, Spain and Portugal. In all of them, subjec-
tivity was in play. Spain chose royalty; Portugal did not. Neither did Greece. And 
in others in which similar transitions took place such as Norway, Sweden, Belgium, 
and Denmark, they all chose to be and have remained constitutional monarchies 
with vibrant democracies. Africans were never allowed to choose.
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 Take Nigeria, for example. Incorporating the indirect rule system meant  leaving 
more or less intact modes of governance that were not necessarily congenial to the 
development of institutions that are considered some of the most important gains 
of modernity. The point here is apt to be misunderstood. For those who take a posi-
tive view of those indigenous institutions, to deem them uncongenial to the de-
velopment of modern institutions will be an insult. It is not my intention to give 
offense to anyone, but I also cannot discount the fact that many of those whose 
views and preferences rivet our attention had less than approbatory views of the in-
digenous institutions and practices of their past and sought to remake them in the 
modern fashion. The point is, regardless of one’s position on the relative merits or 
lack thereof of old and new institutions, the colonized should not be shut out of the 
processes of deciding what to keep and what to expunge of their mix of institutions 
and practices. In Europe, new modes of governance were substituted for the mori-
bund feudal oligarchies, whereas in Nigeria, the empirical analogues of these oli-
garchies were strengthened in the name of indirect rule.37 The British even sought 
to extend these modes of governance to places, for example parts of eastern Nige-
ria, where there were no local antecedents. The so-called commitment to preserv-
ing “native” institutions might have merited some approbation had it not been that 
it proceeded from not so noble motives and was not in consonance with the pro-
claimed mission of the colonizers to bring “civilization” to the “natives” to whom 
they stood as guardians. The consequences of this exclusion were deeper still. The 
next exclusion is one such consequence.
 (2) Having excluded the “natives” from “the forward march to modernity” and its 
concomitants, it would have been incongruous for colonizers to extend citizenship 
and its attendant benefi ts to the colonized. They avoided the incongruity. I am argu-
ing that citizenship, as it was articulated in European political theory and defended 
as one of the gains that the victory of bourgeoisdom secured for even property less 
proletarians in Europe, was not a presence in the colonies. In the colonies, there 
were citizens, made up of colonial settlers, offi cials, and their supporting cast, and 
natives, who could not become denizens of the mother country. Things did not start 
out this way. When Lagos was taken over, the returnees and recaptives, as residents 
of the Colony of Lagos, were treated as British subjects, as citizens were then called. 
In fact, this was also true of Freetown and other colonies on the coast. The citizens 
demanded and were accorded rights. The situation changed later when the colony 
was merged with what were designated “protectorates.” Gradually, the administra-
tors took away both citizenship and the rights that pertained thereto. For the Brit-
ish, the natives might one day, after long tutelage in the ways of “civilization,” be-
come citizens of their own countries to be created through the good offi ces and 
benefaction of the British Colonial Offi ce. For the French and the Portuguese, the 
native could become a citizen of France or Portugal, but only after having become 
an evolué or an assimilado. In other words, even for the French and the Portuguese, 
the native could not immediately be a citizen. Even then, the situation in the French 
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territories was quite complex.38 It ebbed and fl owed with the undulating fortunes of 
republicanism in France until about the last quarter of the nineteenth century—
specifi cally after the 1884–1885 conference—when the French too gave up on pre-
paring Africans for citizenship and substituted the doctrine of “association” for the 
“assimilation” that had been driven by republican ideals. From then on there was 
no difference between the two colonialisms: denying subjectivity and imposing so-
ciocryonics became standard. That the imposition of formal colonialism meant the 
whittling away of rights and forbearances of African moderns was one reason they 
opposed indirect rule. What I have described in this paragraph refers to the situation 
that began to obtain after the new regime of colonial administrators took the reins 
in the territories beginning in the last quarter of the nineteenth century.
 Contrast the Nigerian situation with that of Canada or Australia or even the 
original American colonies and you will fi nd ample confi rmation of the argument 
in this section. British settlers in these places had no trouble traveling with their 
citizenship. It was not an accident that the American colonists fought for their in-
dependence in reaction to what they considered to be affronts to their citizenship 
by the British monarchy and government. In the case of Nigeria, even returning 
slaves and freed slaves who came back home via Sierra Leone and who insisted on 
their rights as British subjects had no success in persuading the British Colonial Of-
fi ce of their entitlement. More ominously, those who persisted in claiming the rights 
of citizenship got jail and brutalization at the hands of the agents of the colonial 
state. Also, the colonial nomenclature differed depending on whether it was a settler 
colony or the sort that proliferated in Africa. Many of the original American colo-
nies were styled commonwealths; Canada was styled a dominion. In Africa, there 
were colonies and protectorates, both designations consistent with the non-self-
governing character of the polities concerned.39

 (3) Natives were excluded from citizenship and from the march toward modern 
institutions. A direct consequence of this exclusion generated a related exclusion. 
The colonized were excluded from participation in the legal and political systems 
that dominated the mother countries and were available to those who were citizens 
in the colonies and protectorates. As A. J. Christopher points out:

Initial occupation and conquest necessitated the exercise of military might, and force 
or some form of coercion was essential for the maintenance of colonial rule. It was the 
local administrators who controlled the apparatus of local coercion, dealing with such 
matters as the police, prisons, law and taxation. Thus in some areas the fi rst evidence 
of the establishment of the colonial state was the construction of the police station and 
the prison. Indeed as Jorgensen, J. J. has shown for Uganda, coercion was the domi-
nant element in colonial expenditure prior to the First World War. In the ten year pe-
riod 1901/2–1910/11 coercion accounted for 33.0 per cent of expenditure as opposed 
to 2.0 per cent for agriculture, 0.1 per cent for education, and 8.5 per cent for health 
services. Although expenditure on services rose, the allocation of monies only showed 
a marked shift towards education as a government provision in the 1950s, when it ac-
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counted for 17.4 per cent of Ugandan budgets and coercion only 11.2 per cent. Chang-
ing priorities were refl ected in the structures built and maintained in the towns and 
countryside. Police stations and prisons symbolise the early colonial period, schools 
and clinics the late period.40

 The dominance of coercion in the operation of the colonial state was a conse-
quence of the exclusion of natives from participation in citizenship and its appur-
tenant practices and institutions. A related consequence was the deliberate inven-
tion of a regime of customary law for the natives.41 Such was the absurdity of much 
that the British subsumed under the category “customary law” that many natives 
did not fi nd their ways of life in what was touted as the sum of their customs. Of 
course, the natives who claimed citizenship rights for themselves were forced to liti-
gate in native courts unless their cause involved a citizen, a euphemism for “Euro-
pean.” Meanwhile, when the British deigned to open the jurisdiction of the com-
mon law and statutory courts to native participation, magistrates and judges were 
mostly appointed from the ranks of civil servants. The phenomenon of police mag-
istrates was widespread in the colonies.42 This had dire implications for the evolu-
tion of modern legal systems in Britain’s African territories, especially as it  concerned 
the core modern tenet of the separation of powers.43

 (4) Natives, fi nally, were excluded from participation in forms of social ordering 
and acquisition of forms of social consciousness that prevailed in Britain. Well be-
fore the imposition of formal colonialism of the particular variety that I have isolated 
in this chapter, many Africans, under the aegis of Christian missions, had been ex-
posed to British education and the way of life it enjoined. Some of them, good stu-
dents that they were, had taken seriously the promise of individualism, the impor-
tance of liberté, egalité and fraternité, and had sought to model their personal lives 
on this awareness and to bring their communities along on this path.44 We very well 
know who their opponents in this position were: British colonial offi cials. In some 
areas, colonial policies discouraged the breaking down of barriers among national 
groups and actively sponsored ethnic organizations.45 Attempts to form trade unions, 
a principal weapon in the emergence of worker consciousness and supra- ethnic soli-
darity, were frustrated and punished by the colonial state. Socially, to strive to be 
modern was regarded as an affl iction and many who ventured in that direction got 
caught in the kind of bind that Albert Memmi so poignantly described in The Colo-
nizer and the Colonized46 and Frantz Fanon trenchantly analyzed in Black Skin, White 
Masks.47 Too “English” for their fellow “natives,” too “dependent” for the paternal-
istic English, those among the colonized who took seriously the promise of new ways 
of thinking and new modes of social ordering found themselves in the twilight zone 
of acute schizophrenia.
 (5) Points (1) through (4) are the inexorable result of the ultimate exclusion 
that was simultaneously their basic presupposition: the prior exclusion of Africans 
from membership in humanity. The colonial encounter is best understood as an 
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emanation from arrogance, a swaggering confi dence that Europeans exhausted the 
universe of humanity and that the rest of us have to be dragged willy-nilly to the 
human universe. For if Africans had been considered human in the fi rst place, it 
would have been unnecessary to exclude us from the march of history and from 
the gains that humanity made up till the time of the colonial encounter, especially 
those regarding respect for persons and human rights. How we periodize this denial 
of the African’s humanity is crucial to the case made here. The denial that con-
cerns us here is a particular legacy of colonialism in its formal aspect. The earlier 
wave of Europeans that came at the beginning of the nineteenth century, the mis-
sionaries, did not evince the same contempt for the African’s humanity as did their 
later cohort, which also included missionaries. As we shall see in the next chap-
ter, the missionaries took the humanity of Africans as given but were concerned to 
remedy the defects that had affl icted the African character after centuries of slavery 
and the Atlantic slave trade. As a result they had no diffi culty exposing Africans to 
those aspects of European civilization—modernity—which they thought would en-
able them to reclaim their legitimate seats at humanity’s table. In the next chapter,
we shall see what could have been alternative routes that were not taken.48

 By extension, in the same way that the march toward modernity in Europe made 
imperative the preservation of monuments, knowledges, and identities that came 
before, a basic acknowledgment of our humanity might have spared many of the 
monuments, knowledges, and identities that testifi ed to our human achievements 
in the period preceding the encounter with Europeans. But this was not what hap-
pened. The coming of the Europeans, especially the colonial administrators, and 
their imperiousness, the subsequent denial of our humanity, conjointly underwrote 
the devaluation of what was useful in our achievements, the undermining of our 
collective identities and meaning, the destruction of our indigenous technology and 
modes of knowledge production, and the withering of our capacity for autochtho-
nous history- making. My argument is that those who were the principal executors 
of this orgy of destruction—the administrators—never worked seriously, if at all, to 
put something else in its place.

 In the following chapters I develop some themes I have isolated above and work 
out their implications. I conclude the current chapter by highlighting the signifi -
cance of the distinctions that I have made. A generic conception of colonialism is 
apt to obfuscate the issues that are crucial for explaining the contemporary situa-
tion in the former African colonies. In themselves, these distinctions have worth 
as props in a more sophisticated philosophical discourse. Beyond that, if these dis-
tinctions bear the weight that I have put on them, they should also have practi-
cal consequences. For example, I have made much of the fact that the global colo-
nial system of which the African variety was a mere instantiation is intimately linked 
to modernity and that many of the conundrums that one encounters in writings 
about colonialism in Africa can be resolved if the topic is reinserted into the larger 
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narratives of modernity. This is even more so given that the issue of Africa’s rela-
tion to, experience of, and engagement with modernity remains topical in our day. 
Indeed, a basic motivation for this book is the awareness that modernity is a live
option for Africa today and that the shape of Africa’s future will in large part be
determined by what the continent and its masses make of the modern legacy. It
becomes imperative to revivify this discourse, in part because for both opponents 
and proponents alike, colonialism was the principal means by which modernity was 
introduced to Africa. This has eventuated in a discourse in which the failed career 
of modernity in Africa is attributed to the incompetence of Africans at working
its principles and practices. Yet the ideas of Africans who sought to realize moder-
nity in Africa and secure its gains for the continent’s peoples hardly, if ever, fea-
ture in the discourse on colonialism in Africa. There is an easy explanation for this 
 absence.
 In the discourse of Africa’s relations with Europe, Africa is defi ned by its utter dif-
ference from not only Europe but also the rest of humanity. I have argued elsewhere 
that the genesis of this manner of looking at Africa is traceable, in part, to the li-
bel authored by G. W. F. Hegel against the continent and its peoples and their heri-
tages in his Philosophy of History.49 There Hegel argued that Africa was not part of 
History.50 From that premise he concluded that the discourse of History must leave 
Africa outside its scope. The same mindset that excluded Africa from the march of 
history informed the exclusions that I have described in this chapter, and contem-
porary scholars, African and non-African alike, continue to evince the same orien-
tation in their writings about Africa.
 Africans, too, have embraced the metaphysics of difference and they are all too 
often overeager to prove to the rest of the world that Africa is so different that any 
time African phenomena are to be talked about, new words and concepts must be 
fashioned for the purpose. This explains, in part, the fact that except among the 
ranks of postcolonial and postmodern scholars much standard scholarship about 
Africa does not essay to include African phenomena in the general movement of 
world history. Hence, Africa is unrepresented in the discourse of modernity. Indeed, 
African scholars often exhibit a reluctance (if not outright hostility) toward taking 
seriously the history of modernity and its career in Africa.51 Although Hegel fore-
grounded this standpoint and supplied the terms of its articulation, contemporary 
scholars, Africans and non-Africans alike, have disseminated it and made it stan-
dard. I aim to challenge this exclusionary attitude in the rest of the current work. It 
is time to reinscribe Africa into the discourse of modernity.
 In the chapters that follow, I propose to reinterpret the history of the relationship 
between colonialism and modernity in (mainly) West Africa, especially its Anglo-
phone parts. As a consequence of the operations of missionaries, particularly the co-
hort with roots in the humanitarian movement of the period that spearheaded the 
proselytization of Africans in the early part of the nineteenth century, categories of 
Africans emerged who were socialized into the tenets of modernity. Some among 
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them embraced enthusiastically the promise of modernity and subsequently felt un-
recognized by their fellow moderns among the colonizers, especially administrators 
and traders after the imposition of formal colonialism. These are the individuals who 
would later indict colonialism for failing to live by its own professions. They saw 
what I am now reporting: that the colonial regime under which they chafed was not 
being true to some of its professions and was offering them a niggardly package of 
benefi ts under the new dispensation. I argue that the disquisitions of these inheri-
tors of the Enlightenment legacy, their indictment of their colonizers, their efforts 
to reconstruct their lives and their societies after the fashion of modernity represent 
a part of the discourse of modernity that is still omitted from the dominant narra-
tives of modernity and its critics. In other words, the existing narratives of moder-
nity rarely touch upon the career of the movement in other parts of the world out-
side Western Europe and North America. Where the career of modernity in Africa 
is concerned, the continent continues to suffer from the tradition of placing Afri-
cans outside the boundaries of common humanity.
 Of course, intellectuals from Asia, Africa, and South America have had to deal 
with modernity and sift through its consequences. For many, especially in Africa, 
the fact that colonial oppression and ruthless Christian proselytizing mediated the 
original introduction of modernity has yielded a legacy of uneasiness or ambivalence 
about it. This is easily explained. On the one hand, such intellectuals have fashioned 
themselves, as a consequence of their enculturation, as inheritors of the modern way 
of life. On the other hand, they are pulled by the need to be true inheritors of their 
indigenous traditions. Add to this the fact that in many countries seeking to emu-
late the new mode of life enjoined by modernity was considered pathological by the 
colonizer and inauthentic by large segments of the colonized. The exclusion moti-
vated by Hegel’s libel (which has been enshrined in colonial thought and practice) 
coupled with the uneasiness of the colonized underwrite the invisibility of the Af-
rican contribution to and experience of modernity. I propose to bring these contri-
butions to light in the rest of the essays in this collection.
 It is important to record Africa’s contribution to modernity not merely to show 
that Africa’s relationship to the phenomenon is neither new nor recent but also to 
show that some of the conundrums that scholars have run into in their study of 
Africa may be made more comprehensible thereby. Furthermore, if we can remind 
our contemporaries how our foreparents negotiated their relationship to modernity 
in the nineteenth century, when many of them were barely removed from the dep-
redations of slavery in the New World, we might equip them with better and more 
effective tools to understand the present situation when modernity is again on our 
plate. Finally, in making the case for the claim that colonialism subverted moder-
nity in the continent, we are enabled to make a stronger indictment of colonialism 
while simultaneously retrieving what is useful in the legacy of Africa’s earlier tran-
sition to modernity that was aborted by the imposition of formal colonialism.
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Running Aground on Colonial Shores
The Saga of Modernity and Colonialism

In the previous chapter, I showed how colonialism in Africa was also a system of 
philosophical exclusions. Dominated as it was by these exclusions, colonialism in 
Africa unfolded along a particular trajectory that many analysts considered inevi-
table. But I would like to argue that it is false that colonialism could only have un-
folded in Africa in the way that it did. The history of colonialism could have un-
folded differently. If we are to reappraise the history of colonialism in Africa, we need 
to identify the road not taken.1

 The colonial whole had two moments: the colonizer and the colonized. Each of 
these entities was itself a unity with several parts. When we speak of the colonizer 
in Africa, we may mean any one of three possible (but by no means exhaustive) 
membership categories: missionaries, administrators, and traders.2 These categories 
are not exhaustive because there were others in the colonial situation who provided 
what one might call the support infrastructure for the colonial enterprise: wives of 
colonial offi cials and other groups of women,3 self-employed artisans who migrated 
to the colonies to seek better fortunes, or adventurers of different sorts who, some-
times at great embarrassment to their fellows in the colonizer class, had a proclivity 
for “going native”—that is, mixing with the natives and mimicking their ways. Nor 
should one expect that each category is clearly and sharply delineated from the other. 
At various times, the membership of one category overlapped with another. What 
is important is to take seriously the divergences in the colonial situation and how, 
within what on the whole was a more or less unifi ed world view, there were signifi -
cant variations that had implications for how the entire enterprise evolved from one 
time to another. The views of the members of each of these categories were not al-
ways convergent; often they were clearly at variance.
 It is important to study the various orientations among the different membership 
categories. What is indisputable is that how colonialism evolved and what its spe-
cifi c contours were were determined by the administrators, among whom must be 
listed soldiers who led the military expeditions against the native communities and 
traders, many of whom served as the initial administrators before the home govern-
ment began to take a more direct interest in the fortunes of the colonies. Differ-
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ent individuals and groups among the colonizers had different opinions about how 
necessary it was to bring the fruit of civilization to the natives. And the rewards or 
consequences that each individual or group expected did not necessarily tally with 
those of the others.
 For illustration, traders were interested in fi nding new markets for their prod-
ucts, new sources of raw materials, and new places to invest in for maximum prof-
its. Some administrators, many of whom started out as adventurers and hired guns 
for the companies, were motivated by the love of country that made them want to 
stake out new territories as a way of enhancing the conditions of their citizens and 
thereby the national prestige of their countries.4 Missionaries, on the other hand, 
especially at the beginning, were seized by the injunction to spread the Gospel and 
harvest native souls.5 A by-product of this endeavor included disseminating Chris-
tian civilization (which by then was indistinguishable from modernity) in native 
lands.
 Hence they set sail. Many ships never reached shore. The cargoes of those that 
did included not only victuals, navigation equipment, and other items but also sub-
stantial ideological war chests, ideational templates for remaking native minds, cre-
ating new native men and women, and altering the ways of life of those domiciled on 
native shores. It was this business of social transformation that ultimately unraveled; 
its abortion is the shipwreck alluded to in the title of this chapter. Had the program 
of social transformation not come unstuck, the history of Africa might have been 
different today. And as speculative as this may seem, it is neither idle nor groundless.6

 It is customary to talk loosely of the westernization of various Africans and the 
impact of Western values on native culture. However, the reality is much different. 
The business of transposing modernity to native shores is not an exception. Con-
trary to the dominant wisdom that laments how Western values have distorted na-
tive cultures, the relationship between indigenous cultures and colonialism was a 
lot more complex. Yes, there was distortion. But there was another dimension under 
which, in electing to leave indigenous structures “untouched,” colonialism managed 
to damage them. That is, even in its omissions or, as I prefer to call it, in its exclu-
sions, colonialism did a lot more.

Christianity and Colonialism

 I contend that colonialism2, British colonialism, never meant to allow the colo-
nized in Africa the option of choosing westernization/modernity/civilization.7 This 
is borne out by the consideration of the aims of the three major categories of colo-
nizers: missionaries, administrators, and traders. Of the three, it was the missionar-
ies who, at least until about the third quarter of the nineteenth century, were the 
most desirous and, in some cases, more aggressive pursuers of the dream of making 
modern men out of Christian converts and freed slaves. Even after the third quarter 



 Running Aground on Colonial Shores 51

of the nineteenth century, the contingent of missionaries that saw possibilities in 
African subjectivity did not stop cultivating it totally, as we shall fi nd below. True, a 
newer cohort of European missionaries bought into the period’s racist ferment and
denigrated African agency. But it is a mistake to talk as if Christianity by that time 
remained coterminous with the white missionaries who spearheaded the new evan-
gelization movement. It is possible to separate the faith and its professors and to 
explore the divergences—hermeneutic, political, and theological—in the existing 
interpretations among the many parties to its dissemination during the period in 
question. As a creed and a movement, Christianity continued the business of social 
transformation through the medium of native agency. The political developments in 
the direction of imposing formal colonial rule—the true moment of colonization2— 
did not keep pace with the stupendous results being garnered by native agents in 
their appropriation of the Christian and modern message. Needless to say, the pro-
gram of economic transformation that a true transition to modernity would have 
necessitated never took off: from the standpoint of the dominant administrator class, 
the colonies were useful only for the natural resources that could be extracted from 
them. This is why we must develop a different attitude in our assessment of the mis-
sionary role in the transition to modernity in Africa.
 There are two obstacles to this rethinking of the relationship of colonialism to 
Christianity. In the fi rst place, many analysts see missionaries as nothing more than 
the ideological forerunners of colonialism: the recce party that surveyed the land-
scape and brought an artillery of ideas that softened up the natives for the colonial-
ist infantry that fi nished the job and ran colonialism until independence. Mission-
aries are probably the most misunderstood of all the groups in the colonial situation 
in Africa. The tendency to not distinguish sharply the cleavages within the Euro-
pean communities in Africa has caused even an otherwise sophisticated analyst like 
 Valentin Mudimbe to confl ate missionaries and administrators in his discussion of 
the relationship between the missionaries’ goals and those of colonialism. By so do-
ing, he mistook the ingredients of Christian-infl ected modernity for “the ideals of 
colonialism.” So did Elísio Macamo when he averred: “Indeed, Christianity was to 
a large extent an essential element of the colonial project. Africans were brought 
under colonial rule also on behalf of Christianity as this religion was seen not only as 
representative of the kind of European civilization Africans were expected to adopt 
but also as the standard against which their humanity could be measured.”8

 According to Mudimbe, “The more carefully one studies the history of mis-
sions in Africa, the more diffi cult it becomes not to identify it with cultural propa-
ganda, patriotic motivations, and commercial interests, since the missions’ program 
is indeed more complex than the simple transmission of the Christian faith.”9 He 
pre sents evidence of the global involvement of Christian missionaries in the post-
1492 European conquest of the world, especially as regards the complicity of the 
papacy in the genesis of Western imperialism. This involvement did not cease with 
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the on set of the Reformation: “The Church’s involvement in establishing Western 
sovereignty was important both before and after the Reformation.”10 In the post- 
Reformation era, Mudimbe points out, “The scramble for Africa in the nineteenth 
century took place in an atmosphere of Christian revival: the age of Enlightenment 
and its criticism of religion had ended.”11 In the specifi c African theatre of colonial-
ism, Mudimbe, quoting Ogbu Kalu, observes that “of all ‘these bearers of the Afri-
can burden,’ the missionary was also paradoxically, the best symbol of the colonial 
enterprise. He devoted himself sincerely to the ideals of colonialism: the expansion 
of Civilization, the dissemination of Christianity, and the advance of Progress.”12 
Mudimbe’s position is representative of many who have considered the career of
colonialism and Christianity in Africa. They see a convergence between the aims 
and methods and ancillary practices of the missionaries and the colonialists whom
Mudimbe identifi ed as the missionary, “the explorer[,] and the soldier.”13

 In order for the argument of this chapter to stand, I must cast some doubt on this 
widespread but facile identifi cation of the purposes of the missionaries with those 
of the colonialists, whether we take the latter as soldiers and explorers, as Mudimbe 
did, or as administrators and traders, as I do. I must show either that the purposes 
of the missionaries and those of other salient groups in the colonial setting were not 
always convergent or that even when they were convergent, there were different im-
plications for each group depending on their location and the requirements of the 
primary engagement. I do both in what follows. Additionally, just as I did in the pre-
vious chapter, I need to historicize the location of each group; this will reveal that 
the demographic compositions of the various groups in the colonizer whole were not 
stable and that the ideas they espoused were not invariant throughout the colonial 
period. In sum, I present evidence in this chapter that positions such as  Mudimbe’s 
may be overly facile.
 The second obstacle to my kind of rethinking is that nationalist historiography 
as well as a widely dispersed anticolonial animus among African intellectuals leads 
to a plague-on-all-your-houses attitude under which it is almost de rigueur for Af-
rican scholars to criticize anything colonial and, by association, anything Western. 
One unfortunate effect of this attitude is that it does not differentiate between what 
Christianity did and what colonialism wrought, and as a result give short shrift to 
the ideas and strivings of Africans who accepted Christianity but not colonialism 
and celebrated what it brought them in terms of forms of social living, being hu-
man, and such like. It is part of my hope that the case made here will persuade more 
scholars to take more seriously the products—ideas, institutions, practices—of Af-
rican agents regardless of whether or not we agree with them.
 I would like to argue that the straight identifi cation of Christianity with colo-
nialism is at best mistaken and at worst just wrong. More often than not, those who 
base their analysis on such identifi cation manage to confl ate many issues that are 
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not only separable but ought to be separated for purposes of clear analysis. Here is a 
typical example.

Obviously, the missionary’s objectives had to be co-extensive with his country’s po-
litical and cultural perspectives on colonization, as well as with the Christian view of 
his mission. With equal enthusiasm, he served as an agent of political empire, a rep-
resentative of a civilization, and an envoy of God. There is no essential contradiction 
between these roles. All of them implied the same purpose: the conversion of African 
minds and space. A. J. Christopher rightly observes that “missionaries, possibly more 
than members of other branches of the colonial establishment, aimed at the radical 
transformation of indigenous society. . . . They therefore sought, whether consciously 
or unconsciously, the destruction of pre-colonial societies and their replacement by 
new Christian societies in the image of Europe.”14

 I respectfully submit that the ideas that Mudimbe has lumped together in this 
passage do not cohere easily. But if one takes an ahistorical, generic view of colo-
nialism, such as we saw Mudimbe take in the previous chapter, then any instance 
of the “cultivation”—from the root of “colonize”—of minds and space will do. To 
that extent, Mudimbe would be correct in his contention that “there is no essen-
tial contradiction between” the different roles associated with the missionary. But 
once we accept the different kinds of colonialism and their starkly different conse-
quences, it becomes quite problematic to affi rm the absence of a contradiction among 
the missionary’s diverse roles. For if my argument in the previous chapter stands 
 regarding the exclusionary nature of the colonialism that predominated in British 
Africa, then the statement Mudimbe quoted from Christopher must be read as be-
ing inconsistent with (if not directly contradictory to) Mudimbe’s own submission 
that the missionary served with equal enthusiasm all the roles he identifi ed. I ad-
duce evidence below to show that while some missionary cohorts sought to cre-
ate new societies in Africa in the image of Europe, the real colonial authorities— 
administrators and traders—harbored no such goals. I do not wish to suggest that 
all missionaries at all times bought into this idea, nor should I be understood as ar-
guing that there were no administrators who were desirous of seeing new forms of 
social ordering take roots in Africa that derived their inspiration from Europe. But 
to suggest that there were no tensions between the administrators and the mission-
aries on this score is mistaken.
 Second, only a generalized hostility to Christianity could blind a scholar as well 
versed as Mudimbe in the history and theology of Christianity to the autonomy 
and integrity of its discourse and to the fact that only on a sclerotic reading could its 
meaning be univocal. It is surprising that Mudimbe did not evince any acknowledg-
ment that the debates among different missionary constituencies concerning what 
to do with the natives whom they sought to convert were not gratuitous. Neither 
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were debates about the constraints the internal requirements of their creed imposed 
on what they were allowed to do to and with the persons and property of their con-
verts. Hence, I think it is problematic to hold that there is no essential contradic-
tion between “an agent of a political empire” and “an envoy of God.” The discus-
sion could use more nuance.
 Delavignette described the Christian ideal: “The ontology of Christianity does 
not distinguish, does not separate its external expansion from its internal life. Colo-
nization is defi ned by the fact that it presupposes a mother-country, but Christianity 
does not need a mother-country in the colonial sense of the term. It has the Cross, 
which is the same everywhere. ‘Go and teach all nations.’ ”15 There is no doubt that 
many missionaries fall short of this. Nor do I share any illusion that many or even 
most of the missionaries accepted the injunction Delavignette quoted. But just as 
I showed that a particular kind of colonialism was a harbinger of new ways of life 
for many in some colonies and that modernity-infl ected colonialism was not with-
out tensions in terms of the paths available under it, I submit that Christianity also 
could not, without more evidence, be convergent with colonialism. If the phrase 
“the Church universal” has any meaning, a Christian who denies the humanity of 
a prospective convert or that of a fellow Christian must be deemed to have sinned. 
Similarly, a Christian who privileges his nation as if it were a favorite in God’s eyes 
could in certain contexts be deemed guilty of having blasphemed. That a commit-
ment to the universal kinship of all believers was the gold standard for Christianity 
is what makes it easy for us to indict missionaries who trifl ed with it in their relations 
with the colonized across the globe. By the same token, the debates that continu-
ally erupted among various Christian missions about what was the proper attitude 
to have toward the colonized wherever they were encountered must not be lightly 
dismissed. I conclude that any attempt to ignore the ambivalences in the Christian 
position vis-à-vis colonialism is to throw away a line of argument that can be put to 
good effect in a critique of colonialism.
 What is more, looking at the career of Christianity in some of the colonial con-
texts and some of the models it instituted in its relations with its converts illumi-
nates an alternative path that colonialism could have followed that might have de-
livered more of the fruits of modernity to those it imperialized in modernity’s name. 
That Christian missionaries are charged to regard all humans as equal both as chil-
dren of God and in the eyes of God does not mean that the relationship between 
the missionaries and their wards, their converts, was marked by complete equality 
or the absence of hierarchy. In the relationship between missionary and convert we 
see the fi rst and, I contend below, a more promising model of relation between a 
super ordinate group and a subordinate one in a hierarchical context.
 Let us turn to Delavignette once more: “Whether one likes it or not, the mission-
ary’s mode of life was—and sometimes still is—colonial in style. The missionary was 
a different kind of colonist.”16 What does it mean to say that even though the mis-
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sionary shared some traits with colonists he was a different kind of colonist? “The 
missionary runs the risk of borrowing the colonial offi cer’s acute sense of ownership. 
‘My colony’, says the one; ‘My mission’, thinks the other. Both regard themselves as 
landed proprietors, or act as if they were land-owning powers.”17 But there is some 
difference. While the colonial offi cer may affi rm “his colony” with minimal (if any) 
unease, few would deny that a parallel sense of ownership does not become a mis-
sionary and would be somewhat awkward for him. He is called upon to eschew the 
lure of patriotism. Nor is he to become a fi xture in the land to which he has been 
sent to missionize: “But he must be cautious in his attachment to the environment 
to which he has been sent. He is only a man of God on condition that he is not en-
feoffed to any form of civilization, western or otherwise. For him, to be anti- colonial 
would simply be another way of being affected by colonialism. He is the envoy of an-
other world, and both colonialism and anti-colonialism are things of this world.”18

 If the missionary is required to be a permanent exile of the secular world, to sub-
sist in it without becoming of it, what will become of the converts that he secures 
and of the church that they form? Speaking of the Catholic Church, Delavignette 
said: “As early as the sixteenth century, the Congregation for the Propagation of 
the Faith affi rmed the supernational character of Christian missions overseas, the 
need to understand peoples in order to evangelize them, and the need to train a na-
tive clergy.”19 It would be very diffi cult to assimilate this mandate to the kind of im-
perial ambition that many Christian missionaries later associated themselves with. 
The injunction “to understand peoples in order to evangelize them” can always be 
given a sinister interpretation: Learn about them in order all the better to master 
them. Again, there is no doubt that this mentality dominated the thinking of colo-
nial administrators in British Africa, and it may have motivated a cohort of mission-
aries that went there. But the force and appeal of this uncharitable interpretation 
are tempered by the requirement “to train a native clergy.” Training a native clergy 
required a different orientation toward the agency and the capacity of the convert/
native to become profi cient in the Christian register.
 Indeed, one of the surprising results of my research was coming to Delavignette’s 
work and discovering that as far back as the sixteenth century the Catholic Church 
was directing its missionaries to create native churches. Until then, I thought that 
such an orientation was an outgrowth of the Protestant commitment to heterodoxy. 
It became even more interesting when I read Venn’s dissertation on Xavier and found 
that there was more continuity than I ever permitted myself to think between the 
two traditions. The missionary’s task was to identify and suit local agents for the job 
of creating, sustaining, and propagating the Church in its immediate environs, and 
his success was to be judged by the ability of the new Church to thrive without the 
continuing involvement of the missionary. Delavignette wrote, “It is clear that the 
future of the missions does not lie in the perpetuation of the missions as such, but 
in the substitution of a native clergy for the missionary clergy and in the elevation 
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of the apostolic prefectures and vicariates into bishoprics. Missionaries are therefore 
enjoined ‘to take in hand the education of the young men by every possible means 
and method, so as to make them capable of receiving the priesthood’, and to estab-
lish them in their native countries.”20 If this be colonialism, it must be a different 
kind of colonialism indeed. I shall argue in what follows that until the eve of inde-
pendence colonialism2 never shared any of these sentiments regarding the agency of 
natives and their capability to learn the tropes of modern discourse and operate its 
appurtenant institutions and practices. On the contrary, the exclusions that came to 
typify colonialism in Africa emanated directly from the contempt for the humanity 
of natives that made them ineligible for self-governance of any type.
 So far, we have considered evidence of recognition of and respect for native 
agency and its capabilities from the Catholic Church. But evidence is not lacking 
for a similar attitude on the part of the Protestant denominations in the evange-
lization movement of the nineteenth century that Mudimbe singled out in his ac-
count of the relationship between Christianity and colonialism. Indeed, the above 
discussion and the document we alluded to from the Sacred Congregation for the 
Propagation of the Faith could well be regarded as an early articulation of what 
Rev. Henry Venn, the foremost theorist and promoter of native agency, would call 
in the middle decades of the nineteenth century, “euthanasia of mission.” By “eu-
thanasia of mission,” Venn meant that the success of a missionary was to be mea-
sured by how quickly he was able to render himself and his services superfl uous to 
the continuing survival and prosperity of the local church his mission had helped 
establish. That is, to the extent that the missionary had understood his mission, he 
would strive to identify, train, and equip his native converts to govern, propagate, 
and fi nance their own church as but one part of the Church universal and enable 
them to keep the kernel of the Gospel even as they adapted other aspects of wor-
ship to their local idiom. Venn was very clear about what this manner of missioniz-
ing entailed.
 In instructions designed to guide missionaries who were to be sent out to distant 
lands populated by different races, Venn and others enjoined them to “study the na-
tional character of the people among whom you labour, and show the utmost respect 
for national peculiarities”21 and to be careful that they are not overcome by “long 
cherished but dormant prejudices” that “will occasionally burst forth,”22 given that 
“race distinctions will probably rise in intensity with the progress of the Mission.”23 
He also enjoined missionaries, “as soon as converts can be gathered into a Christian 
congregation,” to “let a native church be organized as a national institution; . . . Train 
up the native church to self-dependence and to self-government from the very fi rst 
stage of a Christian movement.”24 Venn could not have been more defi nite about 
how he envisaged the relationship between the missionary and the local church that 
he might help birth to unfold.
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Regarding the ultimate object of a mission, viewed under its ecclesiastical aspect, to be 
the settlement of a native Church, under native pastors, upon a self-supporting system, 
it should be borne in mind that the progress of a mission mainly depends upon the 
training up and the location of native pastors; and that, as it has been happily ex-
pressed, “the euthanasia of a mission” takes place when a missionary, surrounded by 
well-trained native congregations, under native pastors, is able to resign all pastoral 
work into their hands, and gradually to relax his superintendence over the pastors 
themselves till it insensibly ceases; and so the mission passes into a settled Christian 
community. Then the missionary and all missionary agency should be transferred to 
“the regions beyond”.25

 Certainly one who is hostile to the whole idea of the missionary enterprise can 
fi nd a way to indict this evidence, which makes it diffi cult to aver, as did Mudimbe, 
that “with equal enthusiasm, [the missionary] served as an agent of a political em-
pire, a representative of a civilization, and an envoy of God.” Even if Mudimbe were 
correct, his claim would count against such a missionary only to the extent that he 
claimed to be acting as a Christian and not as an envoy of a secular authority. At 
the least, Mudimbe would have to explain what would appear to be inconsisten-
cies in his positions. Moreover, although many missionaries fi t Mudimbe’s prescrip-
tion, it is wrong to think that all or most of them did. A principal motivation for 
my analysis arises from an awareness that during the period of the nineteenth cen-
tury when the second wave of evangelization made its way to West Africa under the 
leadership of Henry Venn, some European missionaries took dearly to heart the need 
to train native agents for the task of uplifting Africans to Christianity and civiliza-
tion and worked assiduously to realize that objective. Part of my task is to provide 
evidence of their success and assess their historical signifi cance.
 In addition to presenting an overly unidimensional view of Christianity, an un-
intended consequence of Mudimbe’s characterization of the career of the mission-
ary enterprise in Africa is his failure to recognize native agency, much less give it 
its due. The reason for this failure is easy to isolate. Once one starts with a hostile 
view of missionary work and neglects the specifi city of different locations and the 
differential play of native agency in each one of them, it is easy to talk as if most
of the actors originated from Europe and, by so doing, ignore or downplay the ac-
tive involvement of native players in the specifi c theatre of West Africa. My hope 
is that the discussion that follows will persuade more people to take a look at the 
products of native agency in the business of the transition to modernity in Africa. 
It is always possible that the missionary leaders whose refl ections I have reported 
above never meant to conform their actions to the lofty ideals they penned. Be 
that as it may, once those ideas were put down and Africans had access to them, 
we cannot ignore what their audience, the African converts, thought of or did with 
those ideas.
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 Does this mean that the missionary proponents of native agency thought that 
they and the natives from among whose ranks they sought converts were equal on 
all counts? The simple answer is no. In the particular context of Africa that is of in-
terest to us, the relationship between the missionaries who thought highly of native 
agency and sought to make it the bedrock of evangelization and their native con-
verts was no less hierarchical. Unless we take hierarchy to be bad per se, there is no 
reason to think that there may not be some hierarchies that may actually redound 
to the benefi t of the subordinate unit in them. I argue that such was the nature of the 
hierarchical relationship between Vennian missionaries and their native converts.
 Hierarchy marks every colonial situation. I do not wish to claim that the formal 
equality of all human beings in modernity precludes the installation of any hier-
archy. But there are two possible models of relationship between two groups where 
one is superordinate and the other is subordinate. Think of the teaching situation. 
To assimilate the formal equality of teachers and students as human beings to their 
equality in the teaching situation is to abort the teaching process. The teacher- 
student relationship is a hierarchy of merit underwritten by superior expertise. The 
same situation obtains between a pilot and her passengers. Passengers defer to the 
pilot because of the skills involved in operating the aircraft and not because she is 
a superior or better person. By the same token, if parents were to take too seriously 
their formal equality with their children, they would be preempting the task of 
child-raising. In all such situations, those with the requisite merit may come to view 
themselves as superior to others in all other respects and therefore more equal. My 
position here does not enjoin me to accept such self-delusions. I grant that even hier-
archies of merit are often accompanied by or degenerate into supremacist delusions—
professionals who think they are gods, parents who abuse their power over their chil-
dren, teachers who think their students should become their disciples—but they do 
not have to, nor do they always do. Thus, we should not assume that all hierarchies 
are inherently bad. The same is true of the colonial situation. In the peculiar situa-
tion of an Africa emerging from the depredations of slavery and the Atlantic slave 
trade that had lasted for at least three centuries, it is to be expected that the people’s 
capacity for the exercise of agency might have been severely impaired. As such, it is 
not diffi cult to see how a people so situated might accept a period of tutelage during 
which their capacity for agency would be restored and strengthened.
 I identify two possible models of relationship between two groups where one is 
superordinate and the other is subordinate. The fi rst is the autonomy model whereby 
the superordinate group is committed to helping the subordinate group become 
fully capable of running its own affairs again in the shortest time possible. That is, 
the subordinate group’s autonomy or the capacity for autochthony may be lost mo-
mentarily. The success of the autonomy model will be measured by how quickly the 
helping group renders itself irrelevant to the well-being of the helped. The earlier 
missionaries, under the inspiration of the Rev. Venn, undertook the task of train-
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ing the African self for the exercise of agency at a later date; that is, they wanted 
to restore the African’s capacity for subjectivity. However, the self, in order to real-
ize its aims, needs resources to build, sustain, and, when necessary, change insti-
tutions. Of course there were indigenous institutions in existing African societies, 
however disturbed, distorted, or attenuated they had become under the ravages of 
the Atlantic slave trade, but the challenge was to enable Africans to make choices 
from an informed but autochthonous standpoint.
 One other way of assessing the success of the autonomy model was the fate of 
existing indigenous institutions and of new ones. It is not enough to restore agency; 
it is more important to allow that agency to manifest itself in the world both as a 
signal of its capacity to make the world after its image and to accept responsibility 
for success and failure alike. Thus understood, the autonomy model would allow 
Africans to determine how they wanted to be either as individuals or as groups. In 
just the same way, Africans would be allowed to decide what to do with their insti-
tutions, old and new. They should be the ultimate determinants of whether or not 
to keep their old institutions, to change or discard them, or to build new ones de 
novo or through borrowing (with appropriate modifi cations), from other societies 
or epochs. Without such a commitment, the autonomy model means nothing.
 Under the aid model, on the other hand, the superordinate group takes a dim
view of the agency of the subordinate group and of its members’ capacity for au-
tonomy. In contrast with the autonomy model, the purveyors of the aid model do 
not seriously entertain the idea that there could be a time when the subordinate 
group can be weaned off aid and capably run its own affairs as it wants. The un-
equal relation ship is sustained by substituting aid in lieu of building the subordinate 
group’s capacity. By so doing, the superordinate group substitutes its own agency for 
that of the subordinate group and proceeds to exercise it on the latter’s behalf. Need-
less to say, the recipients of aid might become quickly addicted to the handouts at 
the expense of the atrophying of their capacity for autochthony and rest content 
with becoming human equivalents of pets.
 Consider an analogy. If, in the process of socialization, we elect to permanently 
treat our ward as a child, it is highly unlikely that that person will ever develop the 
characteristics that we normally associate with agency or autonomy. To the extent 
that this is the case, it will be unfair of us to castigate the individual for not ex-
hibiting the appropriate agential traits. I would like to suggest that the evisceration 
of African agency under colonialism2 is one plausible explanation for some of the 
agency- related failures of the post-independence period. The administrator cohort 
of the colonial situation that began to hold sway from the third quarter of the nine-
teenth century and whose apex position in the colonial hierarchy was solidifi ed in 
the aftermath of the Berlin West Africa Conference of 1884–1885 had a less opti-
mistic view of the Africans’ capacity for autonomy. To put it bluntly: They did not 
think that Africans were a part of the human family, and if they were, they were 
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so far down the human ladder that they were adjudged to be more kin to the lower 
animals than to humans. We have seen how this mindset determined the choice of 
colonialism2 as the appropriate model to institute in Africa.
 The distinction between these two models anchors my analysis in most of the 
essays gathered in this book. Generally speaking, in roughly the fi rst two-thirds of 
the nineteenth century, specifi cally in British West Africa, working with the au-
tonomy model, Christian missionaries led mostly by the Church Missionary Society 
and its leader, Rev. Henry Venn, worked to suit African agency for the task of tak-
ing control of their affairs once again in the aftermath of the Atlantic slave trade 
and slavery, guided by Providence. Starting in the last third of the century, admin-
istrators, traders, and a new cohort of missionaries who did not share the faith in 
native agency that underwrote the autonomy model adopted the aid model of the 
formal colonialism of the same period and, as a consequence, stultifi ed the progress 
that had been set off and managed to abort the transition to modernity that was 
under way in the region. This is the basis for my contention that colonialism could 
have unfolded differently, hierarchy or not, in the region. What follows is the evi-
dence and the argument built on it. I begin with the words of J. F. Ade Ajayi:

The desire of mid-nineteenth century missionaries to create an African middle class 
must be emphasized. It was reinforced by the argument that for reasons of climate and 
of expense, a large part of the missionary staff had to be African. But the aim was often 
pursued deliberately and for its own sake. “In the history of man,” said [an] American 
pioneer missionary, “there has been no civilization which has not been cemented and 
sustained in existence by a division of the people into higher, lower and middle classes. 
We may affi rm, indeed, that this constant attendant upon human society—gradation 
of classes—is indispensable to civilization in any form, however low or high.” It was to 
the lack of this gradation of classes that he traced African backwardness.26

 The idea of creating a new social order in the societies they evangelized was a re-
current theme for some of the earlier missionaries in the middle of the nineteenth 
century.27 As I shall show in what follows, there is ample evidence for this outlook 
in some accounts of the coming of Christian evangelization in Nigeria for the bet-
ter part of the nineteenth century. And despite some divergences in their respec-
tive analyses of this phase of Nigerian history, the preeminent historians of what 
is dubbed “the missionary factor” agree that the missionaries, at least at the outset, 
were inclined toward a revolutionary remaking of indigenous societies, especially in 
southern Nigeria.28 But later missions ultimately subverted the revolutionary agenda. 
Throughout the period under review, those who subscribed to the revolutionary 
agenda were resisted, ridiculed, and at times undermined by the traders and the ad-
ministrators who eventually formed the colonial hierarchy. The subversion of the 
agenda of modernization—of the process of institutionalizing modernity and in-
scribing it in concrete practices and institutions—as well as the insalubrious impo-
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sition of various forms of rule that were premised on the African natives’ incapacity 
for modernity are at the core of the shipwreck that modernity suffered in Africa. 
This had devastating consequences for the subsequent evolution of the peoples and 
territories concerned.
 Some would argue that the consequences would not have been any less devas-
tating had the missionaries had their way and managed to create truly modern struc-
tures in the various indigenous societies. They point to the destruction of native 
ways of life, institutions, and physical structures. I have no diffi culty agreeing with 
this point of view. My diffi culty arises from the fact that whatever gains Africans 
might have made from learning the ropes of the new mode of social living and that 
might have compensated them in part for the devastation were excluded from reck-
oning once the program was abandoned. Yet the abandonment of the program did 
not save Africans from similar devastation as a consequence of the paths that co-
lonialism took in their lands. On the contrary, it has left Africans with the tragic 
situation in which they have borne the worst burdens of modernity without ever 
having enjoyed any of the benefi ts, especially those concerning the rule of law, pro-
ductive economies, liberal democracy, and some degree of individualism as a prin-
ciple of social ordering. Indigenous institutions and practices were distorted beyond 
recognition even as the colonial authorities kept trumpeting their preservation. In 
the name of protecting the natives from the ravages of modernity, colonialists care-
fully but effectively shut Africans out of the march of science and technology, new 
ways of organizing life and thought, and new possibilities of remaking their own 
communities using whatever new models they might care to appropriate from what-
ever part of the world they might care to look at. They were subjected to the rav-
ages of the ignoble science of sociocryonics. It is time to look at the paths not cho-
sen in Africa and why they were not chosen and to plot the consequences of these 
turns for the evolution of life and thought in the continent.

The Missionary Agenda

 I begin by providing some evidence of the revolutionary agenda of the earlier mis-
sionaries and the convergence of opinion on the character of the missionary agenda 
in the writings of historians.29 The earliest recorded contacts with Europeans, at 
least on the coast of Nigeria, date back to the middle of the fi fteenth century.30 There 
are reports of feeble attempts at Christianization off and on throughout the period 
until the nineteenth century. But, as E. A. Ayandele points out, “The introduction 
of missionary propaganda through the opposite ends of the Nigerian coast, Badagry 
and Old Calabar, in 1842 and 1846 respectively, altered the above situation and 
marked a turning point in the political and social evolution of Nigeria. Missionary 
enterprise turned the white man’s activity in Nigeria into a veritable political and so-
cial force.”31 It is this crusading, idol-destroying, uncompromising variety of Chris-
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tianity that I am focusing on in this chapter. It was missionaries of this persuasion 
who thought and were convinced that, as one of them put it, “the substitution of a 
civilized authority for the accursed despotism of Pagan and Mohammedan powers 
is a divine and gracious interposition.”32 As E. A. Ayandele has observed,

Christian missionaries, fi red by the idealism of a faith to which they ascribed, rightly 
or wrongly, the enlightenment, progress and technological achievements of their coun-
tries, perceived no wisdom in compromising with indigenous customs and institutions: the 
new wine of European Christianity had to be put into new bottles. Furthermore mis-
sionaries sought to convert individuals, whose soul’s relations with God was all that 
mattered, whilst the unprivileged classes were the object of their solicitude. They sought 
the creation of a completely new social order which would wipe away most of the customs 
and institutions of the old society.33

Ayandele had a much less favorable view of the revolutionary complement of the 
missionary enterprise. However, even in his hostility he saw clearly that at a certain 
time in the process of the dissemination of Christianity in Nigeria, the missionaries 
fancied themselves as harbingers of a distinctively new way of life, of social living, 
and of being human. The key elements are in the italicized portions of the quota-
tion. The fact that the missionaries were interested in the remaking de novo of na-
tive life and that they focused on individuals, especially those at the margins of so-
ciety rather than rulers, all point to developments that are tied to the discourse of 
modernity, as I shall later show. J. F. Ade Ajayi had a much more positive view of 
the missionary enterprise.34 His discussion offers us the evidence we need to make 
the case that missionaries sought to move their proselytes along the path that led 
to modernity.
 The wave of evangelization in the period under discussion was distinctive in 
many ways, the most important of which was that missionaries did not make any 
serious distinction between Christianity and civilization. In fact, they thought and 
acted in ways that made one synonymous with the other. Civilization meant capi-
talism, or commerce, as it was styled.35 But it also meant a host of other things hav-
ing to do with social relations, family forms, modes of governance, spatial organi-
zation, work ethics and the division of labor, the ontology of time, and the like. (I 
shall have more to say about these elements anon.) That the missionaries were not 
merely concerned with saving native souls, the primary object of their religious exer-
tions, but were also seized of the idea of remaking the natives’ surroundings and the 
organization of all aspects of their lives is refl ected in the kinds of programs some of 
them sought to implement in the heady early days of their mission and in the kinds 
of confl icts and frustrations they encountered in their interactions with natives.
 The career of Thomas Fowell Buxton is quite instructive in this respect.36 Ac-
cording to Ajayi, Buxton argued that “diplomacy in Europe and naval patrols on the 
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Atlantic” did not suffi ce to stop the slave trade and that what was needed was to en-
able Africans to become good in the ways of commerce and civilization so that al-
ternative forms of production would undermine the allure of the slave trade. Buxton 
wrote in The African Slave Trade and Its Remedy: “We must elevate the minds of 
her people and call forth the resources of her soil. . . . Let missionaries and school-
masters, the plough and the spade, go together and agriculture will fl ourish; the ave-
nues to legitimate commerce will be opened; confi dence between man and man will 
be inspired; whilst civilization will advance as the natural effect and Christianity 
operate as the proximate cause, of this happy change.”37 In further pursuit of this 
objective “Buxton founded ‘the Society for the Extinction of the Slave Trade and 
for the Civilization of Africa,’ with a Journal entitled The Friend of Africa, as well 
as an Agricultural Society.”38

 One may complain about the arrogance that took Africa to be bereft of civiliza-
tion and sought to endow her with one. In my view, this may be the closest that the 
missionary enterprise came to embodying the colonial moment. It was as if the Af-
rican cultural landscape and mindscapes were empty and waiting to be fi lled with 
appropriate Christian content from Euroamerican benefactors. That is, this view as-
sumed that Africans were culturally naked. But I have not seen any evidence that 
the Christian missionaries wanted to take the land and exploit it or exterminate its 
aboriginal inhabitants. On the contrary, they wanted Africans to operate the land 
and prosper and to benefi t the world by so doing, an approach that is compatible 
with what I identify as the autonomy model. Even if they did want to be coloniz-
ers, we have seen that, at some level, they would have had diffi culty declaring such 
a goal. And we have also seen that hierarchy was ever present. One can point out 
the paternalism of the attitude that deigns to know what is best for Africa and its 
inhabitants. However, these criticisms should not blind us to the fact that the op-
posite attitude, which sees Africans as incapable of internalizing the lessons of civi-
lization and totally unworthy of admission to the hallowed spaces of modern com-
merce and other practices, is much worse. It is time to consider, if only in strictly 
counterfactual, what-if terms, what possibilities might have been available to Afri-
cans had this professed attitude of the early missionaries been appropriated by their 
trader and administrator counterparts as well as by other missionary successors.
 As part of its belief that the introduction of Christianity was the cure for the ills 
that its leader and members had diagnosed in Africa, the Society for the Extinc-
tion of the Slave Trade and for the Civilization of Africa had a program of civiliza-
tion whose objectives remain relevant, if not urgent, in Africa even in these open-
ing years of the twenty-fi rst century. It is part of my argument that this program, 
although it was canvassed by Christians, was singularly secular. More important, it 
refl ected many elements that we have come to identify with modernity and whose 
absence in many African countries lend credence to the contention that the succes-
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sors to the missionaries, traders, and administrators, whose policies the missionaries 
knew were crucial to the achievement of their program, never passionately shared 
the aims articulated by the missionaries. Here is the program:

 [to] adopt effectual measures for reducing the principal languages of Western and •

Central Africa into writing;
 prevent or mitigate the prevalence of disease and suffering among the people of •

Africa;
 encourage practical science in all its various branches;•

 investigate the system of drainage best calculated to succeed in a climate so hu-•

mid and so hot;
 assist in promoting the formation of roads and canals, the manufacture of paper •

and the use of the printing press;
 afford essential assistance to the natives by furnishing them with useful informa-•

tion as to the best mode of cultivation, as to the productions which command 
a steady market and by introducing the most approved agricultural implements 
and seeds. The time may come when the knowledge of the mighty powers of 
steam might contribute rapidly to promote the improvement and prosperity of 
that  country.39

 There is nothing spiritual about this program, so it will be diffi cult to argue that 
its authors only had Christianization in mind when they framed it. Of course, if 
they thought that implementing the program did not hold any promise for the ad-
vancement of evangelization, it is doubtful that they would have adopted it. But the 
idea behind their desire to create a secular vehicle for the purpose of advancing their 
spiritual mission is what makes this adoption more signifi cant. This is how Ajayi put 
it: “The missionaries placed emphasis on the development of trade because they be-
lieved that it would inevitably lead to the formation of such a class who would then 
themselves begin to carry out the social reforms the missionaries wished to see car-
ried out but would rather not meddle with. Commerce, said [T. J.] Bowen, will aid 
the ‘change in Society which the Gospel seeks.’ ”40 For Bowen, commerce was to 
be the centerpiece of the new society to be constructed. In his estimation, “The 
extension of civilized commerce to Central Africa, attended, as it would be, by the 
pure Gospel, could not fail to have a powerful effect on the minds and institutions 
of the people. The various branches of business called into existence by commerce 
would require education; and the people would be anxious to obtain it.”41 He was 
convinced that commerce would lead to “an increase of industry, which, in all cli-
mates and states of society, is indispensable to the existence of virtue.”42 He foresaw 
a time when the growth of commerce would sound the death knell of polygamy.43

 The missionaries never failed to remind their congregations that Owó ni kèké 
ìhìnrere [Money is the bicycle on which the gospel is borne]. It is easy to attribute 
the focus on commerce to crass materialism. But the missionaries concerned were 
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more sophisticated than that. Commerce was imbricated in a way of life that had 
many dimensions. In light of contemporary debates about opening the borders of 
the so-called advanced countries’ economies to products from the so-called devel-
oping countries, it is signifi cant that in the mid-nineteenth century Bowen tied the 
development of Central Africa to access to “commerce with the civilized world” as 
a market for African products. When this happened, Bowen believed, “the intro-
duction of plows, wagons, &c., and the opening of roads, would be a work of real be-
nevolence. The demands of the foreign market would stimulate industry; the supplies 
brought into the country by foreign traffi c, together with education and the Gospel, 
would create new wants and new aspirations, which would naturally and inevitably 
lead to the regeneration of society.”44 To that end, the missionaries sought to inter-
pose between themselves and their converts a middle-class complement that was 
brought up in the arts, crafts, and commerce. This middle-class group would be en-
dowed with appropriate beliefs in the new ways of being human that the new civi-
lization enjoined and would be fi red with enthusiasm to rebuild their communities 
in the modern image.45 If Ajayi’s interpretation is plausible and acceptable, then it 
is easy to see why the program of Buxton’s society may be read as a template for so-
cial revolution.46

 The program of the society was not implemented on anything that approached a 
grand scale. In the fi rst place, the missionaries who were most seized of the idea did 
not have the wherewithal to realize the program. They relied on secular authorities, 
and secular authorities were not as enthusiastic as the missionaries.47 Yet it is aston-
ishing that Buxton was able to raise a substantial amount of money and mount an 
expedition up the River Niger in 1841.48 That is, the program did not stay on paper 
without any specifi c attempt to realize it in concreto. Quite the contrary, Buxton 
was able to persuade the British government and some private donors to raise about 
£100,000 toward creating an advance settlement, the success of which was to in-
spire others to emulate the way of life it manifested. It is curious that so little has 
been written about this exciting social experiment in 1841. And this is not the place 
to examine its social and philosophical implications. But C. C. Ifemesia’s conclud-
ing remarks to the essay in which he analyzed the course of the experiment bear 
 quoting:

Whatever were the opinions of Buxton’s critics, the British missionaries (especially 
those of the CMS) never believed that the expedition was a total failure. In support 
of this view they drew attention to the great amount of information gathered about 
the Niger valley. They emphasised in particular that something had been learned of 
the languages of the Niger peoples and that for any work of evangelisation or civilisa-
tion to bear fruit, these languages must be reduced to writing. The missionaries car-
ried Buxton’s theme of “native agency” to its logical conclusion. If the “deliverance 
of Africa” was to be wrought by calling forth her own resources, they argued, the hu-
man resources should properly take the fi rst place on the African development pro-
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gramme. The expedition had demonstrated beyond doubt that the employment of Eu-
ropean agency was not feasible; while, on the other hand, the Africans on the Niger 
had shown their readiness to learn from their own countrymen. Everything seemed to 
point to the necessity of training the indigenous people for the development of their 
country, a policy the half-hearted pursuit of which has subsequently led to diffi culties 
in Nigeria down to our own day.49

One point stands out in bold relief in Ifemesia’s conclusion: There is a qualitative 
difference between what some missionaries thought of native agency and what their 
administrator cohort did. It may be time to reexamine at the philosophical level this 
difference in the relative standpoints of the various elements of the so-called colo-
nizer class in Africa’s colonial possessions.
 It is instructive that the British government and the business community judged 
the 1841 expedition to be a total failure. Ifemesia tells the story: “On account of the 
large number of men lost (53 out of 303), the great amount of public money spent 
(nearly £100,000), and the high hopes so suddenly frustrated, the enterprise was 
bitterly criticized by the British Parliament, press and public. Buxton was dubbed a 
man of visionary ideas and extravagant hopes. Philanthropy was laughed to scorn. 
The African Civilisation Society was roundly ridiculed, and a few months after 
Webb’s return the Society was dissolved. Buxton, its founder, did not long survive 
its ending.”50 There is no record of any further attempts at serious social transforma-
tion or backing for such in the history of British colonization until the promulgation 
of the Colonial Development Act in 1929 and the Colonial Development and Wel-
fare Act of 1940. These laws were not programs of social transformation and were 
barely funded.51 This is a situation where the view one has of native agency mat-
ters. It is by no means the case that the negative assessment Ifemesia recorded is the 
only plausible one. An alternative assessment would consider some of the successes 
of the encounter, especially in the area of gathering scientifi c data on the fl ora and 
fauna of the area and the ethnographic evidence of the peoples and cultures there. 
More important, a positive view of the motivating ideals of the expedition would 
have yielded a deeper commitment to fi guring out the appropriate material means 
to realize them. This did not  happen.
 Second, the era of the missionaries who saw in the Africans potential candidates 
for admission to the middle classes and the modern age (despite opposition from 
some of their cohort) ended during the third quarter of the nineteenth century.52 
This was refl ected in the infl ux into Nigeria of missionaries who insisted that the 
natives were not good enough to superintend the evangelization process or be mis-
sionaries.53 They embraced the aid model and sought to manage the affairs of the 
local church from England. It was not an accident that this period inaugurated the 
proliferation of schisms within the main denominations that saw the emergence of 
African independent churches54 and growing resentment on the part of Africans 
 toward the overbearing and suffocating embrace of clerical, administrative, and 
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commercial paternalism that denigrated African agency, if it did not deny it out-
right. In addition, there was a growing movement in England toward a social Dar-
winist mentality in which Africans were seen more and more as belonging to the in-
fancy of the human race and therefore needful of European guidance at every step 
along the way to civilization.55 Paternalism was not any less present in the program 
of the Society for the Extinction of the Slave Trade and for the Civilization of Af-
rica earlier in the century. No, it was just that the earlier paternalism, the autonomy 
model, held that Africans were able and ready to be schooled in the modern ways, 
whereas the latter variety based on the aid model saw Africans as so far removed 
that any attempt to realize the program was sure to result in disaster—the destruc-
tion of indigenous ways among peoples who were incapable of or unsuited for the 
acquisition of the new ways. These are crucial issues that had far-reaching conse-
quences for the colonies, consequences that have continued to affect the fortunes 
of the former colonies.
 Finally, the secular authorities—the traders and administrators—on whose ma-
terial generosity and support the revolutionary missionaries depended increasingly 
became dominant in the colonial context and began to adopt policies that refl ected 
the view of Africans as infants of the human race for whom accelerated social change 
was inappropriate, if not dangerous. The commitment to progress both in terms of 
the improvability of native agency and the substitution of new institutions or the 
modifi cation of old ones was extirpated from colonial discourse and practice. What is 
remarkable is that despite these diffi culties, the missionaries of the autonomy model 
garnered stupendous achievements in their implementation of the program Buxton’s 
society outlined. In light of the limited material support of the secular authorities, 
the occasional hostility of the administrators and traders, and the sheer immensity 
of the task, we must in hindsight marvel at what the early nineteenth-century mis-
sionaries accomplished.
 The achievement of these missionaries is often obscured for four reasons:

1)  The general tendency among scholars not to make or not to take seriously a dis-
tinction among the ranks of the colonizers such as I make in this work

2) The failure of most scholars who do note differences among colonizers to work 
out the implications of the distinction

3)  The failure of many to acknowledge that especially in West Africa, the mission-
aries that proselytized much of the area looked like their converts—that is, their 
scholarship subsumes African agency under European agency56

4)  The fact that many who work in the area adopt a nationalist stance that dis-
misses the missionaries as misguided do-gooders who inaugurated wholesale de-
structions of native civilizations and who, for that reason, held a less hostile view 
of the administrators’ embrace of sociocryonics as the template for policymaking 
in the colonies.
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Given that I proceed from the affi rmation of distinctions within the colonizer com-
munity, the credit for the transition to modernity in West Africa, to the extent that 
this transition occurred, must go to the missionaries. Because the most important 
fi gures in this transition were themselves African, we must set about the task of re-
conceptualizing the history of modernity in Africa and the mechanisms of interpel-
lating Africans as subjects of the modern age. I proceed to a consideration of some 
of the achievements of the missionaries that represented points of transition to mo-
dernity, or at least a prefi guring of it.

The Missionary Agenda: An Assessment

 Take the fi rst item in the program, for instance: creating written scripts for the 
principal languages of Western and Central Africa. This is one of the greatest 
achievements of the missionaries in most parts of Africa. In many parts of the con-
tinent, the written versions of the local languages are still anchored in the alpha-
bet that was either formulated or inspired by the missionaries.57 It may cynically 
be suggested that the primary aim of the missionaries in reducing local languages 
to writing was not to benefi t the locals but to proselytize them. That this was true 
in the main may not be disputed. But it is not the whole story. Yorùbá literature 
is very well developed because of its early availability in writing. Nevertheless, it 
would be crazy to suggest that the spadework done by the missionaries did not pro-
vide the basic building blocks of the written languages as we have them today. For 
example, Samuel Ajayi Crowther, a pioneering scholar and linguist, was a moving 
spirit in the effort to create a script for Yorùbá. So lasting is the impact of Crow-
ther and his co-workers in this area that the Yorùbá Bible remains more or less the 
same product that they produced back in the late nineteenth century. And it is only 
recently that scholars of Yorùbá culture and philosophy have begun to controvert 
the Christian- inspired usages that characterize colloquial Yorùbá in order to reduce 
the over weening infl uence of Christianity in written Yorùbá philosophy.58

 The importance of the written word and its widespread dissemination in por-
table forms to constituting the modern age cannot be denied by anyone who is fa-
miliar with the revolutionary impact of Martin Luther’s decision to make the Bible 
available to a mass audience and take the interpretation of the Gospel away from 
the clutches of the clergy. The signifi cance was not lost on Crowther. J. F. Ade Ajayi 
writes, “When asked to join the 1857 Niger Expedition and begin the Niger Mis-
sion, Crowther at the age of over 50 said he would prefer to retire from Niger Ex-
peditions and devote the rest of his life to his work of translations as a legacy to his 
people.”59 One may detect similar echoes in the following statement by  Bowen:

But our designs and hopes in regard to Africa are not simply to bring as many indi-
viduals as possible to the knowledge of Christ. We desire to establish the Gospel in the 



 Running Aground on Colonial Shores 69

hearts and minds and social life of the people, so that truth and righteousness may re-
main and fl ourish among them, without the instrumentality of foreign missionaries. 
This cannot be done without civilization. To establish the Gospel among any people, 
they must have Bibles and therefore must have the art to make them or the money 
to buy them. They must read the Bible and this implies instruction. They must have 
competent native pastors, and this implies several things which can not exist without 
a degree of civilization.60

Commenting on the need to meet the contingencies of instructing their proselytes, 
Ajayi writes: “Nothing shows the ardour of the pioneering missionaries better than 
the effort devoted, within the limited resources of the missions and the ability of 
the missionaries, to the study of the principal Nigerian languages, reducing them to 
writing, in most cases for the fi rst time.”61 In my opinion, one reason why the mis-
sionaries’ achievements in this area tend to be belittled is that critics and support-
ers alike have not considered the wider ramifi cations of the business of writing and 
its associated activities or the fact that many of the activities involved refl ected the 
development and deployment of African agency.
 By itself, writing does not amount to much. The many advantages often claimed 
for writing over orality are exaggerated. Once we place it within a wider context, 
however, the implications are deep. To consider indigenous languages to be the prin-
cipal medium of saving native souls is implicitly to assume that although its users 
may be heathens, their tongue can be put to the service of the Christian God. More 
signifi cant still, this choice of the native tongue is a fundamental recognition of 
the agency of the new converts and their compatriots from among whom even more 
converts are to be drawn. Add to these elements the fact that the missionaries were 
offering a package deal: For the natives to know God, the scripture had to be made 
available. For it to be made available it had to be written in local languages and 
be manufactured at such a cost that it would remain affordable. Hence, the enterprise 
had to be implicated in a system of commerce. Finally, producing written text has 
a multiplier effect in creating a support infrastructure made up of printers and their 
apprentices, technicians to service the machines, the production of paper and ink, 
and so forth. There is evidence that where these infrastructural elements were con-
cerned, the record of the missionaries was unmatched by any of the administrator/ 
trader regimes that later came to dominate the colonies.
 There are other implications that I have not drawn about creating local histories 
and creating and consolidating new identities through such histories.62 To sum up 
this section: the missionaries believed that although heathen, Africans were God’s 
children who were capable of beholding the light of the gospel. To bring this light 
to them faster and more successfully, the bearers needed to be indigenes and speak 
in local idioms. We shall be exploring the implications for agency later on.
 Nowhere did the missionaries acquire a more sterling record than in the area of 
education.63 I do not exaggerate when I say that most Africans who inhabited the 
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areas where missionaries worked were introduced to modernity through the opera-
tion of Christianity and its educational institutions. Thus, for many Africans, the 
experience of the new way of life signifi ed by modernity was mediated by Christian 
education. Had missionaries only set their sights on enabling the indigenes to read 
the Bible in order to understand the word of God, they would not have had to put 
in place whole systems of education.64 But they had other purposes, the most impor-
tant of which was the creation of a middle class committed to civilization as partak-
ers of its fruits. As part of this grander plan, the school curriculum in different re-
gions included subjects in industrial training and the new ways of life enjoined by 
modernity. As Adu Boahen notes, “Besides preaching the gospel, converting people 
to Christianity, and translating the Bible into various African languages, these mis-
sionary societies promoted agriculture; taught such skills as carpentry, printing, and 
tailoring; and promoted trade, literacy, and Western education.”65

 Africans, converts and nonconverts alike, responded with varying levels of en-
thusiasm. They presented their children for training and by so doing became ac-
tive participants in sowing the seeds of the future civilization. They contributed la-
bor to build schools. The rich ones donated substantial sums to found and support 
schools.66 They wrote petitions for teachers to be sent to them. By 1859, the fi rst sec-
ondary school had been established in Lagos, the fi rst of many such schools to train 
the future inheritors and propagators of the new civilization. The fi rst generation to 
graduate from the missionary school of modernity included people like Crowther. 
The second generation of Africans who graduated from institutions rooted in the 
missionary autonomy model of developing native agency were taught or otherwise 
educated at, especially, Fourah Bay College in Freetown, Sierra Leone, by members 
of Crowther’s generation. They went on to expand considerably the program of es-
tablishing schools and other institutions either by being sole proprietors or by work-
ing with their communities to mobilize support, especially in the provision of land 
and labor. For instance, the Kúde.tì community in Ibadan welcomed the Hinder-
ers, David and Anna, and donated the land on which both a church and school 
were built in 1852. Others working through associations formed by the new edu-
cated elite in this second generation established schools such as Abéòkúta Gram-
mar School in 1908, Ijebu-Ode Grammar School in 1913, and Ibadan Grammar 
School, also in 1913. Each one of these three schools had one connection or the 
other with Fourah Bay College, the school that had produced Crowther and where 
he had taught at the beginning of his career.67 Developments were even more spec-
tacular in other areas.68 These were not isolated cases. They typifi ed the period un-
der discussion. Boahen summed it up well:

All the missionary societies, Protestant as well as Catholic, founded elementary schools, 
training colleges, and even secondary schools. In West Africa, the CMS, which com-
menced operations there in 1806, founded the Fourah Bay College as early as 1827, a 
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secondary school for boys and one for girls in 1842, and by 1841 had twenty-one ele-
mentary schools in Sierra Leone. The Wesleyans had also established four elementary 
schools for girls and twenty for boys in Ghana by 1846; in 1876 they founded their 
fi rst secondary school, the Wesleyan High School, which developed into the present 
Mfantsipim School. By 1835, the CMS had 4,000 children in its schools in Mada-
gascar, while by 1894, the Protestant missions had a total enrollment of 137,000 pu-
pils in their schools.69

 Missionaries cleared new paths in Nigeria and other African countries in other 
subjects as well; I follow Ajayi in identifying three: architecture, printing, and medi-
cine.70 In teaching these subjects, the missionaries sought to create a body of arti sans 
and practitioners who would be gainfully employed, develop pride in their exper-
tise, and generally be able to buy as well as read the Bible and live by its injunctions. 
The introduction of printing enhanced the possibility that the Good News could 
be widely disseminated. But at the same time it enabled the inauguration, by Henry 
Townsend, of the “Iwe-Irohin, a fortnightly journal in Yoruba giving news of Church 
and state from near and far, and educating the growing reading public through didac-
tic essays on history and politics.”71 There is hardly a greater testimony to the suc-
cess of the missionaries in this area than the fact that Nigeria, especially the south-
ern region, where the missionary infl uence was greatest, has remained home to the 
most diverse and vibrant print media in the continent. M. J. C. Echeruo’s Victorian 
Lagos also testifi es to how vibrant the literary culture of Lagos had become by the 
closing years of the nineteenth century and the opening of the twentieth.72

 I do not propose to delay the reader with the details of the contributions of the 
missionaries in the areas of architecture and medicine.73 Nor have I represented the 
magnitude of the contributions they made in the fi eld of education, which by far is 
the area in which their achievements not only were stupendous but, for the most 
part, defi ned the boundaries of the indigenous mindscape in ways that the later 
 institutional and other practices of colonialism did not approach. A few passing com-
ments can be made, though. The press is only one consequence. I have already men-
tioned the creation of local histories and new identities through the facility of writ-
ing. Through the church, Africans began to use their theoretical training in music 
to score native airs and indigenize their Christian inheritance.74 The consequences 
are more far-reaching than I think people are willing to admit. Hubert Ogunde, 
Duro Ladipo, and Kola Ogunmola, the trio of masters of indigenous theatre in Yo-
rubaland and, by extension, Nigeria, all had their starts in drama in the church or 
church-related institutions.75 The pioneers of popular music, especially Juju, all cut 
their teeth learning the intricacies of musical structures in English under Christian 
inspiration.76 Tunde King, I. K. Dairo, Tunde Nightingale, Ojoge Daniel, Adeolu 
Akisanya, Ebenezer Obey, and Sunny Ade are but a few examples.
 The same facility, writing, became the idiom in which native protests were ar-
ticulated. Later on, public letter writers and professional petition writers turned that 
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instrument on the colonial administration in their agitations against the depreda-
tions of colonial rule.77 I conclude that only by trifl ing with native agency can we 
say that what Africans have done with the legacy of missionary infl uence does not 
matter or should be treated as if it was a mere extension of what the European mis-
sionaries intended or, worse, was mere mimicry of their conquerors. The divergence 
between European designs and native agency was repeated throughout the history of 
colonialism, and I make a lot of it. Whatever their European mentors intended, Af-
ricans had their own aims that often were not convergent with those of Europeans.

The Road Not Taken: The Missionary Road to Modernity

 What I have said so far surely inclines one to speculate on what might have been 
had there been a serious pursuit of the aims articulated in the program of civiliza-
tion of the Society for the Extinction of the Slave Trade and for the Civilization of 
Africa, which represents the most progressive thinking among the missionaries at 
the commencement of their task in the beginning of the nineteenth century. It is 
meet to ask why the program was never implemented by later missionaries and by 
the successor colonial administrations in Nigeria. Few will deny the relevance of the 
program to the Africa of the early twenty-fi rst century. I restrict myself to Nigeria.
 It is almost cant that Nigeria has nearly 250 ethnic and/or linguistic groups. I 
think this is an exaggeration. But there is no doubt that Nigeria is home to numerous 
languages. As at this writing, only a few of them have been reduced to writing. The 
consequences for educational programs, especially at the primary-school level and 
in the area of adult literacy, can be devastating. In the fi rst place, those whose lan-
guages have not been reduced to writing will have serious diffi culties because their 
children will be taught in languages that are not theirs and in which they may not 
even be able to operate—instruction is usually done in languages available in writ-
ten form. Second, the possibility of widely disseminating much-needed  information 
about agriculture, health, and political activities will be very restricted (radios are 
the only available means when written language is not a possibility). One must not 
minimize the impact of such limited possibility. These are complex societies spread 
over wide spaces that are no longer amenable to old forms of information processing. 
Third, and perhaps most important, the country stands to lose signifi cant contri-
butions to its cultural heritage as those who are most versed in the oral traditions 
of their people die out and their progeny, having gone to school and become profi -
cient in other languages, know how to use their indigenous languages only for every-
day speech. The possibility of such cultures becoming extinct is real.78 The record 
shows that the Bible Society of Nigeria, for instance, has continued to do more in 
the area of making the Bible available in more local languages and, by so doing, cre-
ating scripts for the languages concerned. The two extant Yorùbá dictionaries re-
main under the grip of their original Christian inspiration, which has serious conse-
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quences for deploying the language in secular studies. Fortunately, the Yorùbá Studies 
Association of Nigeria and Yorùbá scholars are correcting this.79

 One cannot gainsay the relevance of—make that urgent need for—a program to 
“prevent or mitigate the prevalence of disease and suffering among the people of Af-
rica” or to “encourage practical science in all its various branches.” In many parts of 
Nigeria, especially in the south, the church school (primary and secondary) and the 
church clinic or hospital were the only social welfare resources available to people 
until late in the colonial period, especially the last two decades of colonial rule.80 
The periodic crises of inadequate food supply and the enduring backwardness of ag-
ricultural techniques testify to the continuing relevance of the need to “afford es-
sential assistance to the natives by furnishing them with useful information as to 
the best mode of cultivation, as to the productions which command a steady mar-
ket and by introducing the most approved agricultural implements and seeds,” as 
the Society for the Extinction of the Slave Trade and for the Civilization of Africa 
set out to do.
 The failure to implement the program or some equivalent by the successor colo-
nial regimes of traders and administrators that held sway in the colonies lends cre-
dence to my thesis that had modernity truly been on the agenda of the colonizers, 
the history of Africa would have been different. The modern age, as it has been de-
scribed and conceptualized by its European ideologists, is noted for placing science 
and the rationality it fosters at the center of its intellectual and practical life. Thus 
the encouragement of practical science in all its various branches ought to have a 
central focus in a truly transformatory colonial administration. The program pre-
saged the introduction of new forms of social ordering that might have heralded 
large-scale social transformations on the continent. And there is evidence that the 
earlier missionaries were not merely concerned with creating institutions and struc-
tures of the sort envisaged in the program of the society. In what follows, I would 
like to suggest that the other elements of their activities, the less tangible, the less 
institutional ones, held more promise of a radical transformation of social living in 
both ideological and physical terms than has previously been realized.
 As other examples from the twentieth century have shown, it is possible (and it 
happens often enough) for a country or society to put in place elements that refl ect 
the kinds of changes articulated in the program of Buxton’s society without nec-
essarily making the transition to modernity. Countries such as Japan, South Ko-
rea, and Taiwan have incorporated systems in which all branches of practical sci-
ence are encouraged, have built roads and canals, have industrialized, and can boast 
of skylines that challenge the best that New York and London have to offer. Yet 
they have managed to sidestep incorporating some of the intangible components of 
 modernity—for example, individualism. To the extent that the missionaries sought 
to introduce and entrench the intangibles in the structures of social living in Nige-
ria, we have to adjudge them revolutionaries. The case follows.81
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 The missionaries were convinced that the creation of middle classes was a sine 
qua non for civilization and that commerce would be the preferred vehicle for cre-
ating that class. Christianity was to be the crowning glory of this trinity, the care-
taker of the soul, which in Christian philosophical anthropology is the godhead in 
us. They never lost sight of the importance of creating the kind of material wealth 
that would enable the middle classes to afford the standard and style of living the 
new civilization entailed. But they also were aware that their proselytes might just 
take the money and run—that is, that converts might fi nd the requirements of the 
new way of life too onerous and therefore seek to appropriate material wealth while 
shirking from embracing the social ordering entailed by the new creed. Both Ayan-
dele and Ajayi have copious discussions of some of the most intractable divergences 
between the missionaries and their converts. Other historians allude to them. An 
examination of some these divergences yields evidence that the missionaries were 
really interested in a complete makeover of their followers.
 Ajayi argues that “what distinguished missionary work in the mid-nineteenth 
century, what made its social and economic infl uence go much further than the 
limited number of converted people was that the missionaries who saw civilization 
as allied to Christianity attempted more than just a reform of the manners of the 
converted.”82 For example, it is true that missionaries sought to introduce some of 
the more pedestrian elements of the culture they traveled with—drinking tea, cloth-
ing that met European standards of modesty, and so on. Of greater signifi cance is 
the fact that “civilization meant to them all that they considered best in their own 
social manners and customs.”83 Let us examine this claim in light of the markers 
they set for civilization and the kinds of tensions that characterized their relation-
ships with their converts.
 What were those elements that “they considered best in their own social manners 
and customs”? Ajayi has provided evidence that the missionaries were infl exibly op-
posed to the institution of polygamy. It was for them an index of all that was wrong 
with the old ways of being human that Africans, especially their rulers, cherished. 
Missionaries used a willingness to abandon it to gauge the depth of a convert’s com-
mitment to the new way of being human that Christianity and its twin, civilization, 
presaged. But what was it about the institution of polygamy that aroused such detes-
tation in the missionaries? There is the moral aspect in which having multiple sexual 
partners must have been odious to the sensibility of Victorian-era parsons and their 
cohorts. There is no doubt that the moral aspect was important to the missionar-
ies, and they used strong language to convey their abhorrence, especially to the rul-
ers whose attachment to polygamy the missionaries saw as the principal obstacle to 
their eligibility for baptism. This, as Ajayi points out, could not have been the prin-
cipal reason why they found the practice so odious. They had little trouble accom-
modating another morally repugnant practice they encountered, domestic slavery.84 
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Aside from the scriptural condemnation of polygamy and its suspect moral status, 
the principal reason for the infl exible rejection of polygamy is the following:

Both for the European missionaries anxiously seeking to reject it, and for the Africans 
holding tenaciously to it, polygamy was not just a plurality of wives; it was a symbol 
of the communal way of life in the family compounds. . . . Christian missionaries from 
an individualistic society, where whatever folk-culture survived the Reformation and 
seventeenth- century Puritanism had been virtually destroyed by the Industrial Revo-
lution and the new puritanism of the Evangelical Revival, found life in the family com-
pounds at best incomprehensible, at worst the devil’s own institution. Concerned as 
they were not only to destroy paganism but also to reform the existing social structure 
in Africa, they were bound, sooner or later, to attack polygamy.85

 Why did the communal way of life upset the missionaries so much? What are we 
to understand by Ajayi’s suggestion that missionaries came from an individualistic so-
ciety? Certainly it could not be suggested that there were no individuals in African 
societies: if nothing else, their members bore individual names! Nor could it be sug-
gested that Europeans in the nineteenth century had no communities: they identi-
fi ed themselves as distinct groups! So there must be something fundamental about 
the communal structure of African societies that the missionaries found to be radi-
cally incompatible with the kind of individualism that they had come to know and 
cherish. What was it? An adequate answer to these questions requires that we ex-
plore the philosophical templates from which the missionaries constructed their no-
tions of “individual,” “community,” and so on. Exploring the historical phenomena 
of the nuclear family and individualism that are considered pivotal to the coming 
of the modern age in Europe will lay bare the presuppositions, or at least some of 
them, of the philosophical discourse of modernity that formed the foundations of 
the practice of evangelization and the dissemination of civilization that the mission-
aries undertook.86

 Recall what I said in chapter 1 about colonialism being an integral part of the 
outward movement of modernity from Europe. I propose to argue that the individu-
alistic society and the antagonism to communal life of which Ajayi speaks both re-
late to one of the defi ning moments of modernity and that one cannot understand 
the missionaries’ preoccupation with what we might consider petty aspects of native 
life unless we understand the fundamental disjuncture between the philosophical an-
thropology they held and the one embraced by the Africans whom they converted 
or sought to convert.
 The nineteenth-century wave of evangelization was the second wave of attempts 
to Christianize the southern parts of Nigeria. The fi rst attempts were made in the 
late fi fteenth and early sixteenth centuries.87 They were based on pre-Reformation 
Christianity and were pretty much limited to the royal courts. The new wave is in-
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comprehensible outside of its Reformation provenance. One of the principal rup-
tures with the old Church that the Reformation brought about was the individualiza-
tion of salvation and the inauguration of the priesthood of all believers. However, it 
is the secular dimension of this theological transformation that should interest us.

Modernity: A Profi le

 At the core of modernity is a philosophical anthropology characterized by what 
Hegel called the principle of subjectivity. According to Hegel, “the principle of the 
modern world is freedom of subjectivity, the principle that all the essential factors 
present in the intellectual whole are now coming into their right in the course of 
their development. Starting from this point of view, we can hardly raise the idle 
question: Which is the better form of government, monarchy or democracy? We 
may only say that all constitutional forms are one-sided unless they can sustain in 
themselves the principle of subjectivity and know how to correspond with a ma-
tured rationality.”88 In further explication of the principle, Hegel says:

The right of the subject’s particularity, his right to be satisfi ed, or in other words the 
right of subjective freedom, is the pivot and centre of the difference between antiquity 
and modern times. This right in its infi nity is given expression in Christianity and 
it has become the universal effective principle of a new form of civilization. Amongst 
the primary shapes which this right assumes are love, romanticism, the quest for the 
eternal salvation of the individual, &c.; next come moral convictions and conscience; 
and, fi nally, the other forms, some of which come into prominence in what follows 
as the principle of civil society and as moments in the constitution of the state, while 
others appear in the course of history, particularly the history of art, science, and phi-
losophy.89

 The principle of subjectivity provides the philosophical inspiration for the com-
panionate marriage and the nuclear family that are considered to be prototypical 
of the bourgeois age.90 Hegel goes on to derive civil society and the state from this 
basis. The principle of subjectivity is also the basis of the individualist anthropology 
that defi nes modern times. The centrality of the individual to the dominant forms of 
social living in modern society and its associated derivative notions of civic, moral, 
and legal responsibility are manifestations of what Hegel celebrates as the triumph of 
subjectivity. It is against the background of the preceding comments that we should 
try to understand the implacable opposition of the missionaries to polygamy.
 In the societies whence the missionaries came or, in the case of the recaptives, 
into the ethos of which they had been converted, individualism had to a great ex-
tent become the putative principle of social ordering.91 The missionaries canvassed 
a Protestant-infl ected Christianity in which, thanks to Martin Luther, salvation was 
not a product of communal striving nor could it be obtained vicariously through the 
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good deeds or faith of any collective entity. Not surprisingly, the new missionizing 
embraced a plurality of denominations. As Ajayi notes, missionaries focused on in-
dividuals as “there was no question of their regarding the community as a unit to be 
converted. . . . The community [for them] became a pool from which the various 
fi shers of men sought in friendly—or less friendly—rivalry each to attract individual 
fi shes into his own denominational net.”92 In this behavior, missionaries manifested 
another of the diremptions of modern life identifi ed by Jürgen Habermas: an on-
tology of separation not only of one individual from another but also of one de-
nomination from another even when they are committed to a common goal. This 
of course presupposes the permissibility of a plurality of means with each being al-
lowed to prove its mettle in contest with others. This is another key tenet of mo-
dernity manifested in the preferences of the missionaries: The notion of competi-
tion for and among adherents was not odious to them. Africans would later use the 
same principles to justify philosophically their separation from the main denomi-
nations once it became clear that the later crop of their European counterparts was 
no longer inclined to recognize African agency and accommodate its role in the en-
terprise of winning souls. In light of the proliferation of orthodoxies, African Chris-
tians would not entertain any suggestions that they were committing heresies or 
 apostasies.93

 On the metaphysical template just sketched, marriage is construed as a contract 
between two individuals (forget that until recently, the individuality of women in 
the modern scheme was a fi ction) and the family is supposed to represent a fusion 
of these two to the total exclusion of all others. Polygyny, the union or cohabitation 
of one man with more than one woman, amounts to a violation ab initio of this 
fundamental principle. As one of the missionaries who felt the need to remind his 
fellows of the doctrine of the Church (Anglican in this case) said, “Christ regarded 
polygamy as adultery: ‘It is written “Let every man have his own wife and let every 
woman have her own husband.”’ ”94 Polygamy was rejected on two grounds. The 
fi rst we have just stated: It violated Christ’s injunction. Second, and equally impor-
tant, it was a symbol of the new convert’s failure or refusal to make a complete break 
with his heathen past. Missionaries, Ajayi reminds us, “tended to regard practically 
everything in the old society as somehow tainted with heathenism.”95

 There are fewer more signifi cant areas of social life in which to look for commit-
ment to a new form of social living than in the family form. Think of it. If the new 
converts were seriously to embrace the monogamy, companionate marriage, and ro-
mantic love that are at the basis of the bourgeois nuclear family, their behavior would 
represent a radical severing of links with their societies. It would mean abandon-
ing the extended family, individualizing property holdings, and antagonizing their 
fellows—a practical turning of one’s back on all that had had meaning and conse-
quence for one’s life thitherto. This is why I have suggested that the missionaries’ 
insistence on what, on the surface, might have seemed innocuous is indicative of an 
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entire way of life. The theological justifi cation was that salvation is personal. No one 
person’s faith can absolve another; each is answerable only for him or herself.96

 The secular equivalent of the concern with personal salvation is the incorpora-
tion of individualism as the principle of social ordering. Individualism is a corner-
stone of modernity, and to the extent that the missionaries were desirous of intro-
ducing it into the African context, they intended much more than winning African 
souls for Christ. They also wanted to see their proselytes live and order their personal 
lives and social spaces in accordance with what they had come to identify as the 
preferred form of social living in the culture whence they came. Placed in this larger 
context, it is easy to see why what they “considered best in their own social man-
ners and customs” was synonymous with a Lebenswelt characteristic of modernity.
 The modern way of life encompasses several elements. In addition to the prin-
ciple of subjectivity and its social concomitant, individualism, other elements of 
modernity include the centrality of reason, autonomy of action, liberal democracy, 
the rule of law, the concept of the open future, and an obsession with novelty. One can 
see how different aspects of the missionary enterprise manifested each of these ele-
ments of modernity. In affi rming the capacity of their converts to not only see the 
light of Christianity but also become torchbearers to others, the missionaries paid 
the highest compliment to the rationality of Africans. More important, in seeking 
to build schools, in insisting that African communities too should become societies 
of knowledge that were ruled by reason, and in using science to solve the problems 
of living in what is sometimes a challenging physical environment, the missionaries 
set out to subvert the belief in tradition, in authority accepted on faith, and instead 
to substitute modes of knowledge production marked by the experimental method 
and the dominance of demonstrability.
 The preference for autonomy of action is easily seen in the account that I gave of 
the struggle over how to live in the aftermath of conversion. Where heterodox be-
havior attracts severe sanctions, it is incomprehensible to talk of autonomy of action. 
One manifestation of subjectivity is the play of caprice in the lives of individuals—it 
is a fundamental component of the freedom that subjectivity enjoys in the modern 
world. It is only fi tting that it is in their affi rmation of this principle that Africans 
would later in the nineteenth century and from the beginning of the twentieth cre-
ate independent churches to challenge the orthodoxies of the established churches. 
It provided the philosophical template for the anticolonial struggle that was premised 
on the inadmissibility of rule to which Africans had not consented.97

 The attempt to create a middle class was linked to the commitment to fostering 
commerce and introducing new ways of producing and reproducing life in the areas 
of missionary activity. Success in this area would have meant the emergence or in 
some cases the promotion of a class of people whose lives would be characterized by 
mobility (both physical and social) and who did not depend on existing patterns of 
social rewards and ascription for their position in society.98 And we have evidence 



 Running Aground on Colonial Shores 79

that those who became players in the new economy manifested the best of the open 
future that modernity promises. Some of them were ex-slaves who became fi nan-
ciers and men of affairs. Others were commoners who in the existing indigenous 
matrices of social ascription would have been sentenced to positions commensu-
rate with those attached to the circumstances of their birth. That is, their futures 
would have been foretold in the circumstances of their birth. Modernity subverts 
this principle in leaving open the possibility of access to offi ce and honor subject to 
the ability of the individual to make of him or herself what his or her talents and a 
little luck would permit. Again, when later missionaries from Europe began to sub-
vert this principle, Africans protested loudly that the authorities concerned were 
being unfair, even dishonest, and were failing to deliver on the promise of moder-
nity that careers would be open to talent.
 Finally, the concern with novelty was liberally manifested in the missionary en-
terprise, beginning with the enterprise itself through the attempt to remake the con-
verts and their lives, their thoughts, and their spaces. Architecture was revolution-
ized and new trades were introduced, as were new modes of knowledge production, 
distribution, exchange, and consumption. The processes I have been describing in 
Africa in the nineteenth century before the partition of the continent and the sub-
sequent imposition of formal colonialism was so widespread that Adu Boahen could 
declare that on the “eve of colonial conquest,”

Africa was far from being primitive, static, and asleep or in a Hobbesian state of na-
ture. On all fronts—economic, political, social, and even intellectual—Africa was in 
a mood of change and revolution, accepting new challenges, showing ability at adap-
tation and modifi cation, fi ghting back against racist doctrines, and above all changing 
its economy and politics to suit the socioeconomic realities of the day. It is also clear 
from the writings of the scholars that the African never thought of himself as being 
in any way inferior to the European; instead, he believed that, given time, he would 
become as progressive as the white. Indeed, by 1880 Africans were full of optimism 
and felt quite ready to face any challenge that was thrown to them. Above all, they 
seemed determined to defend their sovereignty and way of life.99

I conclude that for the greater part of the nineteenth century, as a consequence of 
the missionary enterprise, especially under the direction of Africans, the continent 
was engaged in a transition—of epochal proportions—to modernity.

Formal Empire, or How Modernity
Ran Aground on Colonial Shores

 In the rest of this discussion, I would like to argue that although the early- 
nineteenth-century missionaries had introduced elements of modernity to Afri-
cans and had committed to making modern subjects out of their African proselytes, 
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from the middle of that century on, a period that witnessed informal empire and, 
later, formal colonization, their trader and administrator successors either reversed 
or completely arrested the process. That is, the administrators had no enthusiasm 
for procuring a genuine transformation of African social formations that in any way 
resembled the missionary program we saw earlier beyond the changes needed to ex-
tract raw materials from the colonies. Consistent with the orientation of colonialism2 
presented in chapter 1, those who designed and implemented colonial policies did 
not consider the colonized Africans worthy or capable of sharing in the culture of 
modernity, especially those aspects relating to the centrality of reason, the primacy 
of the subject, and the autonomy of action.100 Hence, the implantation of modernity 
was not an item on Britain’s colonial agenda. In other words, when the  suzerainty of 
administrators and traders supplanted the authority of the missionaries, the apostles 
of progress were replaced by the army of regress and stagnation, and optimism about 
African intellectual and other possibilities gave way to pessimism about and occa-
sionally outright denial of same. Enthusiasm about novelty, especially concerning 
social forms, was replaced by the ignoble science of sociocryonics, the frozen pres-
ervation of outmoded and moribund social forms. It is not surprising that at every 
point where various elements of modernity could have been incorporated, the ad-
ministrators took the opposite route. According to Ajayi,

Just as the boundaries of colonial territories tended to put a brake on historical change, 
so the colonial regimes themselves tended to ally with the most conservative elements 
in society and to arrest the normal processes of social and political change. Once con-
quest had been achieved, it was the submissive chiefs, the custodians of law, order 
and hallowed custom, rather than the radical educated elite, who became the favored 
agents of European administration. No colonial regime would have hesitated to ally 
with the most conservative forces to topple a hostile but progressive and modernist 
leader. After all, the main preoccupation of those regimes was not to carry out social 
reform but primarily to control and to maintain law and order so as to facilitate eco-
nomic exploitation.101

 I am well aware of the unhappy history of attempts to explain developments in Af-
rica as movements toward modernization. Modernization theorists tend to counter-
pose what they call traditional societies in Africa to modern Europe and North 
America. By so doing, they erect all kinds of essences. The consequence is that the 
historicity of modernity is lost. It is as if Europe has always been modern and the 
rest of the world has been sunk from time immemorial in the morass of tradition-
alism. Samir Amin has criticized this as one of the elements of Eurocentrism.102 
Edward Said called it Orientalism, “the ideological construction of a mythical ‘Ori-
ent,’ whose characteristics are treated as immutable traits defi ned in simple oppo-
sition to the characteristics of the ‘Occidental’ world. The image of this ‘opposite’ 
is an essential element of Eurocentrism.”103 What is often forgotten in this dubious 
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dichotomy is that in Europe itself, “modern” was not originally contrasted with a 
non-European Other. “Modern” was used to distinguish a specifi c sociohistorical 
conjuncture whose beginning is usually traced to the closing years of the fi fteenth 
century (1492, to be specifi c) but for which the most signifi cant watersheds were 
the Renaissance, the Reformation, the Glorious Revolution, the Enlightenment, the 
American Revolution, the French Revolution (which has been anointed the imme-
diate herald of the modern age), and the Haitian Revolution. Hence, modernity in 
Europe was contrasted with traditional Europe of the Middle Ages and feudalism.104

 Once one insists on the historicity of modernity, one is enabled to consider it 
in its specifi city and actually identify its uneven spread throughout Europe.105 It is 
simply false to talk as if all European countries underwent the transition to moder-
nity. Nor did all of Europe experience modernity with the same intensity. It is worth 
noting that those countries in Europe where the logic of the transition to moder-
nity was never (or not intensely) relentlessly worked out are more like the countries 
of Africa than of Europe. Russia, Romania, Spain (until recently), and Portugal, 
to take a few examples, are more like Nigeria, Kenya, Ethiopia, and Tanzania than 
they are like Britain or the United States. The commonality they share is their late 
arrival to the phenomenon of modernity.106

 My interest here is in the philosophical discourse of modernity and, to a limited 
extent, its political discourse. There are other discourses of modernity, the most im-
portant being the cultural/aesthetic discourse. In The Philosophical Discourse of Mo-
dernity, Jürgen Habermas has, following Marx, credited Hegel with being “the fi rst 
philosopher to develop a clear concept of modernity.”107 He writes, “Hegel used the 
concept of modernity fi rst of all in historical concepts, as an epochal concept: The 
‘new age’ is the ‘modern age.’ This corresponded to contemporary usage in English 
and French: ‘modern times’ or ‘temps modernes’ denoted around 1800 the three 
centuries just preceding it. The discovery of the ‘new world,’ the Renaissance, and 
the Reformation—these three monumental events around the year 1500 constituted 
the epochal threshold between modern times and the middle ages.”108 But those 
who lived through the period did not understand it as the modern period. What 
we have is a retrospective characterization of a period that in hindsight came to be 
looked upon as exhibiting some defi ning features. It was not until the eighteenth 
century that this “epochal threshold” around 1500 was conceptualized as the be-
ginning of the modern era. As Habermas puts it: “The secular concept of moder-
nity expresses the conviction that the future has already begun: It is the epoch that 
lives for the future, that opens itself up to the novelty of the future.”109 The open-
ness to the novelty of the future and the openness of the future itself constitute 
some of the most signifi cant changes brought about by modernity.
 One can draw many contrasts between modernity and, say, the feudalism that 
preceded it in Europe. For example, in premodern Europe the rule of primogeniture 
was dominant and one’s location in the rigid social stratifi cations of the period was 
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determined by the circumstances of one’s birth. Many of Africa’s kingdoms and em-
pires included equivalent social circumstances that limited social mobility and de-
termined that one’s future was largely determined by one’s birth. This was not the 
case with modernity, where the principle of merit supplants the ascription of sta-
tus and the future is always waiting to be made, hence its openness. The transition 
to this new form of social living has implications for everyday life and for the indi-
vidual’s own understanding of her place in it. It imports elements of free will and 
contingency that traditional Europe or Asia or Africa could not accommodate. The 
emergence of the concept of careers open to talent, the possibility of breaking free 
from the shackles of social ascription, and the relentless pursuit of novelty in indus-
try and commerce and in the arts and sciences are each different manifestations of 
the openness to the novelty of the future. This is how Habermas describes it:

Modernity’s specifi c orientation toward the future is shaped precisely to the extent that 
societal modernization tears apart the old European experiential space of the peasants 
and craftman’s lifeworlds, mobilizes it, and devalues it into directives guiding expecta-
tions. These traditional experiences of previous generations are then replaced by the 
kind of experience of progress that lends to our horizon of expectation (till then an-
chored fi xedly in the past) a “historically new quality, constantly subject to being over-
laid with utopian conceptions.”110

 The reader may have begun to see the convergences between the changes that 
the missionaries sought to introduce to the African situation and those that mo-
dernity was reputed to have brought in its wake to traditional Europe. I argue that 
even though the missionaries might not have articulated what they were doing in 
the language that we are now accustomed to ascribing to modernity, the changes 
contemplated by the likes of Henry Venn, Fowell Buxton, Thomas Bowen, Samuel 
Crowther, and James Johnson are indistinguishable from the changes presaged by 
modernity. In enthusiastically embracing these changes and becoming proselytes to 
their own people, African converts evidenced a deep understanding of the revolu-
tionary implications of the activities with which they were invited to associate them-
selves. And when later they saw that their fellow missionaries were beginning to 
be drags on the progress toward the “historically new quality, constantly subject to 
being overlaid with utopian conceptions,” they broke ranks and cleared their own 
paths. They refused to be stopped. As is by now obvious, the persistence of the Af-
rican will, the adamant deployment of African agency in the face of racist subver-
sions and resistance, is a core theme in this discussion. Recognizing it as such and 
celebrating it as a model worthy of emulation at the present time is a principal mo-
tivation for my current effort.
 I have shown that the insistence of the missionaries that their converts commit 
to monogamy was emblematic of a way of life founded philosophically on the prin-
ciple of subjectivity and sociologically on the principle of individualism. But it was 
not only in the realm of family forms and marital arrangements that the impact of 
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such a reordering of life would have been felt. There are other connotations of sub-
jectivity. Habermas has identifi ed four.

(a) Individualism: in the modern world, singularity particularized without limit can 
make good its pretensions; (b) the right to criticism: the principle of the modern world 
requires that what anyone is to recognize shall reveal itself to him as something entitled 
to recognition; (c) autonomy of action: our responsibility for what we do is a character-
istic of modern times; (d) fi nally, idealistic philosophy itself: Hegel considers it the work 
of modern times that philosophy grasps the self-conscious (self-knowing) Idea.111

 To explain the different dimensions of the philosophical concepts of modernity 
would take me too far afi eld. But it should be clear that the various connotations of 
subjectivity yield specifi c practices. For example, in a situation in which the singu-
larity of the individual is denied particular expression in a world of action, (c) will 
be impossible to realize. Under (b), the appeal to faith or unquestioned authority 
is corroded and the supremacy of knowledge as a precondition for accepting any-
thing is the logical template of modern science. This is a variant of the centrality of 
reason. Nor can one expect the niceties of the proceduralism of criminal law and 
torts without a presupposition that we may be held responsible only for what we 
have done in the world, the object of (c).
 But let us for a moment focus on (a). Individualism is the dominant principle of 
social ordering in the modern era. It is the manifestation in the social sphere of the 
principle of subjectivity. Subjectivity arose from the ashes of antiquity in which com-
munity and consensus predominated. The principle of subjectivity, the quintessen-
tial principle of modernity, is a principle of division, of differentiation, of  diremption. 
Its realization required the sundering of the undifferentiated unity of antiquity. No-
where is this divisive principle better illustrated than in the sphere of life that He-
gel (and others since then) called bürgerliche Gesellschaft, or civil society. Samir 
Amin has remarked that

the autonomy of civil society is the fi rst characteristic of the new modern world. This 
autonomy is founded on the separation of political authority and economic life, made 
opaque by the generalization of market relationships. It constitutes the qualitative dif-
ference between the new capitalist mode and all precapitalist formations. The con-
cept of autonomous political life and thus of modern democracy and the concept of 
social science result from this autonomy of civil society. For the fi rst time, society ap-
pears to be governed by laws outside of human or royal will. . . . Secularism is the di-
rect consequence of this new autonomy of civil society, for entire areas of social life 
are henceforth conceivable independently of one another. The need to satisfy meta-
physical yearnings is left to individual conscience and religion loses its status as a force 
of formal restraint.112

Amin is talking at the level of differentiation of social structures. What he omits to 
mention is that the differentiation among individuals was even much deeper or at 
least as deep. Individual desires and interests became the dominant motivators of 
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social action and interaction. Personal responsibility for individual salvation came 
with the privilege of self-realization that takes no account of the group. Again I 
quote Hegel:

The creation of civil society is the achievement of the modern world which has for 
the fi rst time given all determinations of the Idea their due. . . . In civil society each 
member is his own end, everything else is nothing to him. But except in contact with 
others he cannot attain the whole compass of his ends, and therefore these others are 
means to the end of the particular member. . . . Since particularity is inevitably con-
ditioned by universality, the whole sphere of civil society is the territory of mediation 
where there is free play for every idiosyncracy, every talent, every accident of birth and 
fortune, and where waves of every passion gush forth, regulated only by reason glint-
ing through them.113

 It is the same sphere that Marx called the sphere of unrestricted egoism. But it is 
also the sphere that calls forth the specifi cation of the limits of each particularity’s 
freedom of action. It is the sphere that calls forth the articulation of rights. And it is 
not an accident that both Marx and Hegel regarded the French Revolution, which 
yielded the Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen in 1791, as the imme-
diate herald of the modern age.
 Let us now relate some of these philosophical musings to the play of colonialism 
in Nigeria. Recall Hegel’s argument that the immediate impulse to colonization arose 
from the development of civil society in Europe. Additional motivations for the co-
lonial enterprise in Africa included the desire of some of its practitioners to bring 
the fruits of civilization, which to them was synonymous with modernity, to the 
natives. That is, an aspect of the self-understanding of colonialism and its ideolo-
gists is that its mission was to civilize the colonized and bring the colonized peoples 
into the modern world from a putative traditional era. If colonial administrators 
had taken this objective seriously, they would have been the principal initiators of 
revolutionary transformation of the social forms and individual life experiences of 
Africans. We would have seen evidence of efforts to move African societies along 
the path to self-realization and self-determination. Additionally, there would have 
been concerted attempts to recognize and strengthen African agency with a view 
to completing the business of creating individuals of the sort the missionaries envis-
aged. In other words, even though it would still be paternalism, I affi rm some posi-
tive aspects of the autonomy model in order to show the bankruptcy of the colonial 
regimes that took charge of African countries in the aftermath of the scramble for 
and partition of the continent.
 In the rest of this chapter, I shall argue that contrary to received wisdom, colo-
nialism could  have unfolded differently from the way it did in Africa. This in turn is 
based on an insight by Amilcar Cabral, who argued that “it is part of the historical 
mission of imperialism to effect revolutionary transformations in the areas where 
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it predominates.”114 Cabral insists that the “historical mission” of imperialism was 
“the speeding up of the process of development of the productive forces and transfor-
mation in the direction of increasing complexity of the characteristics of the mode of 
production; sharpening class differentiation with the development of the bourgeoisie 
and intensifi cation of class struggle; and appreciably raising average standard levels 
in the economic, social and cultural life of the population.”115 Imperialism did this 
in both North America and Australia and even in South Africa for its white popu-
lation. It never did so in Africa. Its failure to do so is the shipwreck that is alluded 
to in the title of this chapter. Paternalism may be bad, but failing to deliver on the 
promise of even this benign paternalism was crueler. The administrators proclaimed 
a paternalistic interest in schooling the natives but did not keep their promise. Al-
though the earlier missionary cohort, too, adopted a paternalistic attitude toward 
their African native converts, they at least created Africans who became the prin-
cipal apostles of modernity, the new civilization, in Africa’s history. Therein lies the 
difference between colonial administrators and the missionaries whose efforts, even 
after the initial belief in the agency of the African had attenuated, did not cease. I 
now proceed to give four examples of how administrators subverted the process of 
implanting modernity in the colonies.

Individualism

 First, the principle of subjectivity and its sociological concomitant, individual-
ism, were not extended to the natives. In the colonial situation, as Frantz Fanon 
pointed out so poignantly, the native could not be an individual.116 The native is a 
type, and all differentiation is erased from native society. One cannot overempha-
size this point. In fact, it is curious that it has not received serious attention in the 
literature. The explanation is very simple. Africans and non-Africans alike believe 
that African societies are essentially communalistic and are fundamentally reluc-
tant to pollute these waters with any introduction of the bad philosophy of individu-
alism. This is a misplaced identifi cation. It ignores the fact that what needs to be ac-
counted for when we investigate social forms are what type of individualism can be 
found in various societies, what indigenous nodes of individualist transformations 
are there to be isolated, and how those nodes were affected by colonialism. What is 
at issue is not whether there were forms of individualism in any but the most primi-
tive societies but what kind of individualism there is and what role it plays in social 
ordering. In addition, a blanket condemnation of individualism reinforces a reluc-
tance to identify its presence in African societies, past and present. I abjure such a 
blanket condemnation. While this is not the place to consider the many sides of in-
dividualism, I must insist that its introduction into African societies by the apostles 
of modernity and its evolution in indigenous societies following upon their own in-
ternal dynamics deserve serious scholarly attention that does not preclude condem-
nation of its deleterious consequences if there have been such.
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 Given the centrality of the principle of subjectivity and its sociological concomi-
tant—individualism—in the constitution and evolution of modernity and my claim 
that missionaries believed that it was essential that natives fully embrace their meta-
physics of the self in order to be truly converted, the administrators’ subversion of 
individualism is one of the signal failures of colonialism. It is not that the colonial 
administrators did not recognize any individuality in the colonial situation; the prob-
lem is that they recognized the wrong, spurious type of individuality.
 I distinguish between two types of individuality. The fi rst is African individuality, 
which presupposes that a set of behavioral orientations is something that is specifi c 
and peculiar to “the African.” Under this rubric, various ethnic types were created 
and fostered. Some African groups were dubbed “warlike,” others were preselected 
to be “natural rulers,” and so on. Meanwhile, ethnic commingling in urban areas 
was actively discouraged. Each “tribe,” having been constituted as an undifferenti-
ated whole, was expected to act out its assigned characteristics, regardless of what 
real differences subsisted within those societies and among their members. Ironically, 
this individuality takes no account of the specifi c differences that may prevail among 
individual Africans, and it thus applied across the board to all Africans, whatever 
their station in life. Many African thinkers have adopted this spurious individuality, 
and one can fi nd it at the base of theories of African personality inaugurated under 
the inspiration of Edward Wilmot Blyden in the late nineteenth century and later 
adopted by thinkers ranging from Kwame Nkrumah to Nnamdi Azikiwe.117

 The second kind acknowledges and works with the individuality of Africans; 
that is, this theory makes no serious assumptions about what each African is like 
from the mere (otherwise banal) fact that she is an African. On the contrary, each 
Afri can is considered in her peculiarities, oddities, and suchlike, an approach that 
leaves room for the other to be surprised, for good or ill, by the quirks and eccen-
tricities of the individual concerned. This is the only type of individuality that has 
meaning and is the dominant construal under modernity, the individuality that is 
fostered and presupposed by modernity. It lies at the root of the principles of meri-
tocracy and achievement. The earlier missionaries epitomized this focus on the self 
and identifi ed individual talented Africans and made their advancement the object 
of their solicitude. The same idea was extended to organization within the mission-
ary enterprise. Missionaries wanted to create “self-governing, self-supporting, self- 
propagating” churches in native communities (in the words of Henry Venn) as a 
prelude to remaking the material world of the Africans.118 Where the second type
of individuality is deployed, Africans who had accepted the tenets of modernity, who 
had proceeded to shape their lives and thought patterns à la modernity, would then 
have extended to them the courtesy of being recognized as different from other Afri-
cans from whom they themselves had affi rmed their difference and had insisted on 
being recognized as such. It is the kind of individuality that gives full scope to agency 
and its occasional display as caprice. It is required for adapting foreign infl uences, do-
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mesticating alien ideas, reinventing or recasting indigenous ideas, and stepping forth 
to take responsibility. Where this is the case, Africans would be presumed to be the 
best judges of what is good for them, even when they are wrong in their judgment. 
Such judgment would include what to change in their societies, how to make that 
change, and what to preserve in African societies and how to so do.
 We have seen that in modern terms, individualism is “singularity particularized 
without limit and making good its pretensions.” Hegel insisted that civil society is 
“the territory of mediation where there is free play for every idiosyncracy, every tal-
ent, every accident of birth and fortune, and where waves of every passion gush forth, 
regulated only by reason glinting through them.” In contrast with the fi rst spurious 
notion of African individuality, the second one deploys a rich tapestry of possibili-
ties, outcomes, personalities, colors, and so on. It is what we fi nd when we examine 
the debates among Africans and Europeans alike of the fi rst wave of evangelizers 
concerning African agency, the possibility of a native church, the creation of new 
men and women who would be the propagators of the new ways of life enjoined by 
modernity. By the late nineteenth century and the turn of the twentieth, this point 
of view had been overthrown and supplanted by attitudes that questioned the via-
bility of African agency, placed Africans at the bottom of the human ladder, and 
proceeded to treat them as if they were children. The consequences that followed 
were devastating for the effl orescence of African agency.
 To start with, both missionaries and administrators of this later provenance con-
vinced themselves that Africans could not be trusted to run their own affairs and 
substituted Europeans in roles that shaped the lives of Africans.119 The aid model 
had become dominant, and the Church of England (in this instance) was well on 
its way to undoing Venn’s legacy. Of course, this approach included no considera tion 
of the individuality of Africans who might break the mold of putative incom petence, 
who might in fact be geniuses at missionizing and/or administration. Crowther was a 
shining example; James Johnson was not far behind. And there was Edward Wilmot 
Blyden, another of Venn’s protégés. Their individual achievements meant nothing 
to the new strain of racist zealotry that became dominant during the period in ques-
tion. It explains the rubbishing of Crowther’s legacy and the humiliation of the man 
himself.120 Additionally, Africans were adjudged, as a bloc, to be too dull to appre-
ciate the new civilization.121

 Given the consignment of the African to an undifferentiated individuality, it 
stands to reason that any attempt by an African to claim the privileges of different, 
specifi c, even quirky individuality would be by defi nition a sign of abnormality. As 
a consequence, it is deemed out of character for a native to assert his individuality, 
say, in the total embrace of the modern way of life, either as a product of the ratio-
nal assessment of it as a superior way of life that is eminently desirable or as a result 
of an irrational fascination with the modern lifestyle. Such a native is deemed af-
fl icted with a pathological desire to be like the colonizer. She is seen as suffering from 



88 Colonialism

a dependency or inferiority complex and with trying to run away from her shadow. 
She could not exercise the prerogatives of subjectivity, including the capricious em-
brace of whatever lifestyle engaged her fancy.122 To be an individual, to choose to be 
 different—in short, to embrace heterodoxy—is to be judged an affl iction. Policy for-
mulation, collective punishment, forced identities, and spatial restriction of natives 
all combined to turn any expression of agency into a crime. The consequences are 
deeper still, as we will fi nd out presently. Many Africans turned their backs on mo-
dernity. Independent churches were founded. Although the emphasis on educa tion 
increased, in a spate of reactive nationalism many resorted to distorted appropria-
tions of various indigenous practices, some of which they did not quite understand.123 
But even then, they did so evidencing the serious appropriation of modernity that 
they had made their own.124

The Open Future, or How the Color Rule Subverted the Merit Rule

 Let us now consider another component of modernity that the administrators sub-
verted: the commitment to an open future. The initial wave of nineteenth-century 
missionaries was committed to the idea that the notion of the open future applied to 
their African proselytes. Former slaves and other Africans who converted to Chris-
tianity took the idea of modernity quite seriously. Indeed, this is one area where 
there was a stunning convergence in the ideas of the educated Africans and those 
of their white counterparts. They bought into the idea that most of their fellow Af-
ricans were backward and were sunk in the darkness of heathenism from which 
they perforce must be liberated by the trinity of Christianity, commerce, and civi-
lization.125

 Their faith in the possibility of an open future was not groundless. Many of them 
saw their rescue and subsequent socialization and training as providential occur-
rences that, among other things, demonstrated the potency of the new metaphysics 
of time: Their future was not foreordained by their past. This also happened to be a 
time when many societies in Africa were in turmoil. The old moorings had broken; 
ancient empires were adrift. Many returnees and recaptives had become captains of 
industry; they had become gentry and were well educated. What better evidence of 
the possibility of a different future, of the play of contingency guided by the hand 
of Providence, than their own journey from obscurity and servitude to prosperity 
and freedom? They were eager to share the same with less fortunate compatriots. 
They spoke the language of responsibility, of giving back to their communities, of 
doing God’s work as their way of offering thanks for providential munifi cence. They 
wanted to open new vistas for their fellow Africans in the new dispensation.
 Furthermore, they fi gured that they had earned the right to be the guides to the 
future in their own environment. They had proved themselves worthy by master-
ing the intricacies of the new modes of social living pertaining to modernity. They 
had every reason to expect that part of the reward of being such good learners was 
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that their erstwhile teachers would let them come into their own as teachers of 
their own people, that assiduously cultivating the new way would lead to respect 
for their agency and autonomy. Above all, they insisted on improving themselves 
and their societies. They created schools, they sent their children to prestigious 
schools in England, and they trained themselves with a vengeance. They sought to 
expand their ranks by not often insisting that benefi ciaries of their educational and 
apprenticeship schemes should be Christians as a condition of eligibility for partici-
pation.126 All this they did in order to demonstrate and strengthen African agency. 
To advance these objectives, they sought the assistance of the various groups of colo-
nizers in the colonial situation: missionaries, traders, and administrators.
 The administrators, for the most part, would have none of it.127 The Africans’ 
ambitions came up against the administrators’ wall of resistance. In clear subversion 
of the idea of the open future, administrators reaffi rmed the premodern principle of 
ascription in which biology and the circumstances of birth determined the future 
of the individual regardless of his or her striving. The difference is that in the co-
lonial situation the principle of ascription was based on race. But it operated in ex-
actly the way that the old premodern rules of primogeniture and circumstances of 
birth did. In the words of Fyfe, “In colonial Africa, authority was manifested very 
simply. White gave orders, black obeyed. A white skin (a skin imputed white) con-
ferred authority. It was an easy rule to understand and enforce, and it upheld colo-
nial authority in Africa for about half a century. Yet some historians seem unwill-
ing to remember it.”128 It didn’t matter what the relative qualities of the African and 
the European were, they were trumped by the possession of one single quality that 
is wholly a product of accident: their skin pigmentation. Because the African could 
not shed his skin, he was sentenced by the accident of nature to remain at the bot-
tom of the ladder of the human race.129 This was a reversion to premodern sensibili-
ties. It was no use for Africans to think of improving themselves. To do so would 
be undoing nature’s work. Here is the rub: Part of the justifi cation for modernity 
was the affi rmation of the superiority of reason over nature, the need to bring na-
ture under the governance of reason and subject it to rational manipulation in sci-
ence. In abandoning reason and upholding nature, the administrators undermined 
yet again the implantation of modernity. It also meant an abandonment of the com-
mitment to the improvability of nature and the perfectibility of human nature that 
were also tenets of modernity. Africans were excluded on both counts. Here is Fyfe 
on this topic:

Drawing on the mythology of Africa as (in Hegel’s words) “the land of childhood,” 
whites could, without compunction, treat Africans as children—but Peter Pan chil-
dren who can never grow up, a child race. Physiology was brought in to justify this with 
the “suture” theory ([which was] given the credibility of being included in the ninth, 
tenth and eleventh editions of the Encyclopaedia Britannica), which claimed that “Ne-
groes’ ” brains stopped developing at puberty.130 But whether or not white people be-
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lieved this preposterous theory, they still went on calling grown-up Africans “boys” 
(house-boy, mission-boy, mine-boy). In francophone Africa, they were addressed as 
children are with “tu.” And one might speculate whether the prevalence of corporal 
punishment in colonial Africa may not have been partly grounded on the then preva-
lent adult belief that children (and hence members of a child race) are too stupid to 
understand anything else.131

 One direct outcome of the reversion to premodern principles of social ordering 
was the direct subversion of the merit principle in the colony and the protectorates. 
As we have pointed out, the open future promised access to social rewards based on 
merit scored by talent, training, application, and related qualities. Where it is taken 
seriously, even those who had been slaves but had demonstrated their possession of 
some talents and a willingness to apply themselves to bettering their situation (even 
their inheritance, in the view of racist colonialists) could aspire to reach the top 
without any hindrance arising from the fact that they once were in servitude.132 If 
Africans were typifi ed as children permanently, those who strove to demonstrate sin-
gular agency and achievement labored in vain. For as far as the administrators were 
concerned, no amount of education, including from Oxford, Cambridge, Durham, 
and other top British educational institutions, could wipe away the stigma of the 
Africans’ epidermal inheritance. A white epidermal inheritance was a qualifi cation 
in itself, and for much of Africa, it often was the only qualifi cation.133 I quote from 
Fyfe’s succinct characterization of how the color rule subverted the merit rule:

The system [of indirect rule] introduced into the British protectorates gradually per-
meated the British West African colonies. As the twentieth century advanced, Afri-
cans were deliberately squeezed out of senior government posts. A few outstanding 
individuals lingered, but as exceptions to a rule that normally restricted authority to 
whites. Nor was racial stratifi cation confi ned to the administrative service. The West 
African Medical Service, constituted in 1902, was restricted to whites: African or In-
dian doctors, however well qualifi ed, were confi ned to a subordinate service with lower 
status and pay scales. However senior, they could not give an order to a white medical 
offi cer, however junior.134

 This was pretty much the pattern in the colonial civil service. One need not 
dwell on the plethora of modern principles that fell victim to this manner of do-
ing business: effi ciency could not have rated a premium; knowledge could not have 
mattered very much; rationality could not have rated any consideration.135 Over-
all, there could not have been any commitment to running a fi rst-class civil ser-
vice given that unless the administrators possessed a tremendous capacity for self- 
deception, they must have known that they were lying to themselves every time they 
affi rmed the excellence of their operation. If how the prospective candidate looked 
was more important than what he could deliver on the job, it stands to reason that 
there must have been a lot of incompetence in the service. Add to this the fact that 
Africa was not exactly a plum posting such as India was, and we would not be too 
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far off the mark if we surmise that a fair percentage of those who sought their for-
tunes in Africa were of the variety that had limited options at home. These were 
the sorts of people who were appointed in place of qualifi ed Africans. On the other 
hand, in classifying Africans as one huge undifferentiated blob, colonial administra-
tors foisted African individuality on Africans and refused to recognize the individu-
ality of Africans. Africans did not fail to apprehend this, and to the discomfort of 
the self-righteous administrators, they strenuously and often mischievously pointed 
out the contradictions between their offi cial proclamation of the merit principle and 
their subversion of that principle in practice.

Novelty, or How Sociocryonics Trumped Progress

 Next, I examine the issue of novelty as a constitutive component of modernity. 
The near-lunatic obsession with the new is inherent in the ideological term “prog-
ress.” Modernity is the way of life in which change is embraced for its own sake and 
is considered to be good in itself. We witness it every day in a proliferation of scien-
tifi c experimentation that does not know when to stop. It is what drives capitalist 
production, and it reaches its most pedestrian manifestations in the world of adver-
tising. The belief in progress and in its desirability and possibility is at the bottom of 
much of the restlessness of the modern age, in which nothing is regarded as settled 
and the best always is yet to come. Few inquiries are made into whether progress is 
desirable and to question change is to earn the scorn of the apostles of the modern 
age, for whom rest is synonymous with decay and death.136

 The spirit of novelty, the commitment to progress fi red the imagination of 
nineteenth-century Africans. Africans bought into the new civilization with aplomb. 
They fancied themselves as inheritors of a new civilization and sought to rearrange 
their mental and physical spaces to refl ect their embrace of the new. They built new 
houses that sometimes in their opulence were far out of proportion to their surround-
ings. They adopted new modes of dressing. They were fastidious in their observation 
of new social etiquettes concerning food, recreation, music, theatre, and so on.137 
Despite tensions attendant upon the continuing appeal of polygyny to many of them, 
quite a few chose the new forms of family life symbolized by monogamy and compan-
ionate marriage and did a fabulous job of implementing them.138 Furthermore, they 
created new forms of political association, the Fanti Confederation and the Ègbá 
United Board of Management being the most famous.139 These activities give the 
lie to the much-ballyhooed conservatism of the African—another instance of the 
imposition of African individuality on individual Africans. The evidence pointed in 
an opposite direction. Africans are not essentially conservative and if they are, they 
are not any more so than other human beings. They were willing to try new things; 
they embraced new ways of organizing life. The difference is that they do a lot bet-
ter and are often more enthusiastic but not any less discriminating when they do 
so under their own wings, when such embrace emanates from their own agency; in 
short, when they exemplify the autonomy model.
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 The dynamic of social transformation was disrupted by the intervention of the 
administrators. For example, as we shall see in chapter 6 below, while both the Fanti 
Confederation and the Ègbá United Board of Management accommodated chief-
taincy institutions, they insisted on incorporating some elective components that 
minimized ascription in the assigning of offi ces in their respective governments. 
They had worked out a creative admixture of the old and the new that allowed ele-
ments of indigenous culture that allowed for continuity to be preserved without sac-
rifi cing the need for infusing new ideas and creating room for talent outside of tra-
ditional pools. They did not proceed on the basis of ignorance or sentiment. Some 
of them, for example James Africanus Horton, investigated the forms of governance 
along the West African coast and made recommendations based on his research. 
Some of his insights were quite prophetic. Ordinarily, one would expect that admin-
istrators would nurture these nodes of possible social transformation to full growth. 
That was not what happened. Indeed, once the erstwhile colonies became minori-
ties in larger units dominated by protectorates, the minimal commitment to govern-
ment by the consent of the governed gave way to the affi rmation of the indispens-
ability of “traditional” structures of governance. Rather than expand the scope of 
application of new principles, especially those concerning law and politics, the ad-
ministrators elected to abort them or at least severely restrict their scope.140

 The assumption that Africans were childlike in nature preempted any consid-
eration of making the living spaces of Africans more livable. Town planning was re-
stricted to areas where the whites lived, and the natives be damned in their quarters. 
When they were confronted, administrators were quick to point out that putting 
such lofty ideas and practices before Africans was like casting pearl before swine: Af-
ricans, they insisted, were not equipped to appreciate such values. Progress was jetti-
soned. Sociocryonics was entrenched. It replaced talk of making the fruits of civili-
zation, especially the fruits of progress, available to Africans. All sorts of moribund 
social and political institutions were given new leases on life, even when modern Af-
ricans had better ideas about how to conform them to new realities. It did not mat-
ter that in many cases the institutions being foisted on Africans were new fabrica-
tions by the colonial authorities and that even when they were indigenous they were 
being infused with modes of operation that bore no resemblance to their original 
 versions.
 The good thing is that Africans never renounced their commitments. But there 
is no doubt that the rebuff they received from those who had baited them with mod-
ern rewards only to switch on them at delivery time had a profound impact on their 
processing of principles of modernity from that point on. Some of them persisted 
in their embrace of modernity without qualifi cation. The larger majority began to 
question the wisdom of an unqualifi ed embrace, and among those many began to 
take refuge in indigenous African institutions as a kind of nationalist antidote to Eu-
ropean supremacist attitudes.141 Africans backed into sociocryonics: To be an au-
thentic African was to hold on to certain timeless values and preserve as a matter 



 Running Aground on Colonial Shores 93

of identity institutions and practices that barely a decade before they were willing 
to consign to oblivion. This is one of the worst consequences of the administrators’ 
subversion of modernity in the colonies. Such indigenous institutions were accepted 
uncritically and the arrogance of offi cial power made the possibility of debate less 
likely for fear that those who deigned to defend the relevance of European-inspired 
institutions might come off looking like Uncle Toms to their interlocutors.
 The same trend has continued in the present. Many in Africa think that accept-
ing any defects in indigenous African institutions and practices will play into the 
hands of white supremacists who would use such contentions as evidence of the con-
genital backwardness of Africans. In an atmosphere in which debate is limited or 
foreclosed about the desirability of choosing certain options in the process of social 
transformation, it is no surprise that atavistic responses proliferated and that Afri-
cans were often frightened off choices that would have redounded to the healthy de-
velopment of African institutions. The sclerotic state of indigenous African institu-
tions at the present time is a direct result of the imposition of sociocryonics and the 
abandonment of the commitment to progress. That Africans have been enthusias-
tic endorsers of sociocryonics does not make it any less odious. Quite the contrary; 
it makes their choice even more so. Finally, the most important (though not neces-
sarily numerically dominant) group persisted in exercising their agency by critically 
appropriating modern principles and practices in creative mixture with indigenous 
ones. The founders of the independent African churches belong to this category, as 
do the proprietors of schools, the creators of the Reformed Ogboni Fraternity, and 
composers of African music as well as other Africans engaged in the creative arts.142 
Each of these groups exemplifi ed African agency in response to modernity.

“Character Formation,” or the Subversion of the Society of Knowledge

 I have already remarked on the missionaries’ extensive efforts to create societies 
of knowledge, efforts that were dominated by native agents. In fact, if colonialism is 
to be credited with altering or transforming indigenous social formations, the evi-
dence ought to be abundant in the area of knowledge production. One cannot over-
stress the importance of knowledge to the constitution and identity of modern so-
ciety. In a different context, Karl Marx characterized the difference between feudal 
society and modern society in Europe thus: “What took place here was not a po-
litical confl ict between two parties within the framework of one society, but a con-
fl ict between two societies, a social confl ict, which had assumed a political form; it 
was the struggle of the old feudal bureaucratic society with modern bourgeois society, a 
struggle between the society of free competition and society of the guild system, be-
tween the society of landownership and the industrial society, between the society 
of faith and the society of knowledge.”143

 If the apologists for colonialism are to be believed, then the colonial period should 
have been characterized by an aggressive approach to knowledge production, yet no 
such commitment to knowledge took place under colonialism. Quite the contrary, 
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even the limited progress underwritten by the earlier wave of evangelizers and the 
enthusiasm of their proselytes was checkmated by the administrators who did not 
care a hoot for the ability of Africans to adopt a modern way of life. Given that co-
lonialism in Africa was a system of exclusions and was distinguished more by what it 
excluded from the colonies than by what it included, excluding its wards from par-
ticipation in the society of knowledge was consistent with its general philosophical 
foundations.
 Let us recall the program of Thomas Fowell Buxton’s Society for the Extinction 
of the Slave Trade and the Civilization of Africa, which was designed to lift Africa 
out of the quagmire of ignorance and backwardness into which the Atlantic slave 
trade and slavery had forced it. Even allowing for what might appear to be the prac-
tical orientation of much that is in the program, one cannot deny that implement-
ing Buxton’s program would more likely conduce to the creation of the society of 
knowledge that is emblematic of the modern era. It is noteworthy that nowhere in 
it was there any mention of “character education” or “moral education” or any of 
the other obfuscations with which colonial administrators elided any serious com-
mitment to furnishing their African charges with the wherewithal to transit to mo-
dernity and march in tandem with the rest of humanity on progress’s road. On the 
contrary, colonial administrators took a dim view of the products of missionary edu-
cation.
 In fact, Lord Lugard, the arch-philosopher of empire, was clear in his thinking 
that what he and others considered to be mistakes in the administration of India 
would not be repeated in the British possessions in Africa. According to Lugard,

The impact of European civilization on tropical races has indeed a tendency to under-
mine that respect for authority which is the basis of social order. The authority of the 
head, whether of the tribe, the village, or the family, is decreased, and parental disci-
pline is weakened—tendencies which Lord Macdonnell observed, are probably insepa-
rable from that emancipation of thought which results from our educational system 
and needs the control of scholastic discipline. These tendencies are no doubt largely 
due to the fact that each generation is advancing intellectually beyond its predecessor, 
so that “the younger men view with increasing impatience the habits, traditions and 
ideas of their elders.” From this standpoint we may even regard this restlessness as a 
measure of progress.144

India was one place where, he said, such tendencies “became very marked towards 
the close of the nineteenth century.”145 That such an outcome in India was ad-
judged unfortunate can be seen in a reference to what he called “the failure of the 
system of Indian education.”
 What was at the root of this failure? “ ‘A purely literary type of education was 
the only one generally provided by Government,’ says the Industrial Report of 1919, 
and the intellectual classes eagerly grasped at the prospect of Government, profes-
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sional, and clerical employment, with the result that a disproportionate number of 
persons with a purely literary education were created, and industrial development 
was arrested.”146 One might conclude that correcting the mistake in India would 
mean the cultivation of education for industrial development in Africa. That this 
never happened goes without saying. All one need do is take a look at the contem-
porary situation in the continent.147 However, the lament of arrested development 
was a canard. The real culprit was that literary education was making uppity lads of 
Indian children and ingrates of the educated classes in their relations with British 
and other constituted authorities. Here then is the real reason for the suspicious at-
titude toward “education of the intellect.”

“The people of India have never been so well off, never so wisely cared for, never so 
secure as they are to-day.” Yet the undermining of all authority is rapidly proceeding. 
Parents complain of the intractability of their boys. The local press preaches sedition, 
and racial strife is stirred up by misrepresentation and false reports. If “the infl uence of 
education for good depends on the qualities of character it is able to evoke,” it must be 
judged to have failed. Its aim, it is alleged, has been to train the intellect, and to gauge 
the product of the schools by the ability to pass tests in prescribed fi elds of knowledge, 
to the neglect of moral discipline and standards of duty. Positive knowledge as tested 
by competitive examinations has constituted the key to success.148

The problem in Africa, as Lugard saw it, was that “the system which had proved 
so disastrous in India had its counterpart in the Crown colonies and dependencies, 
and its results were similar. The lessons of India were ignored.”149

 The aim in Africa, according to Lugard and his fellows, was to ensure that the 
mistake of India was not repeated and where it was being repeated to put an end to 
it. Hence, colonial education sought to rein in the natives’ enthusiasm for hetero-
doxy, their ability to question the basis of legitimacy of any rule (native rule not ex-
cepted), and preempt the installation of the centrality of reason. The overarching 
concern was with character education. Again, Lugard articulated it best: “My aim 
has been to urge that these results may best be achieved by placing the formation 
of character before the training of the intellect, and to make some few suggestions 
as to how this may be done.”150 The pattern of exclusion that colonialism exhibited 
precluded from the very beginning any possibility of installing the modern way of 
life, an element of which would have been a society of knowledge.

 It is now time to tie together the many strands of this discussion. As I made clear 
at its commencement, my concern has been to make the case that there were alter-
native routes to those taken in the evolution of colonialism in some African coun-
tries. Although I have provided historical evidence, where pertinent, to support the 
core argument, it would be a mistake to ignore the central speculative thrust of the 
entire project. One cannot overemphasize the importance of speculation in an ex-
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ercise designed to alert us to possibilities for future organization of life and thought 
in African countries. Indeed, by calling attention back to those forks in the road 
where colonialism aborted the implantation of modernity, by showing how things 
might have turned out and still might turn out should we decide that the picture 
painted in our speculation is a desirable one, we are better placed to minimize the 
unnecessary detours, avoid blind alleys, and generally be vigilant about what distor-
tions can once again frustrate the redemption of the promise and benefi ts of mo-
dernity for Africans. Needless to say, the plausibility of what I have just said is de-
pendent on the truth of my claim that modernity is relevant to the understanding 
of contemporary sociopolitical problems in Africa. Recent and ongoing transitions 
to democracy and free market economies in Africa are best understood as late tran-
sitions to modernity. For this reason, I offer the following remarks as a clarion call 
to all, especially intellectuals, who by design or by default once again face the task 
of shaping Africa’s future.
 Modernity is back on the agenda for Africa. There should be no question about 
that. The only question is about how Africa and its peoples will negotiate their con-
temporary encounter with it. In this connection, what is totally uncalled for is a fore-
closing of any option in the mistaken belief that modernity has already run its course 
and that any attempt to argue otherwise is misguided. There is no room for knee-
jerk nationalist responses that stigmatize modernity as a Western contraption that 
is part and parcel of colonialism. I hope to have shown in this chapter that rather 
than there being any identity between colonialism and modernity, colonialism, as 
conceptualized and implemented by British administrators, was actually the reason 
that the transition that was underfoot to modernity was aborted. Nor is it helpful 
to ask (as it continues to be asked) that Africa come up with its own blueprint for 
its rebirth if such a call means that Africa must build its own ideational matrices de 
novo. To ask in this way is to indulge in what someone has dubbed a “do-nothing 
ideology.” But if the call is for African agency to be front, center, and back in decid-
ing what to borrow and how to fi t what is borrowed into African conditions, I have 
absolutely no objection. In fact, what is signifi cant is that it was the colonial admin-
istrators’ suffocating of native initiative that is part of the litany of failure that we 
now must replace with a serious, careful, and unsparing engagement with our his-
tory and with the history of roads not taken of the sort that I have identifi ed in this 
work. What this means is that contemporary African intellectuals are called upon 
more than ever before to take very seriously the history of some of the socioeconomic 
and political processes that Africa is supposed to institutionalize once more on the 
road to realizing: liberal democracy, the rule of law, the market economy. The au-
tonomy model must be restored to prominence. Unfortunately, the aid model has 
so inured itself in the African imagination that even so-called progressives cannot 
wean themselves from it. Africans must realize that aid can only foster or deepen 
dependency. No one has ever made a life on welfare.
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 I am suggesting that the current transitions going on in Africa must not be al-
lowed to fall victim to the absence of knowledge of past attempts to realize the best 
of modernity for Africa but also knowledge of the development of the ideas and 
practices in the places from whose experiences we are trying to borrow a leaf. The 
embrace of liberal democracy beyond its anemic assimilation to periodic elections 
and multipartyism must be premised on a robust understanding of its evolution in 
Euroamerica and must be nuanced in such a manner that its redemption in Africa 
avoids some of the mistakes that others have made. The same must be said of the 
rule of law, whose philosophical template is often absent from the discussions of Af-
rican scholars. I am saying, in a nutshell, that current discussions of modernity and 
its institutional appurtenances are lacking in any fundamental engagement with the 
philosophical discourse of modernity. For that reason, they are unlikely to result in 
appropriate recommendations for institutional choices in practice. Needless to say, 
what I am saying will apply only to those who share my starting point that had the 
promise of modernity been redeemed for Africa, the history of the continent would 
not have been one of chaos and devastation, as we have witnessed. Those who do 
not share this basic orientation are unlikely to be persuaded by my arguments or 
swayed by my call. But to those who share my conviction, we are called upon to 
take seriously once again the fundamental tenet of modern society that typifi es it as 
a society of knowledge in which reason is the basic legal tender. Such a course com-
pels us to abjure atheoreticism, to confront what needs to be done without being 
afraid of being dubbed imperialist lackeys or prostitutes of the West. The materials 
are already available. What is required is the intellectual resolve to do right by our 
posterity and ourselves. This is where the sofa bed analogy that I discussed in note 
1 of this chapter comes in handy again. There are sofa beds on the continent now. 
But precisely because we receive them fully assembled, the mindset that attaches to 
its invention still is not part of our consciousness. In inculcating the modern con-
sciousness that simultaneously fostered the rule of law and the lowly sofa bed we shall 
be acquiring the mindset that made the sofa bed, rule by consent, and other icons 
such incredible inventions. The chapters that follow are designed to show the lay of 
the land and why previous developments were inadequate, maybe even wrong.
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Prophets without Honor
African Apostles of Modernity 

in the Nineteenth Century

In the last chapter, I discussed the general philosophical elements of the transition 
to modernity directed by Africans exercising agency in the nineteenth century and 
how it was aborted by the administrator class among colonialists. In this chapter, 
I present what I adjudge to be three representative thinkers of the class of persons 
whose general orientation I described in the previous chapter. I argue that it is time 
to recognize their contributions to the history of ideas in Africa, their pioneering 
roles as modern precursors, and, most important, their prophetic roles.1 Elsewhere, 
I have explored the interface between the biblical idea of prophecy and social sci-
ence predictions. I said there:

There are three attributes shared by a social scientifi c model and a jeremiad: descrip-
tion, explanation, and prediction. In ways that mirror social scientifi c models, there is 
a description, in a jeremiad, of what is wrong in the community. For example, biblical 
prophets gave stark descriptions of the many sins and transgression prevalent in their 
community, the corruption and debaucheries of the rulers, the absence of righteous-
ness and upstandingness among their fellows. Secondly, the explanation of the misfor-
tunes of the community was that the people had strayed from the path of righteousness 
laid out for them by the divine authority. Finally, in the prophecy, there was a warning 
that unless the divine word was heeded, dire consequences would follow. But there is 
at least one clear difference between biblical prophecy and good social science: in so-
cial scientifi c models, the “Thus saith the Lord” of a prophecy is replaced with the au-
thority of analysis, theoretical paradigms, and empirical investigations. Nonetheless, 
in the same way that failure to heed the word of the Lord will mean perdition, so will 
failure to heed the warning in social scientifi c prophecy lead to social dislocation and 
crisis in the community.2

One additional commonality shared by prophecy and social science must be iden-
tifi ed. They both often arise from dissent, from heterodoxy, and they usually come 
as part of a moral vision that the situation of which the prophecy speaks ought to 
be altered.
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Why Prophecy? Why Now?

 We begin from the present. The entire continent of Africa, not unlike other parts 
of the world, is at the present time one huge workshop of social experiments in poli-
tics, economics, religion, culture, and myriad other areas of life. One frame within 
which scholars in almost all disciplines interpret contemporary Africa is that of a 
dichotomy between Africa’s much-vaunted attachment (some social scientists say 
addiction) to tradition and near-congenital aversion to what is generally dubbed 
“modernization.” Those who are familiar with the social science literature in eco-
nomics, political science, and history will easily recall that in the 1960s and 1970s, 
African regimes were adjudged successes or failures by how far they had traveled on 
the road to modernization.3 Modernization was understood in terms of increasing 
gross domestic product, total mileage of macadamized roads, and the like. And when 
the bottom fell out in the 1980s, we were treated to gory accounts of so-called mod-
ernization that went too fast, African traditional institutions that were recalcitrant 
to the changes enjoined by modernization efforts, and so on.4

 There are two major problems with any attempt to explain phenomena in Africa 
within the “traditional versus modern” schema. The fi rst problem is conceptual: The 
means, “modernization,” is mistaken for the end, “modernity.” This is not a mere 
verbal point. The end product of all modernization processes must be the transfor-
mation of the social organism concerned from a premodern or nonmodern state to 
a modern one. Properly understood, this means that the organism concerned has 
had its most dominant institutions infused with modernity, the proper name for the 
outcome of the process for which modernization is a tool. If this is the case, it is pos-
sible to have modernization, understood as the superfi cial painting of the social fabric 
with various markers of modernity, without the infusion of the elements that con-
stitute the soul, the identifying characteristics of modernity. Japan and South Korea 
are the most successful examples of this phenomenon. Taiwan and Hong Kong are 
not far behind.5 Relevant here is the distinction I made in the previous chapter be-
tween the material aspects of modernity—mass consumption, industrialization, in-
frastructural development—and its ideological dimensions that I have captured, in 
part, under the rubric of the philosophical discourse of modernity. Materially, there 
is not much difference in the landscapes of Japan, South Korea, Taiwan, or Malaysia 
and those of the United States, Germany, or the United Kingdom. But I doubt that 
anyone would affi rm any sameness in the dominant ideological, political, or philo-
sophical orientations of the two sets of countries. The difference lies in the differ-
ential penetration of the philosophical and other discourses of modernity and their 
institutional analogues in each set of countries.
 I suggest that whatever was happening in Africa in the second half of the twen-
tieth century constituted at best inchoate attempts at becoming modern. Yes, Af-
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ricans were building skyscrapers, yet they were neither producing nor deploying the 
commensurate knowledge that would procure the appropriate levels of readiness to 
fi ght fi res in those buildings beyond the lowest fl oors. Physically, architecture was 
increasingly oriented toward the nuclear family and forms of social living premised 
on individualism, yet scholars kept trumpeting Africa’s communalism, which trans-
lated into their being remiss in producing the kinds of scholarship that would en-
able Africa not only to make sense of this relative new form of social living but also 
obtain the best of it for its peoples. The gross domestic product grew exponentially, 
but governance by consent was off the table for most Africans. When Africans have 
been accused of failure at being modern, the accusation has always been premised 
on the mistaken assumption that merely meeting certain economic benchmarks and 
acquiring contemporary skylines amounted to being modern. If modernity were so 
defi ned, one would have to concede the fact of Africa’s failure. Given my contention 
that such phenomena were at best superfi cially modern and that the more charac-
teristic traits have never been part of either discourse or practice in the continent 
since the colonial period, the so-called failure cannot be used as evidence of the in-
ability of Africans to be modern. In other words, it boggles the mind to charge Af-
rica with failing at a task that it, in recent times, has not even engaged in: being 
modern.
 The second problem is historical: Most contemporary scholars do not evince any 
awareness of the rich legacy of past attempts to install modernity in some parts of 
the continent, most notably English-speaking West Africa. Hence, much of the dis-
course about Africa and modernity at the present time proceeds as if this is a new 
problem or there are no antecedent African engagements with modernity. The avail-
able historical evidence supports neither standpoint.
 As I showed in the last chapter, in the nineteenth century, specifi cally before the 
imposition of formal empire on the African continent by various European powers, 
some parts of Africa were in the beginnings of a transition to modernity. Originally 
begun under the inspiration of Christianity (and taking this seriously is bound to 
alter our historiography of Christianity and appraisal of its career in Africa), the 
movement was taken by the African apostles of modernity beyond the confi nes of 
the religious to the larger sphere of the secular.6 I argue that it is time to honor these 
prophets and adapt their wisdom to the task that is again before us of moving Af-
rica toward modernity. But we cannot celebrate them if we don’t know who they 
are. Therefore, one modest aim of the present chapter is to introduce these proph-
ets of old Africa.
 There is an even deeper reason to embrace them now. It is more insightful, per-
haps more correct, to interpret the current experimentation with forms of rule (lib-
eral representative democracy and the rule of law), forms of social living (the ide-
ology of individualism), and forms of economic production (capitalism) in Africa 
and other parts of the world as late transitions to modernity. I am quite aware that 
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what I say risks being appropriated by social evolutionists who would like to make 
it appear as if Euroamerica sits at the apex of the human social ladder with the rest 
of the world climbing up behind them. Anyone who is familiar with the expostula-
tions of Francis Fukuyama and Samuel Huntington will see the point clearly.7 But 
we should not refrain from drawing appropriate lessons from history for our own use 
because some might turn the same results to mischievous ends. It is worth taking 
the risk involved in this instance because I would like Africa, if its peoples so de-
sire, to engage modernity in a conscious, critical way and embrace or shun it for Af-
rica’s own reasons, not out of ignorance or elemental hostility traceable to the con-
fl icted legacy of its career in the continent.

What Modernity?

 In this chapter, I work with a very historicized and therefore narrow conception 
of modernity. The relevant elements of the discourse of modernity in the discus-
sion that follows are the principle of subjectivity and its social concomitant, indi-
vidualism; the centrality of reason; and the liberal democratic idea of governance 
by consent. These are the themes that I have selected to illustrate the core ideas of 
our prophets.

Individualism

 The most important of these elements is the idea of individualism. The idea of 
individualism predated the modern age. My contention is that the notion of the indi-
vidual that is dominant in the modern age is without precedent, at least in the Euro-
american tradition from which our African prophets extracted it. I also contend that 
it is under the modern regime that individualism is the preferred principle of social 
ordering and that almost everything else is understood in terms of how well or ill it 
serves the interests of the individual. Thus, although it is true that there was some 
recognition of the individual in premodern epochs, it is in the modern epoch that 
the individual is not merely supreme. Whatever detracts from the rights of the in-
dividual is—precisely for that reason—to be rejected. This notion of the individual 
took a long time to emerge, but it received one of its most dramatic consecrations 
in the Protestant Reformation, when the subject—that is, the individual—was made 
the centerpiece of Christian soteriology. The subject must win eternity for himself, 
helped of course by grace. One’s genealogy, status, and similar attributes count for 
nothing (or at least theoretically ought to count for nothing) in the allocation of 
goods, services, or even recognition. The key element is that of individual striving, 
what the individual makes of herself and whatever talent she is endowed with by 
nature. Here is the source of the merit principle, the meritocracy that promises re-
wards to individuals according as they show themselves worthy by developing their 
talents. One consequence of the focus on the individual in the modern state is that 
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individuals’ futures are no longer determined by the circumstances of their birth. 
Humans can abridge status, class, and other boundaries as long as they are willing 
to improve themselves enough to fi t themselves for whatever station they aspire to 
occupy.
 We saw in the last chapter how at various points the new converts to Christianity 
and those who proselytized them were at odds in their attitudes toward the form 
of social living that ought to prevail and that such confl icts centered on the idea 
of individualism as a principle of social ordering. Meanwhile, some converts took 
to the new form of social living and sought to remake their societies in its image. 
Whether it is in their embrace of the rule of reason or the merit principle, some be-
came prophets and exhorted their peoples to change their ways to refl ect the new 
ways of being human.
 Our prophets embraced this idea of individualism and made it the cornerstone of 
their world view. Whatever other infl uences they would later derive from their Af-
rican origins and general milieu, they appropriated the idea that if they improved 
themselves suffi ciently they would be rewarded with careers open to talent directly 
from their engagement with modernity. It is doubtful that they derived their inspira-
tion from indigenous sources. That would have been unlikely, given that they were, 
in a manner of speaking, exiles from their native communities who had a dim or 
at least an ambivalent view of their native inheritance. Needless to say, at the core 
of the individualist orientation is the idea of the person, the self, created by God, 
saved by grace. In the interim between its creation in sin and its salvation at the 
end by grace, the self acquires stature by dint of hard work, education, and a little 
luck. This is the self that is accorded respect and whose well-being is the metric by 
which to judge forms of social ordering. I am not saying that the kind of rampant in-
dividualism that we usually associate with the modern variety would have appealed 
to any of them. But I defi nitely would argue that the self of individuals and the col-
lective self of groups were objects of the prophets’ concern.

The Centrality of Reason

 The second tenet of modernity that is of moment to us is the centrality of reason. 
Modern society fancies itself as a society of knowledge, one in which the claims of 
tradition and authority do not mean much and every truth claim must be authenti-
cated by reason. Whoever can show that she has superior knowledge commands our 
assent and respect. This is contrasted with the premodern situation, where authority 
was largely unchallenged, tradition reigned supreme, and reason was a handmaiden 
to revelation. The African prophets adopted this tenet of modernity with aplomb. 
In their exertions, we can see them working extremely hard to acquire knowledge of 
not only the new ways of life that their sojourn in the New World of slavery and the 
slave trade had socialized them into but also the ways of life of their own societies, 
cultures, and customs. They provided us with our fi rst models of intellectuals under 
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the new dispensation inaugurated by evangelization and colonization. They founded 
schools. They sent their children to schools in Europe and the United States so that 
they would use the knowledge and skills acquired there for the betterment of Af-
rican societies which, they held, could use some accelerated development in light of 
what they saw as the backwardness of their indigenous societies, no thanks to the 
deleterious effects of slavery and the slave trade. They desired to create in West Af-
rica modern societies of knowledge run along scientifi c principles that delivered on 
the promise of life more abundant presupposed by modernity. They conducted eth-
nographies, studied their indigenous heritages, wrote local histories, and embraced 
change, the principle of novelty, with utmost enthusiasm.

Governance by Consent

 Finally, I refer to the central tenet of political theory in the modern age that no 
one ought to acknowledge the authority of or owe an obligation to obey any govern-
ment in the constitution of which he or she has played no part. That is, no govern-
ment is legitimate to which the governed have not consented. When the American 
revolutionaries fi rst used this principle as their rallying cry in 1776, it was the fi rst 
culmination of a new principle of legitimacy whose philosophical grounds had been 
foreshadowed in the writings of Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, and Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau, among others. From that point on, whether it was in the French Revo-
lution, the Haitian Revolution, or the much less abrupt transfer of power from the 
monarch and the nobility to the House of Commons in Britain, the authority of 
 every ruler by the grace of God or by reason of birth was vulnerable to the chal-
lenge posed by the new thinking about who ought to rule when not all can rule. It 
was this principle that our prophets adopted in their argument that they must be rul-
ers in their own house and that representative government was not a gift to be be-
stowed on them by the British but a right that they had earned because they were 
citizens of the empire. Our prophets were so enthusiastic about the doctrine of gov-
ernance by consent that they sought at different times to remake indigenous modes 
of governance in accordance with its imperatives. Such was the force of the prin-
ciple that by the third decade of the twentieth century, “no taxation without repre-
sentation” was a favorite slogan of leaders of the National Congress of British West 
Africa.

The Historical Context

 In what follows, I shall argue that the African apostles of modernity fi lled the 
role of prophets. Their starting point had two dimensions. The fi rst was their expe-
rience of having been recaptured from slavers and freed from slavery or descended 
from such returnees or recaptives. As a result, their appreciation of the liberty prom-
ised for all under the modern regime was not merely theoretical. Theirs was an un-
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alloyed disavowal of any and every regime that threatened to undermine liberty. The 
second was their description of the indigenous Africa to which they had returned. 
Given the approbation that they bestowed upon their new outlook on life, it is no 
surprise that they held their native counterparts to be backward, sunk in heathen-
ism, and requiring redemption through the light of Christianity and (modern) civi-
lization. They attributed Africa’s backwardness to the ravages of the slave trade and 
the prevalence of ignorance and superstition. Their preferred solution provides an 
indication of their moral vision. They insisted that the future prosperity of their 
land depended on taking the best from modern civilization and combining it with 
what was best about indigenous practices and fashioning a synthesis that would de-
liver the promise of Christianity and civilization to their compatriots. They were 
not mimics; they did not want to be Europeans. (Even if they had wanted to be, as 
long as they were doing it as expressions of their selfhood, they would be quintes-
sentially modern.) The ones who interest us are those who wanted to create a new 
synthesis. The best of them displayed confi dence and imagination that we, their 
successors, cannot now claim to have.
 Let us rewind to the 1830s. The Atlantic slave trade and slavery had just been 
abolished. Many slaves—recaptives, as they were called—were being taken by the 
British Navy from their slavers and returned to Sierra Leone and other parts of West 
Africa whence they’d been taken. Many were repatriating from the United States 
and the West Indies or Canada—they were called freedmen. But before their re-
turn journeys many of them had undergone some fundamental reorientations, sun-
dry life-changing experiences, the most important of which was that they had be-
come Christians. However, to see this change only in terms of its religious trappings 
will be inadequate, perhaps mistaken.
 At the beginning of the nineteenth century, we saw in the previous chapter, there 
was a small group of missionaries and politicians as well as other men and women 
of affairs, especially humanitarians, who believed that the success of their mission-
izing activities was to be measured by how quickly they were able to render them-
selves superfl uous to the running of the local churches they had helped establish. 
One might argue that there was a convergence of views concerning the aim of impe-
rial activities among the key sectors of nineteenth-century West Africa: freed slaves 
who had become socialized into a new lifeworld structured by Christianity; a hand-
ful of government offi cials who felt that the most economical way to build empire 
was to rely on native agency and who saw their duty as making Africans fi t for self-
government; and missionaries who saw Africans as blighted children of God (no 
thanks to slavery) but God’s children nonetheless who were capable of redemption 
and regeneration and who needed only temporary help from their missionary bene-
factors. Whether or not the government offi cials meant what they professed and 
whether or not the missionaries were sincere in their professions, the Africans took 
the charge seriously and proceeded to make themselves worthy of self-government. 
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The conjuncture I have described so far provided the context for the phenomena 
that I discuss in the rest of this chapter.
 The most vocal and the most profound missionary at that time was Rev. Henry 
Venn, who served as the honorary secretary of the Church Mission Society, the 
spearhead organization for the evangelization activities of the Church of England, 
from 1841 to 1872. Venn was very clear and forceful in his advocacy of the devel-
opment of native agency and reposed tremendous confi dence in the ability of the 
agency thus nurtured to remake native society in modern ways. He insisted that the 
road to Africa’s regeneration from the backwardness induced by slavery and the slave 
trade lay in Africans themselves with help from their allies in Christian civilization. 
To this end he emphasized that the self-governing, self-propagating, self-supporting 
native church offered a model that would lead to African recovery in the shortest 
possible time.
 Were we to focus on the implications of building the three selves, we would see 
the secular reach of what goes on within the religious sphere. Self-support means, 
fi rst, that there is a self whose capacity to act and whose autonomy to do so must not 
merely be recognized but respected, celebrated even. And second, support cannot 
but include the creation of material means to ensure that neither church nor pastor 
is beggared. Venn took seriously the history of the Church of England and he was 
willing to extend the capacity for autochthony to the African Church. Only a post-
Reformation Christian could articulate the kind of heterodoxy he suggested. Even 
in our day, the Catholic Church does not allow anything similar. Venn insisted that 
perpetually feeding the native church through aid from the coffers of the mother 
church would create a dependent and feeble native church. In his view, the mother 
church had to equip the native church with the capacity for self-support and had to 
insist on the latter acquiring such capacity in the shortest time possible. Here we fi nd 
the distinction that I expounded in the last chapter between the aid model and the 
autonomy model. Venn (and others who shared his philosophy) wanted a total re-
making of the African world, initially under their direction but quickly turned over 
to Africans themselves, a development that was to be anchored on the other two 
Cs—commerce and civilization—that they deemed requisite to the achievement of 
their primary C, Christianity. It is noteworthy that the African churches that broke 
away from the major European-dominated Protestant denominations thrived, as did 
the ancillary social services institutions they established—schools, hospitals, nurs-
eries, and so on. We cannot say the same for those sociopolitical agencies that re-
main tethered to government aid in the colonial period.
 To further buttress the claim that the purview of the top visionary of the Church 
Missionary Society extended to the secular sphere, I refer to a pamphlet Henry Venn 
wrote and published in 1865. The timing of its publication is not without signifi -
cance for some of the issues that I examine in subsequent chapters. In the period be-
fore the imposition of formal colonialism, British lawmakers and the British execu-
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tive continually debated the direction of and justifi cation for colonial acquisitions 
on the West African coast. To that end, as Venn reported, special committees of 
the House of Commons were formed in 1842 and 1849 “to enquire into the state of 
British possessions on the West Coast of Africa” and “in the House of Lords in 1850 
“to enquire into the policy of maintaining the West African Squadron . . . [and] the 
commercial and social relations of the British colonies.”8 Venn’s pamphlet was de-
signed to inform and appeal to the British government to take seriously its fi duciary 
responsibilities toward Africans in their climb back from the abyss of slavery and 
the slave trade. It came with the appointment of yet another House of Commons 
committee “to enquire into the West African settlements.”9 Venn was concerned to 
present the committee with some evidence of what had worked—that is, the fruits 
of missionary labors, especially the role of native agency, in developing West Africa 
and a clarion call to deepen those advantages in the natives’ march to progress.
 In his pamphlet Venn adduced evidence to show that British colonies had played 
a pivotal and positive role in “promoting the civilization of the African races.” He 
was particularly and justly proud of the achievements in Sierra Leone, which, for 
him, should serve as the beachhead for the civilization of the rest of the West Coast 
of Africa.

In Sierra Leone is found a large community of native Christians. Every thing bespeaks 
an advanced stage of civilization. Elementary English education is universal. Many are 
highly educated. A large number are prosperous traders, and have accumulated much 
property. They are eminently a religious people. A Church population of twelve thou-
sand souls supports nine native clergymen. The experienced and intelligent African 
traveler, Dr. Livingstone, has recorded his testimony to this state of Sierra Leone in the 
following words, in a published letter to Sir R. Murchison, March 30, 1858:—“Looking 
at the change effected among the people, and comparing the masses here with what 
we fi nd at parts along the coast, where the benign infl uences of Christianity have had 
no effect, the man, even, who has no nonsense about him, would be obliged to con-
fess that England had done some good by her philanthropy, aye, and an amount of 
good that will look grand in the eyes of posterity.”10

Other statements followed, including quite a few from government offi cials who tes-
tifi ed to the progress that had already been made and, most important, celebrated 
the accomplishments of natives who had exercised agency, especially the vast dis-
tances they had covered in so short a time, given the depths from which they had 
had to climb.
 Despite the copious references to positive assessments of native accomplishments 
from government offi cials, a section of the pamphlet was devoted to the “Neglect 
of the Colonial Governments to Educate the Natives, and to Train Them for Gov-
ernment Employment.” In it Venn indicted British authorities for not complement-
ing the efforts of the missionaries and, in some cases, failing to provide employment 
opportunities for qualifi ed natives. Additionally, the government was failing to de-
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liver on its own side of the bargain where the provision of educational opportuni-
ties for the natives was concerned.

In Sierra Leone the education of the whole population has been provided by the 
Church Missionary and Wesleyan Missionary Societies, and with so much success, 
that, by the census of 1860, the per-centage of the population under education was 22, 
whereas in Prussia the per-centage is 16, and in England 13. The elementary schools 
connected with the Church of England are wholly supported by fees and an endow-
ment created by the exertions of the people themselves. There is a Grammar School, 
at which Greek and Latin, and mathematics, are taught by a native clergyman, which 
contains 100 pupils, and is not only self-supporting, but has accumulated a capital of 
nearly 1000£. . . . By these means the Missionary Societies have raised up a native 
agency for religious teaching. . . .
 The Government contribution to this important and successful system of educa-
tion has been only one elementary school in Freetown.11

Venn did not present this poignant juxtaposition of missionary achievement and gov-
ernment neglect merely to remind the government of its duty to Africans. Rather, 
it was part of a scolding that, in the wake of the setting up of another House com-
mittee in 1865, was to ginger the legislature into performing its oversight of execu-
tive policymaking.
 My interpretation is supported by the other part of the indictment of British co-
lonial authorities. Missionaries trained the natives to establish and run their own 
lives and institutions, beginning with their churches. What use is capacity that is 
trained but is never deployed? The failure to use natives in government departments 
meant that native capacity for self-government was not being developed and that 
the government was not availing itself of cheaper alternatives to expensive expa-
triates who would never be permanently available for local work. Even if one could 
say that government inactivity was obviated by the strides being taken by mission-
aries, Venn argued, one could not excuse “the neglect of all the Colonial Govern-
ments in one obvious and important duty, namely, the preparation of natives for as-
sisting in departments of the Government. The success of Missionary Societies in 
raising an agency competent for their work should have induced the Governments 
to select, and, if necessary, to send home for fi nal education suitable men for their 
own purposes. Such a native agency would soon have repaid the cost by providing 
a cheaper and more permanent class of civil servants.”12

 It should by now be obvious that Venn’s investment in native agency was not a 
mere expedient but a deeply held conviction respecting the fortunes of the colonized 
on the West Coast of Africa. He wanted the West African Squadron to “receive na-
tive youths to be trained in navigation under the discipline of a British man-of-war, 
by which a class of native masters of coasting vessels would be raised up of great ser-
vice to commerce.”13 To recommit to the development of native agency, to deepen 
its training of native capacity, to facilitate the creation of a cadre of native civil ser-
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vants in all areas was the ultimate charge he wished to put before the 1865 Select 
Committee of the House of Commons.
 Venn’s charge to the government was not without merit or context. Many in gov-
ernment circles shared with Venn and the humanitarians most of the sentiments re-
garding the development and deployment of native agency as the quickest and most 
appropriate tool for the remaking of Africa. For instance, Earl Grey, colonial secre-
tary in Lord Russell’s administration from 1846 to 1852, said: “The real interest of 
this Country is gradually to train the inhabitants of this part of Africa in the arts 
of civilization and government, until they shall grow into a nation capable of pro-
tecting themselves and of managing their own affairs, so that the interference and 
assistance of the British Authorities may by degrees be less and less required.”14 Per-
haps the 1865 committee paid some attention to Venn’s admonitions. Witness its 
resolution of May 1865, which said, inter alia, “that the object of our policy should 
be to encourage in the natives the exercise of those qualities which may render it 
possible more and more to transfer to them the administration of all the Govern-
ments, with a view to our ultimate withdrawal.”15

 Not minding the bad faith of colonial governments, many Africans took the hu-
manitarian professions of faith in native agency to heart. They set about the task of 
remaking the African world after the fashion of the world they had been inducted 
into, the signal values of which they had come to embrace and the fruits of which 
they were eager to make available to their brothers and sisters who in their estima-
tion were still in the grip of heathenism. It is from among their ranks that the proph-
ets that I am speaking of emerged, fully persuaded that a great future for Africa lay 
in a critical appropriation of what force and Providence had bestowed on them dur-
ing their time in the Babylon of New World slavery and the slave trade. According 
to Ajayi,

The most important factor in their make-up, however, was that in passing through 
slavery into freedom they had all been made acutely conscious of the gaps that sepa-
rated them as a people from the Europeans. And in spite of having been subjected to 
Europeans or because of it, they wished to be like Europeans. They had all travelled 
far. A few of them had travelled widely and had seen something of the European world, 
either in Europe itself, or at secondhand, in Sierra Leone, the West Indies or Latin 
America. By and large, they all came back desiring to make certain changes come 
about. . . . They were the fi rst generation of Nigerian nationalists. Their nationalism 
consisted in their vision of a new social, economic and political order such as would 
make their country “rank among the civilized nations of the earth.”16

 Ajayi’s description requires us to consider these Africans with greater sophisti-
cation and sympathy. In assessing the contributions of this group of African think-
ers we must resist the urge to see in them glorifi ed “Uncle Toms.”17 All too often 
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in the apologias of colonial administrators, they are represented as persons who suf-
fered from a dependency complex or a near-pathological desire to be “white” or at 
least “European.” I suspect that part of the reason that their refl ections have not 
been taken seriously by African scholars in the contemporary period is connected to 
the fact that it is this picture of them that is presented to our contemporary minds 
every time their names come up. The explanation for this is not hard to fathom. 
By the end of the colonial period, the mode of knowledge production had become 
thoroughly suffused with the racist-infl ected view of Africa as the land of peoples 
arrested in the infancy of the human race. The memory of African agents embrac-
ing and adapting the wisdom of Europe to the specifi c contours of its own genius 
had long dimmed. A grand narrative had replaced it in which Africans appeared in 
modernity only as victims, benighted recipients of Euroamerican generosity, domes-
ticated pets forever dependent on handouts from their owner/benefactors. On the 
other hand, resisters, nationalists, could not bring themselves to see any positive as-
pect to the play of modernity that they mistakenly assimilated to colonialism in Af-
rica. Such individuals hardly ever evince awareness of antecedents of modernity in 
the nineteenth century. The explanation is simple. The aid model had become the 
sole orthodoxy regarding the options for Africa’s future. One consequence is that 
the fi gure of somebody like Crowther had declined from the nineteenth-century 
man of science and man of the cloth to a pitiable, humble, and loyal minion of the 
Church of England. After all, wasn’t he the “slave boy who became Bishop”? Long 
forgotten till now were his scientifi c engagements, his explorer credentials, and the 
centrality of his work to the constitution of Yorùbá literature, language, and identity.
 Furthermore, ever since the colonial period and the subsequent hostility that it 
kindled in nationalistic Africans, Africans who have dared to think that indigeniz-
ing the ways of their European oppressors offered a path to serious progress for their 
own peoples and lands have always attracted the disapprobation of their fellows. Yet 
to think of our prophets as for the most part desirous of becoming “white” or “Eu-
ropean” is to seriously misconstrue what they were about and who they desired to 
be. Indeed, a close but unprejudiced analysis of their writings and pronouncements 
will reveal entirely contrary impulses.
 The view of the prophets as bad parodies of their European benefactors can some-
times be traced to Europeans’ unfl attering portrayals of indigenous African prac-
tices, institutions, and values, especially when they compared the latter to Africans’ 
newly acquired practices, institutions, and values of European provenance. They 
are thus spoken of as if they found nothing good in African ways of being human 
and thought that everything about European ways of being human was good. The 
problem with this view is that on closer analysis, their standpoints had more nuance 
than their latter-day critics are aware of or are willing to acknowledge. Our task is 
to understand where they were coming from, explore their ideas fully rather than as 
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strands taken out of context, and see why they might have appeared as pathological 
self-haters. I hope that the discussion that follows offers a modest contribution to 
appreciating their genius.
 Unlike the reticence, maybe a profound lack of self-confi dence, with which we 
their progeny now approach modernity and other things “Western,” the prophets 
of old exuded tremendous confi dence in their belief that they were destined to be 
the leaders who would create new forms of social living in Africa by stealing the 
fi re of the “West” and combining it with what was best in their indigenous heritage 
and doing all this in partnership with Europeans. Thus, we need to investigate their 
ideas of progress, of the state of Africa during their time, and of how best to fi t Af-
rica for its proper place in the concert of humanity.

The Prophets

Samuel Ajayi Crowther

 The fi rst of the apostles that I wish to present for rather belated honor is Bishop 
Samuel Ajayi Crowther (1806–1891). The contributions of Bishop Crowther have 
usually been processed through religious lenses. He was “the fi rst non-European to 
be consecrated a Protestant Bishop since the Reformation.”18 The evangelization of 
much of present-day Nigeria was prosecuted under his direction. This achievement 
alone would constitute enough justifi cation for celebrating him. But I concur with 
Ade Ajayi’s judgment that we need to probe further to evaluate “the greatness of the 
man and his achievements.” Otherwise, we “fall into the error of the CMS offi cials 
who, after the death of Henry Venn in 1872 chose to underestimate Crowther’s te-
nacity of purpose and attachment to basic principles.” Ajayi shares Jesse Page’s assess-
ment that “he was no fanatic on the subject of a native ministry, but he was a patriot 
to the core.”19 I would like to add that not only was Crowther a patriot to the core, 
he was one of the earliest scientists—make that one of the earliest  polymaths—to 
emerge from the modern era in Africa. This aspect of his achievements has not been 
celebrated.
 Let us examine the evidence. Crowther epitomized the man of knowledge par 
excellence.20 He was an explorer, a philologist, a theologian, an administrator, an 
ethnographer, and a multilinguist. In all these activities, he evinced an incredible 
capacity for observation, a gift for seeing what is valuable in indigenous ways of be-
ing human so as to adapt the Christian message accordingly and facilitate the crea-
tion of an indigenous Church. This he did in spite of his own conviction that his 
indigenous African cohort was sunk in heathenism and could only be led forth by 
the light of the Christian faith and the civilization of which it was an integral part. 
Misreading him as a quisling of his missionary sponsors is unwarranted. It is the ul-
timate disrespect for or lack of recognition of native agency. The exercise of native 
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agency does not always translate into approbation for native ways and the rejection 
of alien ones. Neither does it mean that the native will be cognizant of all her moti-
vations for acting. This is a very human characteristic that is to be found in all cul-
tures. An individual might respond to her native inheritance in different ways, for 
example. She might conclude that there is nothing of worth in her (in the current 
case) indigenous African culture. Or she might accept that there is something wor-
thy of embrace that needs to be opened up to new ideas from alien sources. A third 
possibility is to merge the indigenous and the alien in some new hybrid reality. Fi-
nally, she could elect to be an overenthusiastic embracer of things alien or indige-
nous. The fact that a native falls under one or more of the above categories might 
be an occasion for some serious criticism, but it should not be a basis for unwar-
ranted name-calling such as has been the case with the judgment by certain schol-
ars of Crowther. But one is unlikely to appreciate fully the man’s accomplishments 
if one is not aware of what road he traveled.
 According to Ajayi, the foremost living scholar of Crowther’s life and work, he 
was born in Yorùbáland in about 1806, was rescued by the Naval Squadron in April 
1822 off Lagos, and was released in Freetown as a freed slave in July. Ajayi notes 
that “it is said that he was so eager to learn that he was able to read the New Testa-
ment in English within six months.”21 That must have been remarkable enough, and 
it probably impressed his CMS benefactors. By 1828, he had qualifi ed as a teacher, 
and in 1837, he published an account of his capture and life as a slave in 1821–
1822.22 He was part of the Niger Expedition in 1841–1842; his journal of that ex-
pedition was published as Journals of Schön and Crowther.23 In a recent evaluation 
of Crowther’s achievements, Lamine Sanneh remarked as follows:

In spite of the hazards and diffi culties, Crowther accomplished a surprising amount of 
work on the Niger, making the most detailed observations and reports of his progress 
on the banks of the Niger. He was interested in the religious ideas and practices of Afri-
cans, and he inquired diligently, listened closely, and depicted as accurately as he could 
what he observed and heard for himself. He was eager to corroborate, test, and confi rm 
for himself, leaving issues of dispute open to opinion. He avoided rushing to judgment. 
Thus, although he noted somber aspects of their customs and traditional practices, 
Crowther was nevertheless enthusiastic about what he learnt of religion among the Ibo 
people, including their ideas about God (Chukwu, Chineke), ethics, and moral con-
duct. . . . . The idea that premodern Africa had anticipated in several crucial respects 
Christian teaching was stated by Crowther with such spontaneous conviction that it 
marked him as a native mouthpiece, not just as a foreign agent.24

 Sanneh’s assessment illustrates that Crowther exhibited many of the qualities that 
typify a scientifi c orientation: the insistence on facts, the suspension of judgment 
before the facts are in, and so forth. Equally important, he did not prejudge the in-
digenous culture, and when he was acquainted with the facts, he saw evidence that 
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there were nodes in the native culture onto which Christian ideas could be grafted. 
Thus, he grasped the possibility of nativizing Christianity and Christianizing in-
digenous religious antecedents. He was so successful that people now love to hate 
him for adapting the sophistication of Yorùbá language and religious discourse to the 
domestication of Christianity. (This was the hallmark of his evangelizing activities 
for the rest of his life.) And he did so with a scientifi c mindset that did not permit 
any unwarranted a priori privileging of either Christian or native religion. Again, I 
quote Sanneh: “Crowther was not a mere romantic, bowing to native custom and 
practice. His natural habit of stringent scrutiny of the evidence he never abandoned 
to nativistic pride, and so he plunged into remote hinterland districts, grateful for 
what he discovered of encouragement there, certainly, but resolved also to confront 
what he judged harmful.”25

 Crowther probably did not “grovel” enough in the eyes of the latter generation of 
white missionaries who succeeded to the leadership of the CMS after Venn’s death. 
They accused Crowther of not being tough enough in his treatment of the heathen-
ish tendencies among the converts under his charge. It was the principal reason they 
cited for humiliating him and hounding him out of his see. The real reason was to be 
found elsewhere, though. The late-arriving missionaries were in cahoots with their 
administrator counterparts in thinking little (if anything at all) of African abilities. 
But as Andrew Walls points out, “There were some unexpected legacies even from 
the last sad days. One section of the Niger mission, the one in the Niger Delta, was 
fi nancially self-supporting. Declining the European takeover, it long maintained a 
separate existence under Crowther’s son, Archdeacon Dandeson Crowther, within 
the Anglican communion but outside the Church Mission Society.”26

 Crowther’s scientifi c orientation, his commitment to the study of African life and 
thought as a basis for determining the shape and direction of the native Church, is 
part of why I insist that it is long overdue to celebrate his genius. And what genius 
it was! He set about acquiring the necessary tools for the performance of his scien-
tifi c task.

When on his return from the Niger Expedition in 1842 he was recommended for or-
dination, the Bishop of London after interviewing him briefl y is reported to have 
said: “He will do, but polish him up.” He was admitted in September 1842 to the 
CMS Training Institution at Islington. At the May/June examinations, he evidently 
impressed his examiners. The Regius Professor of Greek at Cambridge said he would 
like to take his answers on Paley’s “Evidences of Christianity” to read to his friends 
in Trinity College. “If, after hearing that young African’s answers, they still contend 
that he does not possess a logical faculty, they will tempt us to question whether they 
do not lack certain other faculties of at least equal importance, such as common fair-
ness of judgment and Christian candor.” Bishop Bloomfi eld later remarked: “That 
man is no mean scholar; his examination papers were capital, and his Latin remark-
ably good.”27
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Even if one were uncharitably to dismiss the effusive praise of his examiners as so 
much paternalism toward an unusual African, the rest of his life confi rmed not only 
that the praises were well deserved but that the promise that they all saw in him 
was fully redeemed.
 Having recognized the importance of making native agency the cornerstone of 
the native Church in Africa, Crowther quickly became a scholar of African indige-
nous religions and Islam. Most important of all, he became a preeminent philologist 
of African languages. His achievements in this area cry out for celebration, but at 
the same time, they suggest that we should study his methodology and his results. 
Here is the evidence as represented by Ajayi.

In the 13 years (1844–57) that he was a member of the Yorùbá mission, apart from 
his evangelical and pastoral work at Igbein, he went up the Niger again in 1854 and 
1857, building up the experience he needed for his later career. But the most impor-
tant aspect of his work in those years was his career as a translator. We tend to take 
this for granted, but look at the record. He published a few extracts in 1848; the  Epistle 
to the Romans in 1850; Luke, Acts, James and I and II Peter in 1851; Genesis and 
Matthew in 1853; Exodus and the Psalms in 1854; Proverbs and Ecclesiastes in 1856 
and revisions of earlier texts. After 1857, he had to work with others. Thomas King 
had collaborated with him on Matthew in 1853. In 1857–62, they worked on the 
Epistles—Philippians, I and II Colossians, I and II Thessalonians, I and II Timothy, 
Titus, Philemon, Hebrews, John, Jude and Revelations, thus completing the New Tes-
tament in 1865. Schön and Gollmer edited these for linguistic consistency and pub-
lished a revised New Testament in 1865. In 1867, Genesis to Ruth of the Old Testa-
ment was published. Others were brought in, probably because of their profi ciency in 
Hebrew—Hinderer, D. O. Williams, Adolphus Mann, etc. By 1889 the whole Bible 
was available in Yorùbá, though not in a single volume until 1900.28

 By itself, the achievement of the translation of the Bible into any nonoriginal 
language would be phenomenal. “The signifi cance of the Yoruba version has not al-
ways been observed,” Walls notes. “It was not the fi rst translation into an African 
language; but, insofar as Crowther was the leading infl uence in its production, it was 
the fi rst by a native speaker. Early missionary translations naturally relied heavily on 
native speakers as informants and guides; but in no earlier case was a native speaker 
able to judge and act on an equal footing with the European.”29 When it is realized 
that the translation into Yorùbá was being done at the same time as the language 
itself was being newly rendered into written form, the work becomes even more as-
tonishing. Indeed, beyond the importance of translating the Bible into Yorùbá, the 
business of creating a Yorùbá script must attract greater signifi cance for it made the 
language immediately available for other than religious theoretical tasks. It is a mark 
of how little we know—much less appreciate—of Crowther’s philological labors that 
he is never taught as one of the principal fi gures of the history of philology—even 
in Nigeria, where he did the bulk of this work. Nor is he taught to history students 



114 Colonialism

in Nigeria, at both high school and college levels, as a pioneer linguist, gram marian, 
ethnographer, and theologian of no small repute. Nor is he ever acknowledged as an 
accomplished explorer in the annals of exploration in Africa.
 Yet he wrote the earliest grammar and dictionary of the Yorùbá language, Gram-
mar and Vocabulary of the Yorùbá Language (London: Seelys, 1852). He also wrote 
Vocabulary of the Yorùbá Language: Part I—English and Yorùbá; Part II—Yorùbá and 
English. To Which Are Prefi xed the Grammatical Elements of the Yorùbá Language 
(London: CMS, 1843). His labors were not restricted to the Yorùbá language or cul-
ture. The following works were also attributed to him: Isuama-Ibo Primer (London: 
CMS, 1860); Vocabulary of the Ibo Language: Part 2 English-Ibo (London: Society 
for Promoting Christian Knowledge, 1883); The Gospel According to St. John: Trans-
lated into Nupe (London: CMS, 1877); Nupe Primer (London: CMS, 1860).
 His mettle as an explorer is attested by the following reports that he authored and/
or coauthored: Journals of the Rev. James Frederick Schön and Mr. Samuel Crowther 
(London: Frank Cass, 1970); The Gospel on the Banks of the Niger: Journals and No-
tices of the Native Missionaries Accompanying the Niger Expedition of 1857–1859 by 
the Rev. Samuel Crowther and the Rev. John Christopher Taylor (London: Dawsons of 
Pall Mall, 1968); Niger Mission: Bishop Crowther’s Report of the Overland Journey 
from Lokoja to Bida, on the River Niger; and Thence to Lagos, on the Sea Coast, from 
November 10th, 1871 to February 8th, 1872 (London: CMS, 1872); Journals and 
Notices of the Native Missionaries on the River Niger, 1862 (London: CMS, 1863); 
The River Niger: A Paper Read before the Royal Geographical Society, June 11th, 1877; 
and a Brief Account of Missionary Operations Carried on under the Superintendence 
of Bishop Crowther in the Niger Territory (London: CMS, 1877); Journal of an Expe-
dition up the Niger and Tshadda Rivers Undertaken by Macgregor Laird in Connection 
with the British Government in 1854 (London: CMS, 1855).
 The foregoing discussion should give enough foretaste of what is awaiting discov-
ery in the secular exertions of Bishop Crowther. I must not omit to mention that 
he made all these discoveries in the face of racist opposition from his contempo-
rary and rival, Henry Townsend, and, from 1872 onward, after the death of Henry 
Venn, a distinctly racist turn both in the CMS and in Europe generally.30 The latter 
development eventually led to his removal from service. But as long as he remained 
in offi ce, he took seriously the promise of knowledge and sought to strengthen the 
African self with scientifi c achievements and scholarly rigor. His travelogues were 
based on commissions. He collected ethnographies and data on native life gener-
ally. He was one of the earliest models of the native intellectual who sought to do-
mesticate what Europe had to offer as a means of advancing the interests and wel-
fare of Africans.
 We cannot overemphasize the importance of his work in light of the claims I 
make throughout this book regarding the centrality of reason and the priority of 
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knowledge. He was not satisfi ed with merely living African while leaving the busi-
ness of studying Africa to others. He was pivotal in the production and constitution 
of knowledge about Africans. We need to study the multiplier effects of his exer-
tions on his numerous assistants—translators, interpreters, note-takers, and so on—
and the effects of the latter on the creation of a new group of knowledge produc-
ers in the African context. Nor should we ignore his offering of new role models 
of what it was to be an intellectual and the wider impact on successors who fur-
thered the work of knowledge production about, by, and for Africans in a modern 
key. Most important, he embodied what native agency under the autonomy model 
could accomplish regardless of the wishes and designs of those who were its tutors, 
presumptive and literal.

James Africanus Beale Horton

 The second of the apostles whose importance I wish to underscore is Dr. James 
Africanus Beale Horton. Born in Sierra Leone on June 1, 1835, in Gloucester, near 
Freetown, Horton’s parents were originally of Ibo extraction. They were repatriates 
from Trinidad. He went to school in Sierra Leone and for further studies, begin-
ning in 1855, fi rst at King’s College, London, where he trained as a physician, and 
later at Edinburgh in 1859. “Horton’s career [at King’s College] was brilliant, and 
he won prizes in Surgery, Physiology and Comparative Anatomy. His knowledge of 
Anatomy was amply demonstrated in his book West African Countries and Peoples, 
British and Native . . . and a Vindication of the African Race in which he challenged 
physical anthropologists who had asserted that the brain of an African was smaller 
than that of a European and that he was therefore less intelligent.”31 He went on to 
Edinburgh for further studies and in 1859 he obtained a doctor of medicine (M.D.) 
degree. He had earlier in 1858 been admitted to membership of the Royal College 
of Surgeons of England, which qualifi ed him to be a doctor. “He joined the Army 
Medical Service as an Assistant Staff Surgeon in the West African Service and rose 
to the rank of Surgeon-Major in 1875, later ranking as Lieutenant-Colonel after 
twenty years’ service and fi nally retiring on half pay in 1880. He was not the fi rst 
African doctor, but he was one of the most versatile of his century.”32 He served 
many tours of duty in different parts of English-speaking West Africa, from Gam-
bia to Ghana.
 His initial training as a scientist already makes it easier for us to identify him with 
the temperament ordinarily associated with doing science. Horton’s career was ex-
traordinary enough given his medical and scientifi c accomplishments. What made 
his accomplishments even more extraordinary were his writings in government, po-
litical theory, ethnography, and sundry other areas. As Nicol remarks, “His knowl-
edge of the classics, history, anthropology, science and medicine was remarkable for 
a man of any race.”33 An exploration of his prodigious writings in some of these 
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spheres is beyond the scope of the present essay. What I hope to do instead is to 
present evidence from some of his writings and show how some of his articulations 
amounted to prophetic insights into times beyond that in which he lived.
 Before I do so, I consider one rather unfl attering but erroneous assessment of him, 
his work, and his life by Emmanuel A. Ayandele. Recall that in chapter 2 I referred 
to the fact that Ayandele apprehended the revolutionary nature of the second wave 
of evangelization in West Africa. But we chose to go with Ajayi’s more nuanced 
and more sympathetic appraisal. The same animus that made Ayandele excoriate 
the missionaries that I have presented in this book as heralds of the modern age in 
Africa informed his review essay on Horton’s major work, West African Countries 
and Peoples.34

 According to Ayandele, in part because Horton was “one of the greatest bene-
fi ciaries of British philanthropy” and for that reason “felt a sense of eternal grati-
tude to Henry Venn and the War Offi ce Education Committee which had been 
responsible for his training in Britain . . . he was overwhelmed by the marvels of sci-
ence and technology; Britain became for him the model, its people an embodiment 
of all that was virtuous, and its government the altruistic benefactor of West Af-
rican peoples.”35 He called Horton’s book “provincial” and claimed that even though 
Horton “posed as a defender of the African . . . his African was not an uncontami-
nated one, but transmogrifi ed like himself, who dared not live in the authentic Af-
rican milieu.”36 Ayandele continues, “The African of Horton’s defence and expos-
tulation, then, was deAfricanized like himself, living in the borrowed British milieu 
of the colony of Sierra Leone.”37 He went on to allege that Horton and others like 
him saw themselves “as modernizing Africans, and as the class that mattered. . . . 
Hence the unconcealed contempt and disdain which Horton pours on the pure un-
lettered African; hence the unconscious levity with which he dismissed the cultural 
heritage of the continent.”38

 There are more invectives in Ayandele’s text. Even a passing familiarity with ele-
mentary logic is enough to see through the ad hominem and non sequiturs in the 
passages quoted above. The vehemence with which he denounces Horton suggests 
to me that there may be a lot more at stake than what Horton actually wrote. Most 
of the charges leveled at Horton are absolutely without merit. Horton’s only crime, 
it seems to me, is that he was neither a resister of modernity nor a self-confessed vic-
tim of it. By accusing Horton of not daring to live in the authentic African milieu, of 
being de-Africanized and being contemptuous of “the pure unlettered African”—in 
short, of not being “an authentic African,” Ayandele showed his preference for the 
administrators’ favorite African, an African who was an absolute invention of colo-
nial anthropologists: “the uncontaminated African.” From even the limited discus-
sion so far in this book, it should be obvious that I remain unimpressed by such a 
character and whatever it represents. It is the ultimate nod to sociocryonics that is 
no less odious for being canvassed by an African and a scholar to boot. In true cele-
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bration of African subjectivity, we should expect a full range of heterodox possibili-
ties in the expression of what it is to be African. It is lamentable that one reason 
that the African engagement with modernity has been unacknowledged, much less 
discussed, for so long is precisely the point of view that turns the rich multidimen-
sional experience of being African into a sclerotic, unidimensional one of being “an 
authentic African.”
 If any evidence be needed that Ayandele’s vituperations have no relation to the 
core of Horton’s disquisitions, Ayandele concedes that “irrelevant and unrelated to 
the aspirations of West Africans in the nineteenth century as this was, [Horton’s 
book] delineated a program that was to become relevant to all of Africa in subse-
quent generations. Thus, in a sense, Horton was a prophet who discerned the forces 
that were to determine the future of Africa.”39 The irony was completely lost on 
Ayandele that by calling Horton a prophet he repudiated the ardent purveyors of 
sociocryonics for whom he stated a clear preference in his review. In essence, Hor-
ton got the future right and Ayandele could not bear to leave the past behind. It is 
a good time to return to my celebration of Horton.
 As a scientist and man of knowledge, Horton’s writings were prodigious. In lan-
guage that anticipated some of the contemporary responses to lingering pseudo- 
scientifi c racism, Horton used knowledge and scientifi c research to refute the racism 
of his time. It is important to comprehend why the appeal to science is as crucial 
to racists as it is to anti-racists. Modern society, as I have pointed out, requires that 
whatever is to be accepted as true must either be capable of demonstrative proof of 
the type to be found in mathematics (especially algebra) or emanate from empirical 
investigation (possibly experimentation) supported by facts and fi gures. Addition-
ally, given that the appeal to tradition and revelatory authority no longer enjoys le-
gitimacy, only the claim that withstands reason’s scrutiny is deserving of a thinking 
person’s assent. This was the ground of the modern epoch’s denial of legitimacy to 
both papal and other types of sacerdotal authority and the belief that the authority 
of royals was bestowed by the grace of God. As a credentialed member of the com-
munity in which only the authority of reason and the possession of superior knowl-
edge count, Horton was eager to show that he had the upper hand against the rac-
ists of his time. Needless to say, one often is struck by the irony involved in the 
situation where the self-appointed custodians of reason and scientifi c rationality are 
frequently shown to be subverting reason by the so-called nonpossessors of reason 
when the former, in the face of facts and other proof, continue irrationally to deny 
the obvious. Consider the following critique by Horton of the alleged inferiority of 
the Negro race:

It is in the development of the most important organ of the body—the brain, and 
its investing parieties—that much stress has been laid to prove the simian or apelike 
character of the Negro race. . . . The skull is, as regards the sutures, intimately con-
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nected with the brain; in man, we fi nd that the posterior sutures fi rst close, and the 
frontal and coronal last, but in the anthropoid ape the contrary is the case. Among 
the Negro race, at least among the thousands that have come under my notice, the 
posterior sutures fi rst close, then the frontal and coronal, and the contrary has never 
been observed by me in even a single instance, not even among Negro idiots; and yet 
M. Gratiolet and Carl Vogt, without an opportunity of investigating the subject to any 
extent, have unhesitatingly propagated the most absurd and erroneous doctrine—that 
the closing of the sutures in the Negro follows the siminious or animal arrangement, 
differing from that already given as the governing condition in man.40

 In this passage, Horton was not concerned to excoriate his interlocutor for any 
charge other than that of being a nonscientist or a false one. Nor was he concerned 
with the morality of his interlocutors or their ideological predilections. Knowledge 
and its possession or lack thereof was the only issue as far as he was concerned.41 
He situated himself on the terrain of superior knowledge and commanded assent as 
such. The fact that he was doing it as an African was at best the icing on the cake of 
his epistemic supremacy. Even Ayandele could not ignore this fact.42 In fact, Horton 
ridiculed his interlocutor, Dr. Knox, as one to whom “race is everything— literature, 
science, art—in a word civilization depends on it.” Knox had gone so far as to say 
that “with me race or hereditary descent is everything; it stamps the man.”43 It is 
immediately obvious that Dr. Knox’s standpoint is unscientifi c and not founded on 
knowledge and, for that reason, unworthy of assent on the part of those for whom 
the authority of science alone is legitimate. Horton contrasted Dr. Knox’s position 
with his own position, which was based on the practice of science fed by verifi able 
empirical observation. Surely Knox’s claim invited confutation, but his opponents 
never bothered to offer it. This was exactly the charge that Horton leveled at the 
recently chartered Royal Anthropological Society.

Of late years a society has been formed in England in imitation of the Anthropological 
Society of Paris, which might be made of great use to science had it not been for the 
profound prejudice exhibited against the Negro race in their discussions and in their 
writings. They again revive the old vexed question of race, which the able researches 
of Blumenbach, Prichard, Pallas, Hunter, Lacépéde, Quatrefages, Geoffroy St. Hilaire, 
and many others had, years ago (as it is thought) settled. They placed the structure of 
the anthropoid apes before them, and then commenced the discussion of a series of 
ideal structures of the Negro which only exist in their imagination, and thus endeavor 
to link the Negro with the brute creation. Some of their statements are so barefacedly 
false, so utterly the subversion of scientifi c truth, that they serve to exhibit the writers 
as perfectly ignorant of the subjects of which they treat. The works of Carl Vogt, “Lec-
tures on Man”; of Dr. Hunt, “Negro’s Place in Nature”; and of Prunner Bey, “Mémoire 
sur les Nègres,” 1861, contain, in many respects, tissues of the most deceptive state-
ments, calculated to mislead those who are unacquainted with the African race.44

Given that his challenge was based on the authority of science and the claim of su-
perior knowledge, it is no surprise that Horton denigrated the ignorance of his inter-
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locutors. As far as he was concerned, he knew what he was talking about; they did 
not. For that reason, they did not deserve attention. It is noteworthy that in spite 
of the efforts of thinkers like Horton from Africa and others in Europe and North 
America, we continue even at the present time to be treated to pseudo-scientifi c 
proclamations of the genetic inferiority of peoples of African descent. It is a mark 
of how little even Africans know of previous scientifi c refutations of racism by Af-
rican thinkers that one will be hard put to fi nd contemporary contributions to the 
debate that show any awareness of the works of Horton in this sphere.
 In pursuit of science and of using science for uplifting Africa and its peoples, 
Horton wrote other scientifi c works, including “The Medical Topography of the 
West Coast of Africa, with Sketches of Its Botany” (thesis for the doctorate of 
medicine, Edinburgh University, 1859) (published with the same title in London, 
1859); Physical and Medical Climate and Meteorology of the West Coast of Africa. 
With Valuable Hints to Europeans for the Preservation of Health in the Tropics (London, 
1867); Guinea Worm, or Dracunculus: Its Symptoms and Progress, Causes, Pathologi-
cal Anatomy, Results, and Radical Cure (London: 1868) and The Diseases of Tropical 
Climates and their Treatment with Hints for the Preservation of Health in the Tropics 
(London, 1874). Thomas Fowell Buxton could not have wished for a better exem-
plar of the realization of part of his program of remedy for the African slave trade. 
He would have been even more gratifi ed that it was unfolding under the direction 
of a native agent.
 Horton’s credentials as a surgeon, medical scientist, and epidemiologist are im-
peccable by any standards. He applied the same scientifi c orientation to his study 
of indigenous systems of governance in West Africa. African forms of governance 
were not to be embraced or condemned until scholars had obtained a good scien-
tifi c understanding of them both in terms of their identity and their operating prin-
ciples, and Horton did his best to study them.45 As a result, his writings on West 
African peoples and their customs are even more impressive, given that he was pri-
marily a medical doctor and natural scientist. Simply put, when we shall have de-
voted to his political philosophical writings the attention that they deserve, we would 
have to conclude that Horton was also one of the pioneer political philosophers of 
the modern age in Africa. The dominant theme in his political writings was the fi t-
ness of Africans for self-government and their right to be self-governing under the 
overall suzerainty of the British monarchy. Many mid-nineteenth-century British 
politicians and humanitarians believed that the best colonialism was one that suited 
the colonial wards for self-rule in the shortest possible time. These individuals be-
lieved in the improvability of human beings through education and could not se-
riously entertain the idea that Africans would forever be at the bottom rung of the 
human ladder. However, because morbidity among European expatriates was high, 
there was a widespread feeling that the human costs of empire might be unjustifi ably 
high. Even so, I think that it is a mistake to hold, as many seem to do, that this exi-
gency was the only or even the principal reason that the possibility of African self-
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government was seriously entertained in various circles in mid-nineteenth-century 
Britain and West Africa.
 What the motivation was of those who believed in native agency and how sin-
cere they were matters less, though, once we turn our attention to the natives them-
selves. That is, once we frame the issue in terms of what some segments of the West 
African population thought of the possibility and desirability of self-government, 
their capacity for it, and their reaction to the resolution of the House of Commons 
Select Committee of 1865, we shall fi nd that Africans elected to take their pros-
pects in hand and began to present arguments to urge—perhaps force the hand of—
British authorities to extend to them the right of self-governance.
 Horton was a principal spokesperson for the movement for self-government. He 
identifi ed some national groups in West Africa as deserving of the right to govern 
themselves and argued that they had gone even farther than others along the road 
to self-governance because they had taken grand initiatives to institute civilized—
that is, modern—forms of government in the areas they inhabited. First, he adopted 
a tactic that presaged contemporary arguments for African genius. He argued that 
Africa had not always been voiceless in the polylogue of the world’s peoples.

Africa, in ages past, was the nursery of science and literature; from thence they were 
taught in Greece and Rome, so that it was said that the ancient Greeks represented 
their favourite goddess of wisdom—Minerva—as an African princess. Pilgrimages 
were made to Africa in search of knowledge by such eminent men as Solon, Plato, Py-
thagoras; and several came to listen to the instructions of the African Euclid, who was 
at the head of the most celebrated mathematical school in the world and who fl our-
ished 300 years before the birth of Christ.46

 He went on to argue for the Africanness of ancient Egyptian civilization. It is a 
mark of the resilience of global white supremacy that later writers such as Cheikh 
Anta Diop and Martin Bernal fought the same battles in the last half of the twen-
tieth century with almost the same language and facts against the propagation of 
lies about the African past. Horton concluded: “And why should not the same race 
who governed Egypt, attacked the most famous and fl ourishing city—Rome, who 
had her churches, her Universities, and her repositories of learning and science, 
once more stand on their legs and endeavour to raise their characters in the scale of 
the civilised world?”47 If it is the case that “nations rise and fall; the once fl ourish-
ing and civilized degenerates into a semi-barbarous state; and those who have lived 
in utter barbarism, after a lapse of time become the standing nation,” then Af rica’s 
time was bound to come again. And he argued that he had detected the nodes of 
such renaissance in some areas of West Africa in all spheres of human achievement. 
Using knowledge of the African past, he argued for the historicity of the African 
experience as a basis for future prosperity.
 I now turn to his specifi c refl ections on government. At the present time, many 
who speak of the dismal prospects of liberal bourgeois democracy in Africa attribute 
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those prospects to the recalcitrance of African traditions to the tenets of modernity. 
Yet in the nineteenth century, in West Africa, there were serious and far-reaching 
experiments in modern liberal democratic government. In fact, Horton argued that 
the incorporation of modern governance could be used in part to attenuate the il-
legitimacy of an otherwise unjustifi able colonialism. His example was the British 
annexation of Lagos in 1861. He lauded the Fanti Confederation, which between 
1868 and 1871 wrote for itself one of the earliest instances of a modern constitu-
tion anywhere in the world. It has been suggested that that constitution was in-
spired by Horton’s work, West African Countries and Peoples, British and Native. With 
the Requirements Necessary for Establishing That Self-Government Recommended by 
the Committee of the House of Commons 1865; and a Vindication of the African Race 
(London, 1868).48 However that may be, what stands out is that Horton took a de-
cidedly modern view of the appropriate mode of governance for Africa. For example, 
he embraced the core tenet of modernity with regard to political legitimacy: No one 
ought to obey any government to which he/she has not consented and in the con-
stitution of which she/he has not had any hand. The most direct way of indicating 
this consent is through the vote. Hence, the electoral principle is the cornerstone 
of political legitimacy in the modern age. It was the political theoretical foundation 
of the demand for self-government by many in nineteenth-century West Africa.
 In his consideration of what sort of government should be adopted by “the po-
litical union of the various kings in the kingdom of Fantee under one political head,” 
Horton recommended the electoral principle. “A man should be chosen either by 
universal suffrage, or appointed by the Governor, and sanctioned and received by all 
the kings and chiefs, and crowned as King of Fantee. He should be a man of great 
sagacity, good common sense, not easily infl uenced by party spirit, of a kind and 
generous disposition, a man of good education, and who had done good service to 
the Coast government.”49 Meanwhile, in his discussion of what mode of governance 
was appropriate for Accra, he recommended a republican government.

If this place must ultimately be left to govern itself, a republican form of government 
should be chosen. An educated native gentleman, of high character and good com-
mon sense, who has the welfare of his country at heart . . . should be selected by the 
Government as a candidate for the presidency, and offered for the votes of the popu-
lace in the various districts; and, when once elected, he must be regarded as supreme 
in everything, and the natural referee in all their quarrels and differences. He should 
be assisted by counsellors chosen by the people as their representatives. The term of 
offi ce of the president should not be less than eight years, and he should be eligible 
for re-election.50

 Whether he was writing about Sierra Leone, Gambia, or Lagos and Abéòkúta, 
he was unwavering in his insistence that the only legitimate government was one 
that received its sanction from the consent of the people expressed through the vote. 
His inclusion, at some points, of selection of governors should be treated as mere 
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bows in the direction of the reality of a people who were momentarily humbled by 
various historical forces and whose elevation was a matter of time and of the hard 
work of those—the British—who had come to lend the Africans a hand in fi nding 
their feet once again.
 Second, there was no room in his theory for ascription. For him, the circum-
stances of one’s birth did not mean anything, inheritance ranked nil, and tradition 
was of no moment. Eligibility for offi ce had to be earned—the merit principle— 
and even then it was necessary that the people offer their electoral stamp of ap-
proval. This explains his enthusiastic approval of the experiments in new modes 
of governance that were under way during his life in the Gold Coast—the Fanti 
Confederation— and Abéòkúta—the Ègbá United Board of Management.51

 In his appeal to the British colonial authorities to support the Fanti Confedera-
tion, his justifi cation makes clear his conception of modern government and his 
conviction that what the Fanti were doing amounted to the incorporation of a new 
order in governance.

It is on this ground that there is now a loud cry for a codex constitutionuum for the 
 Confederation from the Government of the Coast. It is essential so that every branch 
of the Government should have its power and limits well-defi ned [anticipations of 
separation of powers and limits on government by the rights of the people], protecting 
it against aggression, and “ascertaining the purposes for which the Government ex-
ists,” and the rights which are guaranteed to it; securing its rights in the various prov-
inces, and restraining it from exercising function which would endanger liberty and 
justice [obviously, a stated preference for liberty]. The present drooping state of the 
Confederation can say with great truth, novus rerum nascitur ordo—a new order of 
things is generated.52

Horton had a positive view of the new political order in which there was separation 
of powers, limits on the reach of the government, and protection of the liberty of 
citizens. He clearly wanted the new order to be embraced in some fashion. The idea 
that the Fanti confederates were harbingers of a new order, a new way of being hu-
man motivated much of the writings of the nineteenth-century apostles. In this, they 
were quintessentially modern. A good part of their claim to novelty is to be found 
in the idea of the self that they not only embraced but also embodied.

Rev. S. R. B. Attoh-Ahuma

 Another of the apostles was very clear about what the idea of the modern self en-
tailed. I refer to Rev. S. R. B. Attoh-Ahuma. I conclude this discussion with a brief 
look at some of his refl ections. Attoh-Ahuma’s book The Gold Coast Nation and Na-
tional Consciousness is a collection of columns he wrote for the Gold Coast Leader. 
I was intrigued by the author’s foreword to the collection, part of which I quote:

The Author indulges the hope that the principles therein set forth, and the senti-
ments to which he gives so inadequate an expression, may infl uence for good, not his 
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contemporaries only, but also—and especially—the members of the rising generation, 
whose birthright, privilege, duty, destiny and honour it is to usher in an era of Back-
ward Movement, which to all cultured West Africans is synonymous with the high-
est conception of progress and advancement. Intelligent Retrogression is the only Pro-
gression that will save our beloved country. This may sound a perfect paradox, but it 
is nevertheless, the truth; and if all educated West Africans could be forced by moral 
suasion and personal conviction to realize that “Back to the Land” signifi es a step for-
ward, that “Back to the Simple Life” of our progenitors expresses a burning wish to 
advance, that the desire to rid ourselves of foreign accretions and excrescences is an 
indispensable condition of National Resurrection and National Prosperity, we should 
feel ourselves amply rewarded.53

 What sense is one to make of this strange foreword and its core phrases—
“Backward Movement,” “Intelligent Retrogression”—which, on the face of it, sug-
gest the opposite of progress? It is even stranger that those locutions describe the 
sine qua nons of progress. It is easy to read into the foreword the ruminations, per-
haps even fears, of a wistful conservative in the grip of nostalgia for a lost world. Yet 
when one reads the essays that make up the collection, one fi nds that the author’s 
deployment of what he called “a perfect paradox” is not meant to be taken at face 
value. Much of his conservatism was directed at his bid to prove that the peoples of 
the Gold Coast, regardless of their ethnic affi liations, did constitute a nation and de-
served to be accorded all the dignity and respect due such entities, especially in the 
context of nineteenth-century debates about nationalism.54 We should not discount 
the importance of the changed context in which Attoh-Ahuma was writing. He 
wrote after the rejection of educated natives by their white tutors. The mid-century 
optimism about and enthusiasm for the partnership with the British had given way 
to skepticism, even hostility toward British suzerainty. Needless to say, he was re-
acting to doubts about and often outright denials of African capability by the newly 
dominant administrator class in the colonial territories.
 But Ahuma was also concerned to combat the excesses of those who thought 
that their salvation lay in absolute mimicry of European ways. In his view, the op-
tions for Africans were not limited to total opposition to or mimicry of the Euro-
pean ways of being human. What he advocated was the creative appropriation of 
indigenous culture and its use as the pivot of the construction of modern societies 
that would borrow whatever was useful from its European-inspired legacy.55 The 
man who seemed to be looking backward wrote on progress and the importance of 
the individual in language that conceded nothing to modern conceptions of both 
terms. Quite the contrary, he called on youth to make self-improvement their vo-
cation, patriotism their cause, and the advancement of Africa their mission. To do 
all these things he asked youth to take individualism seriously, pursue knowledge, 
and build the African nation.
 In an essay titled, signifi cantly, “I Am: I Can: An Appeal to the Rising Genera-
tion,” Ahuma wrote: “The fi rst essential prerequisite in the voyage of the discov-
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ery of ourselves as a people is the consciousness of ourselves. ‘I AM’ is the keynote 
to all the harmonies and concords of individual advancement and power. Not ‘I 
AM’ simply as a psychological abstraction, but the realization of the living person-
ality and all that it denotes and connotes. The fi rst person singular of the verb To 
Be is, after all, the most formidable word in the vocabulary of human thought and 
progress.”56 He argued that the individual who affi rms “I AM” is the bedrock of all 
progress and development.

“I AM” and to know it, is the head and fount of all true and genuine success in life. It 
is the fount from which bubble those graces and virtues which minister to the growth 
of a nation’s vitality and productivity. The horse, the elephant, and the greyhound 
cannot testify to such consciousness; science may, in its ultimate deductions, credit 
them with the possession of intuitive faculties marvellously akin to the perfection of 
instincts on the borderland of human psychology, but the creatures can never know 
that they know. To save the country, to develop its resources, to maintain its rights and 
privileges, and to advance its interests in all directions without bungling and blunder-
ing and against fearful odds, our young men must “see visions” and “multiply visions”; 
and this is impossible of accomplishment unless they know themselves.57

 The charge to “know oneself ” as the starting point for making an individual fi t 
for her duty to her community or humanity was a singsong in the nineteenth cen-
tury. Some of its philosophical antecedents are traceable to the philosophy of self-
love and the theory of moral sentiments of the eighteenth century. Some of its most 
famous proponents were Adam Smith, J. B. Hutcheson, Joseph Butler, David Hume, 
and the poet Alexander Pope. Not unexpectedly, therefore, the essay contained ref-
erences to Aristotle, Tennyson, Byron, Galileo, Bunyan, Sir Walter Raleigh, Bee-
thoven, and Thomas Edison. Ahuma wanted young people to cultivate their in-
dividuality, to steel themselves each in his own uniqueness for the task of serving 
humanity. One plausible way of construing Ahuma’s “perfect paradox,” then, is to 
see it as a charge to Africans not to take comfort in blind imitation but to appro-
priate the wisdom of others and that of their own ancestors through the arduous 
task of making such wisdom their own. To do so they needed to acquire knowledge 
of themselves, their heritage, other people’s wisdom and follies, and so on. In other 
words, they needed to make of themselves worthy residents of the society of knowl-
edge. Horton, in a similar charge to youth said:

[The Youth] should make it their ruling principle to concentrate their mental powers, 
their powers of observation, reasoning, and memory, on the primary objects of their 
engagement. “Never to observe without a thought; never reason to confi dent conclu-
sions without a suffi ciency of certainly verifi ed facts; never to acquire facts without 
submitting them to the test of reasoning and, when occasion offers, to the test of ex-
perience, as it has been conclusively remarked that observation without thought is a 
hasty observation, and the experience derived from it wasted; and if we reason without 
a suffi ciency or verifi cation of facts we shall reason into error; and if we remember 
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without comparison the result will be that we shall be a vast storehouse of inconse-
quential knowledge.”58

The commitment to creating a society of knowledge in West Africa and deploying 
there the habits of science was a common thread running through the ideas of 
Crowther, Horton, and Ahuma. This thread was by no means restricted to them, 
but it set the stage for their incessant criticism of the new imperialism that later 
replaced the erstwhile colonialism that I have identifi ed. Under the latter, the aid 
model was supreme, and its consequences were grim for the development of the so-
ciety of knowledge that had been the rallying cry of our prophets.
 We have evidence that Attoh-Ahuma was not only familiar with some of the 
thinkers he named in his essays, he appropriated, in a creative if unsystematic way, 
some of the ideas that we associate with some of the leading philosophers of the 
Enlightenment. Having cited Alexander Pope’s declaration that “The proper study 
of mankind is man,” Ahuma went on to expound upon Pope’s idea: “The proper 
study of each man is himself—body, spirit, soul, the cultivation of self-knowledge 
fi rst, self-reverence leading naturally and inevitably to self-control. The whole be-
ing must be educated—the power of mind and body guided by power of will—far 
and away more excellent than mere literary knowledge and worldly success—the 
divinity that is in man driven forth for man and country and God.”59 Ahuma chal-
lenged the individual who was called to know himself as a precondition for know-
ing other things to undertake this pursuit of knowledge both for its own sake and 
for the sake of the African nation.
 Ahuma was exercised by the fate of the continent that he and others thought of 
as a nation. In so thinking they anticipated not only the Pan-African movement 
that was inaugurated by the Trinidadian Henry Sylvestre Williams in 1900 but also 
the idea of continental unity and the union government that Kwame Nkrumah 
would make famous in the 1950s and 1960s. Although I cannot make the case here, 
 Ahuma’s idea of nation is part of a nineteenth-century intellectual ferment that gave 
us the unifi cation of Italy and the unifi cation of Germany in spite of the presence of 
many traditions of particularism in their respective territories. Ahuma did not think 
that the presence of diverse traditions of particularism that prevailed in the coastal 
areas of Ghana precluded the inhabitants thereof from forming a nation.

In spite therefore of the dogmas and ipse dixits of those wiseacres who would fain deny 
to us, as a people, the inalienable heritage of nationality, we dare affi rm, with sanctity 
of reason and with the emphasis of conviction, that—we are a nation. It may be “a 
miserable, mangled, tortured, twisted tertium quid,” or to quote a higher authority, 
a Nation “scattered and peeled . . . a Nation meted out and trodden down,” but still 
a Nation. If we were not, it was time to invent one; for any series of States in the same 
locality, however extensive, may at any time be merged into a nation. We have a na-
tion, and what is more, we have a Past—“though ungraced in story.” We own a Po-
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litical Constitution, a concentric system of government, of one Race, born and bred 
upon our own soil. With the Akan language one can cover a seaboard 350 miles in 
extent, and an area of 105,000 square miles, more or less. The so-called languages may 
perhaps be simply regarded as so many dialects, often mere Provincialisms.60

 He challenged his contemporaries to embrace this idea of nation and begin to 
develop the appropriate structures of consciousness that would enable them bring 
their nation to glory. He inveighed against “the residual anomaly of tribal exclusive-
ness [that] has the regrettable tendency of evolving unhappy antagonisms against 
those called of and qualifi ed by God to harmonise the disorganised interests of our 
country. . . . We are in sore need as Africans of an expansive horizon, an outlook 
upon life and life’s duties that is as broad as the heavens.”61 As was the case with 
Horton, Ahuma too believed that Africa had been hard done by by the ravages of 
slavery and the slave trade as well as other historical calamities. Hence he too re-
ferred to a time when “Europe looked to Africa for new ideas, for fresh inspirations, 
and the saying was perpetuated and handed down from generation to generation, 
Semper aliquid novi ex Africa—There is always something new from Africa.”62 The 
challenge before him and others as he saw it was as follows:

The most diffi cult problem of our times is how to think so that Africa may regain her 
lost Paradise. How to think the thoughts that galvanize and electrify into life souls 
that are asleep unconscious of their destiny; How to think the thoughts that produce, 
multiply, divide and circulate for the general good—the thoughts that make crooked 
places straight, that pulverize gates of brass and cut in sunder all bars of iron—the 
power that gives friends and foes alike the treasuries of darkness and hidden riches of 
secret places—the Art that brings National Evangels, binding up broken and despair-
ing hearts, proclaiming liberty and freedom to the captives, and the opening of the 
Prison to them that are bound or have bound themselves.63

It is for the advancement of this African nation, expansively conceived, that the pur-
suit of knowledge and the development of individuals are requisite. Whether in their 
agitation for self-government or the establishment of tertiary institutions, Ahuma 
and his contemporaries felt that Africa could not afford to waste any more time in 
the race for progress and enlightenment given that there were people like them who 
already were the harbingers of the brave new future that modernity represented. It 
is in looking at what the administrator thought of and did with this class of Afri-
cans that we can begin to see how badly administrator-infl ected colonialism dis-
served Africa and its inhabitants.

 Crowther, Horton, Ahuma, and several others were all part of a ferment in the 
nineteenth century made up of those who stood for the primacy of native agency, 
the capacity of Africans for self-government, and the recognition by the rest of hu-
manity of the resurgence of Africa in the aftermath of the debacle of the slave trade 
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and slavery, all within the boundaries of a deep faith in the promise of modernity, es-
pecially regarding liberty, equality, and fraternity.64 If in reading this essay others are 
challenged to begin to delve into their legacy and situate them properly as precursors 
for African intellectual discourse at the present time, its modest aim will have been 
more than achieved. In the next chapter, I shall be considering the philosophical 
refl ections of the arch-philosopher of British colonialism in Africa, and we shall see 
how his racist predilections aborted the promise of modernity that the thinkers dis-
cussed in this chapter insisted should be redeemed for Africans. Indeed, such re-
demption they took to be the only possible justifi cation for what to them was an in-
terim period of governance without consent.
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Reading the Colonizer’s Mind
Lord Lugard and the Philosophical 
Foundations of British Colonialism

Of the two components of the colonial whole, the colonized and the colonizer, 
much attention has been directed at the situation of the colonized. Few attempts 
have been made to go behind the mind of the colonizer. Of course, I am aware of 
historical studies, biographies, and such like that do. However, the pickings are very 
slim when it comes to examinations of the ideas that inform colonial practice.1 It 
is time to take seriously the other component of the colonial totality: the colonizer. 
After all, as both Frantz Fanon and Albert Memmi so eloquently tell us in their 
works, there would have been no colonized had there been no colonizer. This ac-
claimed symbiosis between the colonizer and the colonized underscores the inade-
quacy of not taking seriously the need to unearth the motivations behind the colo-
nizer’s activity.
 The colonizer is itself a whole with several determinations. Albert Memmi identi-
fi es three such determinations: “a colonial, a colonizer and the colonialist.”2 Fanon, 
too, never failed to point out the many demographic and other groupings in the 
ranks of the colonizer. For our purposes, though, I focus on other possible determi-
nations of the colonizer whole as identifi ed in chapter 2: missionaries, administra-
tors, and traders. The man whose views are analyzed in this chapter belongs to the 
second category. The character of colonialism and its principal lineaments were fash-
ioned by administrators, and this is why it is important for us to make sense of their 
views and, where available, their justifi cations for them. Additionally, acquainting 
ourselves with those views might enable us to make better sense of the policy op-
tions discernible in the practice of colonialism. It is an unargued assumption of this 
chapter that those views had such consequences. However odious the views held by 
the colonizers, however much they discomfi t us, we ignore them only at our own 
peril insofar as they had consequences for colonial practice.
 We saw in chapter 2 that the early missionaries did quite well in implementing 
various items on their program of civilization. Unfortunately, their administrator 
and trader successors never implemented this program on any scale. One may cite 



 Reading the Colonizer’s Mind 129

the dynamics of the evangelizing missions themselves and their relative penurious-
ness to explain the absence of implementation on a grand scale, but one must con-
sider the machinations of the other constituents of the colonizer component of the 
colonial totality: traders and administrators. Traders wanted new markets and new 
sources for raw materials, and in their search for both aided the missionaries for a 
time in the latter’s quest for native souls. They let missionaries travel on their ships, 
and from time to time they shared stations and victuals with itinerant preachers. 
But this class of colonizers is not the focus of my interest here, for missionaries and 
traders both ultimately yielded to the last arrivals to the colonies: administrators. 
The rest of this chapter is devoted to the examination of the philosophical assump-
tions that informed the practice of the administrators. Let us sum up the discussion 
so far.
 Strange as it may seem, in Britain’s African colonies, the missionaries were the 
progressives, and the administrators—soldiers, residents, hired guns—were the re-
actionaries. The missionaries were not only the ones who felt it their duty to bring 
the native to civilization, they were also the ones who were willing to put in place 
some of the most important institutions for fi ltrating modernity into the colonies. 
So it is easy to see why they were the ones who insisted that the Africans had to 
abandon their old ways in their entirety and embrace the new ways. I should not be 
misunderstood; I know that this approach was fraught with danger for the Africans’ 
engagement with modernity. Yet I also must insist that the revolutionary nature of 
the missionary enterprise stands out in sharp contrast to the reactionary conserva-
tive nature of the administrators’ enterprise. I can cite several indices.  Christianity3 
recruited from the outcasts, the marginal elements; the administrators’ favored re-
cruits were mostly of chiefl y provenance.4 Christianity wanted to wipe the slate 
clean, to implant new forms of social living, new ways of being human, new ways of 
seeing the world and of naming it; administrators inaugurated sociocryonics with 
its attendant consequence of preserving or shaping existing institutions, regardless 
of their state of health or relevance, to serve their limited needs for low-cost empire- 
building. Christianity had an expansive view of its mission—the implantation of 
civilization; administrators had a narrow view of their mission—to do whatever 
would redound to the glory of the motherland and the profi t margins of those who 
funded their activities. Most important of all, missionaries were willing to commit 
the resources required; administrators were content with doing the minimum.5 If my 
thesis is plausible, then there is some warrant for investigating the enabling views of 
the administrators.
 In the rest of this chapter, I examine one such set of enabling views held by a 
man whose career as an imperialist and colonizer few could match—Frederick Deal-
try Lugard, later Lord Lugard. He worked in India, East Africa, and West Africa. 
It was in West Africa that he became the principal philosopher of empire. His phi-
losophy was distilled from his practical engagement with the exigencies of empire-
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building, fi rst as a hired gun deployed by commercial interests to stymie the east-
ward advance of the French in West Africa at the end of the nineteenth century 
and later as the administrator who amalgamated the components of what is now 
Nigeria through becoming a peer and elder statesman of empire until his death in 
1945. His service alone qualifi es him for scholarly interest, but his attempt to pro-
vide some philosophical justifi cation for colonization and his authorship of the theo-
retical guidebook for the practice of colonial administration are what qualify him for 
philosophical treatment.
 I propose to analyze critically his two major theoretical works. The fi rst is Po-
litical Memoranda, which has been described by one of the principal administrators 
whose own practice was built on the book:

Granted the inherent diffi culty in separating the infl uence of the model [of indirect 
rule] outside Nigeria from the book which embodied the whole system down to details 
of routing, the importance of Political Memoranda lies not in their use as a blueprint of 
British colonial policy but in a considerable measure as a highly rewarding illustration 
of Lugard’s own perfectionist view of Nigerian administration in practice. To this ex-
tent alone, granted Lugard’s respected place among the proconsuls of empire, Political 
Memoranda may be consulted as an index to colonial thinking.6

The second work is The Dual Mandate in British Tropical Africa, which was pub-
lished in 1922. In it, Lugard describes his object thus:

The object which I have had in view in setting down these notes on administration 
in British tropical Africa is twofold. In the fi rst place, I have hoped to put before those 
who are interested in the development of that part of the British Empire beyond the 
seas for which Great Britain is directly responsible, an outline of the system under 
which those responsibilities have originated and are being discharged, and some idea 
of the nature of the problems confronting the local administrator. In the second place, 
in discussing these problems I have ventured to make some few suggestions, as the re-
sult of experience, in the hope that they may be found worthy of consideration by the 
“men on the spot”—in so far as the varying circumstances of our Crown colonies and 
protectorates may render them in any degree applicable.7

 It is easy to construe the fi rst text solely as a handbook of administration, and 
it is often so construed. But interspersed with the book’s plethora of administrative 
and policy guidelines are numerous and wide-ranging summations of principles be-
hind and justifi cations for specifi c administrative choices and the reasons why alter-
native paths were shunned. It is possible to tease out of these refl ections and guide-
lines some of the philosophical views that provided the background and justifi cations 
for colonial practice. In the case of the second text, the author set out to provide a 
philosophical justifi cation for British colonialism. The title itself is a shorthand de-
scription of what he took to be the charge that the British had in colonizing Africa. 
The “dual mandate” refers to the responsibility that it had pleased God and history 
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to bequeath to Great Britain, to make available to Europeans and the rest of hu-
manity the riches and resources of Africa, which “lay wasted and ungarnered . . . 
because the natives did not know their use and value. Millions of tons of oil-nuts, 
for instance, grew wild without the labour of man, and lay rotting in the forests. 
Who can deny the right of the hungry people of Europe to utilise the wasted boun-
ties of nature, or that the task of developing these resources was, as Mr. Chamber-
lain expressed it, a ‘trust for civilisation’ and for the benefi t of mankind?”8 There are 
few clearer statements of colonization2. On the other hand, Great Britain needed to 
bring the light of civilization to the blighted heathenish peoples of the “Dark Con-
tinent”: “As Roman imperialism laid the foundations of modern civilisation, and 
led the wild barbarians of these islands [Britain, that is] along the path of progress, 
so in Africa to-day we are repaying the debt, and bringing to the dark places of the 
earth, the abode of barbarism and cruelty, the torch of culture and progress, while 
ministering to the material needs of our own civilisation.”9 Apparently this idea 
was not original. The epigraphs in the frontispiece of the book are: “ ‘It will be the 
high task of all My governments to superintend and assist the development of these 
countries . . . for the benefi t of the inhabitants and the general welfare of mankind.’ 
[his majesty the king.]” “ ‘The wellbeing and development of peoples not yet able 
to stand by themselves, form a sacred Trust of Civilisation.’ [Covenant of League, 
Art. 22]” “ ‘We develop new territory as Trustees for Civilisation, for the Commerce 
of the World.’ [ Joseph Chamberlain]” What Lugard did in the text was present 
a case for these sentiments and write a full-blown justifi cation of colonialism as he 
had worked it out from what seemed to be a ferment of opinion in the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries.
 My task in this chapter is to present in as coherent and integrated manner as I 
can the philosophy of colonialism that inheres in these texts, but before I do, it is 
important to lay out in some detail the circumstances of Lugard’s departure for Af-
rica, what sorts of views he had about Africans when he arrived, and how those 
views were altered or reinforced by his experiences in Africa and of Africans. I con-
sider these earlier views important because I argue that the policy options that he 
adopted and the practice of colonialism that he embraced were infl uenced by them, 
if not directly determined by them. That is, the administrative structures that were 
deemed suitable for the natives in Africa (outside the constraints of limited re-
sources) and the types of institutional practices that were considered appropriate 
to impose on the natives were profoundly affected by Lugard and his cohorts’ onto-
logical commitments and philosophical predilections. This is one situation where it 
truly can be said that ideas have consequences. In the conclusion of the chapter, 
I submit that an exploration of the formative views of the colonizers is apt to shed 
some light on why some of the institutions that are the legacy of colonialism do not 
behave the way we expect them to based on our view of their operations in the lands 
from which we copied them.
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Bound for Africa: Formative Views

 Lugard’s initial departure for Africa took place in inauspicious circumstances. 
He had been extremely ill, so, as he put it, “fi nding myself unfi t to discharge purely 
routine duties satisfactorily, I applied to be placed on temporary half-pay, and this 
course was permitted to me on the recommendation of a medical board. The ques-
tion then was, what should I do? What I felt I needed was active hard work—rather 
than rest—-in order to recover from the strain.”10 What hard work did he fi nd? He 
went in search of adventure: “So with fi fty sovereigns in my belt, and with practi-
cally no outfi t at all except my favourite little .450 rifl e,—which had done me ser-
vice already in many countries, for some years,—I got on board the fi rst passing 
ship, as a second-class passenger, and sailed I knew not whither.”11 Although it was 
true that he knew not whither he sailed, there was little doubt that he wanted to 
see action and, to this end, was on offer as a hired gun. The ship he boarded sailed 
for Naples, which suited him well. He wanted to join the Italians for military ser-
vice, but the Italians refused to give him a commission. He had a fallback position: 
“My hope was, that I might embark in some useful undertaking in Africa, if possible 
in connection with the suppression of the slave trade.”12 So Lugard the hired gun 
was available for service to the Italians, who were engaged in an imperialist dance 
of death with Emperor Menelik of Ethiopia at about this time, culminating in their 
defeat at Adowa in 1896. Failing that, he was available to anyone who would use 
his service to suppress the slave trade. This seeming ambivalence between wanting 
to push back the imperial frontiers, British or Italian, and at the same time feeling 
morally indignant at the traffi c in human beings was to characterize Lugard’s en-
tire career in Africa. For this reason, it is important to not fall into the trap of dis-
missing him all too easily as an arch-imperialist scoundrel. I have no doubt that he 
meant his protestations of interest in and desire to rescue the African from the in-
famy of slavery, but this desire was based on an evolutionistic characterization of the 
African as belonging to the infancy of the human race. He brought this character-
ization with him to the continent, and it remained largely unchanged through his 
many tours of duty in Africa, the only exception being his selection of the  Fulani in 
northern Nigeria as belonging at least to the pubescence of the human race. What 
were the elements of this characterization of the African that provided him with an 
ontological template from which the architectonic of colonialism was constructed?
 Lugard can speak for himself. After his arrival on the East African coast in 
the fi rst quarter of 1888, he sailed south to Zanzibar and later to Mozambique. He 
was on his way to the interior in the area of present-day Malawi in order thereby 
to cut at its root the Arab-run slave trade on the East African littoral. “On board 
the  Dunkeld I met for the fi rst time a South African ‘gold prospector.’ . . . He told 
me success in African travel depended entirely on prompt and resolute action. He 
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begged me to remember his words—‘On the fi rst signs of insolence,’ he said, ‘or even 
of familiarity, kick them under the jaw (when sitting) or in the stomach. In worse 
cases shoot, and shoot straight, at once. Your life in Africa depends on such prompt 
measures!’ ”13 Lugard did not need to be taught this lesson again, for his views about 
the relative ranks and merits of natives and of Europeans, especially of the British 
variety, were already well formed before he went to Africa. In the same book, he 
retold with relish the story of an earlier incident, the elements of which show that 
what the South African prospector told him could only have reinforced, not shaped 
his own views.

Before leaving Mozambique an unfortunate incident occurred. An Indian Moham-
medan trader had brought some goods on board for shipment. The offi cer of the ves-
sel had been working for many hours in the heat transferring cargo, and had sat down 
for a few minutes to rest. The trader demanded in an insolent manner that he should 
immediately rise and attend to him. He declined and the native then made some gross 
remarks in Hindustani, which I understood, but the offi cer did not. Extremely indig-
nant at such an affront, I asked him if he could tamely submit to be thus insulted by 
a native? He replied that if he resented it, he would be “run in” and would lose his 
ship; that the Portuguese authorities encouraged such action, and were absolutely sure 
to take the part of the native against an Englishman, and the British India Company 
would hear no excuses. I, however, had no ship to lose, and I cared not for the Portu-
guese authorities. I therefore told the Buniah, in Hindustani, that had he used one-half 
the insolence to me that I had heard him use towards the ship’s offi cer, he would have 
had cause to regret it. Thereupon he included me. Not liking to strike a native with 
my fi st, I gave him a heavy box on the ear. He seemed inclined to show fi ght, for he 
was a strong-built man, but received another similar cuff, which effectually silenced 
him, but unfortunately broke a bone in my hand, spraining also my thumb and wrist 
against his cast-iron head.14

 Let us examine this passage for some of the pointers to Lugard’s view of what na-
tives are. First, what gave offense was that this native had been insolent to a white 
man. In the second place, when he, the native, had the good fortune of being shown 
the error of his ways by a more cultured European, he did not have the good sense 
to step back and apologize; quite the contrary. Fortunately for the native and for his 
education in civilization, a good teacher and an adult was present who would not 
fl inch from cracking the whip to teach him how to behave properly. But behaving 
“properly” was not a matter of not being rude to anybody or treating everyone with 
respect. Rather, it was one of knowing one’s place and its duties. In this instance, 
it was out of place for a native to speak insolently to his superior, the white man. 
This idea that the peoples of the world were organized in a hierarchy that the white 
man sits atop is the lynchpin of the world view with which Lugard arrived on native 
shores. The South African’s admonition was a mere reminder, not a fresh disclosure, 
of how the African was viewed from the perspective of a late-nineteenth-century 
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white man. For Lugard, as for his contemporaries, the African belonged (if he be-
longed to the race at all) to the infancy of the human race. Worse still, he was a 
savage, an animal who was able to mimic humans. Throughout his career, Lugard 
never abandoned this view of the African.
 He was equally unwavering in his detestation of the traffi c in human slaves. Si-
multaneously, however, he cautioned against undue haste in emancipating African 
slaves because, according to him, it might do more harm than good. He excoriated 
his fellow Europeans for their hypocrisy in condemning the Arab slave trader when 
they themselves had engaged in similar activities for so long. He argued that they 
had “a duty of expiation to perform towards the African.”15 Yet this belief did not 
stop him from issuing the following caution:

In our efforts to perform this duty, we must recollect how the African has been wedded 
to slavery through centuries on centuries, so that it has become the product, as it were, 
of the blood-stained soil of the land. . . . The nature of the African, moreover, is not 
of that stamp which chafes at the yoke, like the nations of Teutonic blood. Let us ac-
cept all this, and clear the ground of all high-coloured nonsense—of “kingly hearts” 
beating in the bosoms of slaves, and so forth; and taking the African as he is—as cen-
turies of wrongs have made him—apply ourselves to raise him to a higher level.16

 The theme of the African’s natural suitability for bondage, for being ruled, con-
tinued to dominate Lugard’s thought until the end of his life. Witness the following 
entry of September 10, 1888, in which Lugard quoted himself from his own diary:

These savages do not think or act as we do. They are, in truth, like “dumb driven 
cattle.” With the slave caravan they suffer uncomplainingly starvation, the scourge, 
and all the painted horrors of so many writers. They meet a European safari, and they 
hide in the jungle and rejoin the Slavers. Like cattle, they will face any misery but dread 
the unknown. They are brought on by us—fed, clothed, and spoken kindly to; they 
bolt. Why? . . . I think, however, it is merely the dumb brute’s instinct to wander which 
makes them go. The long, hot, dusty march, &c., is a bore. They wander off as cattle 
do, regardless of stall and food, of danger from lions, of danger of a cruel master, in-
stead of a kind one. The very immediate present is the only thought, and sooner than 
march tomorrow to the unknown, they slip off to-day, and follow the caged bird’s in-
stinct, and, like it, they perish in their ill-advised liberty; but, who blames the fool-
ish bird?
 I have copied the passage verbatim, though it is somewhat lengthy, and perhaps 
those who read it will begin to understand that the African must be treated differ-
ently from the European with centuries of culture to his making, and that coercion is 
sometimes necessary for their own good.17

 In addition to the repeated characterization of the African as a savage who was 
closer to the lower animals than the higher races, he continually regarded and de-
scribed Africans as belonging to the infancy of the human race. To Lugard, they ex-
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hibited a childlike nature characterized by innocence, a lack of appreciation of dan-
ger, a basic lack of understanding of and concern for the future, and a penchant for 
leading a carefree existence marked by sexual abandon and unbounded hap piness.

The happiness of these people is quite phenomenal. Nothing seems to distress them for 
long, and ties of love and affection sit lightly upon them. Their intellects are not strong 
enough to enable them to suffer acutely from anticipation of evil, nor to realise danger 
till it is actually before them. Hence they live a careless, happy life, laughing incessantly 
all day, dancing all night; supremely happy, if meat is abundant; able to endure hun-
ger like the beasts of the fi eld, if food is not to be got; plucky, because believing them-
selves invulnerable by reason of their dawa; undisturbed by hopes and fears of a here-
after; rarely subject to those ills that fl esh is heir to—headaches, toothaches, and their 
kindred woes—by reason of their strong animal physique. Such are the Manganja, and 
with some minor alterations in detail, such is the typical savage of Africa.18

Elsewhere, he stated:

The African holds the position of a late-born child in the family of nations, and must 
as yet be schooled in the discipline of the nursery. He is neither the intelligent ideal 
crying out for instruction, and capable of appreciating the subtle beauties of Christian 
forbearance and self-sacrifi ce, which some well-meaning missionary literature would 
lead us to suppose; nor yet, on the other hand, is he universally a rampant cannibal, 
predestined by Providence to the yoke of the slave, and fi tted for nothing better, as I 
have elsewhere seen him depicted. I hold rather with Longfellow’s beautiful lines—

“In all ages
Every human heart is human;
That in even savage bosoms
There are longings, yearnings, strivings
For the good they comprehend not.
That the feeble hands and helpless,
Groping blindly in the darkness,
Touch God’s right hand in that darkness.”

That is to say, that there is in him, like the rest of us, both good and bad, and that 
the innate good is capable of being developed by culture.19

 Once again, we confront the insistence that while the African might be way 
down on the human ladder, she is not completely off it. On the road to becoming 
more human, what she needs is guidance and tutelage by advanced humanity, of 
which the British were the most advanced. Several implications can be drawn from 
this premise. In the fi rst place, the metaphor of the child and the requirement of 
“the discipline of the nursery” were aptly chosen. In exactly the same way that it 
would be irresponsible for parents to let their children grow any way they wish, it 
would be irresponsible of civilized races not to take the African in tow and lead 
him carefully and fi rmly to civilization (through all the social equivalent stages of 
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pubescence, adolescence, to adulthood). Additionally, the discipline of the nursery 
sometimes requires its enforcer to be rough with his ward. Third, we do not ordi-
narily put before children complex social rules or expect them in infancy to com-
prehend the principles that enable and justify those rules. We do not hold children 
responsible for many of their actions, and we therefore exclude them from much of 
responsibility discourse.

For the rest, if we are in earnest in our efforts to benefi t the slaves, we must be content 
to accept, as a part of the task, the natural apathy of the people, and their indifference 
to a yoke, which to us would be terribly galling. We must realise that the ties between 
husband and wife are often of the loosest kind; that a greater affection is said to ex-
ist between man and man than between the sexes (as is often seen among the lower 
animals); that mothers, and more especially fathers, do not feel so intense a love for 
their children as Europeans generally do, and hence ruthless separation from relatives 
or family, though it may involve some grief, cannot be said to be so terrible an ordeal 
as we should imagine by analogy with our own feelings; that when once these ties are 
ruptured, and the slave transported miles from his own home, he has no resource in 
himself, no object in the recovery of his freedom and thus his master’s house is his sole 
refuge. His apathetic and submissive nature adapts itself to his surroundings, and he 
often ceases to desire to be free.20

 If indeed Africans were the children of the human race, they could not be held 
accountable in the same way that adults are accountable, and it would be a mistake 
to try to put before them in their childhood the “subtle beauties of Christian for-
bearance and self-sacrifi ce.” After all, in good Christian ethics, it is unbecoming to 
cast pearls before swine! This attitude, which cautioned against putting the pearls of 
civilization before the unschooled African swine, dictated Lugard’s opposition to the 
activities of many Christian missionaries in the nineteenth century, activities that to 
him were instances of inappropriate pearl-casting. That is to say that in  Lugard’s es-
timation, much of what I celebrated in the last two chapters as evidence of the Af-
rican’s capacity to learn to be modern and of her missionary teacher’s effort to im-
prove her agency were misbegotten both in conception and execution. Indeed, he 
never accepted that the products of missionary education were anything but double 
bastards, both in their own indigenous heritage and in the European inheritance 
that many of them so enthusiastically embraced and sought to do mesticate.
 Lugard’s complaints about the missionaries were not groundless. In the early to 
mid-nineteenth century, many missionaries not only thought that Africans were ca-
pable of doing exactly what Lugard held they could not do—that is, “appreciate the 
subtle beauties of Christian forbearance and self-sacrifi ce”—but also went ahead to 
create ministries with Africans playing principal roles. They held that if the prog-
ress of evangelization was to accelerate, Africans had to be sought and trained to 
perform the task. Most controversially, perhaps, they held that Africans were ready 
for the fruits of modern civilization and its attendant opportunities. Lugard would 
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have none of it. He did share the missionaries’ belief that the African was part of 
the human family, but he did not share their view that the African had marched in 
tandem with the rest of humanity and might therefore be in a position to appropri-
ate quickly the fruits of civilization.

One word as regards missionaries themselves. The essential point in dealing with Af-
ricans is to establish a respect for the European. Upon this—the prestige of the white 
man—depends his infl uence, often his very existence, in Africa. . . . In my opinion—at 
any rate with reference to Africa—it is the greatest possible mistake to suppose that 
a European can acquire a greater infl uence by adopting the mode of life of the na-
tives. In effect, it is to lower himself to their plane, instead of elevating them to his. 
The sacrifi ce involved is wholly unappreciated, and the motive would be held by the 
savage to be poverty and lack of social status in his own country. The whole infl uence 
of the European in Africa is gained by this assertion of a superiority which commands 
the respect and excites the emulation of the savage. To forego this vantage-ground is 
to lose infl uence for good. I may add, that the loss of prestige consequent on what I 
should term the humiliation of the European affects not merely the missionary him-
self, but is subversive of all efforts for secular administration, and may even invite in-
sult, which may lead to disaster and bloodshed.21

 What I have done in the preceding section is present Lugard in his own words 
from the time of his fi rst landing in Africa. His views did not change much, if at all, 
throughout his tenure in Africa till his death in 1945. When he arrived in Africa, 
Lugard was a bearer of the following interrelated views:

 (1) The human race is organized into a hierarchy of races. Each race had its own 
genius and a nature appertaining to it. But these geniuses were not coordinate. On 
the contrary, the hierarchy of human groups mimicked an evolutionary ladder in 
which some races were at the top and others were at the bottom, with any number 
of others on the intervening rungs. Whatever Lugard’s views about other races, one 
thing is clear from the passages previously cited: For him, the European was at the 
top of the hierarchy and the African was at the bottom. But because this is an evo-
lutionary structure, the European exhibited what was best about what humanity 
could become and had become up till that time. Simultaneously, to the extent that 
the European represented the measure of the best possible, he was also a lawgiver 
to mankind beneath him. The more removed from the European and the more un-
like him you were, the closer you were to animals and the less human you were. But 
there was hope: You could become more like the European if you had the good for-
tune of being colonized or imperialized by him and you learned your lessons well 
on how to be human. If, on the other hand, you had the misfortune of being im-
perialized by a slightly less inferior race—for example, the Arab—it would take you 
longer to cover that distance between your animal-like existence and the God-like 
existence of the European.
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 (2) The African world was not a human world. It was a world peopled by “primi-
tive savages” who, though they had human hearts beating in them, would require 
wholesale makeovers before they could be seated as full members of the comity of 
humans. By the same token, the European who found himself charged with the 
onerous but honorable responsibility of rescuing the African from the thrall of sav-
agery had to watch out for any signs in him or his cohort of slipping back into the 
infancy of the race, resist any atavistic tendencies, separate himself mentally and 
physically from the natives, and at the same time execute his responsibility. The 
 African world had to be made livable for the European—humanized, as it were—
and those areas that were made livable needed to have a cordon sanitaire erected 
around them to make sure that they were not infested, polluted, or otherwise mud-
died by the disease- carrying primitive savage. This idea of the animal and natural 
character of the African world would later have grievous but widespread implica-
tions for colonial policies about the spatial organization of the colonies and protec-
torates.
 (3) As a result of the fi rst and second views, the relation of the European and 
the African in the colonial world could not be direct or immediate; it was always to 
be indirect and mediate. For example, given the fi rst view, the African fi rst had to 
move away from the depredations of his animal nature before he could be suited
to appreciate the “subtle beauties of Christian forbearance and self-sacrifi ce.” As 
nonselves, Africans had to become selves before they could become Christians. As 
children, they had to grow and mature before they could be admitted as members of 
the adult community. Given the second view, it would be foolish to install the prin-
ciples of liberty, equality, and fraternity in a world populated by savages. Thus, the 
only logical procedure was to hold off on the introduction of these principles until 
one was sure the savage is humanized and could therefore make sense of them. This 
combination of philosophical anthropology and social ontology had serious conse-
quences for the evolution of colonial structures and ideologies.

 In light of the preceding philosophical predilections, we should be less surprised 
that Lugard authored the kinds of policies that are to be found in the Political Memo-
randa or that he chose the options that he did in the African colonies where he 
worked. In the next section, I present and examine the policy options that Lugard 
chose and the types of administrative mechanisms that he deemed suitable for the 
Africans in his charge. Of course, I take care to show that, contrary to the apolo-
gias of his biographer, Margery Perham, or of Anthony Kirk-Greene, one of the men 
who operated the system that he set up and shared his mindset about the Afri can, 
alternate paths in the colonies could have been chosen but were not. What were 
the policy options that were chosen in the colony? It is time to introduce the Po-
litical Memoranda.
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Racism as Administration: Political Memoranda

 The subtitle of Political Memoranda is Revision of Instructions to Political Offi cers 
on Subjects Chiefl y Political & Administrative. As a handbook, it has little interest 
for those of us who are not administrators, but because the instructions come with 
explanations of and justifi cations for particular policy choices as well as several ob-
servations and ruminations on the nature of the African native, indigenous institu-
tions, and so forth, we may use the book as Kirk-Greene has suggested—“an index 
to colonial thinking.” The book has thirteen memoranda: “(1) Duties of Political 
Offi cers and Miscellaneous Subjects; (2) Books, Returns and Offi ce Records; (3) 
Judicial and Legal; (4) Education; (5) Taxation; (6) Slavery—Forced Labour, etc.; 
(7) The Use of Armed Force; (8) Native Courts; (9) Native Administration; (10) 
Lands; (11) Townships; (12) Goods and Vessels in Transit; (13) Forestry.”22 To con-
sider each of these topics in their several subsections would be impractical, so instead 
I have chosen the ones that, in my estimation, illustrate the general frame in which 
colonial policies were formulated or refl ect the combination of philosophical anthro-
pology and social ontology I have identifi ed as the template from which the archi-
tecture of the colony was constructed—in particular, memoranda 1, 3, 4, 8, and 9.
 The fi rst memorandum contains a restatement of the aim of British colonialism 
as it pertained to the natives. According to Lugard, political offi cers—residents and 
district offi cers and their subordinates, administrative offi cers—were the executors 
of the aim and objectives of British colonialism, stated as follows: “3. The British 
role here is to bring to the country all the gains of civilization by applied science 
(whether in the development of material resources, or the eradication of disease, 
&c.), with as little interference as possible with Native customs and modes of thought.”23 
The italicized portion points up the ambivalence that I already identifi ed in Lugard’s 
attitude toward Africans. How, on one hand, is the country to get “all the gains of 
civilisation by applied science” and, on the other, escape with as little interference as 
possible with native customs and modes of thought? This recommendation is more 
curious still when it is recalled that Lugard regarded Africans and their native cus-
toms and modes of thought as being out of the loop of civilization; he called them 
savages. I submit that in light of the philosophical anthropology and social ontology 
that governed his views, one-half of these twin objectives could not have been se-
riously meant. That is, the resolution of the apparent paradox was to ignore the in-
junction to bring all the gains of civilization to the natives and thus to leave them 
little improved. The sociocryonic moment trumped that of progress. The justifi ca-
tion for this choice is easy to fi nd.
 Recall that (in Lugard’s ontology) primitive savages populated the colony. Among 
them, however, some had climbed higher than others on the evolutionary ladder. 
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Hence, Lugard identifi ed “advanced tribes” and “backward tribes” in the colony.24 
This is yet another instance in which African individuality is privileged over the 
individuality of Africans, of typifi cation over the multiple representations of what 
it is to be African. Advanced tribes were those that had hierarchies, atop which sat 
chiefs or similar functionaries. Backward tribes lacked this simple marker. “Applied 
science” was to be done in accordance with the relative standing of the tribes con-
cerned in the hierarchy of races, a standing that was itself determined by how well 
or ill the social organization of the tribe mirrored the example of the advanced Brit-
ish. So groups that had chieftaincy systems were judged “advanced” and those that 
did not were judged “backward.”
 Even among those judged “advanced,” the closer their institutions and practices 
were to those of the British, the more approval Lugard extended to them—hence, 
his almost irrational identifi cation of the Fulani as the most gifted rulers among the 
peoples of Nigeria and his consideration of the Yorùbá as not as good. Given this 
schema it should not be surprising that Lugard worked hard to extend the adminis-
trative reach of native Fulani authorities to areas of Northern Nigeria that had suc-
cessfully resisted the Fulani encroachment on their territories. Where there were no 
chiefs, the political offi cer was literally invited to invent them. “If there is no Chief 
who exercises authority beyond his own village, [the political offi cer] will encourage 
any village Chief of infl uence and character to control a group of villages, with a 
view to making him Chief of a district later if he shows ability for the charge.”25 
This was being done in Nigeria, a place where at the time there were large pockets 
of modern-infl ected lifestyles and communities. What if there were individuals or 
groups within the relevant area who did not care to live under the rule of chiefs or 
who had been exposed—however that came about—to other forms of rule that gave 
them more say in the administration of their community’s affairs or their own lives 
and wanted those? In the specifi c situation of Northern Nigeria, many communi-
ties had become Christian and/or had within them heterogeneous populations and 
heterodox beliefs. But it was not only with reference to native administration that 
the preference for “as little interference as possible with Native Customs and modes 
of thought” trumped the requirement “to bring to the country all the gains of civi-
lization.” I would like to suggest that this was so in all the areas of activity in the 
colony and protectorates of Nigeria.
 For example, like Memo 1, Memo 9, “Native Administration,” was virtually a 
blueprint for restoring the Fulani aristocracy in Northern Nigeria after the British 
had militarily vanquished them. “The cardinal principle upon which the Admin-
istration of Northern Nigeria was based was what has been commonly called ‘In-
direct Rule.’ viz., rule through the Native chiefs, who are regarded as an integral part 
of the machinery of Government, with well defi ned powers and functions recog-
nised by Government and by law, and not dependent on the caprice of an Executive 
Offi cer.”26 The policy of indirect rule is usually celebrated as evidence of Lugard’s ge-
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nius. For many, the preservation of indigenous modes of governance was symptom-
atic of Lugard’s appreciation of native administrative and political development. For 
others, the savings to the British colonial treasury that accrued from not having to 
employ regular and modern trained civil servants meant that the colonial adventure 
could proceed on the cheap. I take a different view of the practice. Contrary to re-
ceived wisdom, especially among African scholars, I argue that the reason that the 
option of using modern trained civil servants was foreclosed was that the natives—
savages that they were—were not deserving of such benefi ts of applied science and 
in any case were not ready for institutions of governance founded on the principles 
of accountability, meritocracy, and strict adherence to rules and procedures.27 Only 
a government founded on the latter principles could have brought the gains of civi-
lization to the country. That was what, in part, the installation of modernity was 
in Europe and, incidentally, in India under British colonialism. Lugard stated the 
policy as follows:

The de facto rulers who after the British conquest of Northern Nigerian had been re-
instated or appointed to the various Emirates, and all other de facto Chiefs who had 
been recognised by Government, were to be supported in every way and their authority 
upheld. Already in Memo. 1 it had been laid down that it was the duty of a Resident 
to rule through the Chiefs, to endeavour to educate them in the duties of rulers, to 
seek their co-operation and to maintain their prestige.
 It was laid down, however, that no independent or revolted Pagan tribes were to 
be included in the jurisdiction of a Moslem ruler without the express sanction of the 
Governor.
 The Native Chiefs thus recognised were not to be regarded as independent rul-
ers. They were the delegates of the Governor whose representative was the Resident. 
The Central Government reserved to itself the sole right to raise and control armed 
forces, to impose taxation of any kind, to make laws and to dispose of such lands as 
are, under Native law and custom, vested in the paramount power. These limitations 
were specifi cally set out in the letter of appointment under which each Chief of the 
higher grades held his offi ce.28

 It is only on a generous interpretation of these directives that one can hold that 
Lugard was preserving native institutions. In the fi rst place, it should be obvious 
that the rulers who were kept in place were not kept in place on terms that refl ected 
their preeminence in the preconquest days. The basis of legitimacy had been pro-
foundly altered. No matter what survived in ritual and ceremony of their previous 
basis of legitimacy, the fact that what made them rulers in the new dispensation was 
a piece of paper—the “letter of appointment”—meant that it was more important for 
them to be in the governor’s favor even as they fell or remained out of their  people’s 
favor. They had become “civil servants” of sorts interposed between the British resi-
dent or political offi cer and the people over whom the latter ruled. That the native 
chiefs were not to be regarded as “independent rulers” and owed their appointment 
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to the administrative fi at of the British governor or his representatives was made clear 
by the fact that the British issued “letters of appointment” that stated the terms of 
their appointment. One may therefore conclude that instead of seizing the oppor-
tunity of the defeat of the erstwhile absolute and paramount rulers to put in place 
new forms of administration based on modern principles, as had happened in Eu-
rope, Lugard chose to revivify modes of governance that were well on their way to 
withering.
 Moreover, to have sought to create a modern bureaucracy peopled with benefi cia-
ries of meritocracy, of careers open to talent, would have violated one of the cardinal 
principles of Lugard’s philosophy: that the natives were not ready for the twentieth 
century and that a direct relationship with natives would have meant extending to 
them the benefi ts and courtesies of citizenship. Hence, the philosophical anthro-
pology that dominated his view of the natives precluded the option of bringing to 
the latter all the benefi ts of civilization. This conclusion is supported by the follow-
ing prescription: “Subject to these limitations it was the declared policy of the Gov-
ernment to restore to the Chiefs the prestige and authority which they had lost by 
the British conquest, or forfeited by their own previous mal-administration. I was 
not myself very hopeful of far-reaching reform among the men who had for a life-
time been used to other methods, and who would necessarily chafe under the re-
straints imposed by British rule and the curtailment of their despotic power.”29 And 
a consistent Lugard offered the following justifi cations for the policy: “The obvious 
folly of ‘attempting any drastic reform which would cause a dislocation of methods 
which, however faulty, have the sanction of traditional usage, and are acquiesced 
in by the people, until we had an increased knowledge both of Moslem methods 
of rule and of Native law and custom.’ ”30 As long as Lugard restricted his purview 
to Muslim Northern Nigeria and one went along with the suggestion that the so-
ciety was characterized by the unanimity that made them be one with their rulers, 
there might not be any problem. One cannot say the same for the other areas of the 
country for which Lugard would later be responsible and to which he sought to ex-
tend the system.31 At every point at which the imperative of bringing all the gains 
of civilization to the natives dictated severe reorganization of native life and prac-
tices, the weight of Lugard’s evolutionary thinking led him in the opposite direc-
tion of preserving institutions and practices, some of which frankly were moribund. 
He chose sociocryonics instead.
 Even more noteworthy was the record of decisive movements in the area of law 
away from substituting new forms of social ordering and away from implementing 
new institutions and practices that would have ensured for the natives all the gains 
of civilization. Doubtless one of the most signifi cant gains heralded by modernity 
was the triumph of the rule of law. Under it, formal equality before the law was guar-
anteed, even if only in theory, to different classes whose relative social power may 
have varied widely. By the same token, given that the law is supposed to be no re-
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specter of persons, those who laid down the law were not exempt from the strictures 
of the laws they made. Finally, modernity marked the triumph of process whereby 
rules and adherence to them are considered the ultimate hallmarks of a good mu-
nicipal legal system. Ordinarily, one would have thought that the colonial authori-
ties would have made haste to induct the people into the system of law that is usu-
ally considered one of the jewels in the crown of modernity.
 But what did Lugard do? There were two types of courts in the colony: British 
courts and native courts. In the British courts, the governing laws were “the Com-
mon Law, and the doctrines of Equity (administered concurrently), and the Statutes 
of general application, which were in force in England on January 1st, 1900. This 
is modifi ed by the proviso that British Courts shall in Civil causes affecting Natives 
(and even non-Natives in their contractual relations with Natives) recognise Na-
tive Law and Custom when not repugnant to natural justice and humanity or in-
compatible with any Ordinance, especially in matters relating to marriage, land and 
inheritance.”32 On the face of it, British principles of justice provided the bench-
mark for the administration of justice system in colonial Nigeria, and this bench-
mark at least in theory applied to the second category of courts—native courts. 
“The fundamental law in the Native Moslem Courts of Nigeria is the Maliki Code 
of Mohammedan Law, and in the Native Pagan Courts it is the local Native law 
and custom. Both are subject to the proviso that all judgments and sentences must 
not be repugnant to natural justice and humanity, or to any Ordinance of Nige-
ria. In Criminal Cases, however, the penalties awarded are not strictly limited by 
the Criminal Code.”33 The reader should note the exception at the end of this pas-
sage because once again it illustrates the divergence I have pointed out between the 
stated aim of bringing to the natives all the gains of civilization and the failure to 
put in place the types of institutional mechanisms that would enable the attainment 
of this aim.
 On one hand, native law and custom would be recognized only as long as it did 
not confl ict with the benchmark set by British notions of natural justice and hu-
manity. On the other, the same principle was not to apply in criminal cases. Why 
this inconsistency? Again, the answer is to be found in the philosophical anthro-
pology that supplied the background for Lugard’s views. If Africans were closer to 
animals than they were to humans, they were sure to be impervious to the logic of 
arguments but amenable to the logic of the prod. In Memo 3, Lugard wrote: “Under 
British rule the principle of reprisal and mutilation has of course been abolished, and 
imprisonment has become the commonest penalty. Flogging for theft and other of-
fences for which it cannot be infl icted in a British Court is not, however, illegal in 
Native Court. It used to be common in Native Court returns to fi nd that the sen-
tence for theft (mutilation being illegal) was ‘to return value of articles stolen.’ Na-
tive judges should be told that this is an insuffi cient sentence and that a punishment 
should always be added to restitution.”34
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 It is curious that fl ogging, which was dehumanizing enough to be restricted in 
British criminal cases, was not judged to breach the requirement of conformity to 
natural justice and humanity but that Lugard considered levying accused persons 
the equivalent value in lieu of articles stolen, humane as it obviously is, to be inade-
quate. This exception in criminal cases is merely an instance of Lugard’s general re-
fusal to extend to the natives the benefi ts of civilization that he took to be one of 
the principal justifi cations of British colonialism in Nigeria. This particular refusal— 
that is, the refusal to implant new legal systems—is signifi cant in other ways.
 Few would deny that law in its dirigiste dimensions is a vital instrument for orient-
ing people’s behavior. And it is equally true that one of the most defi nitive achieve-
ments of modernity was the installation of the rule of law as the principal mode 
of rule in civilized societies. Even in the Britain of Lugard’s time, the king had be-
come a constitutional monarch, and British subjects did not take kindly to anyone 
trifl ing with their hard-won rights under the rule of law. This was why many of the 
remedies that Lugard wrote into his memoranda would have been considered ultra 
vires under a regime guided by the rule of law. It was not that Lugard did not try to 
replicate some of the institutions that entitled Britain to regard herself as law-giver 
to the rest of the world. There were so-called “British courts,” as already pointed 
out. In those courts, at the apex of which was the Supreme Court, formalities and 
procedures were standard. They included representation by counsel, and the native 
elite were particularly enthusiastic about the opportunity to embarrass the colonial 
authorities using the instrumentality of law.35 Although the operation of the Brit-
ish courts did not follow the standards set by their originals in Britain, they at least 
aspired to do so until Lugard set them back with so-called court reforms in 1914. 
Here, the native courts are most interesting because, as usual, they provide us with 
another example of the institutional face of what Lugard thought of the natives in 
his charge.
 Native courts were set up for two reasons. First, the dearth of personnel trained 
in British law and practices made it impossible to establish British courts for the en-
tire territory. Second, making British law available to all within the territory would 
have made it impossible for colonial authorities to prevent natives from raising un-
comfortable questions about the legitimacy of British rule. To be sure, this was what 
happened with the native products of missionary-inspired “Western” education. In 
light of Lugard’s evolutionist predilections, it should be obvious why, using the fi rst 
reason as a shibboleth, he would settle on native courts that would be palpably in-
ferior to the British courts and would be kept so. Let us bear in mind that the prin-
ciples that made the rule of law such an enticing ideal include the following: equality 
of all before the law, those who make law are not above it, meticulous adherence 
to procedure and rule-following, and so on. What do we fi nd in the native courts, 
though?
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 The jurisdiction of the native courts was restricted to natives, except in criminal 
cases and in those cases involving natives who were “not ordinarily subject to Na-
tive Courts”: “The practice and procedure of Native Courts is in accordance with 
Native Law and Custom, and no unnecessary formalities may be introduced. . . . No 
legal practitioners may appear in a Native Court.”36 I have already mentioned that 
forms of punishment that would be unacceptable under British law were to be al-
lowed under native law and custom. Lugard reinforced the injunction not to intro-
duce unnecessary formalities in his description of how to keep native court clerks 
in check: “Members [of native courts] will be taught that the clerk’s self-asserted 
knowledge of procedure and of English law is of no account in the eyes of Govern-
ment, which sets no value on forms and procedure, which will be simplifi ed as much 
as possible. It will be impressed upon them that a knowledge of English law is value-
less since the Court administers Native law only.”37 One must resist the temptation to 
regard the italicized sentiments in the passages quoted as mere pragmatic cautions. 
In the general context of Lugard’s thought regarding what was suitable for Africans, 
given their retarded development, these sentiments meant that he held any attempt 
to introduce the intricacies of forms and procedure to a people who were not ready 
for them as a recipe for disaster for all concerned.38 He not only restricted the juris-
diction of the Supreme Court as part of his court reforms in 1914 but also eliminated 
representation by counsel—to prosecute or defend—from the provincial courts he 
created. This was a signifi cant step backward, especially in the western part of Ni-
geria, where the legal profession was growing.39

 Why discourage natives, especially those who had benefi ted from missionary 
education, from trying, if they saw any value in the new mode of life to which they 
had been introduced, to incorporate into the operation of the native courts forms 
and procedures that they might have learned from English practices? The argument 
about means or costs is less persuasive given that Lugard himself states: “It has oc-
curred to me that in many centres in the Southern Provinces, where there are mis-
sion schools, an intelligent youth of the local population who had learned to read 
and write would possibly be the best selection as Native Court clerk, and would be 
less likely to attempt to domineer over the Court. The Resident, Òyó, reports that 
the experiment has been a success.”40 If there were such nodes for possible transfor-
mation of social forms in the legal area, it was a disservice to discourage their de-
velopment. In affi rming that the natives were not ready for forms and procedure, in 
terms reminiscent of his earlier insistence that the Africans were incapable of com-
prehending the “subtle beauties of Christian forbearance and self-sacrifi ce,” Lugard 
arrested the growth of African institutions in directions that might have made Af-
ricans benefi ciaries of “all the gains of civilisation.”
 Even more curious, the native law and custom that the native courts were charged 
with enforcing was hardly recognizable to many people who were supposed to be 
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bound by it. Indeed, for the most part, the native law was whatever the relevant 
chief said it was if he was able to persuade the resident to take his word for it. And 
as we have seen, in areas without chiefs, the colonial authorities created “warrant 
chiefs.” In other cases, many natives were bitten by the bug of modernity and fan-
cied themselves worthy of British citizenship and claimed it but were forced to sub-
mit to the jurisdiction of native courts that they considered beneath their dignity. 
In fact, Lugard fought a running battle with educated natives who thought that they 
were the advance brigade of the new civilization in their communities. Although 
he made use of them when it served his purposes—for appointments, for example, 
as court clerks—he always saw them as bad parodies of Europeans who had become 
sundered from their moorings in native soils. He saw them as people who thought 
that they could run before they had learned to crawl.
 In light of the foregoing, it is fair to conclude that the tension between the twin 
injunctions to bring to the natives “all the gains of civilisation” but to interfere with 
native customs and modes of thought as little as possible was resolved in favor of the 
latter. The problem, though, was that the latter option came too late for some parts 
of the country, specifi cally certain areas of southern Nigeria, where modernity under 
the tutelage of Christianity had already made serious inroads on both the landscape 
and the mindscape of the natives domiciled there. In addition to Christianity, the 
principal medium through which this reordering of native life was effected was edu-
cation, for it was a part of the educational agenda of the missionaries to create a na-
tive middle class equipped with the wherewithal to read, make, and buy the Bible 
and generally to afford the type and standard of life that would set them apart from 
their lower classes. By the time Lugard was standardizing the administrative proce-
dures represented in Political Memoranda, the areas of western Nigeria—especially 
Lagos, Abéòkúta, and Ibadan—and Eastern Nigeria—especially Onitsha,  Calabar, 
and Port Harcourt—were home to a coterie of professionals in law, medicine, the 
building trades, the press, and education who fancied themselves as deserving of 
equal treatment with Europeans simply because they had proved their mettle as par-
ticipants in the new dispensation. So how did education, given its importance, fare 
in Political Memoranda?
 In Memo 4, Lugard described the principles of an educational policy thus:

The primary function of education should in my judgment be to fi t the ordinary indi-
vidual to fi ll a useful part in his environment with happiness to himself, and to ensure 
that the exceptional individual shall use his abilities for the advancement of the com-
munity, and not to its detriment, or to the subversion of constituted authority. We are 
to-day beginning to realise our failure in this respect both in India and in West Africa. 
If the local Press may be taken as a criterion of the feelings of the educated commu-
nities in all the West African Colonies we must admit that education has not brought 
them happiness and contentment. It should be the ideal of a sound educational policy 
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to exchange this hostility for an attitude of friendly co-operation, and to train a gen-
eration which shall be able to achieve ideals of its own without a slavish imitation of 
Europeans, and be proud of a nationality with its own defi nite sphere of public work 
and its own future.41

 This passage encapsulates Lugard’s attitude toward the education of his native 
charges. No one can argue with the fi rst part of his articulation of the principles of 
education that informed his policy. One can even go along with his insistence that 
education should suit its recipients to work for the advancement of their communi-
ties or that it should not be training in subversion. Furthermore, one must not ig-
nore the infl uence of the strictly hierarchical society from which Lugard came on 
his need to prevent subversion of constituted authority. But these cautions cannot 
explain his hostility to the educated African’s insistence that he and his people de-
serve all the gains of civilization and that they should have a say in constituting 
the authority that bound them. What Lugard did not disclose was the fact that the 
running battles he fought with the new educated elite in the southern parts of Ni-
geria turned on their justifi able horror at the extension to the south of the practice 
of indirect rule, which in reality was the northern native administration system writ 
large. They also protested vigorously his court reforms of 1914 and their implications 
for the southern elites’ understanding of what direction their progress should take. 
Against this background, Lugard’s injunctions take on a more sinister col oration.
 Why denounce Africans who saw value in the new ways of life as engaging in 
“slavish imitation of Europeans”? And in any case, if that was what they wished 
to do, in true Millian spirit, they should have had their way. If it was important to 
get the native elites to substitute an attitude of friendly cooperation toward colo-
nial authorities, as was the case with the northern native authorities or with chiefs 
in many areas of the south, why not address the grievances of the elites and, given 
their predisposition to accept English ways of life, use them as the principal medium 
for the evolution of colonial rule? This was not what happened. Lugard’s policies 
represented a clear retrogression from the advances that had been made thanks to 
missionary education. For instance, whereas the missionaries sought to transform 
local languages to writing in order to facilitate literacy so the natives could read the 
Bible (even though they continued to teach English to their native wards), Lugard 
took the opposite tack:

In the South, and perhaps in some districts in the North, English must be the common 
language, and though, as Lord Kimberley said, instruction in English must, of neces-
sity, at fi rst be given through the medium of the vernacular, Government encourage-
ment should not be enlisted to stimulate or preserve the use of these Native tongues. 
The acquisition of suffi cient knowledge of the vernacular to enable the British and Na-
tive Staff to teach English or Hausa presents diffi culty, and is a cause of delay, but as 
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their use will be confi ned to the simplest instruction given in the lowest classes, com-
plete mastery of them will not be required. Only one vernacular (other than Hausa) 
will be used in any school.42

It is strange that, on one hand, indirect rule is pledged to the preservation of na-
tive modes of life and thought but, on the other, “Native tongues” were slated to 
wither on the vine.
 Stranger still was Lugard’s failure to celebrate the unruliness of the benefi cia-
ries of missionary education. If Lugard was right, they had become exactly what 
the missionaries thought and desired that they would be: iconoclasts and rebels 
against the old ways of doing things. We must trace Lugard’s hostility toward this 
group to his evolutionist orientation, according to which Africans were not yet ready 
for freedom or reason. Thus, he championed the type of education that was driven 
by the nitty-gritty requirements of servicing the colonial system, not the type that 
would open the minds of its recipients to new ways of being human or make them 
question, with a view to improvement, age-old customs. For example, he held that 
purely secular education was ill suited to the level of development of Africans:

The examples of India and China, as well as of Africa, appear to demonstrate that 
purely secular education, and even moral instruction divorced from religious sanction, 
among races who have not the atmosphere which centuries of Christian ethical stan-
dards have produced in Europe, infallibly produces a class of young men and women 
who lack reverence alike for their parents, their social superiors, their employers, or 
the Government. They lack self-restraint and control, and they lack the foundation 
on which the best work is based, whether of public usefulness or private effort. . . . 
It remains more than doubtful how far the African is capable of being restrained by 
moral precepts divorced from the incentive of religious sanctions, and I am impressed 
with the belief that the African boy requires every force which can be brought to bear 
if his natural proclivities are to be overcome, and he is to learn self-control and dis-
cipline.43

Hence, he supported religious instruction in schools. Here again, we confront an-
other inconsistency. Earlier, we were told in The Rise of Our East African Empire 
that the African was not yet at the stage where he could appreciate the subtle 
beauties of Christian forbearance and self-sacrifi ce. So how could the same Afri-
can learn Christian morality? With this question, I conclude my discussion of the 
policy options articulated in Political Memoranda and the philosophical  justifi cation 
for them.

Ideas Have Consequences

 I have argued throughout this chapter that when Lugard arrived on the Afri-
can continent, he came with preconceptions about the African that ruled his policy 
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choices in his role as an infl uential administrator in Nigeria. As a result of the play 
of these views, the tension in his characterization of the dual mandate component 
regarding the duty the British owed to Africans was resolved in a specifi c way that 
shortchanged Africans. Recall Lugard’s declaration that “the British role here is to 
bring to the country all the gains of civilisation by applied science (whether in the 
development of material resources, or the eradication of disease, &c.), with as little 
interference as possible with Native customs and modes of thought.”44 I have sug-
gested that it would have been impossible to bring to the country all the gains of civi-
lization without simultaneously interfering heavily with native customs and modes 
of thought, more so if we consider how he was already convinced that the native 
customs and modes of thought barely rose above the level of the lower animals. It 
is right to conclude that even though the opportunity was available to effect a total 
transformation of native life using the template of modernity, à la Christian mission-
aries of the early nineteenth century, Lugard either held back or went in the oppo-
site direction. Colonial racism explains this unfortunate choice. What is left for us 
to do is to explore, albeit briefl y, the philosophical grounds that Lugard gave for the 
choices that he made in what is considered his theoretical magnum opus: The Dual 
Mandate in British Tropical Africa.
 Throughout the entire period that he served as an administrator in Nigeria, Lu-
gard fought a running battle with a certain category of natives: the Western- educated 
elite made up mostly of returning slaves and indigenous converts to Christianity. He 
made few policy choices that did not attract complaint, criticism, or condemnation 
from this group of natives. Incidentally, most of the members of this group were to 
be found in the southern parts of Nigeria. Lugard and his cohort fully reciprocated 
their hostility. His reaction to them contrasted sharply with his fawning disposition 
toward the Muslim rulers of the northern parts who had been defeated by the Brit-
ish. Lugard’s favoring of northern Muslim rulers over southern Christians was some-
what counterintuitive.
 One would have thought that Lugard would have felt a closer kinship with those 
who not only had accepted the new civilization but had gone to great lengths to 
become good at it and to become proselytizers on behalf of the new mode of so-
cial living represented by Christianity and capitalism. One can make a strong case 
for affi rming this close kinship between Lugard and the Christianized native elite. 
Those who have studied this group of natives in the period before the dominance 
of the administrator-colonizer have made clear that the educated elite shared many 
of the philosophical justifi cations of the missionizing and civilizing activities of the 
Europeans. This attitude was most pronounced among the returned slaves who, al-
though they condemned slavery, sought to explain their initial capture as evidence 
of the hand of Providence that had chosen them to be recipients of the Gospel and 
the new civilization that they adjudged superior to the civilization from which they 
had been taken in captivity. As a result of their education in the ways of being hu-
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man in the modern sense—which, as I have argued, was coterminous with being 
Christian—they fancied themselves as the inheritors of the new civilization. They 
thought that the basis of the legitimacy of both the missionizing activities of the 
evangelists and the imperializing activities of the administrators was to be found in 
their claim that they were the purveyors and embodiments of a superior civilization. 
Having been baptized and having acquired the other trappings of the new way of 
life epitomized by Christianity and capitalism—education, lifestyle, family forms, 
speaking English, and so on—they were persuaded that they deserved to enjoy the 
privileges and benefi ts appurtenant to these acquisitions. Hence, they demanded 
that they be treated as British subjects, as citizens of the British Empire were then 
called. That meant creating in Nigeria the appropriate equivalents of modern Brit-
ish institutions, and they were willing to put their money where their mouths were. 
As both Ade Ajayi and Ayandele document, the late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries witnessed serious efforts by this new elite to recreate as best they 
could the institutional forms of social living that they felt were required by their new 
 cultural acquisition. They created schools; they set up hospitals, publishing houses, 
and presses; and they built magnifi cent structures that have remained monuments 
to their assidu ous embrace of this new way of being human.
 In addition to Ajayi’s and Ayandele’s works, a signifi cant source of information 
about this category and their achievements in one location—Lagos—is Michael 
J. C. Echeruo, Victorian Lagos: Aspects of Nineteenth Century Lagos Life.45 In this 
work, the author attempted to “reconstruct the patterns of life and thought in La-
gos during the second half of the 19th century, as refl ected in the Lagos Press of that 
period.”46 I present some evidence from this source because the picture the press pre-
sents to us might offer a plausible approximation to what life was like during the stage 
of Nigeria’s history before Lugard wrote his works. According to Echeruo, this seg-
ment of the elite in western Nigeria was very small indeed, making up about “only 
a tenth of the entire population.”47 But it is not their number that makes them im-
portant to us, it is what they represented.

These Lagosians were usually very conversant with events in Europe and America, es-
pecially with the progress and consequences of the American Civil War. They main-
tained close contact with friends and other descendants of rescued slaves on the West 
African Coast. They had high hopes for themselves and for the Africa they were go-
ing to help civilize. They felt deep obligations to the hinterland, and yet considered 
the civilizing infl uence of British power suffi ciently benefi cial to justify the gradual 
control which Britain was gaining over Yorubaland. They wanted good education for 
their children, and fought to have Government subsidy for schools; they wanted their 
children to be “refi ned,” and so they frequently sent them to England. These children 
had to be in the smart circles of Lagos, so they went into the right professions—law, 
medicine and the Arts. Educated Lagosians wanted to associate themselves with the 
usual recreations of a sophisticated Europe, and so went to the Races, to Fancy Dress 
balls, to the Gymkhana games, and to cricket. In the evenings, they went for “brisk 
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walks” or for “short rides.” On such occasions, (as an advertisement reminded them), 
they called fi rst on “their friend, the hairdresser. Everything will be done to your taste 
and profi t and you will come again pro bono publico.”

48

 It was not only in the area of everyday expressions that these new converts sought 
to display their new adherence. Of greater signifi cance to our discussion is what 
Echeruo has identifi ed as “the intellectual context” of Victorian Lagos. This com-
munity was riven with tension between its “instinctive and deep-felt attachment to 
Yorubaland and to Yoruba life” and the fact that most of its members “had grown 
up in foreign lands—in Sierra Leone, in Cuba or in Brazil.” The latter fact, accord-
ing to Echeruo, placed them “at some advantage over their own people because of 
the opportunity that expatriation and education had indirectly offered them to ac-
quire some of the characteristics of European civilization.”49 As inheritors of such 
characteristics, “they became, as it were, brokers for the new civilization and the 
new culture; the propagators of a ‘higher’ morality, a new way of life and a novel 
affl uence.”50 Fierce debates were waged within the community concerning what the 
possibilities were of the African adopting European ways of being human and the 
consequences thereof:

It is not diffi cult to identify the source of this disorientation. The educated Lagosian 
of the century was a typical creature of the times. His philosophers were Spenser and 
Darwin; his idea of progress was inseparable from the Victorian idea of evolutionary de-
velopment. Where Europe, especially Germany and England, troubled itself about the 
future of civilization and of the chosen races, Lagosians sought to fi t their community 
into a system which Europe had set up for its own convenience. In this scheme, their 
society was primitive, undeveloped. Accordingly they continued to see themselves in 
a pattern of world history reconstructed from the Darwinian hypothesis.51

 Echeruo then presents evidence from the editorials and debates in the Lagos press 
of the day of the widespread acceptance of the Darwinian hypothesis concerning 
the place of the African on the ladder of evolution. The debate then turned on what 
the African had to do to secure a place on the “Progress Express” then hurtling to-
ward the twentieth century. He concludes: “The Lagosian of the period thus saw 
Africa as a continent yet to evolve into something. He saw the customs, morals and 
institutions of his people as desperately in need of improvement through the use 
of good (probably European) models. And no effort should be spared in his search 
for these models and in his application of the whole self to understanding them.”52 
Echeruo gives us a specifi c picture of the tendency that I described in chapter 2. It 
enables us to move from the macrosocial to the particular and show how principles 
were particularized in single contexts. Similar examples could be presented from Ac-
cra, Freetown, and Calabar.53

 Here is a convenient point to get back to Lugard. On what can be deemed one 
of the most important philosophical points of Lugard’s scheme—the African’s need 
of tutelage in the ways of the new civilization—there was a remarkable convergence 
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 between his views and those of the educated elite in Lagos. So why did Lugard not 
see these gentlemen as the main agents with or through whom to bring all the gains 
of civilization to the natives? However we look at it, using them made the most sense: 
They met the requirement of using native agents; they were schooled in the language 
and ways of the white man; even if they were not profi cient yet, the fact that they 
already had the appropriate foundations in place meant that it would require just an 
intensifi cation of the way of life they had come to know and to adore; and they al-
ready saw themselves as “brokers for the new civilization and the new culture.” The 
failure of European colonizers to entrust this task to them was inconsistent with 
the colonizers’ declared aim. This refusal to recruit native talent but instead to hire 
unqualifi ed Europeans at higher cost caused The Mirror to “remark, quite bitterly 
that ‘one of England’s noble objects in acquiring possessions in Africa, is to train 
the natives for self-government. Yes! we are trained with a vengeance, and strained 
into poverty, to be left ruined at last. . . . The Colony is overburdened with needless 
European offi cials, and it cannot further withstand the strain.’ ”54 Why did Lugard 
not see this kinship, and if he did, why did he not celebrate it and put the Western- 
educated local elite in charge of the administration of the colony? I can provide a 
very simple answer.
 Although there was convergence between Lugard’s view and the view of the lo-
cal elite, there was a crucial divergence between them: each placed the African on a 
different rung of the ladder of evolution. For Lugard, the African had barely, if at all, 
emerged from the ranks of the lower animals and was at best still in the infancy of 
the human race. For the repatriates, their lives represented proof of the  educability 
of the African and of the fact that he was willing, able, and ready to assume the 
task of joining the rest of humanity in the race to progress. One should not accuse 
them of self-deception on this issue. After all, the evangelization of the southern 
parts of Nigeria had been accomplished under the superintendence of one of them: 
Bishop Samuel Ajayi Crowther. Here, then, we fi nd the most powerful demonstra-
tion of the power of the philosophical anthropology and social ontology Lugard for-
mulated before he went to Africa. Even though the reality in southern Nigeria was 
completely different from his perceptions, his pretensions to science failed the su-
preme test of any decent empirical science: the priority of facts over theory. That is 
why he would write The Dual Mandate without feeling any need to change any of 
the formulations he had as early as his fi rst contact with Africa in the closing years 
of the nineteenth century. The hold of racism on Lugard’s mind was so strong that 
whole passages of The Rise were worked into The Dual Mandate virtually unchanged. 
In some other respects, The Dual Mandate even amplifi ed some of the themes he 
emphasized in earlier works. It also helps explain some of the policy choices he made 
and described in the Political Memoranda. For example, it turns out that his prefer-
ence for the Fulani as rulers had nothing to do with their genius for administration. 
They were preselected because they were light-skinned.
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But for the most part the progressive communities adopted and owed their advance to 
the adoption of, an alien monotheistic religion, which brought with it a written lan-
guage and a foreign culture. It is to the creed of Islam that this political and social in-
fl uence has in the past alone been due. It has been the more potent as a creative and re-
generating force, because it brought with it an admixture of Aryan or Hamitic blood, and 
the races which introduced it settled in the country and became identifi ed with its inhabi-
tants. They possessed greater powers of social organisation than the negro aborigines, and 
may therefore claim to be of a superior race-type.
 In West Africa the conquests of the Arabs and Berbers from the north-east intro-
duced the creed of Islam in the belt bordering the southern edge of the Sahara early 
in the eighth century. The modern history of the advanced communities of Hausaland 
and Bornu in Nigeria “may be said to date from the period at which they accepted the 
Moslem religion, though the purer black races had established their domination over 
the inferior, and ruled by force of superior intelligence and cultivation long before that 
time.” They founded kingdoms which, in the zenith of their prosperity, rivalled the 
civilisation of Europe of that day. Their descendants, the Fulani, still form the domi-
nant caste, and rule the Moslem States of Nigeria.55

 This backhanded compliment to the Fulani and Hausa rested on their (s)kinship 
to the Aryan or Hamitic stock. If they looked like Aryans as a result of the admix-
ture of Aryan or Hamitic blood with their original types, they should automatically 
share the latter’s genius for administration and conquest. Given Lugard’s a priori des-
ignation of the “negro” stock as closer to the animals, the more “this stock” demon-
strated their capacity to assimilate the new way of life presaged by Europeans, the 
more they appeared to be irredeemable pathologies. It turns out that the animus di-
rected at the repatriates and other natives who enthusiastically embraced modern 
European civilization arose not from their inability to wear the garb of civilization 
well but from an a priori assumption that modern natives were misbegotten. Here 
is how he described them: “The Europeanised African differs not merely in mental 
outlook from the other groups, but also in physique. Doctors and dentists tell us that 
he has become less fertile, more susceptible to lung-trouble and to other diseases, 
and to defective dentition—disabilities which have probably arisen from in- breeding 
among a very limited class, and to the adoption of European dress, which writers in 
the native press say is enervating and inimical to the health of the African.”56

 For corroborating evidence, he looked to the United States, where there were 
more “Europeanised” Africans.57 He acknowledged the progress that blacks had 
made in the United States, but he attributed it to their living in close proximity to 
and tutelage under white Americans. Even then, he misconstrued W. E. B. Du Bois’s 
contention that Blacks in the United States should not desire to be other than them-
selves. As for the insistence of Europeanized Africans that they were the natural bro-
kers between their people and the new civilization, he argued that “however strong 
a sympathy we may feel for the aspirations of these African progressives, sane coun-
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sellors will advise them to recognise their present limitations.”58 It is remarkable that 
he wrote this passage at a time when the Pan-African movement was afoot and the 
National Congress of British West Africa was already agitating for the extension of 
the rights of citizenship to West Africans.
 If as late as 1922 Lugard remained unyielding in his perception of the African as 
mired still in the infancy of the human race and as yet having a long road to join 
the ranks of humanity, I think I am justifi ed in my insistence on the centrality of 
this view as an explanation of his policy choices in the colony. Reason dictated that 
he should have made common cause with the repatriates, and his failure to do so is 
evidence of how his racism trumped the declared aim of one-half of the dual man-
date: that of moving the natives along the path to civilization or bringing all the 
gains of civilization to them. Finally, in preferring to preserve old institutions even 
when reason dictated the substitution of modern ones, Lugard substituted the ig-
noble science of sociocryonics, for the genuine science of social transformation that 
would have ushered in, with all their attendant strains and stresses, new ways of 
being human for Africans who found value in them. By embracing sociocryonics, 
Lugard distorted the old institutions for his own ends or bastardized them beyond 
recognition. Simultaneously, he deprived Africans of the opportunity to engage criti-
cally with their own culture for the purposes of moving it along, expunging those 
elements that had outlived their usefulness, keeping in altered forms those that re-
mained relevant, and generally borrowing from other cultures whenever they felt 
the need for new forms that their indigenous structures lacked. Such critical engage-
ment would have been the ultimate demonstration of self-government and would 
at the same time have been closer to the normal evolution of all human societies 
when they are not forced artifi cially to keep a world that in certain cases would be 
well lost.
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The Legal Legacy
Twilight before Dawn

In an era dominated by the strident polemical lucubrations of postmodernism, it is 
risky, to say the least, to argue for the relevance of modernity, specifi cally its political 
discourse, to an understanding of some contemporary phenomena. In the earlier 
chapters I argued that contrary to the claims of some of its apologists and those of 
its principal theorists, colonialism was a bulwark against the transition to moder-
nity in Anglophone Africa.1 This chapter explains the fi rst of the preemptions that 
colonialism procured in the colonies: that concerning the introduction of modern 
legal systems into Africa. One component of the modern way of life as manifested 
in the legal system is the ideal of the rule of law. Subsumed under this ideal are two 
assumptions regarding the moral autonomy of each person: the capacity to have 
her own conception of the good life and the right to realize it so long as she does 
not impair another person’s right to the same; and the impermissibility of affi rming 
the supremacy of any particular conception of the good life over others. Both prin-
ciples combine to deny to the modern state any right to force upon its citizens its 
conception of the good life. In the area of politics, these two principles yield liberal 
democracy in its many forms and in law; they are manifested in the institutionaliza-
tion of the rule of law. These are the fundamental elements of the political discourse 
of modernity that failed to take hold in Africa and that I propose to use as a part 
of the explanation for the many problems that scholars have identifi ed in the mu-
nicipal legal systems in some African countries. This chapter focuses on law; the 
next one takes up politics.
 As independence dawned, almost all African countries proclaimed their com-
mitment to the rule of law and established, if they did not inherit, judiciaries that 
(in form at least) were quintessentially modern. But these institutions are modern in 
appearance only. Even if we concede that colonialism introduced some elements of 
the rule of law and its political twin of liberalism into African countries, it quickly 
orphaned them in ways that shed more light on why the ideals and practices failed 
to develop in the post-independence period. Although African countries possess ju-
diciaries with a full complement of judges, solicitors, advocates, and other offi cials, 
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the record does not permit us to conclude that the law rules in them. This is so in 
spite of the fact that the forms of legal discourse are properly “legal.”
 There is a repeated disjuncture between the appearance of the indigenization 
of modern legal systems and the reality of constant failures on the part of those 
who operate and direct these systems to deliver on their promise. Such failures are 
manifested in an inability and/or an unwillingness of the executive arms of govern-
ment in African countries to uphold the rule of law and submit themselves to its 
 demands and in the inability and/or unwillingness of judiciaries to see themselves 
as the citizens’ main bulwark against state “power’s all-intrusive claims.”2 Concrete 
illustrations of the failures are found in the fact that African governments rarely, if 
ever, lose cases in court, especially cases involving individuals and the abridgment 
of rights whose preservation and defense are integral, even defi ning, features of mo-
dernity. In cases involving confl icts between the rights of citizens and the claims of 
the state, judges behave more often like civil servants than like “oracles” of the law. 
The executive branch meanwhile behaves in ways that are inconsistent with the 
minimal requirements of a modern polity of respect for the law and respect for the 
autonomy of persons, the proverbial right to be let alone!3 On the rare occasions 
when they lose cases, governments try to tamper with the judiciary, up to and in-
cluding removing “errant” judges without cause;4 indulging in blatant intervention 
to corral judges’ cooperation in the subversion of justice—nocturnal visits, threats, 
and so forth; and ostracizing judges to show displeasure with their failure to coop-
erate. Some executives have even contemplated abolishing the legal profession, tout 
court.5

 Why is this so? Or, put differently: On the one hand, why is it that African gov-
ernments insist that all institutions of governance must subserve their interests, of-
ten narrowly defi ned? On the other hand, why do judges in African countries  either 
fail to see that they are impaneled to ensure that citizens are protected from the
all-intrusive claims of the modern state or refuse to see themselves as the impartial 
arbiters that the modern state interposes between itself and those under its sover-
eignty? These questions encapsulate the most salient features of the problems mani-
fest in the legal order of post-independence Anglophone African countries. This 
chapter seeks to identify the roots of the problems and provide an explanation for 
why they persist. Current experiments in multiparty democracy and renewed com-
mitments to the rule of law should not deceive us into believing that the  problems
are resolved or that change is abroad in the direction of greater observance of the
rule of law, although there is no doubt that elective governments provide the mini-
mum conditions for beginning to incorporate the rule of law into the fabric of so-
cial living.6

 I argue that one plausible and adequate explanation for the crisis of the legal order 
can be found in the failure of African polities to consummate the project of moder-
nity. In the rest of the discussion, I shall describe the nature of the crisis in the le-
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gal system, summarize some of the ways that commentators have tried to explain 
the crisis and point out the limitations of some of their approaches, and explain the 
elements of the political discourse of modernity appropriate to the understanding 
of the crisis. Finally, I show why this is a deeper and better explanation than some 
others that I examine in this discussion.

The Nature of the Problems in the Modern Legal System

 Apologists for colonialism and their opponents share a fundamental attitude to-
ward colonialism that calls for critical attention. Both accept the view that colo-
nialism implanted new legal systems in African countries. The claim should not be 
lightly dismissed, and some empirical support for it exists. Indeed, constitutional-
ism is often taken to be one of the principal legacies of colonial rule.7 At the dawn 
of independence, very detailed provisions were made for almost all Anglophone Af-
rican countries to entrench human rights in the constitutions that heralded inde-
pendence and statehood.8 In addition, many of the constitutions contained provi-
sions for the judicial review of legislative and executive actions and the exercise of 
judicial power by the courts on behalf of citizens’ rights against encroachment by 
the state through declarations of rights, mandamus, certiorari, and habeas corpus.
 According to B. O. Nwabueze, “Constitutionalism recognizes the necessity for 
government but insists upon a limitation being placed upon its powers. It connotes 
in essence therefore a ‘limitation on government; it is the antithesis of arbitrary rule; 
its opposite is despotic government, the government of will instead of law.’ ”9 The 
defi ning feature of constitutional government is whether or not it imposes limita-
tions on the powers of the government. It is not enough for constitutionalism that 
there is a constitution or that it is written or unwritten. The constitution must pro-
vide for “judicial restraint upon the executive agencies of government.”10 It is to en-
sure that there is judicial restraint that these various mechanisms have been insti-
tutionalized in the constitution. They are embodied in the phenomenon of judicial 
power. Nwabueze has identifi ed seven attributes of judicial power. They are:

1)  The existence of a dispute between two or more parties about some existing legal 
right; an act, e.g. a contract or an industrial award, that only creates new rights 
by which future conduct is to be regulated cannot therefore be judicial

2)  A compulsory jurisdiction at the instance of a party to inquire into the dispute
3)  A power to determine authoritatively (i.e. conclusively) the facts of the dispute
4)  A power to determine authoritatively the law relevant to the dispute
5)  A decision arrived at by the application of the relevant law to the facts, and 

which, by declaring the rights in question fi nally disposes of the whole dispute
6)  A fi nal determination that binds the parties in the dispute
7)  A power to enforce compliance with or obedience to the decision11
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 All the post-independence African constitutions vested judicial power in the ju-
diciary. For many of them, specifi cally Nigeria in its fi rst post-independence con-
stitution, “in vesting the judicial powers of the Federation in the courts (section 6) 
there was no restriction except where the Constitution specifi cally excluded some 
matters from being justiciable. Section 6 (6)(a) extends, notwithstanding anything 
to the contrary in the Constitution, to all inherent powers and sanctions of a court 
of law.”12 The same was true of Kenya and Tanzania.13 It is arguable that in terms of 
formal or statutory instruments, the judiciaries in Commonwealth Africa are well 
supplied to act in behalf of the protection of the individual and of groups from pow-
er’s all-intrusive claims.14 The problem, though, is that in the studies that have been 
done of the judiciary and its performance in African countries, there is a disjunc-
ture between the availability of judicial instruments to protect citizens’ rights and 
the reluctance of judges (if not on occasion their outright refusal) to deploy these 
instruments in the service of justice. Every assessment of the performance of the 
judiciary in these countries, both in the immediate post-independence period and 
at the present time, ends with a gloomy picture of judicial complicity in the subver-
sion of citizens’ rights. Here are a few examples of such assessments.15

 I begin with Gaius Ezejiofor’s analysis of the judiciary in the Nigerian First Re-
public of 1960 to 1966. Ezejiofor has argued that “among the causes of the  crises 
which ultimately led to the collapse of the First Republic was the failure of the 
courts to interpret the Constitution fearlessly, impartially and liberally.”16 One con-
sequence of the reluctance of the courts to interpret the Constitution “fearlessly, 
impartially and liberally” was that individuals were reluctant to go to law to resolve 
cases or to have their rights declared, affi rmed, and protected. Again, Ezejiofor:

The reluctance to go to the courts is explainable largely by the restrictive way in which 
the courts dealt with the cases that came before them. And this explains the sharp 
decline in the number of reported constitutional cases after 1962. Only one statute 
was declared void for being ultra vires the Legislature (Balewa v Doherty [1961] 1 All 
N.L.R. 604) that enacted it and only a statute, a section of a statute and an action 
taken under a statute were read down for contravening the human rights or other pro-
visions of the Constitution. The judges probably feared that an active interventionist 
policy of interpreting the Constitution in a liberal spirit would lead to open confron-
tation with the politicians and the consequent weakening of judicial authority. Conse-
quently most of them were anxious to render decisions favourable to the Government 
and its supporters. Indeed they behaved as if it was their duty to adopt challenged mea-
sures of the authorities as valid and to fi nd arguments to justify them.17

The language of Ezejiofor’s description of the behavior of the judges in the imme-
diate post-independence era in Nigeria is quite signifi cant.18 Their behavior antici-
pated many of the problems associated with the operation of the modern legal in-
heritances of the former colonies. He identifi ed “an active interventionist policy of 
interpreting the Constitution in a liberal spirit” that, he said, risked an open con-
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frontation with politicians and later with military usurpers of power in various coun-
tries. The judges apparently feared that they might or could not win this confron-
tation and that the result might be a weakening of the judiciary. The judges’ fears 
were not groundless.
 The judges’ fears arise from the peculiar location of the judiciary in the modern 
state. In the fi rst place, the judiciary does not have its own instrument for enforcing 
its directives. It must rely on the executive organs of the state for such enforcement. 
As Alexander Hamilton long ago observed, “The judiciary . . . has no infl uence over 
either the sword or the purse; no direction either of the strength or of the wealth of 
the society; and can take no active resolution whatever. It may truly be said to have 
neither force nor will, but merely judgment; and must ultimately depend upon 
the aid of the executive arm even for the effi cacy of its judgment.”19 In addition, in 
the countries concerned, very limited efforts were made to guarantee the fi nancial 
independence of the judiciary such that it could be responsible for its own fi nances, 
and this continues to be the case. In other words, the judiciary lacks control over 
its own funds. It depends on the executive and the legislature and is forced to rely 
on its moral authority and the good faith and commitment to justice of those who 
have control of the purse and the sword. In his examination of the vicissitudes of 
judicial power in Nigeria, P. Nnaemeka-Agu has identifi ed the numerous ways—
what he calls “factors militating against exercise of judicial power”—in which the 
power of the judiciary is attenuated in practice, irrespective of whatever constitu-
tional and other provisions exist to the contrary. These include lawless attorneys-
general and state governors and police offi cers who “openly [defy] or refuse to en-
force Court  orders.”

But what of the “housing” of the Judiciary in the Constitution? As if the above dis-
abilities which militate against the free exercise of judicial power are not enough, the 
 Constitution—in appropriate metaphor—has given independence to the  Judiciary 
with one hand and taken it away with another.20 For, after the hallowed provisions for 
separation of powers in Part II of Chapter I, it proceeds in sections 140 and 178 to 
create Judicial Service Commissions, at the Federal and State levels, which are struc-
turally under the thumb of the Executive and de facto open to political pressure. The 
Judicial Service Commission is simply one of the Federal or State Executive Bodies, as the 
case may be.21

 Meanwhile, however morally upright the operators of the judiciary may be, it is 
important that what moral authority they might possess be widely recognized and 
prized by the majority or at least the most dominant segments of the population they 
serve. It is only in such a situation that a clamorous and insistent citizenry that will 
not sit idly by or feel powerless in the face of executive lawlessness or legislative over-
reaching reinforces the moral authority of the courts. In other words, a fundamen-
tal requirement for strengthening the judges’ resolve to do right, besides their own 



162 The Aftermath

moral strengths, is the availability of a strong civil society. The situations I have just 
described are not peculiar to African countries. They are typical of any legal system 
closely associated with modernity. So by itself, the judiciary’s lack of the above ca-
pacities does not mean that the institution is forever sentenced to groveling before 
the executive of the modern state.
 An active interventionist interpretive policy ordinarily ought not to lead to con-
frontation with the executive branch. It is part of the judges’ vocation to take the 
law in new directions, anticipate new possibilities, and, on occasion, act as savants 
in deciphering “the intimations of their political traditions,” to use Michael Oake-
shott’s felicitous phrase.22 That such a policy is rendered synonymous with confronta-
tion is one of the oddities of African polities. Even if the risk were real, as I acknowl-
edged above, it is not obvious that the alternative is necessarily a policy of supine, 
unquestioning acceptance of executive behavior. But the situation was much worse 
in the Nigerian First Republic. Because, if we are to believe Ezejiofor, it was not just 
that the judges were willing to accept the behavior of the executive (which would 
be bad enough); in Ezejiofor’s estimation, they on occasion actively subverted jus-
tice when “they behaved as if it was their duty to adopt challenged measures of the 
authorities as valid and to fi nd arguments to justify them.” When this happens, the 
judge abandons all pretense of neutrality between the citizen and the state and be-
comes one of the weapons in the hands of what is often a vengeful state armed with 
a monopoly of power against citizens who are absolutely bereft of it.
 Ezejiofor is not alone in remarking this aspect of judicial behavior in Africa. 
Nwabueze came to a similar conclusion from a survey of judicial performance in 
various African countries. “The picture that emerges . . . is one of inadequate per-
formance by the courts in the Commonwealth, especially those in Commonwealth 
African countries, of their role in government. It is particularly noteworthy that in 
many of the Commonwealth African countries e.g. Zambia, Kenya, Tanzania and 
Botswana, no statute has ever been declared unconstitutional by the courts. In Ni-
geria, in spite of its federal set-up, only twice has the sanction of constitutional in-
validity been visited on a statute.”23

 What happened in Nigeria was remarkable, for the country was a federation at 
the time. The regional judiciaries were quasi-autonomous. That there was such con-
vergence as the data reveal calls for explanation. Nwabueze argues that the judiciary 
jeopardized its legitimating function by undermining the legitimacy of governmental 
measures and diminishing public confi dence in its own integrity.

The point here is not that every one of the decisions handed down by the Nigerian 
Supreme Court between 1960 and 1965 was necessarily wrong in law, but that they 
should all have gone in favour of the Government was remarkable, and naturally cre-
ated the impression of political bias. People began to feel, rightly or wrongly, that the 
justice administered in the courts was infl uenced by extra-legal considerations, by po-
litical or sectional interests; that it was intended not to uphold the law, but to repress 
interests opposed to the Government. The situation was all the more lamentable be-
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cause most of the decisions concerned individual civil liberties. . . . It began to look as 
if the courts were actively aiding the politicians in the persecution of opponents and in 
the perversion of the Constitution. Confi dence in their ability to decide political issues 
impartially was consequently undermined, and the position was eventually reached 
where there was a general disinclination to take political complaints to them. To go to 
court on such matters was felt to be a vain effort; from past experience, a decision in 
favour of the Government was considered a foregone conclusion.24

 The courts began to lose their moral authority. People stopped believing that 
it was worth their while to go to court because it appeared to them that the court 
was already captive to unseemly partisanship. Some of the conditions Nwabueze de-
scribed suggest a much deeper malaise than the judges’ fear of executive thuggery. 
It is a cliché of legal discourse that it is not enough for justice to be done; it must 
be seen to have been done. In any legal system, most people who go to law know 
that having their day in court and having a fair trial of their cause is the most that 
justice under law promises. They understand that having their day in court means 
that they might lose. This is especially true in the modern state, where the process 
is more important than the outcome. Insofar as people see that the most elemen-
tary rules and procedures have been observed and that good-faith efforts have been 
made to adhere to them, it is unlikely that they will raise questions about the jus-
tice of the disposition of their cause. Thus, it is important that the judiciary deter-
minedly discharge the duty minimally to appear impartial and, from time to time, 
to endeavor to be impartial in the adjudication of cases.
 The commitment to impartiality is important for yet another reason. The judi-
ciary, unlike the executive, does not control the machinery of enforcement. A good 
part of its power is derived from its moral authority, which is purchased with the 
goodwill of the people and their trust in its integrity. This is its ultimate weapon 
in any confl ict with the executive.25 When it fails to enjoy the confi dence of the 
people, the judiciary is even more vulnerable to the predations of executive lawless-
ness and legislative overreaching. No judiciary can afford a situation in which people 
come to feel that going to court is a vain effort, especially on matters concerning 
civil liberties, the protection of which is one of the fundaments of the modern state. 
For when that happens, the judiciary becomes dispensable, almost irrelevant. Worse 
still, in case of the Nigerian First Republic, the perception was not merely that the 
courts were merely failing to protect the rights of the people; they were perceived as 
actively perverting and subverting the Constitution. The courts, no less than the 
government, became the object of popular hostility and contempt. I am sure that 
this point was not lost on the politicians who wanted no formal obstacles to their 
grab of total power.26

 To sum up this section: We have in the immediate post-independence period in 
some African countries a combination of circumstances that, on one hand, mili-
tated against the implantation of the rule of law and, on the other, was a product of 
the absence of the rule of law to begin with. This convergence was not fortuitous. 
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It was the product of processes that predated independence that had virtually en-
sured that those who would take the reins of power after independence would lack 
the wherewithal to make sense of the requirements of the rule of law and be their 
stout defenders. We had politicians who did not care for the niceties of modern po-
litical philosophy, of which the rule of law is an integral part, and judges who were 
not too clear on the concepts of impartiality, proceduralism, respect for persons, 
and what their offi ce entailed in terms of protecting citizens from the excesses of 
the state. Both groups lacked the concomitant temperament that alone could have 
obviated whatever proclivities there might have been to subvert the relevant insti-
tutions.
 It is easy to look at current efforts at democratization and conclude that all is well. 
We should resist such a temptation. Many of the current transitions to democracy in 
Africa are showing a similar severe lack of clarity about the rule of law and its en-
tailments in the behavior of judges, legislators, and executives alike. For example, in 
spite of the introduction of multiparty democracy and the embrace of periodic elec-
tions, we still have evidence that the independence of the judiciary does not agitate 
either scholars or politicians and that politicians continue to use the instruments of 
the state to intimidate opponents. Daniel Arap Moi’s long rule and that of his suc-
cessor, Mwai Kibaki, in Kenya; Gnassingbe Eyadema’s rule in Togo, which was ter-
minated by his death and the rigged succession by his son; and Robert Mugabe’s long 
rule in Zimbabwe despite multiparty elections in these countries over the course of 
the last decade, all attest to the need for caution in our assessment.

Explanations of the Situation

 Most commentators on the legal system have focused, however inchoately, on the 
jurisprudence that informs the behavior of African judges. The explanation has two 
aspects: (1) the debate about judicial passivity versus judicial activism and; (b) the 
debate about legal positivism versus its many oppositions. Under (a), it is said that 
many judges who embrace a passive attitude tend to adopt a literalist approach to the 
interpretation of the law. For them, their role does not go beyond that of declaring 
what the law is without making any overt commitment to what the law ought to be 
or inquiring into whether it is good or bad law.27 Nor do they think that it is part of 
their duty to second-guess the intent of the lawmakers by reading into it what they, 
the judges, think the legislators were trying to do beyond what is stated in the let-
ter of the law. Elias put the case with characteristic forcefulness. Commenting on a 
case in which a Sierra Leonean chief justice struck down a constitutional amend-
ment for “not being reasonably justifi able in a democratic society,” Elias wrote:

This bold decision must be one of the very few in which a court in an African Common-
wealth country has expressly disallowed legislation on the ground that it was not rea-
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sonably justifi able in a democratic society. It seems strange, however, that the learned 
Chief Justice had chosen to overrule legislation, not on the basis of its procedural and 
substantive validity as enjoined in the relevant section of the Constitution, but on that 
of its objective or moral validity. By so doing, the learned Chief Justice would seem to 
have opened himself to the charge of going beyond his task of mere interpretation of 
the Constitution provisions, so that he himself could be said to have exceeded his ju-
dicial powers as much as Parliament has exceeded its own by passing ultra vires legisla-
tion. . . . Fortunately, however, the Sierra Leone Court of Appeal reversed the Supreme 
Court by re-stating the proper function of the courts as being limited to an examina-
tion of the procedural and substantive validity of the legislation. It is not the business 
of the courts to preoccupy themselves with moral considerations or the rightness or 
wrongness of the legislative policy of Parliament.28

 For adherents of activism, on the other hand, the law is open-textured and is im-
bricated in a mode of life that makes it susceptible to considerations of policy and 
politics. For this reason, the law is sometimes unclear in its direction to the judge. 
At other times, the law or the case invites considerations of policy and politics. In 
such circumstances the judge must not be reluctant to go beyond the letter of the 
law when it is likely that issues of policy and general welfare are involved. Putting 
the case for activism in no less forceful a manner, Akinola Aguda wrote:

[Judges should] disentangle themselves from the cocoon of conservatism which many 
of them have woven around themselves by their training in British Universities, or in 
Nigerian Universities, Faculties of Law manned by those trained in the former. They 
must break loose from what some of them consider to be maximum prison into which 
Austinian positivism has confi ned them. They must gallop quickly into the light of 
economic and social justice and into innovative judicial interpretative processes de-
signed to lead to the same and in order to justify their very existence which has the 
responsibility and the mandate of their people to lead them to their Cana[a]n of re-
demption. Austinian positivism has blinded many of our law men from seeing or pos-
sibly acknowledging the evils that have been perpetrated in the name of the law by 
generations of our political leaders. For too long have many of our judges given un-
qualifi ed support to the Leviathan ruler but we cannot afford that they should carry 
that support to the 21st century.29

For several years now, the legal scene in Nigeria has been dominated by an intense 
debate among academic lawyers and judges of the high courts and the Supreme 
Court about the issue of judicial activism.30

 Under (b), some subscribers contend that African judges tend to adhere to ana-
lytical or legal positivism. They suggest that such an attitude makes judges more 
likely to take the law as it is and not be concerned with any questions as to the 
goodness or badness of it. Nwabueze has argued that positivism has been the bane 
of African judicial behavior because it has inclined judges to not ask questions about 
the morality of the laws they are called upon to interpret. According to Nwabueze, 
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“Granted that the courts in Commonwealth Africa have had limited opportunity 
to participate in government, their performance in the cases that have come before 
them has been unsatisfactory. The primary reason seems to be the inherited com-
mon law attitude towards the judicial function; it is an attitude that requires literal-
ness and analytical positivism in the interpretation of the law, enforces a narrow-
ness of outlook towards problems presented for decision, and discourages creative 
activism.”31 Although I share Nwabueze’s sentiment concerning the dominance of 
some variant of legal positivism in African judicial thinking and the role it plays in 
the acquiescence of judges to executive thuggery, I do not believe that legal positiv-
ism per se determines such behavior. There are different kinds of legal positivism.32 
Some are more amenable to complicity with executive lawlessness. Others are moti-
vated by a commitment to law reform and thus provide what amounts to an open-
ing for a reform-minded, activist judge to fi ll the law’s silences with progressive in-
terstitial judicial law-making.33

 Others have acknowledged the forces against which judges were compelled to 
operate in the period after independence. Much is made of the overbearing atti-
tudes of the executive branch in various African countries. I may add that African 
judges did not and still do not have the kind of guarantee of tenure that is ordinarily 
presupposed in jurisdictions where the independence of the judiciary is justly cele-
brated. The many constitutional provisions regarding the independence of the judi-
ciary and the security of tenure of judges and other judicial offi cials are more often 
observed in their breach.34 Again, while I am in sympathy with those who cite the 
extrajudicial constraints on judges’ freedom of action, it is not part of my aim here 
to dwell on the impact of those constraints, although I recognize how pernicious 
their impact has been and can be in specifi c cases. Such a focus is unwarranted in 
the present exercise because Africans are not unique in their experience of the con-
straints. The main ones dealing with the absence of control over the sword and the 
purse are not peculiar to the African situation. Whatever differences there may be 
between the United States, for instance, and African countries, concerning formal 
guarantees of the independence of the judiciary are of degree.35 What is important 
is not so much that there are constraints but how the process of institution-building 
proceeds in a particular society, the mettle of the individuals who are called upon 
to read the tea leaves of social practices—in this case, those of the law, and how 
timid or intrepid they are in pushing the limits of the permissible in their operation 
of the system. We shall fi nd later that this group of factors has not been suffi ciently 
canvassed in the literature on the legal systems in African countries.
 There is an additional reason why I think that some of the explanations above 
are inadequate. I am convinced that they themselves are susceptible of deeper ex-
planations. For instance, when we accuse judges of passivity, we can ask further why 
judges make this choice. What predisposes judges to passivity? The same question 
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may be asked of activism. It is obvious that the choices are no less present for judges 
in the countries in which the ideal of the rule of law is better realized. They too 
choose according to various principles and predispositions of the sort that I shall be 
analyzing below.
 Furthermore, we tend to valorize judicial activism and condemn judicial passivity. 
I am assuming for present purposes that these terms are easily understood. Having 
said that, beyond its ideological appeal, judicial activism is neither obviously just nor 
is it obviously right to be an activist judge.36 Simultaneously, a proclivity toward ju-
dicial passivity may issue from clearly noble and well-founded political, ideological, 
and even moral principles.37 Indeed, what made the picture that Nwabueze painted 
about the Nigerian First Republic more dismal was that “it began to look as if the 
courts were actively aiding the politicians in the persecution of opponents and in 
the perversion of the Constitution.” That kind of activism is pernicious in extremis. 
We cannot ever discount the possibility of this perverse kind of activism. Given that 
the will of the judge is always a factor in the adjudication process, she still needs to 
assess the facts with her own light, however limited it may be. If the light shines 
brightly, we have a visionary judge who plays prophet and leads society to possibili-
ties within the law that may not be obvious to others. If not, we have an apparat-
chik. If it is absent, we have a judge who will do wrong regardless of what the execu-
tive does. An activist judge in the service of the executive’s interests is much worse 
than one who sleepwalks to the same end. An activist judge may actively subvert 
human rights, and there have been cases where activist judges have done so. An ac-
tivist judge in the mold of the late chief judge of Lagos State, Nigeria, who averred 
that the executive is akin to the kábíyèsí (the monarch in the indigenous Yorùbá 
mode of governance whose word was law and who, it was presumed, could not be 
questioned) will be a disaster for litigants who are seeking a declaration from the 
court that their rights have been infringed upon by the executive.
 Meanwhile, even when activism is supposedly done on behalf of good policies, it 
will not be any less problematic. It may instantiate exactly the kind of judicial law-
making that usurps the legislative prerogative. Finally, although activism requires 
imagination of the sort that engenders creative and novel interpretations of the 
law, their novelty does not render them inconsistent with the rest of the law or the 
sway of its institutional history.38 This is the only way for the judge concerned to 
avoid the charge of whimsical lawmaking. We fi nd this type of imagination at work 
in the Supreme Court of India, where, in cognizance of the peculiarities of the In-
dian situation, the court has created novel instances of locus standi called “episto-
lary jurisdiction” and of litigation under the name “social action litigation.”39 For 
these reasons, I do not think that we will get far in explaining the failures of the 
legal system by espousing judicial activism and excoriating judicial passivity or vice 
versa.
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 When we cite the repressive tendencies of the executive, we must also explain 
why such tendencies are prevalent in Africa. In other words, we must ask and an-
swer the question Why was/is democracy such an unattractive option for African 
rulers? These are the sorts of questions that debates about legal positivism or judi-
cial passivity or activism do not illuminate. We must look more closely into the po-
litical history of the relevant countries and see to what extent the attitudes of both 
judges and executives have been conditioned (determined, in some cases) by the 
dominant political theories and forms of political socialization found in them. To 
that extent, what follows is meant as a complement to the many other explanations 
for failures in the legal system already abroad in the fi eld. Given the complexity of 
the situation in which legal systems do not work the way they are supposed to, no 
purpose will be served by advancing monocausal theories, however insightful they 
might be. What I do next is to supply a theoretical model with which to read the 
political histories and forms of political socialization to be found within the polities 
whose legal systems engage our critical attention. The aim, ultimately, is to explain 
the forms of judicial behavior that are symptomatic of the problems we see in the le-
gal system and lay bare their causes as a propaedeutic to modifying them.

The Relevance of the Political Discourse of Modernity

 The beginning of wisdom in unraveling why the promise of the rule of law has 
not been redeemed in African countries is to acknowledge the provenance of the 
legal systems domiciled in them. Such an acknowledgment forces us to pay atten-
tion to the enabling circumstances in the birthplace of the legal traditions that Af-
rican polities supposedly mimic. The origins of the judiciaries that are domiciled 
in the African countries are an integral part of the movement of modernity. That 
is, the legal systems introduced by British colonialism to Commonwealth African 
countries are a component of the modern way of life. As such, they are infused with 
the modes of discourse, institutions, and epistemologies that are elements of moder-
nity. In Britain, the original country from which the legal system was appropriated 
and introduced to our environment, the legal system emerged as a single element, 
among several others, in a movement toward epochal social transformation from 
feudalism to capitalism, from the Middle Ages to the modern age. The transforma-
tion had multiple facets: philosophical, economic, political, legal, religious, social, 
and so on. The legal system did not emerge in isolation from these other elements, 
although they did not all evolve at the same time. The victory of the legal system 
was part of the triumph of a way of life that was all-encompassing in its effects. As 
a result, the legal system has organic roots in the society whose members’ behavior 
it regulates, directs, or punishes, as the case may be. The basic assumptions of the 
legal system are in symbiosis with other areas of life and are shared by all and sun-
dry in the society.
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 What I have described above is absent in the African situation. There, the le-
gal system was not introduced as part of a program of general social transformation. 
It was not the outgrowth of a system of interrelated organic institutions. Quite the 
contrary, it originated as a tool, a weapon in the arsenal of the colonial authorities 
for the singular purpose of keeping the colonies and protectorates safe for the colo-
nizers and the natives in their place. It was a part of the coercive institutions fabri-
cated by the colonial state to secure its rule over unruly “natives.” As such, there was 
no interest on the part of those responsible for its introduction to plant the whole 
seed from which a fully grown plant might have been cultivated. Nor was there any 
chance that an organic system could have been replicated in the dependencies for 
logical and practical reasons, some of which I have expounded in earlier chapters. 
The colonizers were left with a stalk that was grafted onto local receptacles from 
which they and we have expected a full plant to emerge. Little or no effort was ex-
pended to prepare the local receptacles for a successful graft.
 To use a different analogy, the best that we could expect given the circumstances 
of the introduction of the modern legal system into our countries was that the trans-
plantation of the legal organ into the local bodies would not suffer rejection. For that 
to have succeeded, it was necessary that there be readily available huge amounts of 
social “cyclosporin”40 to ensure that the chances of rejection by the host body of the 
foreign tissue of the modern legal system were minimized. As I have argued in the 
preceding chapters, some African communities did not lack the requisite social “cy-
closporin,” even if it was in short supply. The appropriate course would have been 
to see to the multiplication of this vital ingredient through successful social organ 
transplantation. Allowing native agency to embrace and make its own these prefer-
ences would have provided a possible organic node. That is, the ranks of those who 
were orphaned by the policy choices made by administrators, as I discussed in chap-
ter 2, ought instead to have been expanded. No such expansion took place under 
administrator-infl ected colonialism. As a consequence, the legal system was always 
a hostile, foreign presence in the organic life of the colonies and protectorates. Un-
fortunately, perhaps ominously, not much has happened since independence to rec-
oncile the legal system to its African milieu.41

 Additionally, it is arguable that there was no intention on the part of the Brit-
ish to introduce a modern legal system. Such a conclusion follows from their insis-
tence, from the third quarter of the nineteenth century on, that Africans were unfi t 
for any large-scale genuine transformation of their social formations and their be-
lief that putting the niceties of modernity before the African was like casting pearls 
before swine. The administrators and their clerical cohort, given their attitude, re-
garded the centrality of reason, the primacy of the subject, and autonomy of action 
as foreign to the African world and potentially productive of harmful consequences 
were they to be implanted in that world. The failure of the legal system, of which 
the judiciary’s failure is the most dramatic example, may be traced to the failure to 
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consummate the project of modernity in Africa. This is the core claim of this chap-
ter. But why trace the problems and failings of the legal system to the career of mo-
dernity in the former colonies?
 There are two reasons. First, I have argued that an aspect of the self- understanding 
of colonial ideologists is that colonialism’s mission was to civilize the colonized and 
bring them into the concert of the modern world from a putative traditional era. 
We all too often either do not take their profession seriously enough or accept it too 
uncritically. I have elected to take the profession seriously in order thereby to show 
that had the colonialists meant it, they would have done for Africa what they did 
for the United States, Australia, Canada, and white South Africa. The possible im-
pact of institutionalizing what is presupposed by their profession is better appreci-
ated when we consider what it might have meant for ideas such as habeas corpus, 
the presumption of innocence until proved guilty, the restraints on the modern state 
because it enjoys a monopoly of power, and the like.
 Second, an explanation in terms of modernity is not only apt to yield more fruit-
ful insights into the reasons for the failures I have spoken of thus far, it also enables us 
to reintegrate African countries into the philosophy of world history contra the twin 
apologias of Eurocentrists who try to deny the signifi cance of the European impact 
for African development and Afrocentrists who are so concerned with emphasizing 
Africa’s difference from the rest of the world that they are wont to ignore what their 
countries share with other peoples and fail to draw appropriate comparative lessons. 
The importance of the latter mode of proceeding cannot be over emphasized, be-
cause while the apostles of difference remain oblivious to similarities, the phenomena 
of social ossifi cation and negative appropriation of foreign infl uences in all areas are 
taking a huge toll on African lives and thought. At a time when there is a renewed 
interest in liberal democracy and the rule of law in Africa as an integral part of on-
going global processes, the success or otherwise of the new experiments cannot but 
be seriously affected by how sedulously we cultivate the concomitant temperaments 
and nurture the appurtenant institutions. Given my insistence that ongoing transi-
tions to democracy and market economy are best understood as late transitions to 
modernity, Africa’s latest chance at modernity must not be frittered away at the al-
tar of ignorance about what needs be done if Africans are to become benefi ciaries 
of a way of life whose burdens they have borne more than any other people.
 In chapter 2, I examined in considerable detail the philosophical discourse of 
modernity. I identifi ed there various elements that form the core of modernity. In 
this section, I shall be concerned with the institutionalization of the philosophical 
discourse of modernity in law. Of signifi cance here is how well or ill the law and 
the legal system that the British bequeathed to their African colonies embody the 
philosophical presuppositions that enable us to identify them as instances of a cer-
tain kind and partly explain their operation and success in Britain, Canada, and 
Australia and their astounding failures in Africa. We cannot do this unless we know 
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what these presuppositions are and what role they played and continue to play in 
the operation of the municipal legal systems that form the source of contemporary 
African legal systems. Again, I start with the principle of subjectivity.
 According to Hegel, “the principle of the modern world is freedom of subjec-
tivity.” The sociological variant of this principle is individualism. In liberal political 
theory, the basic justifi cation for the existence of civil society is the individual who 
is the object of protection from the state. In Hegel’s estimation, the individual is not 
only at the core of the modern legal system but is also the object of all the protec-
tion that the system offers. At the heart of the modern legal system as it has evolved 
in Britain and other Euroamerican countries, of which the legal systems in African 
countries are instances, lies the legal subject.
 Let us recall the other four connotations of subjectivity identifi ed by Habermas. 
They are: “(a) individualism: in the modern world, singularity particularized without 
limit can make good its pretensions; (b) the right to criticism: the principle of the 
modern world requires that what anyone is to recognize shall reveal itself to him as 
something entitled to recognition; (c) autonomy of action: our responsibility for what 
we do is a characteristic of modern times; (d) fi nally, idealistic philosophy itself: He-
gel considers it the work of modern times that philosophy grasps the self-conscious 
(self-knowing) Idea.”42 A core tenet of individualism understood as a principle of 
social ordering is that what is prefi gured in (a) involves allowing the individual the 
freedom to realize herself in the world without prior restraints that would preselect, 
without any ascertainment of an individual’s preferences, a conception of the good 
life and how to obtain it for her. This is the general philosophical presupposition at 
the root of the political theory of liberalism in which the individual is regarded as 
prima facie sovereign and presumed to be the best judge of how he or she should 
lead his or her life.
 Of course, the question arises how political authority can be founded in a com-
munity of heterodox individuals and what the normative foundations of such au-
thority would be. In its various permutations, the consent theory of obligation under 
which no one ought to be bound by an authority to which she has not given her 
consent—the abiding core of contract theories—builds on the presumption of the 
sovereignty of the individual.43 The individual comes to the world fully constituted 
as a being deserving of respect for her sovereignty from her fellows, and the protec-
tion of the individual in the enjoyment of this right is held to be the principal raison 
d’être of the state. The rule of law in its barest form is nothing other than the de-
ployment of the instrumentality of law in securing the sovereignty of the individual 
and the conditions for the exercise of same by all without exception. The insistence 
that the right be enjoyed by all without regard to circumstances of birth, fortune, or 
differences in individual merit is the basis of the commitment to the formal equality 
of all in all areas of life. Hence, the cardinal principle of modern law concerning the 
equality of all before the law is intimately connected to the general philosophical 
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orientation that all human beings are equal and that no person is more equal than 
others.
 Moreover, the individual, the legal subject, is counterposed to the modern state. 
In the philosophical disquisitions of liberal theorists, the relationship between the 
individual and the state is an inherently unequal one in which the puny individual 
is confronted by a state that enjoys the monopoly of power and violence. How the 
state comes to be so constituted is the object of much of the political sociology that 
undergirds much of liberal political theory, beginning with Thomas Hobbes through 
John Locke and Jean-Jacques Rousseau to John Rawls and Robert Nozick.44 Accord-
ing to liberal theorists, left to their own designs, human beings will always seek to 
get the better of their fellows. But the individual is unable by his own designs alone 
to fend off such predation, given his limited powers. A combination of the indi-
vidual’s inability and the danger from his neighbors makes it necessary to install a 
power to which all shall surrender their right to self-government and, by extension, 
to self-help in redressing wrongs perpetrated against them. In place of self-help, the 
common power is deployed to restrain human beings from preying on their fellows. 
Yet this power cannot run itself nor can we do without interposing human agency 
in its operation. The question then becomes How can we ensure that the natural 
human tendency to prey on their fellows will not get the better of those who are 
charged with wielding the common power? How can we know that they will not 
turn it to the service of themselves and their cohort? There is no guarantee that 
this will not be the case. To prevent such an outcome, the rule of law is brought in 
to preempt the rule of man and power is hemmed in with myriad restrictions about 
the relationship between the state and the sovereignty of the individuals that make 
it up, institute it, and consent to its authority.
 The rule of law has neither been present throughout history nor distributed glob-
ally so that we could say that the principle and its institutional manifestations oc-
cur in all cultures. As it is meant to be enshrined in the legal systems domiciled in 
African countries, the rule of law is embedded in a singular history traceable to the 
dawn of the modern epoch in Europe. The failure to acknowledge these historical 
roots has contributed in no small measure to the failures that I am concerned to 
explain. The rule of law as a pillar of the modern state and the protections afforded 
the individual in the modern politico-legal scheme are neither products of the good 
nature of Euroamerican rulers in the past nor inexorable historical developments. 
People fought for these practices to become commonplace, and they came into be-
ing at specifi c historical junctures. The American Revolution was the fi rst institu-
tionalization of the philosophical discourse of modernity in 1776. The French Revo-
lution in 1789 and its Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen in 1791 made 
the distinction between civil society and the state a recognizably structural one and 
inserted a wall around the individual that the state may not breach without a se-
rious reason. In insisting that the purview of the liberty under the law proclaimed 



 The Legal Legacy 173

by the French Revolution extended to them, too, the protagonists of the Haitian 
Revolution thereby inscribed themselves as co-authors of this historical movement. 
And England, the home of the Magna Carta, began from the Act of Settlement of 
1701 the process that saw the increasing bourgeoisifi cation of power in the country 
that culminated in the twentieth century in the supremacy of the House of Com-
mons as the principal legislative organ of the British people.
 The individual who is the centerpiece of modern political theory and the ob-
ject of serious protection in the modern state is itself a product of history. I alluded 
briefl y to this history in chapter 2, dating it from the fi fteenth century.45 It remains 
only to outline the peculiar realization of the individual in the realm of law. Essen-
tial to the notion of the sovereignty of the individual is the ability of the individual 
to form and hold conceptions of the good life and the means to realize them. The 
individual must be free to act in the world to realize her conception of the good life. 
The freedom to act is judged the basic position of the human being in the world. 
But it is precisely in acting that the individual is likely to come up against the exer-
cise of the same freedom by other individuals. When confl icts arise from the respec-
tive exercises of freedom by sovereign individuals, the law and the state are called 
upon to moderate, arbitrate, and adjudicate such confl icts, making sure that social 
relations are so calibrated that each individual exercises as much freedom as is com-
patible with equal freedom for others. Whenever there are infringements, the state 
steps in to exact appropriate consequences from the transgressor. But the state may 
not make laws that preempt action or punish actions that are contemplated but not 
yet been carried out. The state is prohibited from administering “punishment for 
thought.”
 Once the subject acts, she is held responsible for her actions. The notion of re-
sponsibility involved here is peculiarly modern.46 It involves associated ideas about 
the nature and causes of action, the issue of whether or not the actor could or ought 
to have foreseen the consequences of his action, the prior knowledge that what he 
was about to do was an actus prohibita, and so forth. But for all the preceding con-
ditions to be met and for liability to ensue, what is alleged must not be an accident, 
an occurrence over which the individual had no control or that could not have been 
said to emanate from her intention to bring the said action about. In other words, 
the individual must have his wits about him, as it were, before he can be held liable 
for the consequences of acting—indeed, for him to be deemed to have acted at all. 
This is the philosophical foundation of the requirements of mens rea and actus reus. 
But none of these elements should be assumed to have been established from look-
ing at the action alone. Inquiries must be held as to whether the actus was reus and 
the appropriate mens was rea, that the consequences were foreseeable, and so forth. 
Hence, there is a presumption that anyone accused of committing an infraction is 
innocent until proven otherwise. Given the modern state’s monopoly of power and 
the ever-present possibility that it may be turned to the advantage of faction, one 
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cannot overstress the importance of the presumption of innocence for preserving 
the sovereignty of the individual, who remains ever-vulnerable to false accusation 
and suchlike malfeasance on the part of power-holders.
 Let us sum up the discussion so far. Freedom is taken to be the basic mode of be-
ing of the individual in the modern state. As a free entity, the individual may not be 
prevented from acting. She can only be held responsible for the actions that she has 
willed into being and she must know beforehand that consequences of her actions 
will attract sanctions. Within these boundaries, the individual is the lord of his do-
main, a private zone that is forbidden to the government and to other individuals 
unless the owner of the zone consents accordingly. Simultaneously, the rule of law 
was invented to take care of the contingency of human behavior and the many ways 
that it is likely to be deployed to secure undue advantage, especially in the relation-
ship between those who wield power in the modern state and those who are subject 
to it. Here then are two pillars on which the legal system of the modern state rests: 
(1) the sovereignty of the individual and the attendant confi dence in her ability to 
have, hold, and seek to realize her conception of the good life; and (2) the imper-
missibility of the state to decide how the individual should lead her life and its prima 
facie exclusion from most areas of private life save for ensuring that this right is not 
used by anyone to deny others the benefi t of enjoying the same right.
 So far I have looked at the constitution of the legal subject and how and why she 
is surrounded by multiple protections in the modern state. The state itself was re-
made in some serious ways in the wake of the modern age. The philosophers of the 
modern age, especially in the area of political theory, were quite aware of the abuses 
associated with the absolutism of feudal rulers, whose excesses formed part of the 
inspiration for the modern age. They knew, because they fought against, the arbi-
trariness of will, the concentration of power in one person or a group of persons, 
the weight of tradition and the rigidity of social location, and so forth that were the 
hallmarks of premodern social formations. The weight of history coupled with the 
negative philosophical anthropology presented earlier led them to seek ways to cre-
ate institutions that would diffuse power and that would put no one person or fac-
tion in a position to order the destiny of the rest merely by seizing control of a single 
institution in which all power is concentrated. That is the historical genesis of the 
doctrine of separation of powers, theorized in considerable detail by Baron de Mon-
tesquieu and fi rst given institutional representation in the American polity that re-
mains the best example of the principle to date.47

 In the United States, sovereignty resides in the people. The representatives the 
people elect may therefore appear to be the embodiment of popular sovereignty. But 
the executive, the president, is elected by the votes of every eligible American voter, 
a situation that gives him a national constituency as opposed to the miniature con-
stituencies of members of the legislature. Yet despite this, the president is not su-
preme. Meanwhile, the judiciary has interpreted the judicial power vested in it by 
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the Constitution to include the power to inquire into whether or not the president 
or Congress has followed the letter and spirit of the Constitution in enacting laws; 
this is the power of judicial review. The upshot is that each arm of the government 
is set up as a check on the others to prevent a slide into arbitrariness or absolutism 
in matters concerning their relations and, more important, in their dealings with the 
individual citizen, whose welfare and ability to lead her life as she wishes is the raison 
d’être of the state.48 Thus, the courts are set up and charged with the responsibility 
of ensuring that the rights of the individual have not been infringed upon, that the 
state has not overreached itself in its relations with its constituents, and that when 
it has done so, it has done so either legitimately or with good reason or mistakenly 
but in good faith. Rules are crucial, and proceduralism is one of the principal con-
comitants of the formal equality of all that undergirds life in the modern state.
 In its institutional manifestations, the rule of law enjoins strict adherence to rules 
laid down beforehand and to fairness in the promulgation, administration, and en-
forcement of law. It places the onus on the state or its agents to show that their ex-
ercise of power is in line with the procedures laid down. It requires that departures 
from this principle be supported by very good reasons or are mistakes committed in 
good faith. It leaves the individual free to act in the world and bear responsibility 
for consequences that are traceable to her actions. It arms the individual with the 
presumption of innocence until a properly constituted tribunal has determined that 
she is guilty after thorough investigation and impartial trial. It also invests the indi-
vidual’s personal space with sanctity such that the state or its agents may not enter 
unless they have been permitted by the individual concerned or have convinced a 
proper tribunal that an entry is warranted, in which case their entry will be facili-
tated by a properly executed warrant. It leaves the individual free to go before a tri-
bunal and ask that the tribunal declare that her rights have been violated, compel 
the state to perform some task that she deems necessary to her enjoyment of her 
rights, or refrain from performing some task that she deems inimical to the exercise 
of her sovereignty.
 It follows that if the modern legal system such as we have inherited it in Africa is 
about anything, it is about protecting the individual and the groups they belong to 
from unwarranted interferences with the enjoyment of their individuality in its infi -
nite permutations by their fellows or their governors. This system must be judged by 
how well or ill it redeems its implicit promise for African legal subjects. Otherwise 
its operators must show either that the ideals that animate the legal system are ir-
relevant in the African context or that the benefi ts it promises are not good enough 
for Africans or Africans do not deserve them or that if its underlying principles were 
embraced in Africa, it would generate dysfunctional results for social relations and 
individual strivings. Until then, the metric by which we determine how well or ill 
African judiciaries are doing will continue to be that supplied by the underpinning 
philosophical principles and the historical experience of the modern legal system.
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 With the aid of the above elucidation I can now proceed to state the case for 
the relevance of the political discourse of modernity in making sense of the prob-
lems and failures associated with the operation of the modern legal system in Af-
rican countries. I hope that I have shown that the legal system in Euroamerica was 
one element in a whole complex of transformations that typifi ed the transition to 
modernity. Outside of the larger matrix within which are inscribed the principles 
of the modern legal system, we cannot make adequate sense of that system’s many 
quirky procedures and formal commitments. It is true that African municipal legal 
systems have their origin in the modern legal systems of Euroamerica. But it bears 
restating, because although all assert it, most either do not realize the fuller implica-
tions for the operation of the legal system or think that it follows that the legal sys-
tems in African countries operate like their Euroamerican originals and that what-
ever is missing is to be ascribed to the hostile soil of African culture and life, the 
inability of African operators to handle the tasks the system requires, and so on. I 
beg to differ with these sentiments.
 Although the British legal system is supposed to be the template from which the 
legal systems of Africa were constructed, I would like to argue that the African ver-
sion was a branch that was grafted onto a plant that was never prepared to receive 
the new piece. Given African history, it would be too much to expect that without 
a huge settler component, the invading British could have engineered a complete 
social transformation in Africa of the sort that took place in Europe and was repli-
cated in the settler colonies. Nevertheless, as I showed in chapter 2, before the im-
position of formal colonialism (of which the legal system was an integral part), a 
transition to modernity that was spearheaded by African converts to Christianity 
was already under way in some parts of Africa. The problem, though, was that Af-
rican converts were not the people who handled the transplantation of the legal 
system. Had they been the agents of the introduction of the legal system, it might 
have emerged as an aspect of their generally favorable estimation of the new way of 
life enjoined by modernity and other things might have followed as a consequence. 
No such evolution took place.
 The transplantation that took place might have had better success had those 
under whose direction it evolved trusted the capacity of Africans to learn and do-
mesticate new modes of life and encouraged the continual practice of having the 
state acknowledge and respect their individual sovereignty, the rule of law, and all 
the other characteristics of the modern politico-legal system described above—that 
is, if they had adopted the autonomy model. Sadly, that did not happen. Especially 
with regard to the relations between the state and the individual, the colonial state 
banished almost all niceties of the modern legal system from its dealings with Afri-
cans. Africans never had the privilege of enjoying the practice of the rule of law—
much less have their turn at its practice—during the colonial period, including the 
immediate period before independence. If it is true that practice makes perfect, then 
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all those who have argued and continue to argue that the failure of the rule of law 
in Africa is proof that the African environment is not conducive to its fl ourishing 
are mistaken in their analyses. Unfortunately, even in the post-independence pe-
riod, analysts have not taken seriously the factor of history and have continued to 
write as if the African is congenitally incapable of living modern in law and poli-
tics. It is a way of thinking that has persisted in spite of the fact that we have many 
references in the literature of history, political theory, and law to the fact that the 
colonial state was not particularly interested in installing a modern politico-legal 
system in Africa. Such references are often too cursory and they indicate that their 
authors have not come to a signifi cant awareness of the magnitude of the process 
that they often reduce to throwaway status in their writings.
 Are we back with the old bugaboo of blaming the failures of Africans on their 
colonizers and not holding Africans themselves responsible for some of the failures? 
No, that is furthest from my intentions. The problem is that we have moved from 
one extreme of blaming everything on colonialism to a new one of not blaming any-
thing on it. Neither alternative is acceptable. My purpose is to show how the ab-
sences, abortions, and preemptions that characterized the colonial period have not 
been suffi ciently theorized in the post-independence period by intellectuals. The re-
sult is that all too often appropriate answers are left unexplored and the continuing 
nationalist problematic that frames African intellectual endeavors, fi rst as a reac-
tion to colonial denials and now as an almost knee-jerk reaction to global racism, 
does not allow African scholars to take in hand the heritage of modernity which, 
I argue, is now part of the constitution of their identity. Even if it were not, to the 
extent that some (myself included) believe that the way of life enjoined by moder-
nity is superior to that bequeathed to the continent by colonialism and to many as-
pects of the continent’s own premodern inheritances, it behooves scholars to explore 
ways that the promise of modernity might be redeemed for their fellow citizens.
 Thus, I am putting the legacy of colonialism back on the agenda not as a way 
to restore to respectability the dodge of responsibility that has been justly discred-
ited by generations of African scholars and leaders but as a way of reminding every-
one of what might usefully be appropriated from the colonial heritage that would 
serve to redeem the promise of modernity for Africans. If the sorry history of failures 
and disappointments that has occasioned my retrospective is not to be repeated, we 
must acknowledge the provenance of our modern institutions, commit to learning 
well the intricacies of their operations in the countries of their birth, and creatively 
adapt their best possibilities for our posterity and ourselves. How much is the need 
just adumbrated recognized in the literature about law and its institutional mani-
festations in Africa at the present time? Unfortunately, I am afraid, very little. Here 
is why.
 As is the case in the United Kingdom, from which the bulk of the laws of the Af-
rican legal systems is derived, most of their legislation is framed in terms of the indi-
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vidual and her protection from other individuals and from the state. After African 
countries achieved independence and assumed republican status, they continued 
to enact laws that were couched in terms of the rights, privileges, and responsibili-
ties of the legal subject of modern law, even though these polities no longer sub-
scribed to the authority of British precedents. A cursory look at the constitutions 
of Afri can states also reveals an overarching concern with the legal subject. Given 
the overwhelming presence of the legal subject in the legal system in Africa, one 
must remark the equally overwhelming absence of concern with the legal subject 
in the discourse about law among African jurists, lawyers, political theorists, soci-
ologists, and philosophers. Even our most sophisticated scholars and jurists such as 
A. O.  Obilade, Akinola Aguda, Chukwudifu Oputa, Kayode Eso, Yash Ghai, Issa 
Shivji, and Benno Ndulu can be faulted on this score. Although there are repeated 
references in the literature to the individual, the philosophical dimensions of this 
concept and their implications for legal theory and practice are hardly ever appre-
hended, much less discussed. Needless to say, the fault cannot solely be that of le-
gal scholars. African philosophers have been painfully remiss in making available to 
their intellectual communities relevant discourses about the core tenets of moder-
nity and their careers in the African context.
 Legal discourse in African countries is burdened by an overarching technicism 
in which there is an unending concentration on the mechanics of promulgating law, 
on the various writs, and on a strict but narrow focus on the technicalities of the 
law. This should not come as a surprise, because lawyers conduct much of the dis-
course. Lawyers and judges rarely know or read philosophers who write about the 
law.49 Such is the weight of the attention to technicalities that it seems that if one 
does not possess “registrable” qualifi cations—that is, if one is not a lawyer—she can-
not be deemed to know what the law is about or to have anything useful to con-
tribute to the understanding (much less the development) of law and its discourse. 
But if what I have said in this chapter holds even partly true, then a very impor-
tant element is missing from the discourse about law in Africa. The discourse does 
not evince a robust sense of the larger context of the historical and philosophical 
underpinnings from whence it originated. There is a marked lack of awareness of 
the symbiotic connection between the central concepts of the legal system and the 
associated ideas from political philosophy (governance by consent), the history of 
philosophy, and even the philosophy of mind (intention), metaphysics (the ideas 
of the self and causality), and epistemology (foreseeability and knowledge). Much 
of the discussion of the shortcomings of the legal system turns on particular cases, 
executive lawlessness, judicial timidity, and professional incompetence without deep 
engagement with why these factors (which are by no means peculiar to the African 
environment) do not have the same consequences in other societies as they have in 
ours or why they do not wreak similar havoc in the lands from which we have cop-
ied the legal system.
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 Why are rules more often observed in their breach in African polities, especially 
by those sworn to uphold them or charged with interpreting and enforcing them? 
Why are African constitutions often not worth the paper that they are written on?50 
Why do we have the obvious paradox inherent in the fact that the constitution of 
the most powerful country in the world, which has the most robust protections for 
individual rights and whose people enjoy freedom that often borders on license, is 
a mere few pages long and the Constitution of Kenya at independence had a sec-
tion on human rights that is longer than the U.S. Constitution yet did not invest 
the citizens of Kenya with anything that resembles respect for their rights as indi-
viduals and as citizens? These are not insignifi cant qualms. As we have seen, the 
modern legal system is built on a basic philosophical disposition that is suspicious of 
power and of the state in which it is vested. Such healthy suspicion of government 
and the state is absent from the discourse about law in Africa.51 Indeed, one is often 
confronted with the ugly spectacle of jurists who have studied the violence that the 
state has visited on its citizens through illegal detentions, unwarranted long periods 
of remand before trial, and the like asking the same state to do something about the 
victims of its original cruelty, intended or not.52

 Although one repeatedly runs into the inevitable references to individuals, I have 
yet to come across a single treatise on law written by an African jurist in the Anglo-
phone countries on the theme of the legal subject. Nor are there discussions of why 
the modern legal system evolved the way it did in Euroamerica beyond the ritual 
retelling of how the rule of law had its origins in the Magna Carta.53 The discov-
ery of the individual, the emergence of the self as a fully constituted subject with-
out organic connections to any but itself (a discovery in the Euroamerican tradi-
tion originally made by René Descartes), and the development of Cartesian themes 
in Hobbes and others of the contractarian tradition do not form part of the train-
ing or the world view of even our most distinguished jurists. A fuller explanation for 
the failure of the modern legal system to deliver on its promise to Africans must in-
clude reference to the fact that most of its operators—legislators, executive, judges, 
jurists, lawyers, prison offi cers, police offi cers, and so forth—have little or no train-
ing in the intricacies of twentieth-century modern discourse and as a result do not 
possess anything that approaches a deep appreciation of the progress the achieve-
ments of liberal political theory represent for humankind.54 There is no recognition 
of the sovereignty of the individual. The interminable recitation in various text-
books and discussions of the human rights guaranteed by different constitutions is 
no substitute for very deep examinations of what those guarantees mean in terms 
of the individual’s ability to have, hold, and seek to realize conceptions of the good 
life, to not be disturbed in the enjoyment of his solitude if he so desires, and, most 
important of all, to have his fellow citizens rise up in his defense when law enforce-
ment agents turn themselves into judge, jury, and executioner for whatever infrac-
tions he may have committed.55
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 I conclude that what we have in African countries are modern legal institutions 
in shell alone, totally shorn of the philosophical soul that enlivens them and makes 
them such a quantum leap in the march of humanity toward the best life for hu-
mans. The inattention to the larger context, I argue, is a direct result of the man-
ner in which the legal system was incorporated under the colonial regime. The ad-
ministrators who were fully in charge by the time of the introduction of the legal 
system into the colonies and protectorates could not afford to midwife the full de-
velopment of a modern legal system because it would have led to the undermining 
of their claim to rule in the colonies. Thus, just as we found in chapter 2 in the case 
of the other components of modernity, they aborted the transition to modernity in 
the area of law. As a result, the law and the legal system were introduced in their 
hostile incarnations alone—as tools for pacifying the natives and keeping them in 
their place. Right at its inception, the legal system in the colonies was affl icted with 
a terminal case of sclerosis from which it has yet to recover. On all the points req-
uisite for the emergence of a truly modern system of law, the colonial administrators 
went in the opposite direction.

Sowing the Wind: Aborting the Transplantation 
of a Modern Legal System

Individual Rights and the Colonial Legal System

 In chapter 2, I pointed out that the principle of subjectivity is central to the con-
stitution of the modern subject, and we saw above that its legal manifestation is the 
legal subject. If the colonial administration did not recognize the basic and unquali-
fi ed humanity of the natives, the very prerequisite for the possibility of subjectivity, 
it should come as no surprise that there was no attempt whatsoever in the colonial 
period to develop the idea of the legal subject and make it the centerpiece of the le-
gal system. For the latter to have been the case, natives would have had to have been 
constituted as citizens.56 To ensure that that did not happen, colonialists created a 
different category of colonies for Africans: protectorates. This is one situation where 
there is more to a name than its nominal function. In the cases of Canada and the 
United States, the colonists traveled from Britain with their citizenship intact. Thus, 
in the lands of their sojourn, even as they created new structures of governance, they 
did so using the model that they were accustomed to in the mother country, in the 
name and under the legitimacy of the home institutions, and as physically separate 
but otherwise integral parts of their homelands. As a result, they discharged their 
civic duties to the motherland. When the United States seceded from Britain it did 
so in the name of the selfsame principles of citizenship, political legitimacy, and ob-
ligation that obtained in Britain. I have restated these points because they show that 
there is no incompatibility (much less contradiction) between being a citizen of a 
colony and enjoying the rights pertaining to citizenship of the suzerain power that 
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rules over one. There is evidence that colonies in Africa, too, started out with sub-
jects who were citizens and that many of their inhabitants regardless of their epider-
mal inheritance had well-grounded expectations that they were candidates for full 
citizenship of the colonizing power. Although the numbers were few and the eligi-
bility requirements were onerous, France and Portugal admitted many Africans to 
citizenship and full participation in the French and Portuguese polities.57

 In the British colonies, however, a quick separation was made between  colonies 
such as Freetown and Lagos and what were styled “protectorates.” At the beginning, 
the inhabitants of the colonies were treated like British subjects: they enjoyed some 
of the rights, duties, and prerogatives of citizenship. But the much larger areas over 
which Britain ruled were called protectorates. Protectorates were so designated be-
cause such territories were to be left under the “rule” of native potentates and because 
their inhabitants (regardless of their preferences) could not choose to be treated as 
British subjects (citizens) even if they were otherwise no different from the residents 
of the colonies. Besides the politico-legal legerdemain associated with protectorates, 
all that being a protectorate entailed was that the ruler accepted British overlordship 
and would not enter into arrangements with any other European imperial country. 
In reality, though, protectorates were designed to enhance the installation of socio-
cryonics. It turned out that the inhabitants were being shielded from change and 
what British administrators judged to be the deleterious effects of the ongoing tran-
sition to modernity. In short, protectorates were bulwarks against social transforma-
tion. The inhabitants of protectorates were judged to be beyond the pale of British 
citizenship for no other reason than their being characterized as subhuman, non-
human, or inferior humans who would need fi rst to reach the status of human be-
ings before they could aspire to that of citizen and holder of rights.
 The distinction between colony and protectorate was the foundation of the dual 
system of law and politics that was typical of Africa’s British colonies and which, I 
shall argue, is the principal reason that a modern legal system, regardless of appear-
ances, cannot be counted as a legacy of colonialism in Africa. The dualism went by 
different names, but its practical and institutional manifestations were always the 
same: common law versus customary law, modern law versus traditional law, regular 
courts versus native courts, citizens versus subjects, and so on. One system of law 
and its remedies was available to those who were designated human and deserving 
of respect due to legal subjects. Those who fell within this category, in line with the 
level of development of legal theory and practice in England, could invoke any of 
the remedies arising out of the capacity for subjectivity, such as habeas corpus, man-
damus, and certiorari. They had no fear of arbitrary arrests and they could expect 
not to be judged guilty of having performed an act unless the mens was rea and the 
actus was reus.
 Another system of “law” (and, one is tempted to add, its chronic lack of reme-
dies) was available to those who were deemed inferior humans and hence not de-
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serving of the respect due legal subjects. They were left at the mercy of their native/
indigenous modes of governing and resolving disputes. The justifi cation was that 
nothing should be done to destroy native institutions and that Africans were best 
ruled through their own institutions.58 On the surface, the arrangement looked good 
enough. Few would deny the importance of preserving indigenous institutions. Be-
cause the missionary program of the early to mid-nineteenth century placed na-
tive agency at the core of social transformation, one might obtain the mistaken im-
pression that the administrators too were desirous of preserving native institutions 
in order to allow room for the activation of native agency. Had the administrators 
shared the missionaries’ motivation, they would have left room for native agents to 
choose to be governed differently. They did not do that. The administrators’ mo-
tivation was quite different from that of the earlier missionaries. The missionaries 
wanted natives to remake their societies, and they did not preclude natives from eli-
gibility for full participation in the new ways of living and being human. The ad-
ministrators, in contrast, would not allow native agency that sought to make the 
modern way of life its own and redeem the promise of the new. They denied Afri-
cans the freedom to choose any element of the good life of a modern fl avor. To start 
with, Africans could not be individuals, and without recognition of individuals there 
can be no legal subjects.
 It is important to point out that the way that I have chosen to describe the two 
systems of law in the protectorates is not often found in the literature.59 I attribute 
this to the fact that analysts have not taken seriously the idea of the legal subject and 
the peculiarly modern metaphysical template from which it is fashioned. Yet there is 
a convergence in the literature about the inferior nature of the “legal system” in the 
protectorates and the fact that it has ill served the people for whom it was meant. 
The reason is easily located once we grant the adequacy of my earlier description of 
what a protectorate was. Here are some of the assessments in the literature.
 According to Ghai and McAuslan, “The basic point which must be kept in mind 
in the ensuing discussion is that a protectorate is, in the eyes of English law, a for-
eign country, and its inhabitants are not therefore British subjects. This applies to 
a colonial protectorate as much as to a protected state, and it does not matter that 
the system of government is indistinguishable from that of a colony.”60 Although 
this description occurs quite often in the literature on African law and politics and 
analysts often try to describe its consequences, few endeavor to explore its centrality 
to the organization of political and legal systems in the African colonies. Fewer still 
tie some of the unsavory consequences to the implications, theoretical and practi-
cal, derivable from this division.
 By defi ning Africans as less than or not fully human and their space as other 
than a colony of expatriate denizens or of surrogate citizens of the mother country, 
colonial administrators paved the road for the kinds of subversion of principles, fail-
ure to adhere to procedures, and outright violence that characterized their behavior 
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in their design and operation of supposedly modern politico-legal institutions in 
the African context. Had administrators construed Africans and their spaces dif-
ferently, different consequences would have followed. There are signifi cant grounds 
for my confi dence in the probability of a different outcome. Canada, Australia, and 
South Africa became successful liberal democracies and rule of law countries for 
their white inhabitants precisely because their colonial status did not preclude their 
settlers from enjoying citizenship rights. Even in India, where there was no settler 
colony, the results were not too dissimilar because Indians were not prima facie pre-
cluded from choosing modern institutions and from having serious practice in them 
and they were not forced to keep the maharajahs and other native rulers. The con-
sequences of stymieing the choices of Africans and disabling the agency of natives 
were inexorable.
 In a discussion of some historical antecedents of human rights in Nigeria, M. A. 
Ajomo observed: “None of [Nigeria’s] pre-independence constitutions was designed 
with any formal or conscious objective to safeguard human rights. Indeed, it would 
have been most interesting to see how a constitution with human rights provi-
sions would have been fashioned at a time when under inter-temporal law, slavery, 
forced labour, racial discrimination and restriction of movement were legitimate in-
struments in the hands of colonial administrators not only in Nigeria, but all over 
Africa.”61

 B. O. Nwabueze, commenting on what he calls “political justice” in the post- 
independence era, writes:

The view that the objectives and values of the state should be a factor in judicial de-
cision is of course not new in Commonwealth Africa. The idea of “political justice” 
was an accepted technique of British colonial administration in Africa. An impor-
tant objective of the colonial state was the subjugation and exploitation of the colo-
nial peoples, and law and the courts were a vital instrument in the pursuit of that ob-
jective. The courts were there to enforce the law as well as the extra-legal objectives 
and policies of the colonial government. The courts of the administrative offi cers were 
especially active in this. Unfettered by the principle of strict legalism, they adminis-
tered a kind of “political justice,” which was thought to be pre-eminently conducive 
to an orderly and paternalistic administration of a backward people. But the “political 
justice” of the colonial courts was often in disregard of the law. . . . It was also on the 
ground of disregard of the law that “political justice” was criticised by the more pro-
gressive colonial administrators.62

The standpoint from which the law became an instrument for the “subjugation and 
exploitation of the colonial peoples” and under which the courts helped “to enforce 
the extra-legal objectives and policies of the colonial government” was not limited 
to the operation of the courts. It was extended, with unfortunate results, to the es-
tablishment of the legal profession in the colonies. I cite evidence from Fauz Twaib’s 
study of the legal profession in Tanzania. According to Twaib, “Colonial adminis-
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trative policy deliberately kept the [legal] profession, in terms of participation, and 
dispensation, within clearly defi ned limits. It was intended that the profession cater 
only to the needs of Europeans and other foreigners.”63

 Although the dual system typifi ed the colonies in Africa, some colonial offi cials, 
especially those that served in the judicial arm (such as it was) apprehended the in-
congruity of the practice they were engaged in with the theory they had imbibed in 
their training. Some took seriously the “civilizing mission” argument and contended 
that the British owed it to Africans to school them through the practice of legalism 
and adherence to the rule of law in the ways of modern living. Others were driven 
by purely professional concerns, including the lawyer’s vocation for strict adherence 
to rules and unfl inching commitment to legality. But the dominant segment of co-
lonial administrators saw no contradiction, inconsistency, incongruity, or wrong in 
the routine subversion, distortion, or abandonment of the rule of law and the most 
basic requirements of legality in the colony. We see here the force of presupposi-
tions. Unless and until administrators were willing to acknowledge or could be per-
suaded that their African wards were in signifi cant respects like themselves, there 
was no way that they could believe that they were wronging Africans who, after all, 
were not citizens. The responses of administrators to charges that they were not up-
holding the principles of civilization in the colonies almost without exception came 
down to their exclusion of Africans from the human universe.
 The reaction of administrators in Tanganyika when some members of the judi-
cial arm challenged the exclusion of lawyers from native courts and the lack of re-
quirement that colonial offi cers who sat as magistrates in native courts be lawyers 
or have training in the law is instructive. I quote from Twaib:

The following exchanges, for example, took place between Alison Russel, then Chief 
Justice of Tanganyika, and Sir Philip Mitchell, then Governor, on proposals to sim-
plify procedural rules in Native Courts. The Chief Justice considered the proposals as 
having been motivated by the conscious or unconscious intention on the part of ad-
ministrative offi cers to rid themselves of the labour of trying cases according to defi -
nite rules of procedure, rather than the desire “to relieve illiterate native of embar-
rassment.” He further wrote: “I submit for consideration of Your Excellency that . . . 
there are no doubt some administrative offi cers who look back regretfully to the days of
Livingstone under his tree or James Martin marching up from the coast: days when, 
unencumbered by stationery, undistressed by the labour of keeping a record and un-
troubled by the thought that somebody might want to read it, decisions were given off-
hand and out of the head; and so on to the next shauri [case]. This method of dispos-
ing of cases is no doubt extremely prompt and agreeable. But everyone who has tried 
cases knows how often a quiet perusal of a well-kept record infl uences a judgment.”
 The Governor’s response was a complete disapproval of the Chief Justice’s views. 
He retorted: “Livingstone under his mango tree probably got a good deal nearer to the 
truth and to justice than a Judge on the bench in Dar es Salaam.” Thus, the adminis-
tration considered legally qualifi ed Judges, magistrates, and advocates as anathema to 
the native’s notion of justice.64
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A different governor, Sir George Taubman Goldie, this time in Nigeria, expressed a 
similar sentiment about why there should be a similar dualism:

Even an imperfect and tyrannical native African judicial administration, if its extreme 
excesses were controlled by European supervision[,] would be in the early stages, pro-
ductive of far less discomfort to its subjects than well-intentioned, but ill-directed ef-
fort of European Magistrates, often young and headstrong, and most invariably gifted 
with sympathy and introspective powers. If the welfare of the native is to be consid-
ered, if dangerous revolts are to be obviated, the general principles of ruling on African 
principles through native rulers must be followed for the present.65

The choice of the so-called native option was made without any consultation what-
soever with Africans, especially the new class of modern Africans, graduates of the 
missionary school of modernization. Africans were not consulted to ascertain their 
preference. Of course, the graduates of missionary enterprise resolutely resisted the 
sociocryonic option.
 Few administrators expressed qualms about their decision to exclude Africans 
from the purview of modern law in which rights were central and the sovereignty 
of the individual sacrosanct, especially about the impact such exclusion would have 
on the development of modern institutions in Africa. In many of the areas where 
they meant to rule via African institutions, the communities concerned were not 
as homogeneous as the administrators pretended they were. Aside from the fact that 
in some areas there were cities where individuals belonging to different ethnicities 
and nationalities lived, it required a stretch of the imagination to suggest that they 
could all be accommodated under one undifferentiated African customary law. One 
could say that a qualifi ed recognition of this fact probably explained the policy of en-
couraging different ethnic and national groups to live apart even when they occu-
pied the same town or city. The problem, though, is that in other areas there were 
large numbers of natives who had signed on to the way of life enjoined by Christian- 
infl ected modernity and who insisted that they had earned the right to be recog-
nized as modern citizens and treated as such. But, in part because of what I referred 
to in chapter 2 as the foisting of African individuality on individual Africans, ad-
ministrators forced this group of Africans into the category of “native” sans differ-
entiation.
 Finally, the policy of apparent preference for ruling through African institutions 
was a sham because in almost every case, the British mounted punitive expeditions 
against any African ruler that sought to affi rm her or his independence or any Af-
rican people that had their own ideas about what their institutions were or how they 
were meant to operate when those ideas were at variance with those of the governor 
and his cohort. Africans who embraced modernity were judged inauthentic. It turns 
out, then, that “rule through African institutions” was a ruse for distorting or abol-
ishing African institutions and practices or generally preempting any attempts by 
Africans to lay hold of new institutions, practices, and ways of life and indigenize 
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them. The net effect was to leave Africans bereft of the benefi ts of the new while 
simultaneously arresting the evolution of indigenous institutions powered by native 
agency. It was sociocryonics par excellence. The consequences have continued to 
reverberate in and stalk the African context to the present.
 Once Africans were ruled ineligible for the benefi ts of modern institutions, the 
native courts and the “for-Africans-only” legal system worked against preparing Af-
ricans for the successful implantation of a modern legal system. The African half 
of the dual legal system was marked by disregard for the law, disdain for procedure, 
abjuring of technical rules, inattention to consistency, and sheer failure to recog-
nize the integrity due the person of the native. Where the modern legal system was 
anchored on individual responsibility, the colonial legal system was suffused with 
laws requiring collective responsibility; where the modern legal system allowed the 
manifestation of subjective will in action without undue restriction, the colonial le-
gal system hemmed in native subjective will with myriad restrictions including, es-
pecially, spatial ones; where the modern legal system was founded upon respect for 
the integrity of the person, the colonial legal system legitimized or required forced 
labor that was, at bottom, a denial of subjectivity; where the modern legal system 
sought to cloak itself in legitimacy founded on the consent of the governed through 
the latter having a say in the constitution of their government, the colonial legal 
system made it a felony—sedition—for those who asked that they not be ruled by 
a government in the constitution of which they had had no say; where the modern 
legal system had a built-in presumption of innocence for an accused, the colonial 
legal system had a built-in presumption of guilt until proven innocent for native ac-
cused because, according to the image of the native that dominated the thinking 
of the colonial administrators, Africans were congenital liars.
 Why did those who claimed to induct their wards into a civilized way of life and 
lift them out of what they considered to be the morass of heathenism and savagery 
so willingly turn away from the path dictated by their aim? Why did it come so easily 
to them to not embrace earnestly the task of delivering on the promise of civiliza-
tion to African natives, in this case in the area of law? The answer is so simple and 
is often so casually mentioned in most writings that it is almost a scandal that little 
or no attempt has been made to place it at the root of the preemption of the project 
of modernity in Africa: Modern law is built on the metaphysical template of the self 
and the necessity to protect it from the predation of other selves either in their in-
dividual capacities or organized in groups. If the African could not be a self, then it 
follows that he or she could not be a participant in the system built around the self 
and could not be eligible for its benefi ts in law or in politics, in economics or in cul-
ture. It is only by tracing the nonperformance of colonial administrators that we are 
enabled to make sense of why otherwise humane, even noble individuals who kept 
trumpeting their concern for the welfare of Africans would at the same time put 
in place institutions and practices that subverted the promise. Ghai and McAuslan 
have well and starkly described the consequences of their preference:
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Thus neither the lawyers nor the politicians [at the time of the Scramble for Africa] 
saw the function of the law as standing impartially between two sides, or even lean-
ing in favour of the weaker side, but as making the way smooth for the stronger. Was 
it impolitic to annex African protectorates? This did not matter; the law was suffi -
ciently fl exible to ensure full governmental powers in a protectorate. Was it politic to 
break agreements with African rulers? It did not matter; the law would permit an Act 
of State to be pleaded which would avoid the embarrassment of having to justify one’s 
action in court. It may be unrealistic to expect lawyers to have acted any differently, 
but then it is also unrealistic and not a little hypocritical to suggest that one of the 
main benefi ts of British colonialism was the introduction of the Rule of Law into Af-
rica, for if that concept means anything, it means that the law should help the weak 
and control the strong, and not vice versa. From the African point of view the En-
glish law introduced into East Africa was one of the main weapons used for colonial 
domination, and in several important fi elds remained so for most of the colonial pe-
riod, only changing when Africans began to gain political power. The role of the re-
ceived law then from the beginning of the colonial period in Kenya was to be a tool 
at the disposal of the dominant political and economic groups.66

The ugly reality that was inaugurated at the commencement of the era of formal 
colonialism and that Ghai and McAuslan have described not only marked the evo-
lution of colonialism; its consequences are still very much present with us today. I 
shall now explore how the ugly reality was institutionalized in practice.

Separation of Powers

 The metaphysics of modernity is one of diremption, of separation beginning with 
a philosophical anthropology that conceives of individuals as being naturally sepa-
rate one from another and needing to negotiate the terms of their association in 
the motley groups within which they are forced to lead their lives. The same meta-
physics undergirds the many separations within the modern environment: state and 
civil society, public and private spheres, state and church, politics and law, and so on. 
The same inspiration lies behind the doctrine of the separation of powers by which 
modern society separates the legislative from the executive arm of government and 
both from the judiciary. The separation of powers is motivated by a philosophical 
outlook that holds that human beings are vulnerable to corruption by power and 
can be tempted to subvert power to partisanship. The pioneer thinkers of moder-
nity had strong historical grounds for their suspicious attitude toward human na-
ture, having had to fi ght their way out of the thrall of monarchical or ecclesiastical 
absolutism in which spiritual and temporal as well as legislative, executive, and ju-
dicial powers were combined in one person or small group of persons. The separa-
tion of the judiciary is important for an additional but related reason.
 The formal equality of all persons in the modern polity requires that all be equal 
under the law and that preferences of station or of birth not be allowed to tilt the 
scales of justice. Additionally, the principle that the judge/adjudicator should be 
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different from and impartial to the accuser and the accused is calculated to en-
sure that power-wielders do not use it to judge unfairly or wrongly those they may 
have accused without cause. It is the fundamental basis of the independence of the 
judiciary and for the judiciary’s insulation from executive or legislative interference. 
It is also why the judiciary is insulated in numerous ways from legislative or execu-
tive overreaching. Simultaneously, those who serve in the judiciary are required to 
aspire to a capacity for impartiality that borders on the superhuman, especially in 
light of the negative philosophical anthropology that is part of the theoretical foun-
dation of the modern social ordering. It is obvious that judges often fall short of 
the requisite threshold in the discharge of their functions. They are not judged by 
their failure. Indeed, that the failures are so few in a good legal system is testimony 
to how much judges strive to attain the threshold. Judges who demonstrate the ca-
pacity for impartiality in spite of the proclivities of human nature are judged good. 
To the extent that we take seriously the oft-repeated claim that part of the legacy 
of colonialism is the installation of a modern legal system in African countries, we 
must consider how the colonial administrators did with respect to the doctrine of 
separation of powers that is an absolute fundament for the independence of the ju-
diciary.
 There is no doubt that colonial administrators worked with and installed sepa-
ration in African colonies. But, alas, it was the wrong kind of separation. They rig-
idly separated the natives from the colonizers, hence the dual legal system. They also 
separated natives from one another, not in order to foster the modern individualist 
principle of social ordering but instead to preempt them from forming new iden-
tities through their work (trade unions), civic associations based on mutual inter-
ests across ethnic/regional lines (political parties), and novel supranational identi-
ties overlaying the traditions of particularism (citizenship). This was not the kind of 
separation called for by the new mode of social living that colonial tutelage claimed 
or that it ought to have heralded in Africa.
 The appropriate separation would have seen the colonial authorities inaugurat-
ing (at the very least) institutions and practices that would have represented nodes 
for future transformation to modern legal systems. Lest I be accused of not taking 
a  realistic view of the conditions in the colonies and protectorates in Africa from 
the beginning through much of the colonial period, which were marked by chronic 
shortages of relevant trained personnel, I would like to submit that the diffi culty is 
often exaggerated and that many (including African) scholars who advance it give 
the impression that the road taken by the administrators was the only one avail-
able or the best among possible several others. In light of the discussion in previ-
ous chapters, I contend that had there been a different view of Africans and their 
agency, other possible roads might have been considered and the problems that are 
now  virtually shibboleths would have attracted answers other than those that were 
 provided.
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 Doubtless at the commencement of the colonial period, the enterprise suffered 
from chronic shortage of personnel in all areas, including the judiciary. This was nei-
ther unexpected nor extraordinary. It was the same situation that the British con-
fronted in colonial America, colonial Canada, Australia, and South Africa. Anyone 
familiar with the history of the original thirteen colonies of the United States also 
knows that their judicial or other organs of government were not staffed from the 
onset by the best of men or by qualifi ed ones. This, however, did not lead colonial-
ists to make the same choices that were made in Africa. So what were the possible 
options in Africa that were not considered?
 One option was to increase the number of British personnel. That was not fea-
sible simply because where Africa was concerned, successive British  administrations 
(not to mention public opinion) were determined to enjoy the benefi ts of empire 
without having to pay for it. When we add to that the unattractiveness of West 
Africa for Britons and its quickly acquired notoriety as the white man’s grave, it is 
easy to see why the ranks of British administrators could not be expanded consid-
erably. Another option would have been to recruit local personnel and train them. 
The advantages of this option should be obvious. For instance, the lasting success 
of missionary work is traceable to its embrace and cultivation of native agency at its 
inception.67 No large-scale social transformation can be effected without the me-
diation of native agents except in situations where the native presence is completely 
devastated and the territory peopled with the foreign conquering population. By de-
ploying and taking advantage of natives, the colonial administrators would have put 
in place agents of social transformation who were unlikely to be stinting, once per-
suaded of the desirability of the new way of life, in their commitment to and prosecu-
tion of the task of remaking their society in all aspects. It was an option that recom-
mended itself much more strongly because there were individuals in some colonies 
and protectorates in West Africa who had been inducted into modernity as a result 
of their conversion to and acceptance of Christianity. This is not to say that they 
were candidates who were ready or able to go; quite the contrary. I am saying merely 
that some of them had gone to great lengths to train themselves in the modern way 
of life and had, in some cases, become apostles of the new to their fellows and that 
these individuals constituted a pool from which possible personnel could have been 
drawn for training. At various times throughout the colonial period, the option was 
exercised but never in a way that would have helped along the task of social trans-
formation. It was done only at the level of keeping the administrative wheel grind-
ing along. The explanation for not going farther is not hard to fi nd.
 The imposition of a spurious African individuality and its complex of negative 
associations meant that no distinction could be made between Africans who were 
desirous of change and those who wished to preserve the status quo. Had the alter-
native path of recognizing differences among African ranks been chosen, the initial 
merging of powers would have been a mere stop on the way to a full-fl edged modern 
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legal system. But later developments would have tended to increase the separation 
of powers, and the judiciary would likely have been staffed by natives who were tak-
ing the initiative of training themselves for service in that sector. Administrators in 
the judicial arm who thought that Africans deserved a modern legal system, what-
ever their rationale, reminded their colleagues at various junctures of the impor-
tance of putting in place structures that were consonant with the new way of life 
and reminded them that introducing these structures was part of their justifi cation 
for exercising rule over the natives without the latter’s consent. For this group of ad-
ministrators, the problems in the way of installing a modern legal system were of a 
practical kind. Insofar as the will was there, they reasoned, there were alternatives 
that were not being pursued. More important, they thought that movement should 
be in the direction of increasing the separation of powers and ensuring the inde-
pendence of the judiciary.
 I cite one example that is not atypical of the kind of debates that took place be-
tween the administrative and the judicial arms of the colonial administration in 
Kenya. According to Ghai and McAuslan, a commission of inquiry was set up in 
1933 to look into the administration of justice in Kenya, Uganda, and Tanganyika 
in criminal matters. The commission concluded: “The machinery of the adminis-
tration of justice as apparently set up by law in these territories does not work, and 
as at present constituted cannot work.”68 According to the authors, the commission 
condemned the operative “administrative conception of the function of the courts” 
and “rejected the administrative approach tout court.”69 It is signifi cant that three of 
the fi ve members of the commission were lawyers and were unsparing in their con-
demnation of the turning of what was meant to be an impartial arbiter into an ad-
ministrative tool for keeping natives in their place. It is instructive that the commis-
sion concluded “that while administrative offi cers must for some time be retained 
as magistrates, their powers should be reduced, the High Courts’ valuable powers of 
revision of criminal cases must be retained, more judges should be appointed to the 
High Court so that there could be more circuits and the aim should be to replace 
administrative offi cers with legally qualifi ed professional magistrates.”70

 It is of further interest to us that the commission and administrative offi cers di-
verged on the subject of technicalities. Administrative offi cers insisted that when 
high court judges reversed convictions because of technicalities, they let people go 
free “who were clearly guilty.” This was a curious thing to say. Under the modern 
system, trials were to be impartial and fi ndings were to be based on evidence and 
guided by rules clearly formulated to show that the guilt of the accused had been es-
tablished by reason and beyond reasonable doubt. On what basis might an adminis-
trator challenge the outcome of such trials or the nullifi cation of outcomes that did 
not hew strictly to such procedure? Obviously, such administrators must have felt 
that their summary say-so should have suffi ced. Meanwhile, the commission insisted 
that process was no less important than outcome and that where injustice had been 
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done, it needed to be redressed and that this was not just a matter of technicalities. 
They insisted that “convictions were only quashed on serious irregularities.”71

 The terms used to describe the differences between two arms of the colonial ad-
ministration hold fecund implications for my thesis. The lawyers do not have to be 
construed as having a more positive view of Africans: They probably held the views 
they canvassed only because they were following the dictates of the morality of duty 
enjoined by their profession. But some may have shared the views of the missionar-
ies that we encountered in chapter 2 and believed as did the latter that they were 
duty bound to induct Africans into the modern way of life. Hence they called for a 
gradual program of increasing professionalization of the judiciary to move it closer 
and closer to the British ideal as the practical problems of staffi ng were solved.
 Administrators challenged the assumptions on which the commission’s conclu-
sions were based. The chief native commissioner faulted the commission’s assump-
tion that what had been inducted into Kenya was “a British system of justice.” What 
had been in place since 1907 instead was “a different system for Kenya suited to lo-
cal conditions in which magistrates were given powers and required to exercise them 
‘without undue regard to technicalities.’ . . . The administration of justice to the Af-
ricans had been entrusted to those who knew about them because only with their 
background knowledge could magistrates get at the truth.”72 Ghai and McAuslan 
conclude that the difference between the commission and its administrator-critics 
“represented a fundamental division of attitudes as to the nature and function of 
courts and law enforcement.”73

 Administrators did not try to pretend that what they were operating was an em-
pirical analogue of the British legal system. The legal system was “an essential part 
of native administration” whose sole function was “overriding necessity to main-
tain law and order.” They contended that such subversions were necessitated by the 
need to attend to “the welfare of society as a whole” and the fact that “until order 
and respect for order had been established, law and justice were irrelevant and ob-
structive. Force, not justice, was respected and the courts must be used for the fi rst 
objective before they could be used for the second.”74 This was not unlike Lugard’s 
insistence that the African was only amenable to the logic of the prod.
 The standpoint of these administrators was “anathema to the judiciary and most 
lawyers.” For them, their point of view was convergent with that of the Bushe Com-
mission,75 which had stated that “it is the duty of the Government to civilize and 
maintain peace and good order and this can only be done by the introduction of 
British conceptions of wrong-doing.” As far as the commissioners were concerned, 
“the duty to civilize and the introduction of a British judicial system are correlated, 
and the fundamentals of this system were the need for the judge to comply with the 
law, the notion of individual criminal responsibility, and a procedure which would 
prevent one innocent person from being convicted even if it meant that nine guilty 
men went free.”76
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 Similar divergences of opinion had emerged in Nigeria in 1914 when Lugard in-
troduced court reforms that involved setting up provincial courts from which law-
yers were excluded and from which appeals lay to the governor. These courts were 
violently opposed by lawyers in Nigeria (of whom there were quite a few) and by the 
body of modern enlightened opinion that saw the reforms as retrograde and a de-
struction of the gains that had been made in southern Nigeria on the road to devel-
oping modern politico-legal institutions in the colony. Here is Omoniyi Adewoye’s 
description of the reaction of African lawyers to Lugard’s judicial reorganization.

Then there were the lawyers. The African barrister, after his experience at the En-
glish Inns of Court, came back to his country ignorant of the laws and customs of 
his own people, but “thoroughly imbued with English manners and beliefs.” Far from 
being upholders of African ways of life, African barristers stood out clearly as “oppo-
nents of things African.” What was more, their professional role in the protectorate 
was only to direct the eyes of the masses deliberately away from the Resident and the 
chiefs and towards the Supreme Court as “the only seat of authority.” Every case taken 
out of the hands of the chiefs and away from the provincial court “is another step up-
wards in their progress towards attaining political power,” because of the importance 
attached in popular estimation to the exercise of judicial powers. It was the chief sec-
retary to the government, H.M.M. Moore, who clinched the argument by saying that 
unbridled exercise of jurisdiction by the Supreme Court in the protectorate “can only 
end in the political supremacy of the lawyer over these communities.”77

What causative factors explained the success of lawyers and the interest of the new 
African elite to make the modern heritage their own? Again, Adewoye bears quot-
ing at length:

In considering the roots of litigation in Southern Nigeria one should not fail to men-
tion the growth of individualism. The factors that contributed to this development 
are connected with the imposition of colonial rule itself: the opening up of the coun-
try to the outside world, western education, missionary infl uence, the new money-
oriented economy, foreign travel and the like. These various factors imbued the people 
with new values, sometimes out of tune with the traditional mores. Among the edu-
cated Africans in particular, there was a heightened consciousness of the  individual’s 
worth and, by the same token, a decreasing emphasis, in varying degrees, on kin-
ship ties and obligations. With individualism went feelings of independence and per-
sonal freedom. The individual resorted to the court if he felt his rights were being 
 encroached upon—thanks to the over-arching British colonial umbrella under which 
such rights could be enforced. This was the sociological environment in which the 
British- established courts had been operating in Southern Nigeria before 1914. Surely, 
one cannot ignore it in judging the wisdom or otherwise of the direction of the judi-
cial reforms of 1914.78

 In almost every case, the goal of fi tting the colonies with a modern legal system 
lost out to the point of view of administrators and the elements of a modern legal 
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system were not put in place until after independence. Unfortunately, African coun-
tries have not seen fi t since independence to explore the modern legacy in econom-
ics, law, and politics—a move that would enable them to realize the magnitude of 
damage done by colonialism. The consequence of the victory of the administrators’ 
view of law, construed as law in the service of order, of justice as political justice, of 
the legal system as a subordinate arm of the executive, was that throughout the co-
lonial period until the eve of independence, the doctrine of separation of powers 
was meaningless and the impotence of the judiciary vis-à-vis the administration was 
continually underscored.
 By now it should be more clear why the legal system evolved the way it did in the 
colonial period. Once the debate about what type of legal system was suitable for the 
African was resolved in favor of the colonial legal system, the choice of means was 
severely constrained. In such a setting the means that would have led to the emer-
gence of a modern legal system, for example those identifi ed by the commission dis-
cussed by Ghai and McAuslan above, did not attract the attention of the admin-
istrators. Even when such personnel were available, colonial authorities refused to 
recruit them in part because the colonial purpose was different and the color bar 
subverted the recruitment of qualifi ed Africans or the training of new recruits. Fi-
nally, in imposing the system of indirect rule, colonial authorities chose sociocry-
onics over progress. It would have been bad enough if we understood it simply as 
preserving antiquity and its salience in the lives of ordinary Africans. It was worse 
because it did not allow the natives to choose what was to be preserved, it distorted 
the institutions that it pretended to preserve, and it manufactured other institutions 
de novo and ascribed them to the natives.
 The greater percentage of the population was excluded from modern jurisdictions, 
and where there were no customary laws, administrators invented them: Witness the 
warrant chiefs in Igboland.79 Omoniyi Adewoye is the leading historian of the legal 
profession in Nigeria. In a paper titled “100 Years of the Legal Profession in Nigeria,” 
he observed that in colonial Nigeria, “the inferior position of judges vis-a-vis the Ex-
ecutive had become an accepted fact by 1910.”80 He further averred: “The (colonial) 
judiciary also left another legacy: the habit of judicial self-restraint underlain by a 
certain desire to safeguard the interest of the Executive. . . . Nor was the adminis-
tration of justice devoid of political and other extraneous considerations, especially 
where fundamental issues of power, authority, prestige or major economic interests 
of the colonial regime were involved. The courts were thus used without regard for 
any fi ne points of law and procedure to deal with cases of alleged slave-trading and 
economic sabotage.”81 He concluded: “The exigencies of the colonial situation pre-
cluded putting into operation the English notion of judicial independence.”82 For 
instance, most of the judges were administrators. Adewoye was able to fi nd only 
one exception to this rule—that of George Graham Paul, who served from 1933 
to 1939.
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 Throughout the colonial period, the administrators who held sway did nothing 
to introduce the separation of powers or to put in place the foundations for the in-
dependence of the judiciary. Sharing his thoughts on the historical evolution of the 
Nigerian judiciary at a conference in 1986, Justice Ayo Irikefe, then chief justice of 
Nigeria, said:

During and after our British colonial experience, the courts in this country were run as 
an extended arm of the executive sector of government. What we had was [a] Judicial 
Department as opposed to a National or State Judiciary. The British needed the courts 
in order to enforce pax Britannica while at the end of their rule it was considered both 
necessary and expedient by those who replaced the British that law and order should 
continue to be enforced through the existing courts. Thus it was that with effect from 
1960, the courts in the country were left to function as they had done in the past as 
a department of the executive arm of government. Many citizens, lawyers included, 
stated from time to time that the judiciary was the third arm of the government.83

Justice Karibi-Whyte expressed similar sentiments when he remarked: “Like the pre-
ceding era, and to a considerable extent during the struggle for political indepen-
dence, the Judiciary was dependent in all aspects of its functions upon guidance 
from without. The Judiciary was not separate from the Executive. It was in fact a 
department of and controlled by the Executive branch of the Government.”84 The 
turning of judges into civil servants, the inferiorization of the judiciary, the substi-
tution of politics for merit in the staffi ng of the judiciary, and related defects that 
have been identifi ed in the post-independence judiciaries of Africa are continuous 
with processes that originated in the operations of the colonial administration. One 
does not have to commit to the view that the situation in the colony inexorably de-
termined the processes that unfolded after independence. Nevertheless, one cannot 
escape the fact that as an order of practical reason, law requires consistent practice 
and constant activity for its operators to become profi cient at operating it. To the ex-
tent that the colonial fi nishing school in law was an education in arbitrariness, sub-
version of procedure, and plain illegalities committed by those who were supposed 
to guide the implantation of the rule of law, one must not discount the causal im-
pact of colonial education on the processes of institution formation and construc-
tion of legal consciousness in the post-independence era. I shall have more to say 
about this anon. It is time to consider the last element of the preemption of moder-
nity in the area of law under colonialism: the rule of law.

Rule of Law

 The rule of law places limits on the state’s power to interfere with the individual. 
Since in the eyes of the colonial administrators Africans could not be individuals, 
there could be no subjects that deserved protection under the rubric of the rule of 
law. Here we fi nd the origins of the nonrecognition of the legal subject that con tinues 
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to dominate theory and practice in contemporary African legal systems. Africans 
must perforce remain members of “tribes” even when many sought to have their in-
dividuality outside of tribal boundaries recognized. In the area of criminal law, the 
notion of personal responsibility barely resonated in colonial administrative poli-
cies. Whole villages were sacked for transgressions committed by individuals if those 
individuals could not be immediately apprehended. Family members, friends, even 
townspeople were detained if the authorities could not identify a specifi c wrongdoer 
or if the suspect could not be found. White administrators used the instrumentality 
of law to punish their African subordinates for what would at best have been civil 
infractions.
 Echoing sentiments that I cited earlier from Ajomo, in the chapter of their work 
titled “Human Rights and Public Order,” Ghai and McAuslan wrote:

Human Rights, as defi ned and protected in the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights, the European Convention on Human Rights and the Bills of Rights in the 
Constitutions of many countries, had little place in the colonial regime established in 
Kenya. . . . The colonial administration established and maintained by means of law 
a governmental and social system characterized by authoritarianism, and racial dis-
crimination in such vital fi elds as the administration of justice, the development of 
representative institutions, and agrarian administration.85

 In the name of excluding “unnecessary technicalities,” administrators made no 
effort to socialize Africans into the respect for procedure and principled adjudica-
tion that are the hallmarks of the rule of law. By turning judges into civil servants, 
colonialism kindled in those who were therein schooled an attitude that made them 
think in civil servants’ terms and see themselves as protectors of the government 
against the citizen rather than (at the very least) as impartial arbiters between the 
citizen and the state or, more appropriately, as bulwarks for the protection of the 
citizen from overreaching by the state. Administrators, concomitantly, were armed 
with wide discretionary powers supported by ouster clauses in constitutions that de-
nuded substantive provisions of power through the insertion of exceptions designed 
to empower the state. Such clauses barred such judicial organs as existed from exer-
cising any review or adjudication powers over the administrators and their actions.86

 Because lawyers were excluded in the native courts, the development of the le-
gal profession was deliberately stunted and the merit principle was subverted. Na-
tive lawyers, even though they were well qualifi ed, could not practice on behalf of 
white clients, and since they were excluded from native courts, they had little in-
centive to study law and aspire to practice it in the colonies. As a result, colonial 
policies prevented another crucial component of the modern legal system—the ex-
istence of a vigorous, well-educated, and experienced bar—from developing. The 
bar that managed to develop did so in spite of the colonial administration, thanks 
to the dogged pertinacity of natives.
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 The government of the colonies was a government of men and (occasionally) 
women, not of law. It was absolute. To ask questions about the legitimacy of its rule 
was to risk a charge of sedition, a criminalization of discourse about public matters 
insofar as they related to colonial rule. As a government instituted to keep down 
the natives the government was captive to faction—white administrators, settlers, 
and so forth—and thus was not an institution constituted to ensure that legal sub-
jects were protected in the enjoyment of their solitudes, free to have, hold, and seek 
to realize their own conceptions of the good life.
 What I have described so far in the last few sections lasted in African countries 
for the entire length of the colonial period. Then, suddenly, quite abruptly, in all 
the countries without exception, on the very eve of independence, the niceties of 
the rule of law were written and enshrined in the constitutions by which the terri-
tories were to be governed after independence. It is crucial to stress the suddenness 
and abruptness of the shift that was inaugurated at independence. Only by so doing 
can we make better sense of the failures in the post-independence period. Institu-
tions and their operators had been steeped in coercion, arbitrariness, and a view of 
the law as an extension of the government and a means of keeping down those op-
posed to or otherwise ill-disposed toward the government. It was these individuals 
who were expected overnight to make a complete turnaround to embrace procedur-
alism, strict legalism, respect for the individual, and protection of individuals from 
the government’s overreaching. I am surprised that others have apprehended the 
phenomena that I too have described but have failed to see how drastic a change 
this would have meant and why the likelihood of success was close to nil.

Reaping the Whirlwind

 Almost everyone who has cared to examine the performance of African judicia-
ries in the post-independence period has commented on their inability to deliver on 
the promise of the rule of law and of serving as the citizens’ bulwark against “pow-
er’s all-intrusive claims.” I have already cited some explanations from some writers 
as to why this has been the case. I can summarize with the aid of a few views the 
general terms of the indictment of African judiciaries. Borrowing Mark Twain’s sa-
tirical remark about the United States (“In our country we have those three un-
speakable precious things—freedom of speech, freedom of conscience, and the pru-
dence never to practice either”), Justice Chukwudifu Oputa, one of Nigeria’s most 
profound jurists, said: “In the same way, in [Nigeria], we [mouth] the independence 
of the Judiciary, we proclaim it in theory, we provide for it in our Constitution but 
in practice we exercise ‘the prudence’ never to grant the Judiciary true and de facto 
independence from Executive violence and Executive control, due mainly from our 
not understanding the place and the role of the Court.”87 After describing the dismal re-
ality of a systematic undermining of the judiciary, beginning with its chronic under-



 The Legal Legacy 197

funding and fi nancial vulnerability, Oputa concluded: “After considering all these 
and more, I came to the sorry conclusion that our people do not understand and 
they do not appreciate the place and role of the Judiciary in our society. . . . It will 
be pointless to preach the independence of the Judiciary to those who do not under-
stand what the Judiciary is all about.”88 Here the judge is talking about the attitude 
of the executive toward the judiciary.89 Twaib reached a similar judgment concerning 
the same relationship in Tanzania. “The above instances are illustrative of the in-
ability to appreciate the constitutional division of functions which vests upon the 
Judiciary and other bodies of dispute settlement the power and right to determine 
matters concerning the rights and duties of citizens. It can only be hoped that as 
the country moves further towards constitutionalism and democracy, there would 
be greater respect by the executive and legislative arms of the State for principles of 
human rights, the Rule of Law and the role of the legal process.”90

 The executive constitutes one tier of the problem. Another tier is that made up 
of judges themselves. After reviewing some of the cases concerning human rights in 
the post-independence Supreme Court of Nigeria, Justice Karibi-Whyte observed:

In coming to these decisions the ordinary rules of construction of statutes were ap-
plied. The provisions construed were regarded as indeed they were, ordinary statutes 
of the imperial Parliament or the local legislature as the case may be. No special em-
phasis was laid on the fact that the liberty of the citizen was involved and that in such cases 
any benefi t of doubt in a decision between the executive and the citizen should be given to 
the citizen. The court in construing the provisions of such statutes should in all cases, 
lean towards the liberty of the subject but careful not going beyond the natural con-
struction of the statute. The question that was being asked in all cases was what Par-
liament meant by the words used? It did not appear that there was at any time any anxiety 
to safeguard the liberty of the subject.91

We do not need to posit executive interference in the decisions Justice Karibi-Whyte 
criticized. What he is pointing to is the basic predisposition of the judges involved 
not to take seriously the notion of the legal subject whose liberty and sovereignty 
over self the modern state was constituted to protect. Those judges were not seized 
of the idea that freedom is the natural state of being human and that it is those who 
wish to abridge that freedom who must justify themselves. That the judges never 
even bothered to show that they were involved in some balancing act between the 
demands of public order and those of safeguarding the liberty of the subject is proof 
that these ideas did not resonate with them.
 We now come to the third tier, formed by the society within which the various 
organs of government operate and whose members are bound by the laws formu-
lated, enforced, and interpreted by the former. Ought we to expect from them a 
different attitude that would appreciate the liberty of the subject and defend same 
as well as the independence of the judiciary that is a requirement for its existence? 
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Concerning Kenya, Ghai and McAuslan answer our question thus: “Executive dis-
cretion unfettered by law was, to some extent controlled by political means as far 
as Europeans were concerned through their system of cooperative administration, 
but such a system did not apply to Africans for most of the colonial period. Thus 
Africans in Kenya came to political awareness within a legal system whose rhetoric 
praised equality and justice but whose practice sharply distinguished between those 
with, and those without, power, wealth and infl uence.”92 “Such an inheritance,” 
they conclude, “cannot but breed cynicism and a lack of respect for the processes 
of the law. The law is seen solely as being a tool of the wielders of power who use it 
as they think fi t, legalizing their own illegal exercises of power, and attempting to 
prevent the acquisition of power by, and the development of, the powerless.”93 The 
people had not had any experience of their lives being governed by due process, of 
the law respecting them in their individual uniqueness, of the state being restrained 
by law, of those who had power being forced to exercise it within the limits set by 
law, and so on. It would thus have been too much to expect them to be at the bar-
ricades safeguarding the rule of law in the immediate post-independence period.
 I conclude that the parlous state of human rights theory and practice, the un-
successful transplantation of the rule of law and its institutional appurtenances in 
Africa in the post-independence period, must be regarded as the sordid harvest of 
the whirlwind that was sown by colonialism. Mine is not a garden variety of invok-
ing the colonial bogeyman to explain Africa’s failure. But we cannot say that be-
cause we must not blame colonialism for everything that has gone wrong with Af-
rica, we may not blame it for anything at all. Without a serious, adequate, maybe 
even correct explanation of how we got to where we now are, it is unlikely that we 
will identify the correct way out of the present quandaries.
 Various analysts have cited, inter alia, the following reasons why the judiciary has 
turned out the way that it has in Africa:

(1) African judges tend to embrace analytical positivism, especially of the Austinian 
variety, which predisposes them to see no evil, hear no evil, and speak no evil of the 
laws they are called upon to interpret and adjudicate which, in turn, explains their 
proclivity toward judicial passivity.
(2) The intellectual quality of judicial appointees is poor.
(3) The system that they are called upon to operate did not grow organically out of 
the traditions and values of African societies, as they had been in the older democ-
racies.94

Without doubt, (1) through (3) must form part of a complete explanation for why 
the rule of law has not taken roots in Africa. But as they stand, some of them ex-
plain little and themselves require further explanations. For instance, the chief jus-
tice who presided over the cases Karibi-Whyte and Nwabueze and Ezejiofor criti-
cized was none other than Adetokunbo Ademola, and the attorney general who 
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advised the government when some of those same cases came up was none other 
than Taslim Elias.95 It is out of the question to accuse either one of those jurists of 
poor intellectual endowments. So we are right to ask why neither of them displayed 
“any anxiety to safeguard the liberty of the subject.” Nor can we accept the expla-
nation that the legal system is foreign to Africa. Unless we were to suggest that Af-
ricans are naturally incapable of learning new ways of doing things or have a natural 
disposition away from the rule of law and democracy, we must look for the historical 
roots of the problem and show how the historical circumstances that I described in 
the last section have combined to produce the mess we are in.
 Law is an order of practical reason. Although it has a nature peculiar to it, it is a 
product of human reason that is ultimately discovered, articulated, and institution-
alized through the medium of human practice. The countries that are usually held 
up as models of rule of law polities each have histories of arbitrary rule, monarchical 
despotism, slavery and lynching, aristocratic oppression, and other forms of misrule 
by humans. Nor did modern law come into being fully constituted. The discovery 
of the individual that undergirds modern law and the development of the complex 
protections now erected around this individual are themselves products of history. 
In this evolutionary process the development of the law has been shaped by judges 
(some of whom have been savants of their societies) who have succeeded in antici-
pating the possibilities lurking within their politico-legal traditions and writing judg-
ments that drew out the intimations of those traditions. Some of them were minori-
ties when they initially articulated their anticipations as dissents, only to have their 
views become later the correct and majority opinion.96 Brilliant advocates and legal 
draftsmen and women have also done their own part in putting fl esh on the law’s 
skeleton through effective and imaginative lawyering, thereby enabling judges and 
legislators alike to make and interpret laws in ways that enhance the objective of the 
modern state as well as help move the polity closer to whatever is best in its tradi-
tions. Finally, I must mention ordinary people who take seriously the profession by 
their rulers and their ideologists of the equality of all before the law, of the entitle-
ment of prince and pauper alike to equal protection of the law, and who, as a con-
sequence, insist that their rulers play by the rules announced beforehand, respect-
ing their entitlements and forbearances under the ambit of the law. They sue, they 
challenge, they protest, they vote their rulers out of offi ce. All that I have just ad-
umbrated could not have obtained without a matrix of common and shared mean-
ing that binds the disparate groups in society together: the philosophy and ideology 
of modernity.
 For Africans to replicate the processes iterated above, they too would have had 
to have constant practice of the sort I have identifi ed. Given that colonialism was 
the medium through which the key politico-legal institutions were introduced to 
Africans, it follows that any adequate explanation of why those institutions have 
not worked in Africa must investigate how colonialism operated and guided their 
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careers while it lasted. Where the latter is concerned, the record is one of repeated 
abortions. The institutions were set up without their animating spirits and only on
the eve of independence were desperate efforts made to decree into existence Af-
rican sophistication at manipulating them. The chronic lack of practice meant that 
the operators of the institutions were bereft of the appropriate mindset. Their mind-
set was of the type that went with the arbitrariness, coercion, and disrespect for 
rules that they had developed as a consequence of their practice within the colo-
nial system.
 The impact on the people was more devastating. Given the underdevelopment 
of civil society in the colonies, it should be no surprise that the electorate in those 
countries have never had any say in who was elevated to the bench, low or high; it 
has always been done by the executive with perfunctory consultation with the bar 
association or the occasional vetting by the legislature where appropriate. Until re-
cently, there was little or no debate about the performance of the judiciary in Ni-
geria, and I have yet to hear of a protest by the public, even the informed segments 
of it, when judges have been victims of humiliation or violence or intimidation by 
the executive and others. The populace expresses no outrage at the fact that judges 
are scandalously underpaid and that they do not have appropriate resources to work 
with. In such circumstances, the system is unlikely to attract reasonably qualifi ed 
candidates to the bench, much less attract lawyers with sterling qualities. Finally, 
the citizenry does not rise in stout defense of judicial independence because deep 
down everyone, even those who are supposed to know better, either does not under-
stand the idea of independence or does not think it is necessary or actually think 
that it is dangerous. For others, judges are civil servants who are mere mouthpieces 
of the government. Others are convinced, for the most part wrongly, that judges are 
complicit in setting criminals free on “technicalities” or that only those who have 
extra judicial lines of communication with the judge either through bribery or shared 
membership in secret societies, social clubs, or political parties win their cases. In 
sum, a combination of factors that originated in the colonial era but has persisted 
in the post- independence period has served to ensure that modern legal theory and 
practice has not had the same resonance in Africa as it has in the countries from 
which it was imported. Aberrant judicial behavior, executive thuggery, and legisla-
tive overreaching are merely symptoms of this deeply embedded malaise, which is 
traceable to the abortions created by colonialism.
 After independence, what was called for was a radical reconstitution of the insti-
tutions bequeathed by colonialism. Of course, given the underdevelopment of those 
institutions under colonialism, the reader is right to ask where the resources for the 
required reconstitution would have come from. Needless to say, the strengths of the 
various countries were not the same respecting the presence of segments of their 
population who might have served as the nucleus for this movement. West African 
countries were better placed than East African ones, for reasons described in chap-
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ter 2. But other factors were at work that preempted the necessary transitions. This 
is where we must place the responsibility for not putting the issue of modernity on 
the agenda in the newly independent countries on the shoulders of intellectuals. It 
is why I am asking that the latest opportunity to redeem the promise of a transi-
tion to modernity for Africa not be frittered away on the altar of blind but irrele-
vant and unproductive nationalism or sheer intellectual indolence. My hope is that 
works such as the present one will contribute to this rebuilding process.
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Two Modern 
African Constitutions

In the last chapter, I argued that in accounting for the failure of a rule of law regime 
to take root in Africa, we must resist the temptation, however alluring it may be, to 
blame African cultures or any so-called defects in “the African character or person-
ality.” Nor should we continue to accept blithely the widely held idea that there is 
something about Africa or its inhabitants that predisposes them to hostility toward 
the modern rule of law regime. If the story of African openness and re ceptivity to-
ward the modern legal system is true, it is no less true of their orientation toward 
the modern political system, which was founded on the same metaphysical  template 
of modernity. I would like to present evidence that in some areas of West Africa 
in the nineteenth century, Africans were prosecuting a transition to modernity in 
matters of politics and the appropriation of modern political forms that included, 
signifi cantly, the embrace of liberalism, especially as regards representative democ-
racy founded on the principle of consent as the basis of political legitimacy. They 
sought to remake some of their polities along the lines suggested by modernity in 
its political manifestation.
 When administrators took over in the aftermath of the Berlin West Africa Con-
ference of 1884–1885, their principal concern was to dismantle the embryonic mod-
ern forms of political organization already set up by the natives because in their eyes 
such institutions were an affront to their racist sensibilities. Their reaction made per-
fect sense. Colonial rule of the variety that dominated in Africa could not have been 
established on the basis of the consent of the colonized. How does one tell another 
“Please give us your consent to rape and loot your country”? Moreover, had the co-
lonial authorities allowed the idea to be disseminated that no one should submit to 
the dictates of a government to which he or she has not consented or had a hand 
in constituting, it is obvious that the very basis of colonial rule would have been se-
verely compromised. In electing to preserve their rule at all costs and in refusing to 
school their colonial subjects in the ways of modern politics, the colonizers stunted, 
even aborted, the growth of a tradition of responsible and responsive government 
in the erstwhile colonies. I submit that we are still paying for those abortions.
 The political manifestation of modernity is to be found fi rst in liberalism and 
only later in liberal representative democracy. It is often forgotten that many Western 
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countries had long been liberal before they became democratic.1 What defi ned lib-
eralism in its political aspect was its introduction of the doctrine that rulers were 
not emplaced by the grace of God and divine right. Rather, they were rulers by the 
consent of the governed and the latter’s willingness to surrender their individual 
sovereignty over their selves to an external body that they had had a hand in in-
corporating. But liberalism was beginning to fray at the edges as a result of internal 
changes in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. I shall not go into the details 
of the historical evolution of the transitions it underwent. But the revolutionary im-
plications of these changes marked an epochal division between the feudal past and 
the modern present. Not all societies can be fi tted into the feudal-modern grid, and 
the lines of division would necessarily be different and be differently realized from 
one society to another. How those lines were realized in West Africa needs to be 
spelled out.
 African theorists of the nineteenth century acknowledged their debts to their 
conquerors. They may have been mistaken in their identifi cation of the  antecedents 
of the principle of political governance to which they subscribed. But we should not 
read back into the past our current nationalist predilections. We should address those 
thinkers in their historical specifi city. The embrace of the principles of political mo-
dernity were no less revolutionary in West Africa than they were in Europe inas-
much as heredity ruled for some of the African polities. By accepting our African 
intellectual precursors’ embrace of modernity as their starting point, we can make 
more sense of their departure from that standard later when, shunned by the rac-
ist colonialist class, they embraced what some have called “reactive nationalism” by 
the end of the nineteenth century and through the twentieth.2

 Beginning with the fi nal abolition of slavery in the British Empire in 1833, the 
earlier settling of Sierra Leone in 1787, and the second wave of Christian evange-
lization, many Africans had been inducted into the way of life enjoined by moder-
nity and had taken to it with considerable aplomb. They spoke English, they at-
tended British and American universities, and they comported themselves in ways 
that they felt were consonant with modern requirements. As a consequence, they 
insisted that the British extend to them the privileges, immunities, and forbearances 
appurtenant to their modern inheritance. One of the key areas in which Africans 
were determined to incorporate the new things that they had learned and assimi-
lated into their way of life was the arena of politics—more specifi cally, the sphere of 
political experimentation with constitution-making.
 The fl urry of political experimentation with constitution-making in the third 
quarter of the nineteenth century is the ferment from which arose the two consti-
tutions that I wish to discuss in this chapter. It is crucial to point out that in various 
parts of Africa during the nineteenth century there were large-scale experiments in 
forms of social living that manifested themselves in the agglomeration of erstwhile 
smaller states or even city-states into larger political units that were more often than 
not quite heterogeneous in their populations. In many parts, too, either under the 
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inspiration of Islam or the new movements of Christian evangelization, individual 
Africans were engaged in differing levels of research and other investigations into 
indigenous forms of social living with a view to reconfi guring them to respond to 
new challenges. New large states were being put into place by the likes of Ahmed 
Baba, Samori Toure, Usman Dan Fodio, Emperor Menelik, and others. The erst-
while Òyó Empire was crumbling and Ìbàdàn and Abéòkúta in Yorùbá country were 
evolving novel forms of political organization. The Mfecane movement in South 
and Central Africa had already yielded a unifi ed Zulu Empire that was not homo-
geneous. Lobengula was putting together the Ndebele kingdom that would prove 
such a formidable opponent to British imperial designs in southern Africa. The fact 
that I focus on just two experiments in constitution-making in nineteenth-century 
Africa does not mean that there were not others that might engage the attention of 
interested scholars.
 By themselves, constitutions are important. They are theoretical and program-
matic statements of a society’s view of itself, what it wishes to be, what type of hu-
man is expected to inhabit it. The nineteenth-century constitutions I consider per-
suade me that their framers were aware of and motivated by similar considerations. 
Moreover, during the same time period scholars and writers were busy working on 
how Africa might take advantage of its insalubrious history of relations with white 
people to reconfi gure their societies.3 As participants in the modern moral economy 
and intellectual discourse, these intellectual productions deserve recognition and se-
rious scholarly attention.
 Why is it important to resurrect these constitutions now? In themselves, the ex-
periments are worthy of scholarly attention; they are even more so as embodiments 
of African genius. In addition, I write in an era when people, scholars, politicians, 
and others, including many Africans, have come to believe the lie that something in 
the African air, soil, and water makes the continent a hostile environment for liberal 
democracy to take root, much less thrive. It is incumbent on those of us who know 
otherwise to challenge ourselves to take a closer look and begin the archeological 
work necessary to put before contemporary Africans the legacy of African contri-
butions to and appropriations of the political discourse of modernity for both peda-
gogical and practical purposes. Finally, at a time when Africa has another chance 
to make the transition to modernity in a more organized and positive way, it is cru-
cial that we inquire into what our forebears did with a similar opportunity before 
colonialists scuttled their aspirations and effectively dismantled their experiments.

The Fanti Constitution

The Prelude

 In December 1867, the Fanti states on Ghana’s coast (then called the Gold 
Coast) came together and resolved to bind themselves together under a constitu tion. 
Historians are divided about what led to the coming together of the Fanti states at 
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that time. According to David Kimble, “The immediate occasion was the exchange 
of certain Gold Coast forts between the British and the Dutch in 1868. This was 
partly designed to facilitate the British imposition of customs duties; but when the 
treaty came into force, the pattern of mercantile penetration and colonial infl uence 
which had grown up over the centuries was, for no good reason in African eyes, 
changed overnight almost beyond recognition.”4 A case can be made for this line 
of explanation. In the fi rst place, the Fanti states that were transferred to Dutch 
control were not consulted before the exchange was made. As Kimble pointed out, 
“By the time they were assembled, the exchange had come into effect, which meant 
that some of them were, strictly speaking, already under Dutch protection. They 
refused to accept this—especially as they had not previously been consulted—and 
were stimulated into proclaiming their solidarity.”5 One ground on which the Fanti 
states objected was the British failure to consult with them before they were trans-
ferred like so many objects to another putative owner. They viewed this mode of 
proceeding as an affront to their right to and capacity for self-government. I shall 
have more to say about this in a moment.
 They had yet another objection to the transfer. Kimble put it well. “The second 
main objection was to the methods of Dutch administration; it was believed that 
they were hostile to many forms of social progress: ‘No missionary is permitted to 
live amongst them, nor are there any schools worth noticing for the benefi t of the 
rising generation.’ ”6 The signifi cance of this objection cannot be overstated. As we 
will see presently, in the nineteenth century, the issue of social progress and African 
attitudes toward it played a fundamental role in Africans’ choice of allies and, oc-
casionally, overlords. It is no surprise that considerations of social progress featured 
prominently in Fanti reactions to their unsolicited transfer to another authority.
 There are additional genealogies for the Fanti Confederation. Some historians 
have argued that the ever-present threat to Fanti territorial integrity and sovereignty 
posed by the Asante kingdom provided another impetus for the constitution. But 
the Asante threat was nothing new, so we need to have some additional factor that 
made it more salient than it had been before1867. The Fanti felt more vulnerable 
in light of the report of the Select Committee on Africa (West Coast) of the Brit-
ish House of Commons in 1865 that had contained language that could have been 
construed as presaging an imminent British withdrawal from colonial adventures 
on the West African coast.7 J. F. Ade Ajayi describes it thus: “When it appeared 
from a Parliamentary Report in 1865 that the British Government might withdraw 
from parts of the ‘informal empire’ in West Africa, the Christian party around the 
Castle, felt obliged to intervene more directly in the politics of the [Fanti] states. Per-
haps this was mostly to protect their commercial interests in the face of continued 
threats from Asante expansion.”8

 As important as the Asante might have been, the fact that they were a recurring 
threat and that it required an additional trigger to move the Fanti to action must 
lead us away from the suggestion that the threat itself could be a satisfactory causal 
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explanation for the confederacy. And what Ajayi says in the next sentence in the 
passage quoted above is instructive in this respect. “The writings of Africanus Hor-
ton, however, show that the mission-educated elite saw [the Parliamentary Report 
of 1865] as an opportunity to demonstrate the benefi ts of their Christian educa-
tion to improve on the politics of the non-literate traditional chiefs. The aim was 
to create new structures of enlightened government in which the authority of tra-
ditional rulers would blend with the expertise of educated Christians.”9 Ajayi’s line 
of analysis is the one that I propose to follow in the rest of this chapter. That is, I 
shall interpret the emergence of the confederation and its founding instrument as 
being in part motivated by the desire of the new Christian educated component of 
the Fanti elite to reconfi gure their modes of governance in light of the new civili-
zation they had embraced.
 By the same token, I shall attribute more causal effi cacy to the 1865 parliamen-
tary report than some, for example Francis Agbodeka, are willing to ascribe to it. Ag-
bodeka has protested the assumption “without careful analysis,” according to him, 
“that the movement for Fanti self-government derived from the report of the 1865 
parliamentary committee that recommended British withdrawal from the greater 
part of the coast of Western Africa.”10 But Agbodeka did concede that “this sug-
gestion gives us only part of the picture,” another part being attributable to “the 
Anglo- Dutch interchange of forts in 1868.”11 It does not follow from the fact that 
one identifi es both the report and the exchange as elements of a causal matrix that 
one cannot at the same time agree with Agbodeka’s conclusion, after a thorough 
study of the event, that the roots of the confederacy must be traced much deeper 
into Fanti history and the history of their contacts with various European overlords 
on the coast. Indeed, my analysis represents a full development of the line of argu-
ment anticipated by both Ajayi and Agbodeka. My argument is premised on the be-
lief that native agency is the most effective explanation for the emergence and op-
eration of the confederacy. It is a mark of the centrality of native agency that the 
various imperial authorities on the coast did their best to stigmatize the confed-
eracy as the handiwork of a few disgruntled and opportunistic “half-educated” Af-
ricans who were duping the “traditional chiefs” into going along with their nefarious 
scheme to oust British imperial rule and substitute their own.
 It may well be true that “the upsurge of protest among the coastal states— 
especially the Fanti states—had much deeper causes, born of the very traditions and 
ancient practices of the people.”12 There has always been a strong democratic bent 
among the Fanti, a fact that explains the occurrence in their polities of what Ag-
bodeka called “an almost endless process of fragmentation of authority.” Hence, he 
concluded, “this breaking up of large centralized states into small traditional areas 
has been an important feature of the democratic movement on the Gold Coast.”13 
Despite the long-standing tendency toward democratic governance Agbodeka iden-
tifi ed, one can argue that the kind of democratic process the educated Fanti who 
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crafted the constitution of the confederacy envisioned was nothing like the old Fanti 
prototype. In fact, both supporters of the confederation and their opponents as well 
as commentators are agreed that what the confederation aspired to was unheralded 
in Fanti history or that of any other community on the coast up to that time. The 
radicalism of their proposals provoked the most vehement opposition from the im-
perial authorities, who went to sometimes absurd lengths to impugn the character 
of the principal architects of the programme.14 I, too, interpret the Fanti Confed-
eration as one of the earliest and most sophisticated attempts to remake the politi-
cal world of an African people along the lines enjoined by political modernity. For 
our purpose, the immediate occasions for the coming together of the principal ac-
tors in the movement that led to the confederacy were in part the Dutch-British 
exchange of territories in 1864 and in part the Report from the Select Committee on 
Africa (Western Coast) on British imperial activities in 1865.
 It is worth recalling that from 1833, when Britain abolished slavery and made the 
slave trade illegal, a ferment continued about what to do to ensure that others did 
not continue to prosper from the human traffi c and about what to do to make abo-
lition worthwhile for the erstwhile participants in the trade in Africa, especially on 
the continent’s west coast. The humanitarians continued to be a moral and a po-
litical force, a fact that was demonstrated by Fowell Buxton’s success at forcing the 
Whig ministry under Palmerston to back the 1841 Niger Expedition.15 In addition, 
opinion was divided about what to do with the freed slaves, especially the returnees. 
Finally, Britain already had a variety of presences on the West African coast rang-
ing from settler colonies such as Sierra Leone, whose inhabitants were regarded as 
British subjects, to protectorate agreements with various local potentates all along 
the coast.
 Many had come to believe that the involvement with the slave trade was a sin, or 
at least an unfortunate misunderstanding. They wanted Britain to make amends and 
make Africans whole again in recompense for British complicity in the centuries- 
long brutalization of the African. Some thought that such remediation had to in-
clude direct colonization and administration. Others believed that Britain should 
do its best to train natives to prepare them to govern themselves along modern lines 
in the shortest time possible. For the latter group, ruling others without their con-
sent was permissible as long as the goal was to act as tutors to the native peoples in 
the interim while they learned the ropes of modern living. Politicians were caught 
up in this debate concerning what the British government’s African policy should 
be in the aftermath of the abolition of the slave trade and slavery throughout the 
empire, and the 1865 report was a product of this ferment.
 The key resolution of the report was as follows: “That all further extension of ter-
ritory or assumption of Government, or new treaties offering any protection to na-
tive tribes, would be inexpedient; and that the object of our policy should be to en-
courage in the natives the exercise of those qualities which may render it possible for 
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us more and more to transfer to them the administration of all Governments with 
a view to our ultimate withdrawal from all, except, probably, Sierra Leone.”16 Histo-
rians have often interpreted this resolution as evidence of British reluctance to play 
the imperial game and indulge the propensity for full colonization on the pattern 
of Australia or Canada. That might well have been the case. But little, if anything, 
rides on what was on the mind of the British government at that time. Whatever 
British politicians might have had in mind probably had a limiting impact on what 
Africans could do. But it would be implausible to argue that within whatever limits 
might have been set by British offi cial policy, Africans were without options about 
how they would construe the intent of this resolution.
 Both in politics and religion, mid-nineteenth-century Britain was the scene of 
signifi cant debates about what to do with the territories and peoples that were com-
ing under British suzerainty. As important as those debates were among British poli-
ticians, humanitarians, missionaries, academics, and so on,17 to concentrate on them 
as the sole or principal determinants of events on the West African coast would tan-
tamount to an ignoring, if not an outright denial, of native agency in the relevant 
places. For even as the British were debating among themselves as to the fate of their 
African possessions, Africans were also engaged in parallel debates, in both politics 
and religion, about what they were going to do with the opportunity offered them 
by their socialization into the modern way of life. Africans who fancied themselves 
inheritors of the new way of living sought to refl ect that reality in the organiza-
tion of their daily lives. Some of them adopted Christian ways uncritically. Others 
sought to preserve what was best about indigenous forms of social living while im-
proving those with insights borrowed from the new inheritance bequeathed to them 
by Christianization. Still others resisted any attempt to import foreign elements— 
political, religious, or cultural—into the ways of life their ancestors had embraced 
from time immemorial.18 In short, coastal West Africa, especially areas that had 
come under Christian sway in the nineteenth century, was a complex place indeed, 
and any sound description of its mindscape must be necessarily complex.
 The educated Fanti who spearheaded the organizing of the Fanti Confederation 
and were the principal authors of its constitution belonged, for the most part, to 
the group of Africans who were desirous of remaking their societies in light of mod-
ern Christian civilization. That did not mean that they were sundered from the in-
digenous forms of social living. Their purpose was to establish governance on new 
principles that combined the best of the old with the best of the new. Their pref-
erence for the new made them revolutionaries. It was out of that desire and their 
ability to tap into the democratic tradition of which Agbodeka spoke earlier that 
the Fanti Confederation and its constitution emerged in 1868. In their letter sub-
mitting what they called the Mankessim Constitution to the governor-in-chief in 
November 1871, the chiefs gave their reason for binding together:
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We have united together for the express purpose of furthering the interests of our 
country.
 In the Constitution it will be observed that we contemplate means for the social 
improvement of our subjects and people, the growth of education and industrial pur-
suits, and, in short, every good which British philanthropy may have designed for the 
good of the Gold Coast, but which we think it impossible for it at present to do for 
the country at large.19

They repeated the same motivation in the preamble to the constitution itself:

To all whom it may concern.
 Whereas we, the undersigned kings and chiefs of Fanti, have taken into 
consideration the deplorable state of our peoples and subjects in the interior 
of the Gold Coast, and whereas we are of opinion that unity and concord 
among ourselves would conduce to our mutual well-being, and promote and 
advance the social and political condition of our peoples and subjects, who 
are in a state of degradation, without the means of education and of carrying 
on proper industry, we, the said kings and chiefs, after having duly discussed 
and considered the subject at meetings held at Mankessim on the 16th day of 
October last and following days, have unanimously resolved and agreed upon 
the articles hereinafter named.20

Elements of both the letter of presentation to the governor-in-chief and the pre-
amble to the constitution echo some of the objectives of Thomas Fowell Buxton’s 
Society for the Extinction of the Slave Trade and for the Civilization of Africa. 
The references to progress, education, and industrial pursuits all bespeak eminently 
modern themes. Their allusion to “every good which British philanthropy may have 
designed for the good of the Gold Coast” was consistent with the general ferment 
that existed in Britain and West Africa in the nineteenth century. They hinted at 
their realization of the limits of philanthropy and sought to take responsibility for 
their own well-being with minimal assistance. They believed that their capacity for 
citizenship as British subjects and the British recognition of this capacity was part of 
every good intended for them, and their decision to assume responsibility was one 
way they wished to demonstrate that capacity. Conversely, they did not believe that 
they were giving anything precious away of their national pride in acknowledging 
that their subjects and peoples were in a state of degradation.

The Constitution

 It is time to present the constitution. In what follows, I explore the constitution 
in some detail taking adequate care to point out the modern inspiration for the text 
and how it represented one of the most exciting social experiments of the nineteenth 
century. Many items showed the struggle of its framers to marry the best of the na-
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tive with the most promising of the alien. Thus, it cannot be true that they were 
unoriginal imitators of things European.
 I propose to examine the Fanti constitution under various headings. First, I shall 
argue that even though one can identify deep democratic roots in Fanti tradition 
and political culture, the democratic form that motivated the framers and that they 
sought to realize was of a foreign pedigree. Second, although some might be tempted 
to suggest that the Fanti framers parodied European ways or that they wanted a 
wholesale rejection of the ways of their forebears, I shall argue that their objective 
was a remaking of their polity that preserved the best of their indigenous modes of 
governance and injected new content into those modes, thereby recreating them. Fi-
nally, I shall argue that the framers bought into the idea of what Christopher Lasch, 
borrowing from Nathaniel Hawthorne, has called “the true and only heaven”—the 
idea of progress as both a motivator and measure of desirable forms of social living. 
I aim to reinscribe the Fanti leaders’ efforts into the history of one of the central 
ideas of modernity—progress.

Embracing Governance by Consent

 From the very beginning the Fanti framers left no one in doubt about their com-
mitment to the electoral principle as a mechanism for choosing who ought to rule 
in their community. This principle, which is founded on the modern philosophy 
that no one ought to be bound by the dictates of a government to which he or she 
has not consented, is a quintessential element of modern political theory and prac-
tice. This principle was quickly announced in the constitution.

ARTICLE 4.—That there shall be elected a president, vice-president, secre-
tary, under-secretary, treasurer, and assistant treasurer.
ARTICLE 5.—That the president be elected from the body of kings, and be 
proclaimed king-president of the Fanti Confederation.

 One might argue that nothing in these articles appears to depart from what might 
have been the practice within the various Fanti states of the confederation. After all, 
Agbodeka has reminded us, a penchant for democracy explained the infi nite frag-
mentation of polities and political authority in Fantiland. Such an argument is wont 
to miss out on the fundamental shift some of the provisions of the constitution rep-
resented. To start with, at the time the constitution was drafted, not all Fanti para-
mountcies were subject to the electoral principle; in some of them, the principle of 
hereditary succession held sway. But in the new dispensation the framers envisioned, 
the electoral principle would be put in place in all regions of the proposed confed-
eration.
 In addition, in setting up what it regarded as the legislature of the new confedera-
tion, appropriately dubbed the Representative Assembly of the Fanti Confederation, 
the constitution provided for separation of powers, however rudimentary, among the 
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legislature, the executive, and the judiciary that it anticipated creating. The mem-
bers of the representative assembly, even though they were local chiefs themselves, 
were to stand for election every three years (Article 18). Those who were to serve 
in the executive that the constitution envisaged were also to have three-year ten-
ures. What was perhaps most radical of all, under Article 38, the ministry and ex-
ecutive council was charged with the duty of determining “according to the ma-
jority of votes of the people, the succession to the stool of any king or chief.” In 
other words, they managed to write into the constitution a provision that even if 
it had been practiced by a few Fanti states, would, with time, have turned all king-
ships and chieftaincies into elected offi ces.
 But the framers were not done with entrenching the electoral principle into all 
areas of the political system. Article 41 provided that “all laws, bills, regulations, or-
dinances, &c., be carried by the majority of votes in the Representative Assembly or 
Executive Council, in the latter the vice-president possessing a casting vote.” They 
did not stop there. The same principle was enshrined in the description of the du-
ties of the national assembly:

ARTICLE 42.—That it be the duty of the National Assembly, held in Oc-
tober of each year—
 Section 1. To elect from the body of kings the president for the ensuing 
year, and to re-elect, as often as may appear to it fi t and proper, the outgoing 
president. . . .
 Section 3. To place on the stool, in cases of disputed succession thereto, 
the person elected by the executive council, with the concurrence of the prin-
cipal inhabitants of the town, croom or district.

 The Fanti framers did not adopt the electoral principle for mere pragmatic pur-
poses, nor were they providing sops to British public opinion, especially that seg-
ment of it that believed that Africans were incapable of absorbing the best that mod-
ern life had to offer, although they were doubtless mindful of that segment of public 
opinion. The more plausible explanation for their choice must be premised on their 
belief that self-government was best and that they were capable of it. In addition, 
they did not defend self-government on the basis of reverting to indigenous forms 
of governance, with which many of them had problems and to which quite a hand-
ful had serious objections. No, their aim was to prove themselves worthy of self- 
government and able to run it.
 Given their deep approbation of the modern form of government founded on 
consent, it is easy to see why they were concerned to put in place structures— 
beginning with a constitution—that would enhance a quick and smooth transition 
to modern government founded on the electoral principle. This point has been well 
remarked by historians. According to David Kimble, “The immediate object of [ap-
pointing a single king for the Fanti] was strategic. Lacking a leader, the Fantis lacked 
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discipline and organization to fi ght their own battles; with one, they could concen-
trate a large force at short notice at any given point of attack from their powerful 
neighbours. But the long-term aim was to pave the way for self-government.”21 That 
the aim was self-government was not lost on the imperial offi cials on the ground. 
Ussher, who was the British representative in Accra at that time, continually re-
marked this point and it was at the root of his extreme antipathy toward the edu-
cated elite. As Agbodeka reported, Ussher “thought that it was unfortunate that 
apart from the effort towards a closer union among the tribes ‘another and less cred-
itable movement has been secretly at work, and threatens at this crisis entirely to 
undermine British infl uence.’ He thought it was the educated Africans who took 
the initiative, and who were giving out ‘that the time has come to govern them-
selves, and to throw off our rule; retaining us here as advisors only.’ ”22 Ussher’s ap-
prehension is consistent with my presupposition that the autonomy model was the 
one that the framers were working with.
 Meanwhile, during the earlier protest by the Fanti under King Aggrey of Cape 
Coast that Agbodeka regarded as the precursor of the movement toward confed-
eration, Aggrey’s “argument all along had been that British jurisdiction depended 
on the ‘distinct consent’ of the chiefs and people without which any claims of Cape 
Coast Castle over any portion of the ‘Protectorate’ could not be valid.”23 Kimble, 
too, has noted that the desire for self-government was especially prominent among 
the ranks of the educated natives and that by 1868

some of them were ready to look beyond the horizons of the village or tribe towards a 
possible wider unity; but thanks to the attitude of the Administration, they were be-
coming increasingly dissatisfi ed with the political direction of the British, and their in-
fl uence upon the Chiefs was exerted accordingly. The need to help the Chiefs to draw 
up “some measures for our self-government and our self-defence” was being strongly 
canvassed during 1868, and a general invitation was issued from Mankessim to all 
“Friends and Countrymen” to assemble for discussion.24

 From the above, it can be seen that Agbodeka inadequately attributed the move-
ment for self-government to “traditional democratic practice” of the Fanti. The phe-
nomenon involved was a new way of conceptualizing governance, and the changes 
that educated natives were canvassing in the late nineteenth century were profound. 
If they had been isolated changes, then one could argue that they were no more 
than the protest movement of local potentates striving and possibly conniving to 
win back power they had lost to the Dutch and the British. But they were not iso-
lated changes.

Anticipating Separation of Powers

 I have suggested that the educated natives sought to remake indigenous society 
after the image of modernity. They took seriously the principle of separation of pow-
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ers in the distribution of functions in the governance structure anticipated in the 
constitution. The representative assembly was designed to serve as the legislative 
arm of the polity to be established. It and the rest of the polity were to be headed 
by the king-president (an intriguing designation in itself), who was to be chosen 
from among the ranks of the existing Fanti paramountcies. To that extent, Article 5 
sought to preserve an important pylon of indigenous rule as it occurred among the 
Fanti: the enthronement of a king. Article 6 provided for the creation of “the minis-
try” to be comprised of “the vice-president, secretary and under-secretary, treasurer, 
and assistant treasurer.” In Article 38, these offi ceholders were charged collectively 
with the duty of serving as the executive council of the confederation. Their func-
tions included, among others specifi ed in Sections 1 through 9 of that article, the 
following:

 Section 1. To advise the king-president in all State matters.
 Section 2. To see that all laws, bills, ordinances, resolutions, &c., passed 
by the Representative Assembly, after receiving the sanction of the king- 
president, are carried into effect with as little delay as possible.
 Section 3. To examine carefully the fi nancial condition of the Confed-
eration.
 Section 4. To hear, try, and determine all important appeal cases brought 
before it by the undersecretary, option being allowed any party or parties dis-
satisfi ed with the decision thereof to appeal to the British Courts, on applica-
tion from which the minutes of the proceedings therewith will be forwarded.

 Articles 30 through 35 specifi ed the duties of the various members of the min-
istry. I need not go into any more details concerning them here. Section 4 antici-
pated the creation of a judiciary since it provided for the executive to serve as “the 
fi nal court of appeal of the Confederation” (Article 34, Section 3) with further ap-
peal to the British courts. The constitution provided for the establishment of a legal 
system in Article 29, which stated “that provincial assessors be appointed in each 
province or district, who shall perform certain judicial functions, and attend to the 
internal management thereof.” Article 36 specifi ed the duty of the provincial as-
sessors:

 Section 1. To hold courts in the districts to which they are appointed, with 
the assistance of the king or principal chief.
 Section 2. To transmit to the secretary a statement of all cases tried dur-
ing each month, showing the decisions arrived at thereon according to a form 
hereafter to be prescribed by the Executive Council.
 Section 3. To keep an account of the summonses, writs, &c., issued during 
the month, showing the costs and fees thereon, as well as all fi nes imposed 
by them.
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These provisions anticipated a future judicial system. The provisions may be rudi-
mentary, but they do contain the seed of a judiciary. Of especial importance are the 
provisions regarding keeping records of writs and books of accounts showing costs, 
fees, and fi nes. The importance of record-keeping for purposes of accountability can-
not be overstressed. The same goes for a legal system built on stare decisis.
 One might argue that the principle of separation of powers is somewhat sub-
verted by the provision that made the executive council the fi nal court of appeal 
of the Fanti Confederation. Such an objection ignores the fact that the ranks of 
the educated natives at that time were quite thin. Given their numbers, their plans 
must strike us as extremely audacious and ambitious. In any case, I am talking of a 
historical period when even Britain, which the Fanti wished to emulate, was still 
wrestling with the whole issue of what the balance of power would be between the 
House of Lords and the House of Commons, not to mention its continuing prac-
tice of making the House of Lords the ultimate court of appeal of the British judi-
cial system. In any case, how genuine their intentions were would have been better 
measured if they had been able to operate the constitution for several years, a situa-
tion that would have afforded the opportunity to see whether or not they continued 
to evolve toward ever-increasing refi nement of the principles of modern administra-
tion that, I argue, motivated them. Unfortunately, the British imperial authorities 
aborted the experiment. In embracing the principle of separation of powers and es-
saying to institutionalize it in the construction of their administrative organs, even 
if in a rudimentary way, the Fanti framers buttress my claim that this was an experi-
ment in modern constitution-making in Africa.

Blending the Old and the New

 We have further evidence of the radical nature of the changes envisaged by the 
Mankessim Constitution. I have argued that in remaking their society the consti-
tution framers did not desire to abandon all previous forms of political administra-
tion within the Fanti territory and that they preserved indigenous institutions as 
much as possible. But the radicalism of their proposals can be seen in various provi-
sions of the constitution. I have discussed the ministry and its functions. Article 6 
provided “that the vice-president, secretary and under-secretary, treasurer, and assis-
tant treasurer, who shall constitute the ministry, be men of education and position.”25 
Although it is easy to attribute this last requirement to sheer jobbery, such an in-
terpretation should be resisted. Had they not mandated that men of education and 
position would run the ministry and the new judiciary they sought to install, there 
would have been little or no improvement on the practices of governance found in 
Fanti culture from time immemorial. Such conservation would in turn have fore-
closed the possibility of reordering Fanti political culture in light of new modes of 
social living. The commitment to creating a new political culture is clearly stated in 
the hierarchy they strove to install in the relationship between the old forms of au-
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thority and the new one they wished to found. At all levels, they did not anticipate 
that the new men of education and position would be mere executors of the wishes 
of kings and potentates who derived their authority and legitimacy from the old in-
digenous institutions, nor were they merely to play glorifi ed secretaries to existing 
monarchs and other local rulers. On the contrary, they provided for a radical rever-
sal of roles in the relationship between the new and the old.
 In the fi rst place, Article 15 provided “that the National Assembly shall appoint 
an educated man to represent the king-president, and act as vice-president of the 
Confederation; and that the vice-president shall preside over all meetings convened 
by the secretary.” Second, in a provision that, I think, anticipated the incorpora-
tion of a constitutional monarchy, Article 18 stated “that the king-president shall 
not have the power to pass any, or originate any, laws, resolutions, ordinances, bills, 
&c., nor create any offi ce or appointment, excepting by, and under the advice of, 
the ministry.” Third, in the judicial sphere, provincial assessors were “to hold courts 
in the districts to which they are appointed, with the assistance of the king or prin-
cipal chief.” Taken together, these provisions have the effect of replacing the old 
chiefl y authority with the authority of the new government headed by the new men 
of education and position. The chiefs would survive but as nominal heads of poli-
ties in which real power would devolve upon the educated class, who in turn would 
derive their legitimacy from the consent of the governed as expressed through the 
instrumentality of the vote.
 Agbodeka probably missed the point when he averred that “the constitution un-
der which the government was established appears to be the same as the traditional 
setup, providing for a King at the top, supported by counciliors (kings, elders, etc.) 
and then by a National Assembly made up of representatives of the oman from the 
various territories and including the counciliors and the king-president.”26 That the 
revolutionary implications of the scheme proposed by these new men of education 
and position were not lost on the British imperial authorities could be ascertained 
from the vehemence and (sometimes) crudity with which the latter opposed and 
ultimately scuttled the Fanti experiment. Kimble has pointed out in his summary of 
the reaction of the acting administrator, Salmon, that “the worst feature was the way 
in which all power was to be taken from the Chiefs and placed in the hands of the 
‘Ministry,’ composed of young men of doubtful respectability and scanty means.”27 
The proposed constitution would have altered the distribution of legislative power, 
executive competence, and judicial authority. Chiefs and kings were to become ad-
visors to courts that would be presided over by educated administrators. No laws 
were to originate from or with the king-president. Why anyone would insist that 
much of the original authority of indigenous Fanti potentates would survive in the 
new dispensation is hard to fathom. Scholars and commentators may miss the many 
subtle ways in which the authors of the Fanti Confederation were insinuating revo-
lutionary changes into the structures of governance, but the point was not lost on 



216 The Aftermath

British administrators. What is scandalous is that few have captured the sophistica-
tion and profundity of the Mankessim Constitution and acknowledged its place in 
the annals of modern constitutional experiments in all the perorations about the 
saga of modernity and Africa.

Leading in the Name of Progress

 Why did the new educated men think that they were best suited to be the rul-
ers in the new dispensation they were urging on their fellow Fanti? Recall what was 
said above about their embrace of one of the principal tenets of modernity: the 
idea of progress. They accepted that idea as both motivator and metric of desirable 
forms of social living. This is one aspect of their legacy that bears close attention in 
the contemporary situation. The motif of progress is present throughout the con-
stitution. One can also fi nd that motif generously deployed in the writings of the 
educated native throughout the nineteenth century in much of West Africa. This 
group, made up mostly of repatriated slaves and freedmen but not limited to them, 
accepted that the Africa they inhabited was backward and that if the continent 
was going to move forward with the rest of enlightened humanity, it had to follow 
the light represented in the trinity of Christianity, commerce, and civilization.28 In 
addition to their concerns about security and self-government, a principal aim and 
motivation of the confederation as stated in one of their preparatory documents was 
“for [the] express purpose of improving the interior & developing [the] resources 
of country.”29 The new elite made up of self-styled men of education and position 
saw themselves as harbingers of new ways of being human that promised acceler-
ated progress toward development for their backward brethren. It was on the basis 
of their advanced standing in the army of civilization that they claimed the moral 
right to be leaders of their polities.30 In light of this moral claim, we can make better 
sense of their proposed reordering of the structures of authority in the Fanti polity 
derived from alternative foundations for legitimacy. The theme of progress and de-
velopment was quickly foreshadowed in the constitution and the pragmatic provi-
sions of the document made clear their fundamental commitment to moving their 
country along rapidly on the highway to progress.
 I refer again to the preamble-like statement that opens the constitution, which 
acknowledged that the Fanti were “peoples and subjects in a state of degradation, 
without industry” who desired to remedy that deplorable situation by banding to-
gether and fi tting themselves for the task of development. Article 8 of the constitu-
tion clearly articulated the aim.

ARTICLE 8.—That it be the object of the Confederation—
 Section 1. To promote friendly intercourse between all the kings and chiefs 
of Fanti, and to unite them for offensive and defensive purposes against their 
common enemy.
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 Section 2. To direct the labours of the Confederation towards the improve-
ment of the country at large.
 Section 3. To make good and substantial roads throughout all the interior 
districts included in the Confederation.
 Section 4. To erect school-houses and establish schools for the education 
of all children within the Confederation, and to obtain the service of effi cient 
schoolmasters.
 Section 5. To promote agricultural and industrial pursuits, and to endeav-
our to introduce such new plants as may hereafter become sources of profi t-
able commerce to the country.
 Section 6. To develop and facilitate the working of the mineral and other 
resources of the country.

 Having diagnosed what they regarded as the main ills of their country, they were 
united in the view that progress as articulated above was the panacea and that the 
polity they were creating would be the most effective means of attaining it. Hence, 
they took education seriously and enshrined provisions in the constitution for its 
advancement. They called for the establishment of “national schools” (Article 21) 
and the attachment of “normal schools” to them “for the express purpose of edu-
cating and instructing the scholars as carpenters, masons, sawyers, joiners, agricul-
turists, smiths, architects, builders, &c.” (Article 22). It is even more remarkable that 
Article 23 called for the establishment of schools and the procurement of school-
mistresses “to train and teach the female sex, and to instruct them in the necessary 
requisites.” Fully cognizant of the fact that their constitutional instruments were 
more aspiration than reality, Article 25 mandated that “in districts where there are 
Wesleyan Schools at present established the kings and chiefs be requested to insist 
on the daily attendance of all children between the ages of eight and fourteen.” Fi-
nally, Article 26 called for the construction of “main roads” to connect “the vari-
ous provinces and districts with one another, and with the sea coast” and stated the 
standards for the construction of the roads.
 The framers of the Fanti Confederation did not expect the fi nancing for their 
various projects to come from the British imperial treasury; they wrote provisions 
into the constitution to enable them raise revenue from taxes, tolls, fi nes, and fees 
accruing from the operation of the various state agencies they proposed to create. 
This last factor is very important because, as we shall see presently, after their ex-
periment had been aborted and the power of the chiefs and kings that the British 
colonial authorities enhanced did not include the power to tax, local governance 
came to be more and more dependent upon handouts from the offi ce of the secre-
tary of state for the colonies. That is, the aid model, by which native administra-
tion depended on purse strings controlled by British administrators, supplanted the 
autonomy model, in which Africans undertook the burden of fi nancing their own 
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governance under their own control. Some might see in such denouement the ori-
gins of the culture of dependency that has continued to affl ict the former colonies 
in Africa to this day.
 What I have tried to do in this section is to present evidence of the deployment 
of African agency in the sphere of constitution-making in the nineteenth century. 
I have refrained from commenting on the consequences of the offi cial reaction of 
British imperial authorities. That is better left till the end of the chapter, where it 
seems more appropriate to discuss those consequences along with a consideration of 
similar circumstances in the other political experiment to which I now turn our at-
tention: the Ègbá United Board of Management and the Ègbá United Government.

The Ègbá United Board of Management/
Ègbá United Government

 J. A. B. Horton, who, some have suggested, might have been the intellectual in-
spiration, if not instigator, of the Fanti Confederation and its constitution, commit-
ted himself to showing through scientifi c investigation the capability of the African 
for self-government and wrote extensively on the subject.31 He was further encour-
aged in his task by the report of the Select Committee of the House of Commons 
on Africa (Western Coast) in 1865. In the section of his collection of writings de-
voted to the theme of self-government in West Africa, he included studies showing 
that some coastal West African communities were already mature enough for self-
government while others would require only limited tutelage to effect a similar tran-
sition. What follows is what he had to say about some of the Yorùbá states in what 
is present-day Nigeria.

The spirit of self-government seems to be taking a healthy hold on the inhabitants 
of the metropolis of Aku—viz., Abéòkúta; the savage old native government is now 
undergoing a very decided change for the better, and it is modelled according to civi-
lized constitutions, which shows the happy infl uence which British civilization has 
upon the minds otherwise disposed to improvement. . . . At present, there is estab-
lished at Abéòkúta a board of management for the express purpose of directing the na-
tive government, of forwarding civilization, and promoting the spread of Christianity, 
as well as of protecting the property of European merchants and British subjects. The 
Secretary and Director of this board, which is styled the Ègbá United Board of Man-
agement, is an educated native of Sierra Leone.32

 Horton was writing about another example of the attempts by Africans to lay 
hold of the torch of civilization that they inherited from the British and direct its 
light toward a remaking of their world in every sphere, especially in politics and eco-
nomics. It was not too diffi cult to make the argument for a Fanti Constitution—it 
is written and it was formally adopted. The same is not true of the founding instru-
ments of the Ègbá United Board of Management (EUBM) or its successor, the Ègbá 
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United Government (EUG). Some may therefore incline toward questioning the 
propriety of designating it a “constitutional” experiment and treating it in the same 
breath as our fi rst example. Such a charge has little or no merit.
 In the fi rst place, not all constitutions follow the American or Fanti pattern of 
being written. Britain remains the most famous example of a nation with an un-
written constitution, and she seems to do well without one. As Walter Bagehot’s The 
British Constitution reminds us, being unwritten does not detract from the identity 
of a constitution. In any case, usually it is when we construe a constitution merely 
as a legal instrument that the charge that a constitution must be written becomes 
more applicable. But I am more interested in the programmatic aspects of constitu-
tions inasmuch as they are construed as blueprints or roadmaps that indicate what 
a society thinks of itself, where it desires to go, and what type of humans it envi-
sions would live in it. Whether it is written and couched in formal language be-
comes of secondary relevance. And what would a constitution be that is bereft of 
guidelines about controlling and exercising power (especially violence), distributing 
public goods, organizing revenue collection, allocating scarce resources, and, above 
all, making some commitment to a certain view of human nature that forms the 
measure by which the other provisions are to be assessed? From the records available 
to us, the EUBM and its successor body, the EUG, was one such constitutional ex-
periment. In order to make sense of what type of experiment it was, it is necessary 
to understand the state of Abéòkúta at the time the experiment was inaugurated.

Abé

˙

òkúta before the Ègbá United Board of Management

 In our earlier discussion, I referred to the fact that the nineteenth century wit-
nessed a panoply of social and political experiments, many of which unfolded under 
the guidance of native agents. Abéòkúta was a good example. The Ègbá, as the in-
habitants of Abéòkúta are called, did not originally commence new experiments 
in political organization of their own will; they were forced to do so. The collapse 
of the old Òyó Empire, a collapse accelerated by the pressures from Fulani jihadists 
and the subsequent loss of Ilorin, had consequences that reverberated throughout 
Yorùbá country. One such consequence was the Òwu War, which broke out in 1821 
and became “the signal for the general disruption of the Yoruba country and the de-
struction of the Ègbá towns.”33 The aftermath of the destruction of Ègbá towns led 
to a new beginning around 1830 at the place that we now know as Abéòkúta. The 
arrival of the Ègbá refugees in Abéòkúta did not mean that the disunity that was 
the bane of Ègbá politics at their original location was no longer present. The polity 
was organized into different towns and quarters, each of which had a local chief, 
most of whom were to be found among the ranks of the “Ológun or war chiefs.”34

 According to Biobaku,

They reorganized themselves under Shodeke as Balogun. Apati of Kemta was pro-
moted to the offi ce of Seriki vice Degeshi of Ijeun, who had died. Then Lumloye of 
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Ilugun was appointed Otun or commander of the right wing, and Agbo of Gbagura 
the Osi or commander of the left wing of the Ègbá forces. The new high command 
was thus made representative of all the Ègbá and so truly federal. Nevertheless, the 
old township Ologun remained; for several war chiefs had no federal titles. They took 
township Ologun titles and waited for vacancies in the federal high command. The 
all-Ègbá Ologun met at Shodeke’s house and later the Ile Ologun Ègbá erected nearby 
for their meetings.35

I have quoted the passage above because I would like to show that with the new 
settlement in Abéòkúta came a different system of government led by men who 
did not come into offi ce by ascription but by achievement. They were men who 
had distinguished themselves in war and had thereby earned the respect and alle-
giance of those who acquiesced in their rule. They did not completely dispense with 
the old institutions of governance that had been in place before the settlement at 
Abéòkúta; they incorporated some of those positions into “the new civil authority” 
that Sodeke and his counterparts constituted to administer the new state once “the 
emergency which had given prominence to the Ologun was over.”36 This new civil 
authority, too, was organized along federal lines but it remained subordinate to the 
overall authority of the ologun.
 It can be seen that Abéòkúta was to a large extent a society in fl ux where new 
institutions were being put in place and whose population was wont to be equally 
in fl ux as it received new batches of refugees who had to be integrated into the so-
ciety. Simultaneously, the peace that the ologun were able to secure for Abéòkúta 
and its location on the Ògùn River, which fl owed into the Atlantic Ocean, meant 
that it could take full advantage of the opportunities that coastal trade (earlier in 
slaves and now in “legitimate commerce”) offered. As Biobaku described it:

Between 1836 and 1842 refugees poured into Abéòkúta. Shodeke’s fame had spread 
far and wide and all the Ègbá who had hidden in the forest during the dispersal from 
the Ègbá Forest began to fi nd their way into the fortress based upon the Olumo Rock. 
Inhabitants of friendly towns fl ed before invaders and sought refuge at Abéòkúta, es-
pecially from the Oke-Ogun district. Ologun chiefs, returning from successful forays, 
brought back Òyó, Ife, or Ijebu captives whom they absorbed into their households, 
when not sold abroad, as domestic slaves. Thus Abéòkúta grew in size: the immigrants 
spoke many dialects and worshipped different gods.37

 This description contains two striking characteristics. First, Abéòkúta society 
was permeated by dynamism, much of it traceable to its expanding population. Sec-
ond, the society was quite heterogeneous, a signifi cant feature. Islam was such a pres-
ence that Biobaku spoke of a “Koranic school at Itoku” to which many Ègbá no-
tables sent their sons.38 The dynamism of the society and its wealth, its openness to 
strangers, and its security combined to make it even more attractive to even more 
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immigrants, many of whom were recaptives from Sierra Leone. They were soon to 
become the most signifi cant component of Ègbá society.
 Many of the recaptives in Sierra Leone had heard of Abéòkúta. Many of them 
were also Ègbá or belonged to any number of other Yorùbá ethnic groups. Accord-
ing to Agneta Pallinder-Law,

By the late 1830’s liberated Africans from Freetown were trading along the coast in 
their own ships. It would appear that it was through these traders that news of the 
Ègbá settlement at Abéòkúta reached Freetown, and attracted the interest of Ègbá 
settlers there, some of whom decided to return to their homeland and seek a future 
at Abéòkúta. Saro, as the Sierra Leone émigrés came to be called, began to arrive at 
Abéòkúta in c. 1839, and by 1842 500 to 600 were estimated to have come. They were 
received favourably by Sodeke, and many were reunited with relatives who had long 
regarded them as forever lost. They were not, however, fully re-absorbed into the so-
cial and judicial organization of their families and townships. Many of the early 1840’s 
arrivals had substituted Christianity for the traditional religion and adopted elements 
of a European type life style.39

 Apparently, the admiration was mutual. As Biobaku notes, “The new immigrants 
were impressed with the town as evidenced by the rosy account of their reaction 
given by Miss Tucker,” who described it as “Sunrise within the Tropics.”40 In 1842, 
Thomas Birch Freeman, a Wesleyan missionary, arrived in Abéòkúta. It is not in-
signifi cant that Freeman was of mixed parentage, a half-caste. The Church Mission 
Society followed with the arrival in January 1843 of Henry Townsend, who was to 
play an important role in the local politics of Abéòkúta. But even “he was accom-
panied by two Sierra Leonians, Andrew Wilhem and John M’Cormack, who acted 
as interpreters.”41 With the arrival of the Europeans, the cast of essential characters 
in the drama of sociopolitical transformation in nineteenth-century Abéòkúta was 
complete. Henceforth the dynamics of politics in Abéòkúta was determined by the 
shifting patterns of confl ict and cooperation between the Europeans, represented, 
on one hand, by missionaries such as Townsend and, on the other, by British ad-
ministrators in Lagos, Accra, and Freetown and the Saro community and other Af-
ricans who embraced Christianity as well as the way of life it enjoined; between the 
indigenous political system represented by the ologun, the other chieftaincies, and 
other loci of authority and the Saro community; between indigenous rulers and their 
Saro cohort and the British administrators.
 The tensions were not immediately obvious. Sodeke and his ologun welcomed 
the missionaries as if the latter were yet another wave of immigrants who sought 
to renew their lives in the bustling, heterogeneous, and secure refuge of Abéòkúta. 
Townsend quickly became one of Sodeke’s counselors and the missionary enterprise 
fl ourished in Abéòkúta. As Pallinder-Law has pointed out:
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The acceptance of both Saro and missionaries was facilitated by the character of 
Abéòkúta political organization. Missionaries and returnees could be assimilated into 
the Ègbá political and social structure without losing their identity. Missionaries like 
Henry Townsend of the C.M.S., who spent more than twenty years in Abéòkúta, 
held positions somewhat similar to those held by Ègbá war chiefs and lineage heads: 
they were responsible in the eyes of the town authorities for their own people, which 
in the case of Townsend meant the Saro, the converts, the resident missionaries, and 
visiting Europeans, be they traders, missionaries, or representatives of the British gov-
ernment.42

 Townsend’s prominence in Ègbá politics came with complications. But those 
need not detain us here. I need only note that many Saro viewed him with suspi-
cion, others with outright hostility. In short, “not all the Saro accepted Townsend’s 
leadership.”43 Many of them, as was the case among the Fanti, felt that they were 
the rightful heirs of the new civilization at which they had by then become quite 
adept. Their standpoint had merit. In the Methodist denomination at Abéòkúta, as 
Pallinder-Law reports, Africans had held the leadership of the mission “for the fi rst 
twelve years.”44 Even in the Anglican mission, there already was underfoot the sto-
ried rivalry between Townsend, who held clearly racist views of the ability of Afri-
cans to be missionaries, and Samuel Ajayi Crowther, the preeminent native vicar, 
who was clearly the preferred choice of the CMS hierarchy under the leadership of 
Henry Venn. In fact, Townsend exploited some of the ethnic tensions among dif-
ferent Yorùbá subgroups to ensure that Crowther was not a signifi cant presence in 
Abéòkúta; because Crowther was of Òyó extraction, it was easy for Townsend to 
exploit Ègbá suspicions about him.
 The disagreement between Townsend and Crowther was emblematic of the an-
tagonistic relationship between the recaptives and their erstwhile British tutors and/
or benefactors that we saw in my analysis of the Fanti Constitution. Townsend rep-
resented the segment of European missionaries who adopted a paternalistic  attitude 
toward Africans and who believed that Africans lacked the wherewithal to be self-
governing. The other component of that segment was made up of administrators in 
Lagos who sought to rein in the missionaries who believed in the centrality of native 
agency. The administrators were more concerned with establishing British political 
control and making the area safe for British commerce, free of competition from up-
start Africans. It follows that the disagreement between the Saro in Abéòkúta and 
the strand of opinion and attitudes Townsend represented was much deeper than 
differences conditioned by denominational preferences.
 Neither Townsend nor the administrators in Lagos doubted that what they were 
dealing with in the resurgence of native agency on the West African coast in the 
nineteenth century was much more than protests over style. The bone of conten-
tion was the future of the peoples concerned and what they were going to make of 
the new forms of social living that they had been introduced to in the aftermath 
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of slavery and Christianization. Hence, successive administrators in Lagos painted 
a dismal picture of the category of Africans represented by the Saro (in the present 
case) and the Fanti confederates (in the earlier case). What roused their ire was that 
many Africans believed that they were best suited, with appropriate guidance from 
the British, to lead their people and nations to the brave new world of modernity. 
The administrator and missionary detractors of these Africans saw them as fool-
ish upstarts consumed by opportunism who wanted to fl y before they had learned 
to walk. Thus, while the administrators and missionaries like Townsend were con-
cerned to maintain indigenous political structures, even at the risk of freezing them 
where they were, some Saro and other Africans were determined that those indige-
nous structures would be redesigned in light of new experiences, new needs, and new 
criteria of effi ciency, rationality, morality, propriety, and so on. In all this, they were 
absolutely convinced that change or preservation was best driven by native agency 
with relevant help from the British and other groups as and when needed.
 Historians have acknowledged the chasm between the European administra-
tors and missionaries and, in the present case, the Saro in Abéòkúta. For instance, 
Earl Phillips remarked that the “suspicion of modernizing elements that later distin-
guished British administration in Africa” had been evinced by one of the fi rst group 
of British administrators in Lagos, Governor Freeman, in a letter that he wrote to 
the Duke of Newcastle in 1864. Freeman described Abéòkúta Saro as people who

after owing their education and every farthing they possess to British philanthropy, 
return to their native country and then systematically endeavour to undermine Brit-
ish infl uence and to turn the natives against the white man. With the smattering of 
education and the shadow of civilization they have imbibed at Sierra Leone, they 
would easily obtain the upper hand over the natives were the white man out of the 
country. . . . This class has done its best to increase our diffi culties with Abéòkúta, 
where the chiefs have been greatly guided by their advice.45

 Henry Townsend, the arch-foe of African agency, did not fail to notice that the 
Saro goal was not merely a difference of emphasis; they sought a complete make-
over of native society. Writing about the initiative that led to the constitution of 
the Ègbá United Board of Management, Townsend intimated to Henry Venn that 
what the men behind the board sought to accomplish was nothing short of a revo-
lution. “[The Saro] will upset the native government and make it more English 
than white men could if they tried. . . . The great fact is that immense changes are 
taking place and the old chiefs, while providing as they think for the safety of the 
town and its institutions, are lending their power to those who, for selfi sh purposes, 
are introducing the greatest changes. . . . A great revolution is being effected in the 
country.”46 It is telling that Townsend used “revolution” to describe the process the 
Saro had initiated in Abéòkúta. I would like to suggest that just as the Fanti, a dif-
ferent complement of the same group of recaptives, had decided that the new way 
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they had acquired augured best for Africa’s future, the Saro desired new forms of 
government to make governance refl ect their idea of progress. Thus, one line of fi s-
sure between Saro and their African allies and some administrators and mission-
aries can be traced to the divergent conceptions between these two groups of what 
Africa’s future should be and who should direct the path to it.
 A different but related line of fi ssure turned upon the perception by the Abéòkúta 
authorities, especially the ologun and other indigenous chiefs, that the administra-
tion in Lagos could not be trusted to do right by them and treat the Ègbá as their 
allies or at least refrain from doing anything that might be construed as giving com-
fort, material support even, to those the Ègbá regarded as their enemies. They had 
been discomfi ted by the British takeover of Lagos in 1861 and the installation there 
of a native authority that the Ègbá considered hostile to them. Their suspicions 
were confi rmed in 1865 when the acting governor of Lagos, J. H. Glover, ordered 
the British forces to move against the Ègbá in an effort to force the Ègbá to end 
their siege of Ikorodu. This was done in spite of the fact that the governor “had ear-
lier promised [the Ègbá] a free hand against Ikorodu.” For the Ègbá, Glover’s order 
amounted to a “betrayal.”47 The incident, combined with a series of other minor ir-
ritations, turned the Ègbá authorities against not only the Lagos administration but 
also resident Europeans in Abéòkúta, including Townsend. The Saro seized the op-
portunity to push to the fore their argument for the remaking of the political struc-
ture at Abéòkúta in a way that would appropriate the best of the European practices 
without being under the sway of Europeans or their infl uence. “Using this infl uen-
tial position to secure a niche for themselves during the period of post-war reorga-
nization, the Saros launched their ambitions on the heels of the war in the form of 
the ‘Ègbá United Board of Management.’ ”48 Biobaku summed it up best:

The Ègbá Government was weak. The missionary effort to obtain a strong executive 
at Abéòkúta by reviving the traditional kingship had been only partially successful; by 
electing a weak Alake, the powerful Ologun with their retainers were a law unto them-
selves. It would take years before the sons of chiefs who were being trained in mission-
ary schools would have the opportunity to put into practice the concept of good gov-
ernment which they were learning from the mission schools. At all events, missionary 
infl uence was on the wane; diffi culties with the Lagos Government and failure to ob-
tain a settlement after the clash at Ikorodu had given the “Saro” at Abéòkúta the op-
portunity to gain control of the Ègbá state.49

 The emergence of the Ègbá United Board of Management was part of the general 
climate of social and political experimentation that permeated much of West Africa 
during the nineteenth century. In the specifi c case of Abéòkúta, it was yet another 
attempt by the Ègbá elite, this time spearheaded by a new cohort of reformers made 
up of Saro and other returnees, to create an effective system of government for the 
state. The attempt that culminated in failure in 1865 had unfolded under the guid-
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ance of Townsend, who had sought to strengthen the indigenous structures as a se-
rious option. The Saro, just like the educated Fanti, were persuaded that whatever 
its strengths might have been in earlier times, the system of government dominated 
by the ologun was not merely ineffi cient. As far as they were concerned, it might ex-
plain in part the failure of the Ègbá to counter the growing threat of imperial im-
position by the British and the earlier involvement by their own folk in the iniquity 
that was the Atlantic slave trade. Little surprise therefore that they too were will-
ing to grant that they were behind in the race toward civilization and that if they 
were to make up any ground on the Europeans, they had to get on board the train 
of civilization that modernity was.

The Ègbá United Board of Management 

 We do not have a formal declaration from the Ègbá United Board of Manage-
ment. It is only in the general sense of their desire to reconfi gure their polity in ac-
cordance with some philosophical principles regarding human nature and create the 
best society in which to realize its best possibilities that we consider theirs a con-
stitutional experiment. As Biobaku reminds us, the board’s “constitution remains 
obscure, though it must be recognized as an attempt to engender cooperation be-
tween the traditional chiefs and the educated elements, the Ègbá ‘Saro,’ with a view 
to establishing a stable and, in contemporary language, a ‘civilized’ government at 
Abéòkúta.”50 In fact, the announcement of its formation was understated; it came 
in the form of correspondence to the Lagos governor that thenceforth “all future 
correspondence with the Ègbá authorities was to be addressed to the EUBM.”51

 The principal inspiration behind the EUBM, the main author of its blueprint for 
political administration, was G. W. Johnson. For this reason, Johnson emerged as the 
leader of the Saro who had a preference for “civilized” government. Johnson had ar-
rived in Lagos in 1863 and moved to Abéòkúta in 1865. According to Ajayi, he was 
then forty-three years old, of Òwu extraction, and a tailor by trade. “He had adven-
tured as a foot-plateman and fl utist on board a ship, and visited Britain.”52 Because 
Johnson was of Òwu extraction, it would have been more diffi cult for Townsend 
to undermine his legitimacy with his fellow Ègbá, as he had been able to do with 
Crowther. At the same time, because he had traveled the world and lived in En-
gland, he was in a position to compare the advantages of the indigenous political 
structure and the one that he identifi ed with the British. And it helped that he ar-
rived in an Abéòkúta, where “even before his arrival,” there were Saro who “were 
advocating ‘Africa for the Africans.’ ”53 He and his fellow reformers did not seek to do 
away with the indigenous political structures; rather, they desired to move the struc-
tures along to have them absorb the best of the new and become suited to the con-
ditions of modern administration. There is an irony here: Townsend, the stranger, 
pretended to be the advocate of indigeneity and the conservation of old forms of 
rule, whereas Johnson, the indigene, believed that indigenous institutions did not 
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deserve to be preserved merely because they were indigenous. In Johnson’s view, in-
stitutions had to pass the test of rationality, effi ciency, and justice that was consid-
ered to be the metric of progress; if not, they had to be modifi ed and whatever as-
pect in them militated against progress had to be extirpated. It was as if Townsend 
was doing his best to outgrieve the bereaved!
 In order to show that their revolution did not involve the wholesale rejection of 
indigenous structures, the members of the EUBM put in place a creative admixture 
of the old and the new. As was the case with the Fanti Confederation, the educated 
complement was to run the affairs of the ministry and the indigenous chieftains were 
to be ceremonial heads in offi ce mainly to provide legitimacy and continuity. Thus, 
the old had to be bathed in the ether of the new such that its continuation was jus-
tifi ed not by ancient usage but by its function in the novel experiments in political 
governance. This outcome is what one might have expected. If the aim was to “com-
bine the legitimacy of traditional rulers with the skills and the wider outlook of the 
educated Christian Saro to create ‘an enlightened and Christian government,’ ”54 
then it stands to reason that those who were closer in training and temperament 
to Christianity and enlightenment had to take the lead. Consequently, the EUBM 
was a creative admixture of the old and the new: The basorun, Somoye, the pre-
eminent ologun, was appointed the patron and president-general. But he was a cere-
monial head only, for he was not even a member of the board. The real power re-
sided in the board led by T. A. Williams as president, J. M. Turner as treasurer, and 
G. W. Johnson as secretary and director.55 Johnson later modifi ed the plan in 1871 
after the death of Basorun Somoye and a notable decline in the enthusiasm of Ègbá 
chiefs. What remained constant throughout the period was his effort to create a 
federal model of governance that would allow autonomy to local constituent units 
within Abéòkúta. He proposed a

reorganization of Abéòkúta government into a three-tier, federalistic structure. The 
supreme ruler of the town would bear the title oba onile. This offi ce was a new inven-
tion. Oyekon was to be the fi rst holder. Under the oba onile there would be four oba 
alade, namely the kings of the four main sections of the population of Abéòkúta, the 
Alake, the Osile, the Olowu, and the Agura. Ademola would remain Alake of Ake 
and thus subordinate to Oyekon as oba onile. Below the oba alade there would be a 
host of kings of townships, oba alakete. For himself Johnson had designed the posi-
tion of amono oba, a kind of vizier, through whom the oba onile should be approached, 
and whose approval would be required whenever the oba onile took any decision or 
signed any document.56

 All the designations in Johnson’s proposed structure besides the traditional titles 
of alake, osile, olowu, and agura are his variations on themes that are commonplace 
in Yorùbá language and culture. Oba alade is simply an oba who wears a crown, akete 
is a type of headwear that mimics a wide-brimmed hat, and so on. It is thus easy 
to conclude that there was nothing new in Johnson’s proposed designations. Such 
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a conclusion is mistaken. Johnson meant the designations to signal something new. 
Ilè is the Yorùbá word for land. But it also refers to “soil,” “nation,” “earth,” and so 
on. In Johnson’s plan, oba onile is best construed as the overall ruler of Abéòkúta 
and ilè Ègbá would be roughly translated as the land or nation of the Ègbá, the geo-
polity upon which the federal structure was to be imposed. Sectional oba alade were 
to be responsible for the constituent units and were to be separated from the lower 
oba alakete, who were in charge of wards, by their more elevated headwear—adé as 
compared with the less regal akete. Perhaps the most signifi cant of Johnson’s desig-
nations and the only one that was new was that of amono oba. While the oba onile 
was superior to the other oba, that offi ce was subordinate to that of the amono oba. 
The name is redolent with allusions from both Yorùbá culture and the new culture 
of Christianity and the Enlightenment. Amono means either “the one who knows 
the way” or “the one who charts the best, the most appropriate course to follow” or 
both. In other words, the amono is the savant, the one capable of seeing beyond the 
immediate moment to a more desirable future for the polity as a whole. He would 
be the high priest of progress armed with an insight into the ways of civilization 
and enlightenment; the guide capable of illuminating the oba onile’s path, which 
was marked, I presume, by darkness and ignorance.
 It is easy to dismiss the Saro-dominated board as just an avenue for Saro jobbers 
to feather their own nests and fulfi ll their personal ambitions. And it is not enough 
to have Christian personnel for a polity to be Christian and enlightened. The poli-
cies that the board members sought to put in place signaled their desire to travel 
along the path of civilization. The board was cognizant of the importance of a well-
stocked treasury to a well-run modern bureaucracy. It was equally aware that the 
existing system in which the ologun and other chieftains collected revenue by per-
forming what equivalent of public services there was in Abéòkúta was chaotic and 
ineffi cient. The board proceeded to put in place a rudimentary system for generat-
ing revenue. Much of the Abéòkúta economy at that time depended on trade with 
the coast through the Ogun River, which empties into the Atlantic in Lagos. Up 
till the time that the board thought to rationalize the system, the ologun and other 
chiefs collected tolls on the river. The board imposed custom duties on the export 
trade on the river.57 From being a state in which the ologun held sway and many 
chiefs literally were laws unto themselves, the board essayed to provide Abéòkúta 
with a central authority to which all chiefs would be subordinate. Such authority 
would also enable the Ègbá to speak with one voice in their interaction with the 
administration in Lagos and make them better able to ward off whatever imperial 
designs the British in Lagos might have, especially in light of the seizure of Lagos in 
1861. Finally, they reasoned, a rationalized administration would enable the Ègbá 
to create the conditions for the effl orescence of progress on their shores.
 The board did not stop at the creation of the political structure. They had loftier 
ambitions, as Pallinder-Law notes. “They organized a postal service to Lagos, opened 
a secular school, and tried to persuade the mission schools to teach in English in-
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stead of the vernacular, arguing that a knowledge of English was useful in the ex-
ternal political and commercial relations of Abéòkúta. They used the written and 
printed word to publicize Board decisions in addition to the traditional bell-ringing 
by a town crier, and they took occasional action towards sanitary improvement.”58

 As important as these steps were, they could only be the rudiments of the fi nal 
product—a Christian and civilized Abéòkúta—that Johnson and his cohort had 
in mind. In fact, were we to limit ourselves to the consideration of these steps, we 
would have to conclude that theirs was no more than a mere attempt to create an 
effi cient administration for Abéòkúta.59 But Johnson meant to do more than that. 
He wanted to change Abéòkúta society. He wanted the new way of life he and other 
Saro represented to be the way of life for Abéòkúta. He wanted to bring Africans to 
the same level as “civilized” Europeans. He believed that Africans were best quali-
fi ed to do this, assisted by Britons who wished the best for Africa and knew better 
how to live the best life because they had achieved it. The schools that were to be 
established were to be the soil in which the new life would germinate and the dis-
semination of the seeds from that plant would be a critical factor in the program of 
social transformation. In order for that program to succeed, the board needed the 
support of the British overlords in Lagos and London, the missionaries in both West 
Africa and London, and the indigenous elite in Abéòkúta. The board and its prin-
cipal architect, Johnson, had differing degrees of diffi culties with each of these con-
stituencies to which they looked for assistance.
 The initial experiment did not survive long. The British administration in La-
gos under Governor Glover was suspicious of the board’s aspirations to autonomy 
under the British fl ag. There were frequent disagreements between the board and 
Lagos over territory, the control of trade, and sundry other items.60 Townsend and 
the new breed of missionaries that was possessed of racist temperaments were not 
impressed by what they considered as uppity behavior on the part of Johnson and 
his fellow reformers, and they worked to undermine the authority of the board and 
shake the confi dence of the chiefs in its legitimacy. In addition, the board could 
not always count on the support of the chiefs, some of whom regarded the board as 
an interloper that was wrongly taking away their sources of income and, on occa-
sion, their access to booty. Given that the Saro architects of the board were a mi-
nority in Abéòkúta society, the success of their experiment required them to enter 
into ever-shifting alliances with various forces at particular junctures. The upshot 
was that by 1874 the project had run out of options and Johnson left for Lagos. He 
returned to Abéòkúta in 1880 and continued to work to move Abéòkúta to “civi-
lization.” He never regained the preeminence that attended his original run in Ègbá 
politics.
 We should not judge Johnson’s project as a failure because it did not survive very 
long. If we were to take a short-term view of the experiment, the fact that after 1874 
there was not much enthusiasm for EUBM-type reform would indicate that not 
many in Abéòkúta thought highly of it. Such a judgment would not be supported 
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by the historical evolution of Ègbá politics. Johnson did not envisage the EUBM as 
a short-term fi x for what was wrong with Ègbá politics. He wanted to change the 
course of Ègbá life in the direction of what he understood to be a “Christian and 
civilized” polity. In this we must judge him a success. Even Townsend, his opponent 
and detractor, acknowledged that the board was “pushing civilization and English 
customs, teaching the people the use of writing and printing and bringing about 
the adoption of written laws. They are doing what we cannot do, for we cannot use 
the means they do to accomplish their purposes.”61 Historian Pallinder-Law agreed 
with these sentiments in her analysis.62 Perhaps the ultimate measure of Johnson’s 
lasting impact is that by 1898, when the Lagos colonial government decided that 
Abéòkúta’s politics needed to be rationalized, they copied Johnson’s blueprint al-
most wholesale. In his quite severe assessment of what he called “demise of Ègbá in-
dependence” under Lugard, Harry N. Gailey described the EUBM thus:

Johnson’s EUBM experiment failed in practice but it indicated clearly how many of the 
people of Abéòkúta had an appreciation of western forms of government. There was no 
similar movement toward the construction of a westernized style of bureaucracy any-
where in Yorubaland in the later nineteenth century. The EUBM interlude and John-
son’s concept of a central government acted as an important precedent for Governor 
McCallum of Lagos and progressive elements in Abéòkúta when they created the Na-
tional Council of the Ègbá in 1898. Many of those who supported the bureaucracy 
thus created had previous personal contact with Johnson and the EUBM.63

The structure of Abéòkúta government eventually came to mirror Johnson’s plan 
with two differences: fi rst, instead of the educated elite being the leaders, the Brit-
ish colonial administration substituted itself; and second, the amono today is one of 
the most important chieftains in the Ègbá chieftaincy system.

The EUG

 The Lagos colonial government set up the successor outfi t to the EUBM in 1898, 
called the Ègbá United Government. In setting it up, as Ajayi notes,

the British themselves revived the Johnson federal model of a broadly representative 
Ègbá United Government to include all the four Ègbá sub-groups. The Alake was the 
head. His advisory council included the other three obas, one senior Ogboni chief 
representing traditional religion, one leading war chief, the head of the trade chiefs, 
a representative of the Christians, and of the Muslims, each to be put in charge of 
an appropriate Department of Government. What is more, the legacy of Reversible 
Johnson survived in that the Ègbá were able to negotiate a treaty with the British 
that guaranteed Ègbá independence and survived under the Ègbá United Govern-
ment till 1914.64

The new government established a central court of law; reorganized the collection 
of customs duties; and initiated “a considerable program of road building and the in-
troduction of motor transport, support for mission hospitals and immunization pro-
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grams, water works, and building of government offi ces.”65 Despite the fact that the 
EUG was instituted with the blessing of the British administration in Lagos, it un-
folded under the direction of native agents. Its principal offi cers were all Ègbá, most 
of them Saro and their descendants, and the fact that they negotiated some mea-
sure of autonomy from direct British rule indicates the enduring impact of John-
son’s revolution. The EUG reached the peak of its achievements under its storied 
secretary, Rev. J. H. Samuel (later Adegboyega Edun), who took over the adminis-
tration of the EUG in 1902 and ran it till 1906. It is signifi cant that throughout its 
life there was always tension between the EUG and the Lagos government and that 
much of that tension had to do with the desire of the Lagos administration to im-
pair the EUG’s autonomy and the EUG’s insistence that it enjoyed under the Brit-
ish fl ag a sovereignty that was not inferior to that of the Lagos colony.
 What happened after direct British rule was imposed as a result of annexation, 
following Frederick Lugard’s amalgamation of the Northern and Southern Protec-
torates and the Colony of Lagos to form what is now known as Nigeria? Pallinder-
Law puts it best:

Following the British annexation, the modernization process was halted and sometimes 
reversed: the council lost its role of a representative, policy debating organ, and instead 
was given the function of an appeal court with reduced membership. The Ègbá medical 
offi cers and the E.U.G. legal advisers were dismissed, and E.U.G control over mission 
schools in Abéòkúta by means of grants, an inspectorate, and competitive school ex-
hibition was abolished. A projected plan for the installation of electric streetlights was 
cancelled and soon the water works were reported to be out of order.66

 Unlike the Fanti case, the issues presented in the Ègbá situation have to do with 
a heterogeneous polity that was being freshly reconstituted and among whom se-
rious debates were taking place about the best direction for Abéòkúta in order to be 
listed among the best there was. The Saro took the European model seriously but 
wished to install it with sensitivity to their African historical experience and in a 
way that did not turn them into parodies of their European tutors. Like the Fanti, 
however, they too bought into the ideal of progress and presented themselves as the 
best candidates to lead Abéòkúta to its achievement. As in the Fanti situation, the 
British thought otherwise and saw those who ought to have been natural allies as 
enemies that had to be cut down every step of the way.

 Why did Lugard deem the EUG an “eyesore” and an affront to colonial au-
thority? Why were the leaders of the Fanti Confederation arrested and incarcerated 
for treason and why was their union dissolved? Why was it that instead of making 
common cause with those who were the best students of what the British claimed 
to wish to implant among West African natives the administrators chose to distort 
and, in that distorted state, strengthen various indigenous institutions that the na-



 Two Modern African Constitutions 231

tives, often under their own steam, would have discarded or changed? What were 
the experiments that we have examined about? Why should they command our at-
tention at the present time? I have not asked these questions with a view to answer-
ing them in any detail in this concluding section. I hope they kindle in others a de-
sire to extend the questions’ reach to other areas of the continent during the same 
period. For now it suffi ces to point out that the two constitutional experiments con-
sidered in this chapter were part of a series unfolding across the continent during the 
nineteenth century. They were conducted by Africans who were doing what other 
humans do: trying to construct what they thought was a better way to live by com-
bining the best of their indigenous heritage with other forms that they had become 
acquainted with in other cultures. Their reasons matter little. We can’t always be 
sure that people know what is good for them or that they can always be trusted to 
choose rightly in any particular situation. But in the modern context, agency is a 
primary value and its autonomous exercise is highly prized. Indeed, John Stuart Mill 
insisted that considerations of an individual’s good are insuffi cient to warrant un-
invited interference with that individual’s choices unless, of course, we have reason 
to believe that the individual concerned is out of his or her mind.
 Like law, liberal politics is a practical virtue that, as Aristotle keenly reminded 
us, can be acquired only by practice. Africans were desirous of engaging in the prac-
tice. They debated among themselves the wisdom of particular choices about how 
to reorganize their societies. The colonial overlords had different ideas. Not only 
did they presume to know what was best for Africans—prima facie denying African 
agency—they were also determined that debates were unnecessary. They knew, as 
Africans did not, what Africans were and what they needed. It didn’t matter that 
Africans were fully cognizant of the need for change and were willing to brave the 
imponderables that such processes always involve.
 Again we may speculate. What if the British had facilitated the experiments 
rather than aborted or subverted them? There would have been debates, fi ghts even, 
among the many factions, nations, and classes within the societies concerned. Even 
if the chiefs had won out, it could not have been on the old foundations, as the Ègbá 
example demonstrated. In many parts of West Africa in the nineteenth century, 
those foundations of indigenous authority had become so attenuated they could not 
survive on their own. It is instructive that in spite of the machinations of the Brit-
ish colonial authorities, chiefl y authority never regained its original strength in the 
two areas where the constitutional experiments that I have examined took place. 
I must attribute this outcome to the pertinacious opposition of native intellectu-
als to the British imposition of sociocryonics. Unfortunately, colonialism generated 
enough distortions in the evolution of modern institutions that African appropria-
tions of modern forms never reached the levels that they might have otherwise at-
tained. What is important is that given the evidence that I have adduced, we can 
no longer take seriously the arguments of those who contend that Africa’s soil and 
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culture are hostile to liberal representative democracy. By the same token, we must 
beware of those who argue that liberal democracy has failed in Africa. Africa can-
not have failed at something it has not had a chance to practice.
 When the EUG was inaugurated with the blessing of the Lagos colonial admin-
istration, it followed very closely the plan forethought by George W. Johnson. It 
would not be the only time that the path charted by both the Fanti Confederation 
and the Ègbá United Board of Management was trodden by others in the West Af-
rican subregion. I may have given the impression that their legacy was lost to sub-
sequent generations. Such an impression would be incorrect. On the contrary, the 
Fanti Confederation and the EUBM with its successor EUG left a legacy that was 
appropriated by succeeding generations of African intellectuals and politicians. The 
ranks of their successors have been no less heterogeneous and marked by contesta-
tions and confl icts than the pioneers’ ranks were. However, once formal colonialism 
heralded the dominance of the administrator class, there were no new experiments 
of the nature or scale of the Fanti Confederation or the Ègbá United Board of Man-
agement. After a racist philosophical anthropology came to dominate the colonialist 
mindset, Africans spent more time arguing the fact of their humanity rather than 
discussing what to do to ensure that their humanity kept pace with that of the rest 
of the world.
 As the nineteenth century ended and the twentieth began and the boundaries of 
racist thinking increased among every class of Europeans that Africans had to deal 
with—missionary, trader, and administrator, some Africans adopted an extremely 
conservative view that sought to restore some pristine African civilization that pre-
dated the distortions brought by Christianity and colonial culture. Whatever their 
differences were, some Africans wanted to turn their backs on “Western civilization” 
and restore Africa to its past glory. But it is signifi cant that even among the ranks of 
these nationalists, there were those who wanted to bring whatever African institu-
tions and practices they desired to restore to some accommodation with contempo-
rary realities. For instance, when some restored the ogboni in Yorùbá country, they 
distinguished it from the version that predominated among their unlettered counter-
parts by calling it the Reformed Ogboni Fraternity and, for a while, required its 
members to be Christians. Within the latter ranks we must include Edward Wilmot 
Blyden, the inventor of the idea of the “African personality,” and William Esuman 
Gwira Sekyi (aka Kobina Sekyi).67 Another group was made up of those who were 
closer in temperament to the modernizing tendencies I have been discussing here. 
Some among this group wanted to copy wholesale the ways of the European colo-
nizers and missionaries. Their ranks were very thin indeed, in spite of the attempt 
by the racist European detractors to fi t all Africans who took the promise and proj-
ect of modernity seriously into the mode of uncreative mimics of all things Euro-
american.
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 By far the larger majority of African intellectuals wanted to replicate the ideas 
that motivated the group whose ideas have been under focus in this work. They 
sought to remake their world but they were not going to pretend that they had not 
been touched by the alien infl uences of Christianity, colonialism, Islam, and sundry 
other philosophies and religions over the centuries. Although the colonial authori-
ties tried their best to stigmatize Africans in this category and sought to undermine 
their infl uence in their societies by promoting so-called traditional institutions, espe-
cially rule by chiefs, the Africans concerned never allowed themselves to be deterred 
by such machinations and damnation by their colonial overlords. In this group we 
must place thinkers from Herbert Macaulay to Obafemi Awolowo, Nnamdi Azikiwe 
to Kofi  Busia. Unfortunately, they formed the class that the colonial authorities made 
sure never held power until the twilight of colonial rule and the imminent depar-
ture of the colonialists. It is a testament to the enduring power of the ideas can-
vassed by our African thinkers that the issues they identifi ed in the nineteenth cen-
tury continue to dominate the discourse of African politics and culture even at the 
present time. The fact that Africans are still debating what their attitudes should 
be toward the alien infl uences that have impacted African life and thought over 
the centuries is what makes it imperative for us to take another and closer look at 
their heritage.
 Suppose that instead of foisting sociocryonics on West Africa, the British had 
taken to heart the imperative of progress, as did the Fanti confederates and their 
Ègbá equivalents, and adopted a view of Africans that made them worthy recipients 
of modernity’s benefi ts, not merely victims of its burdens. The issues that dominate 
African politics and social discourse today might have been radically different. It is 
against this background that I think it important for us to take hold of the legacy of 
thought represented in the two constitutions examined in this chapter and see how 
we might borrow some of the confi dence of our forebears in our negotiation with 
the legacy of modernity that, I argue, continues to confront us at the present time.
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Globalization
Doing It Right This Time Around

With this chapter the book comes full circle. I started out by exploring how Af-
rica became a marked absence in the discourse of modernity even though the phe-
nomenon has profoundly stamped Africa and made its peoples the bearers of its se-
verest burdens but not the enjoyers of its sweetest fruits. I showed how, contrary 
to received wisdom, colonialism was the bulwark against the implantation of mo-
dernity in Africa. Yet I argued that this outcome was not inevitable. The key, I ar-
gued, was in isolating the specifi c trajectory that colonialism traversed in the Af-
rican continent. In the succeeding chapters I worked through the implications of the 
philosophical exclusion of Africa for the career of modernity in the continent, es-
pecially in light of the introduction and unfolding of colonialism, given that people 
all too often believe that colonialism was the harbinger of modernity in the conti-
nent. How do things stand at the present time? I will answer this question via an 
excursus into two related but distinct phenomena in which the logic of modernity 
is worked out in the contemporary world: globalization and democratization. I shall 
be examining both from the perspective of that core element of modernity of which 
I have made a great deal in the previous chapters: subjectivity and its manifesta-
tions. How does Africa feature in the contemporary discourse of modernity, espe-
cially as it concerns globalization and transitions to democracy? In light of this de-
clared aim, I shall be less concerned with structural processes that dominate the 
globalization literature and more engaged with the different ways that Africans are 
enabled to deploy their subjectivity in our globalizing world, both within their do-
mestic boundaries and across the globe.1

 Why is it important to end the book on this note? Although I have left out of our 
discussion the fate of Africa under the myriad forms of military and one-party rule 
that dominated the continent till the 1990s, this does not mean that the damage 
that such rule did to the political, economic, and social fortunes of African coun-
tries does not require remediation. What is more, given that I have argued in pre-
vious chapters that coming to terms with the Enlightenment project will be a sig-
nifi cant element in an Africa resurgent in this century, it behooves us to be mindful 
of recent developments that supposedly move Africa along the path to that future 
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that their nineteenth-century forebears set on before they were thwarted by colo-
nialism.
 In a sense, modernity-infl ected globalization bookends the time frame of this 
discussion. The original inspiration for the injection of modernity into the African 
situation unfolded under the infl uence of the Atlantic slave trade and slavery. Today, 
scholars, African and non-African alike, continue to describe and discuss African 
affairs in terms that they draw from the discourse of modernity. Simultaneously, pre-
cisely because I am concerned to liberate Africa from the lockbox labeled “different,” 
it is not out of place for me to show how the philosophical discourse of modernity 
enables us to see how much African countries share in common with others that 
are also instances of late transitions to modernity. Moreover, I would like to impress 
on scholars, especially African scholars, the need to situate some of the contempo-
rary issues regarding democracy, capitalism, and globalization in the larger contexts 
where they rightly belong. These contexts might afford new explanatory models. 
This explains my choice of globalization as the anchor for this fi nal chapter.
 What is new under the globalization sun? The answer: little, if anything. It was 
Aristotle who said in The Politics that humans are political animals: zoon politikon. 
He forgot to add that we also are zoon dunamikon, animals that move around. And 
do we move around! If globalization is about anything at all, it is about movement, 
motion, and dynamism—the movement of peoples, ideas, services, kindness, vices, 
crimes, and exploitation. It should be obvious, then, that globalization is an activity. 
But it is not a self-actuating activity. It is always something anchored on some actor 
or another, be it a person, a group of persons, an institution, a country, and so on. 
It follows that whenever we talk about globalization, we cannot escape some refer-
ence, direct or oblique, to the issue of who is doing the globalizing.
 In exactly the same way that globalization is not a subjectless activity, it cannot 
be an activity without an object. The question of what the object of globalization is 
can be posed in at least two ways. The fi rst refers to what is being globalized. Here 
the reference turns on what is being moved from one location to another. Much of 
the globalization discourse focuses on this aspect. Candidates range from cultural 
forms to economic institutions and ideologies. The second refers to the purpose, the 
objective that is being sought by whomever it is that engages in the activity of glob-
alization. Here the reference turns on the why of globalization. The fact that we af-
fi rm that globalization has a purpose does not mean that it always does, nor is the 
purpose always or even often clear, nor do the results of the activity always converge 
with the purpose for which it was originally initiated. Here, as elsewhere in human 
activity, we often fall victim to unintended consequences and are  seldom clear in 
our minds about our reasons for acting. Yet at least one purpose runs through any 
and every instance of globalization: the desire to globalize, that is, the desire to cover 
the globe, to ensure the distribution of whatever the object is to all the nooks and 
crannies of the globe. Although it is easy to think of desire only in terms of real 
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persons, it should be clear that it is idiomatic to refer to corporations and institu-
tions as having desires to see their ideas and products globalized in variegated ways. 
Hence, when I speak of the desire to globalize I should not be understood to refer 
solely to human subjects.
 There is yet another feature that is inevitably present in all forms of globaliza-
tion. Given the centrality of the subject to the activity that globalization is and the 
additional fact that the subject is not free fl oating but rooted—anchored fi xedly or 
dynamically—in some space or another, it follows that globalization is always done 
from a location, some locale. This fact has many implications. However global the 
outlook of the subject, there is no escaping the limiting role of the location—the 
Archimedean point from which the globe is apprehended and within which ma-
trix global phenomena are perceived, processed, named, archived, retrieved, and 
disseminated. This is the truth of Empedocles’s aphorism that if horses could draw, 
God would have four limbs and run very fast. How the globe is apprehended— 
indeed, how it is delimited—is always vulnerable to the limits of our location, and 
the latter determines, conditions, and infl uences how the globe is made an object of 
attention, reach, acculturation, representation, domination, and so on. At various 
times the globe—that is, the world—has been fashioned in the image of the person 
or group contemplating it. The world has always looked remarkably like those who 
have bothered to represent it to themselves or to others. Maps followed thought; ge-
ography stood no chance where imaginaries reigned supreme. For so long (from the 
Christian vantage point), Jerusalem was the capital of the world and the orb around 
which the terrestrial world was organized. At an earlier time, the boundaries of the 
globe were fashioned after the Greek apprehension of it; beyond that world lay the 
wasteland inhabited by “barbarians,” for whom no act was too base. And as long 
as we read the history of the globe through Greek eyes, we are unlikely to come to 
grips with the achievements of the barbarians.
 It is not just the delineation of the globe’s boundaries that is captive to loca-
tion; its narratives are even more so. Here is where we perforce confront the ques-
tion of power. For without power, the market for narratives will feature several in 
contention, where the buyer will truly be at liberty to purchase the set of narratives 
that suits her fancy. But power intrudes. It outlaws certain narratives, renders oth-
ers unattractive, denies voice to yet others, and rules others out of court. Simulta-
neously, it canonizes some, invests them with supremacy, and turns them into law-
givers unto those narratives it judges inferior. In our world, certain narratives have 
been  canonized—the Greek-inspired one, for example. It is the same narrative that 
is often dubbed “Western” and the one that Edward Said has excoriated in his writ-
ings.2 As a result, the putative descendants of Greeks are held to embody all that is 
noble in human achievement, while the descendants of “barbarians” are held not 
to have contributed anything worthwhile to the history of human evolution except 
unspeakable barbarities and execrable inhumanity.
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 Recall what was said above about the centrality of the subject to and the infl u-
ence of location on the activity of globalization. What happens when we fl ip the 
coin and locate the descendants of barbarians in the subject position?3 That is, we 
retell the story from the perspective of the descendants of the barbarians. This is 
not an idle proposition, for if the dominant discourse of modernity is to be believed, 
I, as an African, belong to the ranks of the descendants of the barbarians, and the 
view from our yard looks strikingly different. We may respond to the excision of our 
contributions to the concert of humanity by deploying irony à la Aimé Césaire.4 
Or we can claim à la Afrocentrists the ursprünglich authorship of all that is worth-
while in the Greek heritage.5 Or we can proceed à la Cheikh Anta Diop, become 
archaeologists of truth about what our forebears did, and try as best we can to tell 
our stories in our own voices exercising the human prerogative of making God in 
our own image.6 This, I suggest, will be the best deployment of our subjecthood and 
is the one that is likely to matter in the business of retelling the story of globaliza-
tion. In this manner, we put in the narratives market the role of some of our fore-
bears in constructing the ideological matrix that supplied the coagulant with which 
the identity and presumed cultural homogeneity of Europe was cemented: Chris-
tianity. By this I mean the role of the likes of St. Augustine and Tertullian and the 
Neoplatonists Philo and Origen of Alexandria.7 We must include as well the nar-
ratives of the expansionist activities of the Almoravids in the eleventh century and 
the sponsorship by Mali emperors Bakary I and Bakary II of voyages of exploration 
to North America in the fourteenth century, which has been researched by Pathé 
Diagne. We would also need to include scholarship such as Lerone Bennett’s Before 
the Mayfl ower; Ivan van Sertima’s They Came before Columbus; Diop’s Precolonial 
Black Africa; Enrique Dussel’s The Invention of the Americas; and Jeffrey C. Gunn’s 
First Globalization.8 Nor should we forget to acknowledge the earlier movement of 
globalization that radiated from Arabia and encompassed huge portions of Africa 
and Asia starting from the seventh century under the motivation of Islam. And this 
must include all of the many facets of the narrative, including, especially, the trans-
Saharan slave trade and the slave trade of the East African littoral.
 When we retell the story of globalization in this way, we fi nd that the current 
narrative represents Africa as if it has always been prostrate. In previous chapters, I 
noted how our prophets harked back to a more glorious history to claim respect and 
defi ne their identity in the nineteenth century. I noted how Africans sought to 
make modernity their own by seeking to realize it in their own image. They did not 
try to be European; they fi lled European forms with African content and used Af-
rican forms to frame European matter. In politics, as we saw in chapter 6, the Ègbá 
United Board of Management did not try to recreate the British political system. 
The Fanti wanted a king-president. New churches were created with liturgies that 
bore no resemblance to Western archetypes. These are hardly, if ever, referenced in 
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contemporary discourse as elements of an African historical continuum. There is a 
simple reason why this is so. We do not often see references to these examples be-
cause the dominant narratives of the globalization that has dominated the history 
of the world since roughly the fi fteenth century have obscured them. This global-
ization originated in the voyages of discovery of the fi fteenth century. It remapped 
both the physical topography of the world and its mindscape and continues to frame 
the way that we talk about and apprehend the world. John Roberts’s description of 
the transition and the new reality it inaugurated bears quoting at length:

Europeans [in the wake of these voyages] . . . now [took] a new view of themselves 
and their relation to the other peoples of the globe. Maps are the best clue to this 
change. . . . They are always more than mere factual statements. They are translations 
of reality into forms we can master, they are fi ctions and acts of imagination commu-
nicating more than scientifi c data. So they refl ect changes in our pictures of reality. 
The world is not only what exists “out there”; it is also the picture we have of it in 
our minds which enables us to take a grip on material actuality. In taking that grip, 
our apprehension of that actuality changes—and so does a wide range of our assump-
tions and beliefs.
 One crucial mental change was the fi nal emergence of the notion of Europe from 
the idea of Christendom. Maps show the difference between the two. After the age 
of discovery, Jerusalem, where the founder of Christianity had taught and died, could 
no longer be treated as the centre of the world—where it appeared on many medieval 
maps. Soon it was Europe which stood at the centre of Europeans’ maps. The fi nal key 
to a new mental picture was provided by the discovery of the Americas. Somewhere 
about 1500 European map-makers had established the broad layout of the world map 
with which we are familiar. In the fi fteenth century, Europe had usually been placed 
in the top left-hand corner of attempts to lay out the known world, with the large 
masses of Asia and Africa sprawled across the rest of the surface. The natural centre 
of such maps might be in any of several places. Then the American discoveries slowly 
began to effect a shift in the conventional arrangement; more and more space had to 
be given to the land masses of North and South America as their true extent became 
better known. . . .
 By the middle of the century the new geographical view of the world had come to 
be taken for granted. It was given its canonical expression in the work of  Mercator. . . . 
Mercator’s new “projection,” fi rst used in a map in 1568 . . . drove home the idea that 
the land surface of the globe was naturally grouped about a European centre. So Eu-
rope came to stand in some men’s minds at the centre of the world. No doubt this led 
Europeans for centuries to absorb unconsciously from their atlases the idea that this 
was somehow the natural order of things. It did not often occur to them that you could 
have centred Mercator’s projection in, say, China, or even Hawaii, and that Europeans 
might then have felt very different. The idea still hangs about, even today. Most people 
like to think of themselves at the centre of things. . . . Mercator helped his own civili-
sation to take what is now called a “Eurocentric” view of the world.9
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 Roberts’s passage contains many analytical possibilities. But some stand out and 
are very germane to our discussion. First, the world that was constructed at the end 
of the fi fteenth century—the globalization that was inaugurated then—remains the
dominant picture of the world and the dominant form of globalization even as I 
write. The map—physical and mental—that this narrative constructed continues 
to structure our understanding of the world.10 But I am jumping ahead of my dis-
cussion. I would like now to turn our attention to some of the dimensions of past 
globalizations to remind us of the ghosts that continue to haunt our relations across 
the globe even as we talk as if they have been slain or exorcised.

Exorcising the Ghosts of Globalizations Past

 We need be reminded that the globalization of the fi fteenth century led to a plun-
der of riches from the New World that had devastating consequences for its original 
inhabitants. It eventually led to the export of surplus populations from Europe to 
the Americas, Australia, New Zealand, and South Africa. In chapter 2, we saw He-
gel describe the original inspiration for colonization2 in our era. When Hegel spoke 
of a particular civil society being driven to found colonies and about the physical 
dispersion of huge populations to new lands, there was no hint whatsoever that the 
lands concerned were not uninhabited.11 This is an illustration of the analysis that 
I presented earlier concerning matters of who is globalizing and why the activity is 
being undertaken. The philosophers of the Euroamerican tradition have not been 
hesitant to provide assorted justifi cations (some of which I have explored in preced-
ing chapters) for why the indigenous subjects of the new lands that were being taken 
over were bereft of agency or why if they possessed agency it was insubstantial, infe-
rior, or unworthy of recognition by their conquerors. John Locke, David Hume, John 
Stuart Mill, Immanuel Kant, Karl Marx, and others all wrote philosophical works to 
justify the denial of agency to and, concomitantly, respect for the native peoples of 
the lands that were settled by Europe’s surplus population.12 This exclusionary trend 
continues today. How can we proceed in our discussions of globalization in complete 
oblivion of the fact that the dominant narratives of globalization may not only be 
incomplete but false as well? They work on the assumption that the natives—whose 
lands were settled with Europe’s surplus populations—either have no stories to tell 
or that their stories are not important or that entertaining their stories would add 
nothing to our understanding of the phenomenon under discussion. I suggest that 
such an approach at the present time is tantamount to continuing to labor under 
the cold hands of one of the ghosts that must be exorcised.
 It was not just surplus populations of Europe that were exported. A different kind 
of export forms part of the historical evolution of the globalization we are looking at. 
I am talking of course of the transatlantic slave trade and slavery in the New World. 
Given that the defi ning characteristic of those who were caught in the snare of the 
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peculiar form of slavery in the New World is that they were things, chattel, it must 
seem ludicrous, or at least incongruous, to speak of the subjectivity/agency of slaves. 
Yet once we shift our gaze from the location of slave masters to that of slaves, we 
confront new narratives, new maps, and new confi gurations of the globe. For how-
ever much the slaveholders convinced themselves of the slaves’ lack of subjectivity, 
the slaves never once stopped affi rming their humanity. And this was not limited to 
their accepting bondage as a condition of staying alive or merely recovering their hu-
manity through their work on nature in the classic Hegelian narrative. On the con-
trary, we have evidence of the effl orescence of their subjectivity in new languages, 
new cultural forms, new cosmologies, and new ways of being human.13 They rewrote 
the poetry of freedom in ways that could not have been anticipated by their masters. 
Witness the writings of David Walker, Maria Stewart, and Frederick Douglass or, 
in the present time, the music and ideas of Paul Robeson, Nina Simone, Gil Scott-
Heron, and Wynton Marsalis.14 I shall come back to this issue anon.
 Meanwhile, Africa, from which the bulk of the slave population of the New World 
was taken, was called “the Barbary Coast,” “the Gold Coast,” “the Ivory Coast,” 
“the Slave Coast,” and so forth.15 It was as if those lands had no people or if they 
were there, as if they didn’t have names or they didn’t matter. Nor were they consid-
ered capable of naming the world or making God. Of course, in the understanding 
of the colonizers, there were no people there, only subhumans. Thus there was a 
nauseating consistency to the colonizers’ narratives. And where there was a hint 
of agency as Africa’s globalizing conquerors understood that concept, they immedi-
ately located its provenance outside Africa. This is what has come to be known in 
African historiography as “the Hamitic hypothesis.”16 Where it was not possible to 
employ that hypothesis, the ultimate desperation got the better of one of the great-
est minds in human history: Hegel denied that North Africa was or could be part 
of Africa even when the evidence of geography showed the idiocy of such a move. 
The denial was not general; the excision was peculiar to Hegel. But the mindset is 
pervasive, even now.17

 The preceding examples show, fi rst, that the dominant globalization is always pre-
sented as if it were a “view from nowhere” (apologies to Thomas Nagel).18 It is as if 
globalization is invulnerable to the limitations of location that, I have argued, can-
not be transcended without fi rst acknowledging them. Sadly, Africans are no less 
guilty of complicity in their own subjection. Witness the dominant modes of refer-
ring to Africa in African scholarship: “Africa, south of the Sahara,” “Sub-Saharan 
Africa,” “Black Africa,” and the like. These ways of referring to Africa represent an 
unconscious acceptance of the racist bifurcation of Africa into “Africa proper” and 
“European Africa,” as Hegel called it. Second, only the activity engaged in by the 
subjects of Europe is deemed to constitute the relevant building blocks of globaliza-
tion. Again, Africans have been no less guilty in this area. They speak and write 
as if there is only one role for Africans in the discourse of globalization: that of vic-
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tim! Finally, the subjectivity of Africans and other dominated peoples who have also 
been participants in the drama of globalization has remained unrecognized or un-
acknowledged.19

 This is the reason for my insistence that for us to do globalization right this time 
around we must bring to the fore the ghosts that subvert our honest purposes pre-
cisely because we think (and we are mistaken) that they have been laid to rest. I 
have done some of that in the earlier chapters. No doubt many of those that I iden-
tifi ed as the prophets of modernity in the nineteenth century either had their be-
ginnings in the New World or were products, in part, of the exertions of returnees. 
The poetry of freedom they crafted and the subjectivity they deployed in making 
moder nity’s claims their own were exported to West Africa, in some way completing 
the dialectic.20 Thus Africans were part of the globalizing and constitution of mo-
dernity. I hope that I have gone some way toward reinscribing that part of the Black 
 Atlantic—West Africa—that Gilroy inexplicably left out of his otherwise admi-
rable book. Needless to say, what I have on offer here can only be a sampling; future 
work must not merely recognize but contribute to a secondary discourse of African- 
infl ected modernity in areas beyond literature and history, the current champions.

Coming to Grips with the Specifi cities
of Globalizations Present

 The dominant globalization in the contemporary world dates from the end of 
the fi fteenth century. The discourse through which its main forms, institutions, and 
practices are articulated was, if we accept Edward Said’s thesis in Orientalism, con-
structed in the aftermath of the expansion of Europe into the rest of the world. It 
is essentially the discourse of what Chinweizu has dubbed “The West and Rest of 
Us” respecting what the West has or has not done to, with, on, and about the Rest 
of Us and all that pertain to us, most especially our living spaces and our minds.21 
Just as in older times, contemporary discussions about globalization proceed as if all 
that the phenomenon entails is the radiation of people, ideas, structures, and prac-
tices from the West to the Rest of the World. But if my thesis that the Rest of Us are 
not just passive receptors but also makers, fabricators of original ideas and strikingly 
different syntheses from diverse infl uences, exogenous as well as endogenous, is cor-
rect, or at least plausible, then it behooves Euroamerican scholars to try as best they 
can to break their love affair with their own voices and dare to listen up to those of 
others whose agency they have hitherto treated with levity, contempt even.
 My point is that we misapprehend contemporary globalizations when we view the 
process as a singular phenomenon. It is not, and I am aware that this is remarked 
upon a lot more at the present time. But token references will not do. Addition-
ally, we are bound to misdescribe reality if we refuse to take seriously the agency of 
the Rest of the World beyond the investment in the exotic, the trivial—spices, rai-
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ment, and “world music.” We must acknowledge subtle changes that the movement 
of peoples brings about. One now is able to savor gbègìrì in London restaurants, and 
Chinese food is easily available in Bayreuth; Seattle is home to numerous Ethiopian 
restaurants and Port of Spain houses a bishop of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church. 
Before our very eyes, new globalizations are taking place that do not represent radia-
tions from the West. Indeed, precisely because they do not, the West has diffi culties 
dealing with some of their mundane manifestations, especially in the area of immi-
gration.
 Despite appearances to the contrary, Europe has not been alone in exporting sur-
plus or other portions of its populations to other parts of the world. There have been 
parallel globalizations all through the same period marked by European ascendancy. 
A former president of Peru is of Japanese descent (he conveniently restored his Japa-
nese citizenship when he had to leave for a hurried exile); Brazil is host to the larg-
est concentration of Japanese folk outside of Japan; Carlos Menem, a past president 
of Argentina, is of Lebanese extraction; and a good percentage of the population of 
Cape Verde is domiciled in the state of Massachusetts in the United States. Mean-
while, Italy is home to substantial populations of Eritreans and Somalis (although 
Canada has the largest concentration of Somalis outside of Somalia). These radia-
tions of people out of the erstwhile receptacles of European expansion and their in-
creasing volume represent one of the specifi cities of contemporary globalizations. 
These movements of peoples and ideas may not be as systematic or as organized as 
those that emanated from Europe in the past, but they represent nonetheless the 
deployment of agency on the part of the Rest of Us.22 We must unearth the contra-
dictory impulses behind this manifestation of agency.
 I am arguing that globalization is not exclusively causally determined by the ex-
cesses and depredations of international fi nance capital. To take it only at this level 
is, on one hand, to restrict the relevant causality to structures and their processes 
and, on the other, to ascribe agency only to those who sit at the apex of the socio-
economic structure. One does not have to deny the causal effi cacy of structures and 
their processes. Rather, what is required is to take seriously the alternative subjec-
tive causality and work out its consequences. Ordinary folk respond to the pres-
sures they face and make of them what they will, creating in the process new so-
cial  realities that are depicted on world television screens every day. It is responses 
of this sort that interest me in this discussion. I identify two such pressures.
 (1) Africans have always been global citizens. What needs to be explained is why 
people move at the present time. What implications does the movement of Africans 
have for the issues raised in this book? The original outward movement to the new 
world was involuntary. The present movement, outside the harrowing experiences of 
traffi cked women and children, is largely voluntary. This is in part associated with 
the phenomenon of brain drain. Again, it takes only a moment’s thought to realize 
that there is nothing new about the so-called brain drain unless one were to assume 
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that the previous involuntary movement of Africans did not involve any aspects of 
brain drain. Such thinking will only confi rm the prejudice that Africans never had 
any brains worth draining until they became benefi ciaries of “Western” education 
that imparted to them the kind of expertise that is at the core of the contemporary 
brain drain. Yet we have evidence of such brain drain in, for example, the export of 
rice cultivation technology to the United States and the creation of new cultural 
forms in the new world.23 Gilroy’s Black Atlantic remains a seminal celebration of 
the intellectual robustness of these forms. To this must be added the pathbreaking 
work in the creation of British cultural studies by Stuart Hall and the theoretical 
exertions of W. E. B. Du Bois and Horace Mann Bond in the creation of American 
sociology, of Henry Sylvestre Williams and George Padmore in the emergence and 
articulation of Pan-Africanism, and, of course, of C. L. R. James, whose genius is 
yet to be acknowledged, much less celebrated by continental African thinkers and 
scholars. Meanwhile, in spite of the sometimes inauspicious circumstances that our 
immigrants fi nd in the lands of sojourn or even the hostility of some of their hosts, 
they persist in their sojourn. Many others continue to move. Why do they do it?
 On one hand, we have the normal, very human desire to always seek the best 
life possible and to go wherever there is some promise of a better life for us and our 
progeny. We cannot separate the current movements out of Africa into Europe and
other parts of the world—there is at least one Nigerian businessman resident in 
Beijing24— from the collapse of the economies of various African countries, the 
legacy of economic mismanagement on a galactic scale by African “leaders,” and, 
perhaps most important of all, the legacy of political repression, violence, and con-
fl ict. The signals from the West are heavy and unrelenting. The earlier sojourners 
initially did not have the benefi t of the global dimension of mass culture. They set 
out on blind faith and a feeling that even death was preferable to what was then 
their lot in their homelands. They calculated that if they stayed they would rot but 
that if they braved the odds and survived, there was promise of regeneration in un-
known lands. They do not have to be right in their calculations in order for us to 
admire their effort.
 Meanwhile, the present is different in that the mass media and the global dimen-
sions of mass culture ensure that even in what may be remote corners of the world 
people are bombarded by images of prosperity that is beyond the belief of some seg-
ments of humanity. Not only that, people have the impression that all they have 
to do is to get to those places and their lives will undergo a magical transforma-
tion for the better and they too will become participants in and co-enjoyers of the 
fabled riches of distant lands. We should not dismiss these sojourners as impossible 
dreamers or foolish risk-takers. The Horatio Alger motif is never too far from the 
surface in many of the stories of the West they read in their home countries. They 
may be wrong in their estimations, but it is unwarranted to dismiss their calcula-
tions as groundless. What is more, the narratives, if not the lifestyles, of those who 
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preceded them tell them how well they can do and how quickly they can do it. In 
fact, in many countries, not striving to go and “make it” in the West is considered 
a symptom of utter madness or, at the least, sloth. We need to take this seriously. 
When Europeans left their homelands in the sixteenth century and later, they were 
shooting darts in the dark. They are not excoriated for that. Now people leave their 
homelands after reading books, watching television, and hearing (even if unreliable) 
eyewitness reports of how emigrating will lead to signifi cant improvements in their 
life chances and we are slow to celebrate their gutsiness and their rationality in de-
ciding that the adventure was warranted, maybe even worth it.
 Where better to go than the places whose inhabitants have always drummed 
into the ears of the peoples of Asia, Africa, and South America (as well as, lately, 
Eastern Europe) the eminent desirability of their way of life, the infi nitely brighter 
prospects of life for those who are fortunate to be born in their homelands, and 
so on? So people set sail, sometimes in the most dangerous and excruciating of 
 conditions—cargo holds of aircraft, boiler rooms of ocean liners, and fl imsy boats 
from the Maghreb—in search of a better life. Albanians head for Italy as a bridge-
head to other points in Europe. Afghans, Iraqis, Kurds, and others head for Aus-
tralia. Nigerians, Ghanaians, and Senegalese brave the Sahara and the treacherous 
waters off the Moroccan coast (and lately the coast of Libya) to enter Spain and 
then other points in Europe.25 There are Nigerians in Germany who landed there 
after having traversed the breadth of Asia, starting from South Korea, then moving 
through Japan and Russia to the Czech Republic. This is one aspect of the impulse 
to emigrate. There are striking similarities between this impulse to emigrate and that 
identifi ed by Hegel in the nineteenth century for both emigration and colonization 
on the part of Europeans. The difference is that instead of indentured contracts, we 
have unscrupulous people-smugglers who sometimes force their victims into lives of 
crime in their countries of sojourn. At the present time, there is no colonization. 
But there is defi nitely the same export of population (surplus or not), and the con-
ditions in the home countries of our current waves of emigrants simulate the con-
ditions of economic hardship and pauperization that Hegel said made colonization 
and emigration inevitable. Nor do we lack in the present the equivalents of the pi-
rates of the past or even indenture-like conditions for many emigrants.
 (2) But there is another impulse behind the current wave of immigration to (in 
the main) Europe and North America. This impulse, I would argue, is more effective 
in forcing people to relocate to other countries. At the present time, many African 
countries are put in the category of newly democratizing countries. This means that 
such countries are putting in place the mechanisms for multiparty democracy and 
periodic elections of their governors. Additionally, they are expected to observe the 
tenets of the rule of law and put in place the trappings of liberal representative gov-
ernment. In other words, they are called upon to deliver to their peoples the much-
delayed promise of the political discourse of modernity that I have talked about in 
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earlier chapters: more control over their lives and more options to consider in formu-
lating their conceptions of the good life and the wherewithal to realize them. When 
the focus is turned too heavily on the economic dimension of immigration, we lose 
sight of the fact that many immigrants to the so-called advanced democracies cite 
for motivation the greater freedom that is theirs in those lands compared to the lack 
of freedom that was their lot in their homelands. In the economic sphere, either 
under the tutelage of the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank or by 
dint of goading by existing democratic countries such as the United States, Britain, 
or Germany, African countries are busy creating free market economies where state 
regulation of economic activities is reduced to a minimum and private enterprise is 
given free rein to structure the economy. The political aspect of this transformation 
is captured under the rubric of “democracy”; the economic dimension is represented 
in the notion of “privatization.”
 Despite the widespread myth in scholarship about Africa about the tradition-
bound attitude of Africans, we fi nd that the African reaction to modernity is no 
less varied or complex than that of any other subjugated people. There is a sense in 
which the current clamor for democracy in the continent is continuous with some 
of the initial enthusiasm for experimenting with things modern in the nineteenth 
century. After the abortion procured by the colonial rulers and the extreme disas-
ters that military rule and one-party dictatorships infl icted on the African peoples, 
one thing remains constant and incontrovertible: Africans never gave up on the 
promise of what the Action Group in Nigeria called “freedom for all and life more 
abundant.”26 They fought against military rule. They clamored for democratic rule. 
And there should be no doubt that the pressures on African countries to democ-
ratize and adopt free market mechanisms can, when properly understood and exe-
cuted, be assimilated to the required transition to modernity. What attenuates this 
is that the good that the pressure to democratize does is diminished by the pressure 
placed on African states to adopt the particular free market mechanisms of condi-
tionalities and withholding of aid. Both mechanisms are examples of the latest ver-
sion of the undermining or ignoring of African subjectivity, especially at the level of 
the leadership of African countries. But ordinary people do not labor under similar 
constraints: they are not vulnerable to conditionalities. While their rulers are hav-
ing their collective and individual wills toyed with, the people, ordinary Africans, 
are busy exercising their agency, voting with their feet. That they seek their fortunes 
elsewhere via immigration is just another aspect of their insistence on having the 
promise of modernity delivered for them.
 It should be no surprise that this impulse has the impact that it does. Although 
the promise of democracy does not feature often enough in analyses of why people 
migrate, the fact that democracy promises individuals greater control over their lives 
and offers some measure of freedom from the infl uence of groups and their tradi-



 Globalization 249

tions are two crucial reasons that people, especially those with some education, mi-
grate to places that are touted as repositories of democratic freedoms. That is, many 
who emigrate from Africa do so not solely for economic reasons. Many, especially 
the intellectuals, emigrate because the life that they associate with their socialization 
into the promise of modern life is either in jeopardy or not on offer in their native 
lands. In fact, the truth is that many might have made better lives for themselves 
had they not emigrated, but they persist in their exile locations because they love 
the lifestyles they have come to know and cherish. When this is coupled with the 
disasters that result from the economic blueprint that compels countries to priva-
tize their economies and liberalize access to them, what we have is a situation where 
fewer and fewer people in Africa, Asia, Latin America, and Eastern Europe believe 
the talk of democracy in their countries. Their reason is simple: What kind of de-
mocracy is it where the economic circumstances constrict rather than expand the 
possibility of the ability of individuals to control their lives and the political choices 
available to its denizens are a pale imitation of what democratic societies are sup-
posed to offer?
 Africans want democracy and better living. But that does not mean that they all 
have the same understanding of democracy or that they are unanimous about how 
to move their countries out of the morass of underdevelopment. Just as it happened 
in the nineteenth century, the principal models on offer have a lot to do with mo-
dernity. However, again African agency is not getting its deserts. Those who emi-
grate from the continent are facilely dismissed as “economic” refugees. Those who 
stay are supposedly the benefi ciaries of a transition to democracy and the makings 
of a market economy built on free enterprise. Just as was the case with the colonial 
authorities who claimed to have put in place democracy and its enabling institu-
tions on the eve of independence, Africans are again being sold a bill of goods in 
the contemporary period. Africans want democracy, but what they are being offered 
is a thin gruel of multipartyism and periodic elections.
 Whatever may be going on in many African countries at the present time, only 
in an extremely qualifi ed sense can they be termed a transition to democracy or to 
privatization. The countries of Africa, Asia, South America, and Eastern Europe 
have in the last two decades been offered an anemic version of democracy that falls 
far short of what makes the Western legacy such an alluring prospect. We are right 
to wonder whether intellectuals and politicians and policymakers in Europe and 
North America who are busy urging “democracy” and “privatization” on the rest of 
the world are sincere in their professions. For if they are sincere, then they must pur-
sue policies that are sure to move African countries closer to the West. But the call 
to be like the West rings hollow. It may indeed be the case that some people in Af-
rica and similar areas have seen through the insincerity that affl icts the call for Af-
rica and the rest of the world to be like the West and realize that in their homelands 
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they are being offered bootlegs in the name of democracy and privatization. Such 
individuals may decide, when able, to go to the source to enjoy the fruits of both. In 
what follows I explore the political and economic aspects of this co nundrum.

The “Be-Like-Mike” Syndrome:
The Case for Open Borders

 Let us begin by considering the following snapshots.27 Until December 1993, the 
Russian president ruled by decrees. In October of that year, the president, the only 
elected public offi cial in the Russian government, was faced with a recalcitrant un-
elected holdover Parliament from the defunct Soviet Union. He ordered troops to 
march on the Parliament buildings in a deadly assault on his opponents. It should 
be noted that the president’s actions did not fall outside the political context in Rus-
sia at the time: His opponents had attempted insurrection in the streets and failed. 
So it is clear that this was no “democratic” struggle. But it was certainly a battle 
over the direction of the evolution of social processes in the country. The reaction 
of many analysts in the United States and of the U.S. government followed these 
lines: In that grim battle, the facts that the Russian president was popularly elected 
(a very important enhancer of the legitimacy of a democracy in current thinking) 
and that the Parliament was not popularly elected (a very important underminer of 
le gitimacy in a democracy in current thinking) strengthened his hand and appeared 
to justify his claim that the assault was a blow for democracy.28 President Boris Yeltsin 
justifi ed his attack on Parliament thus: “In the past few months dozens of new anti-
people decisions have been drafted and adopted. Many of them are deliberately de-
signed to aggravate the situation. The most fl agrant is the so-called economic policy 
of the Supreme Soviet. Its decisions on the budget, privatisation and many other 
areas compound the crisis and infl ict huge damage on the country. . . . The inten-
tional erosion of the existing and still weak legal foundations of the young Russian 
state is under way.”29

 The situation changed slightly after December 1993, when Russia elected a new 
Parliament. Needless to say, the electoral victories of Vladimir Putin do not alter the 
fact that only by a very generous understanding of the idea can we say that Russia is 
a democratic society at the present time.30 Doubts about the current order in Russia 
have only been intensifi ed by the stage-managed elections that in 2008 ushered in 
Dmitri Medvedev as the new president and Vladimir Putin as his prime minister. In 
the fi rst place, I don’t think anyone seriously considers the elections “free and fair.” 
In the second place, the concentration of power in the presidency to the detriment 
of other sectors of the Russian state and society (not to mention the detriment to 
the capacity of ordinary Russians to control their own lives) speaks to a real lack of 
democracy in spite of the presence of multipartyism and periodic elections. Mean-
while, with or without an elected Parliament, the Russian people, the legitimacy-
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embodying grantor of the president’s authority (and, conversely, before December 
1993, the legitimacy-embodying denier of the Parliament’s authority) remained, if 
news reports were right, largely indifferent to the antics of the president and the Par-
liament. It is not that they had no interest in what was happening. Quite the con-
trary; the problem was that the aggravations of daily life left very little room for ex-
citement about the perorations of politicians.
 Privatization in Russia, which began under Boris Yeltsin, proceeded apace, even 
if not according to plan. Many industries were privatized; that is, their ownership 
was transferred from the state into private, individual, hands. Some of those hands 
were quite ordinary hands. Others—most, it is said—were the hands of those who 
happened to have run those same enterprises in the recent past.31 What I have said 
applies to the privatization that took place above the table and that paid some at-
tention to emergent and yet-to-be-consolidated procedures. A fair percentage of 
the privatization was less procedural, more aggressive, and, I dare say, more reward-
ing: It was the transfer of property executed by those who hitherto had been custo-
dians of that property into their own hands or the hands of their friends, close as-
sociates, or family members. It is what we, in less delicate terms, would call looting! 
Regard less of how the transfer was effected, it is the end product that is of interest 
to us: What used to be publicly held on behalf of all the Russian people has now be-
come the property of individuals—some of them oligarchs—who do not feel com-
pelled (and are not required) to proclaim a trustee relationship. What I have just 
said should not be a surprise. Few laws and other regulatory mechanisms were de-
vised to guide the process of privatization in the immediate aftermath of the col-
lapse of communism. A little progress has been made since then. But even had such 
rules been in place, it is doubtful that the exercise would have included most Rus-
sians. Not much has changed in the years since. Shares in corporations are likely 
to be sold in public offerings to those who have disposable income to invest. This is 
beyond the capacity of most Russians at the moment. Thus, only those with privi-
leged access to state resources in the past (especially as custodians) and others who 
operated in the underground economy were able to purchase share offerings in the 
process of privatization.
 Here is another snapshot: Nigeria. As has been the case for the greater part of its 
existence as a sovereign (and I use that word with considerable hesitation) state, Ni-
geria was under military rule until May 1999. The military regimes that held sway 
in the country from 1984 to 1999, each in their own way, embarked upon the twin 
processes of democratization and privatization. It is not necessary to recall the lurid 
details of Nigeria’s aborted march toward democracy under those regimes; this is a 
mere snapshot. But some of the moves that were made by those regimes deserve some 
mention, even if a cursory one, to show that whatever it was that they were commit-
ted to, democracy was not on the agenda. Given the history of false starts toward de-
mocracy in Nigeria, one of those regimes, led by General Ibrahim Babangida, in its 
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incomparable wisdom decided that the best democracy with the greatest chance of 
success in what (according to that government) is the peculiar political terrain of the 
country, was a closely supervised, extremely guarded, guided-by-the-nose democ-
racy. The following should give the reader an idea of how closely supervised it was.32

 To begin with, the government decreed that there would be only two parties. 
Having persuaded itself that civilians could not perform the simple operation of or-
ganizing themselves into political parties, the regime proceeded to establish two 
political parties: the Social Democratic Party (SDP) and the National Republican 
Convention (NRC).33 Just so that no one would be tempted to fail to see any differ-
ence between them, given their genealogies, the regime invested them with its own 
versions of left and right ideologies. The SDP was “a little to the left,” the NRC “a 
little to the right.” Finally, to fulfi ll the logic of this absurdity, the government wrote 
the parties’ manifestos! At every stage of the process the government kept interven-
ing, and it eventually managed to secure the presidential tickets that it wanted for 
both parties. Yet the government could not bring itself to accept the results of the 
elections that it had brokered and controlled from start to fi nish. So on June 23, 
1993, after what must be the most expensive political transition in the world, the 
military dictator annulled the elections of June 12 of that year and plunged Nigeria 
into her worst political crisis since the Civil War that ended in 1970. Babangida, 
however, had misjudged the Nigerian people, who came out in tens of thousands to 
protest the election annulment and eventually forced him from offi ce in ignominy. 
Although he tried to remain in power vicariously through the installation of a pup-
pet administration headed by a top Nigerian business mogul, the ploy failed when 
the Nigerian Supreme Court declared that interim administration illegal.
 In the aftermath, another military regime was instituted that was headed by 
 Babangida’s erstwhile right-hand man, Sani Abacha. Abacha proceeded to un-
leash a reign of terror on Nigeria that muzzled the press and journalists and jailed, 
maimed, killed, or chased into exile other opponents of the regime. The most egre-
gious example was the execution of one of the country’s most accomplished writ-
ers, Ken  Saro-Wiwa, along with eight other leaders of a minority rights movement, 
Movement for the Salvation of the Ogoni People (MOSOP) in November 1995. 
Under his draconian rule, the presumed winner of the June 12, 1993, presidential 
election, Chief M. K. O. Abiola, was thrown into jail, where he eventually died 
in mysterious circumstances in 1998, shortly after Abacha himself died suddenly, 
supposedly of a heart attack. Abacha’s reign of terror had one aim: to prepare the 
ground for him to succeed himself in offi ce as a civilian president. Abacha’s suc-
cessor, General  Abdusalami Abubakar, hurriedly organized a transition to civilian 
rule and stepped down from offi ce in May 1999 with the installation of a popularly 
elected civilian president, Olusegun Obasanjo, who went on to win a second term 
that ended in 2007. For the fi rst time in the country’s history, Nigeria witnessed 
the fi rst  peaceful—and so far successful—handover of power from one democrati-
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cally elected regime to another. Thus, on the surface at least, Nigeria seems to have 
taken some giant strides on the democratic road and is, for now, judged a democratic 
polity. A deeper scrutiny, however, will reveal what is at best a very anemic version 
of democracy. I shall come back to this presently.
 Privatization, too, has proceeded apace in Nigeria. The myriad forms I referred 
to in the Russian snapshot are to be found in Nigeria. What used to be the col-
lective inheritance of all Nigerians is quickly disappearing into private individual 
hands. Meanwhile, the people of Nigeria, not unlike the Russians, were not exactly 
sitting on the sidelines: they repeatedly turned up for elections both in the aborted 
programs for transition to civilian rule and later on in the democratic dispensation 
in enough numbers to allow those who were victorious to claim legitimacy.34 They 
felt that the military regime was on its way out and they were happy to play their 
part in the drama of democracy. Their hopes were frustrated by the annulment of 
the presidential elections and the successor military regimes dissolved the parlia-
ments they elected over the course of three years from 1990 to 1993, thereby oblit-
erating what modicum of democracy survived the previous dictator. The country 
witnessed periodic protests in the streets against military rule and its policies. The 
transition in 1999 has not meant an end to the motley aggravations of daily life that 
make the Nigerian people less-than-enthusiastic participants in the movement to-
ward democracy and privatization.
 Finally, let us turn to Kenya. Kenya held much-heralded presidential and parlia-
mentary elections in December 1992.35 The elections were remarkable in that they 
were held at all: At the time they were the fi rst such elections in twenty years. Many 
people lost their lives to election-related violence. In the run-up to the elections, 
the incumbent, President Daniel arap Moi, harassed members of the opposition. 
Some of the latter had their papers confi scated or the prospective candidates simply 
disappeared until it was too late for them to fi le their papers for candidacy. Oppo-
sition publications were impounded in their entirety and were denied access to the 
electronic media. Douglas Rimmer describes these events: “More than 40 opposi-
tion candidates were prevented from delivering their nomination paper; as a conse-
quence, KANU [the ruling party] candidates were unopposed in 15 constituencies. 
Another 40 candidates nominated by opposition parties defected to KANU—in re-
turn, it was generally supposed, for material rewards. The radio and television ser-
vices were not impartial in their coverage of electoral campaigning, but biased in 
favour of the ruling party.”36 In the aftermath of the elections, which the incum-
bent president won with less than 37 percent of the vote but in which the opposi-
tion parties won half (100) of the contested seats, it was said that although it was 
not a model of what democratic elections should be, it was a worthwhile step in the 
movement toward democracy. Moi was eventually swept from offi ce in the 2003 elec-
tions, an outcome that deserves recognition as a modest step in the journey to de-
mocracy.
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 But recent events in Kenya show that the country has a very long way to go if it 
is to become a democracy, richly understood. In the December 26, 2007, elections, 
the opposition claimed to have won but the Electoral Commission of Kenya an-
nounced the incumbent, Mwai Kibaki, as the winner of the presidential polls. The 
opposition took to the streets in violent protests. Although many latent issues led 
to the violence in Kenya, it has become clear that one reason for it was the oppo-
sition’s lack of confi dence (traceable to their experience in previous electoral con-
tests) in the independence and impartiality of the Kenyan judiciary, another essen-
tial element of a proper liberal representative democracy in the modern age. As in 
the other two snapshots, privatization programs also took place in Kenya and the 
process has followed paths similar to those already identifi ed.37 Kenyans, too, are 
beset with the same aggravations of daily existence occasioned by poverty, igno-
rance, and ill health.
 Why talk about these situations here? These are areas of the world that are not 
often thought about together, though I argue that thinking of them so yields much 
wisdom and analytical payoff.38 To start with, the globalization under review is the 
one framed by modernity. The tenets of that modernity are what are now used as 
benchmarks for evaluating societies and the forms of social living they embody. As 
such, the comparative insights obtainable from so looking at them will allow schol-
ars and social policymakers and actors alike to measure the rate of progress in the 
movements toward the best life for humans. We are also better placed to see how 
the more privileged of the world view less fortunate others in the rest of the world.
 The economic and political phenomena captured in our snapshots are by no 
means peculiar to our three examples. They are more or less typical of developments 
in many other countries of Eastern Europe, Asia, Africa, and South America. In 
their different ways these countries are struggling to install multiparty democracies 
and free market economies. But what kind of democratization has taken place in the 
newly democratizing countries? To begin with, their elections have been hailed as 
steps, however unsure, toward installing democracy. Media analysts and academics 
alike usually tout the processes represented in our snapshots as evidence of the com-
ing of age or the beginning of a new order for the newly democratizing countries. 
In minimalist analyses that barely conceal their condescension, these analysts tell 
us to be thankful that there are any elections at all; we are supposed to be grate-
ful that the ruling classes in these countries are making any moves at all to satisfy 
Western public opinion or, more appropriately, the ideological demands of the rul-
ing classes in Western countries.39 My modest aim in the rest of this section is to 
dampen the enthusiasm that greets these developments. My skepticism is not as-
suaged by the fact that some of the countries concerned have had successful transi-
tions from one dominant party to another in the course of the last fi fteen years. So 
why am I  skeptical?
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 A qualifi cation is warranted. I am not opposed to democracy or even some vari-
ant of a market economy. To be opposed in any way would detract from the force 
of my core arguments. One cannot argue, as I have done, for the continuing rele-
vance of modernity and fail to embrace its political discourse or some of its politico-
economic presuppositions. Nor should this be read as a condemnation of the heroic 
efforts of the peoples of Eastern Europe, Africa, Asia, and South America to free 
themselves from yokes of differing weights and description. After all, the thrust of 
this book has been to argue for the relevance to Africa of modernity and its philo-
sophical discourse. My skepticism is directed at my fellow analysts, especially scholars 
domiciled in North America and some parts of Europe, for whom the phenomena 
captured in the snapshots above and others like them either amount to democracy 
or are signifi cant steps toward it.
 The chorus of approval that greets the preceding developments is premised on 
what is arguably a very anemic conception of democracy.40 It is a conception of de-
mocracy that mistakes what should be a way of life for a form of government.41 In 
this conception, once there are many parties, several candidates, and elections that 
are (minimally) free and fair, a country is considered to be on the road to democ-
racy. Democracy is reduced to principles of how those who govern are selected and 
of how rules are made to make them accountable to the ruled. Little or no attention 
is paid to the general conditions of life, some of which might have conduced to the
installation of autocratic rule in the fi rst place. Nor is any more attention paid to 
the temper of those who win these elections and who preside over the day-to-day 
running of the affairs of the polity concerned. It is as if the battle for democracy is 
won once a system of regular and periodic elections with many parties and a plu-
rality of candidates is put in place.42 The ousting of Daniel arap Moi and the instal-
lation of Mwai Kibaki in the Kenyan presidency must be judged a signifi cant victory 
for democracy. But Kibaki’s behavior and that of his wife, especially since his acces-
sion to offi ce—his wife’s physical assault on a journalist, his attempt to ram through 
a new constitution, and his continuing battles with his erstwhile comrades in the 
 opposition—do not bespeak the implantation of a democratic temperament in to-
day’s Kenya.43 The attitude that confl ates successful electoral transitions and democ-
racy in the “democratizing” countries, especially on the part of intellectuals in these 
countries and their counterparts in the extant democracies, is problematic.
 The problematic character of such an attitude as I just described will become 
clearer when I show that in the established democracies, with all their defects, de-
mocracy means much more than multipartyism and periodic elections. The repre-
sentative government that is touted as the ultimate icon of democracy is one aspect, 
among many others, of a complex and desirable way of life that typifi es them. It is 
wrong to think, for example, that the United States is democratic because it has rep-
resentative government and periodic elections. On the contrary, it has representa-
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tive government and periodic elections because it is democratic. This is a very im-
portant distinction. If the existing democracies defi ned their democraticness only 
as multipartyism and periodic elections, they would probably not enjoy the model 
status they have in the contemporary situation. The elements of their democracy 
must include the large personal spaces within which individual preferences are su-
preme; the recognition and, on occasion, celebration of heterodoxy; and the very 
real limits they place on the power of the state to coerce the individual or frustrate 
her will.
 Ongoing debates in the United States, Canada, and some European countries 
concerning the right of gay individuals to marry one another show clearly the com-
mitment to heterodoxy. That South Africa remains the fi rst and only country in Af-
rica to legalize same-sex marriages speaks in favor of its democracy. That other Af-
rican countries are busy looking for ways, if they don’t already have them, to make 
it hellish to confess to homosexuality speaks to their lack of democracy, no mat-
ter how often they hold successful elections. The same can be said for the rights 
of women. Remember what was said about the open future and the putative pref-
erence for the merit principle under modernity. Insofar as many societies in Africa 
continue to operate social systems that impact individual lives and place curbs on 
aspirations based on ascription, we can say that democratic spaces are severely cir-
cumscribed and individuality understood as the privilege of ordering one’s life how-
soever one wants are not thereby recognized or provided for. The rights of women is 
one sphere where ascription continues to rule in many countries. Another example 
is the continuing accommodation of ascription-based monarchies built on heredity 
and primogeniture in so-called republics.
 Incidentally, it would appear that the tendency to view democracy as a mere form 
of government is more pronounced at the present time in comparison with what 
used to obtain, even in Africa. As far back as 1967, Kofi  A. Busia wrote: “Democ-
racy cannot work unless those who seek to exercise these civil liberties recognize 
the equal rights of others to exercise them too. They must recognize the right of oth-
ers to think differently, and to choose differently. . . . Where there are opportunities of 
wide contacts and of access to different ideas, there are occasions for different opin-
ions and beliefs. Therefore, an important requirement for the success of democracy 
is to serve in voluntary organizations, all of which call for moral standards and good 
behaviour.”44

 From the requirements Busia lists, it is obvious that how the government is cho-
sen and the kind of regime it is are functions of larger processes, derivatives of a way 
of life from which they draw their inspiration and to which they owe their iden-
tity and normativity. Representative government grows out of this larger democratic 
culture. The larger democratic culture is what attracts some immigrants, especially 
professionals and academics, to their lands of sojourn. Periodic elections are merely 
the institutionalized form of the principle that rulers may not impose themselves on 
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the people. Once we accept the distinction between democracy and representative 
or whatever other forms of government may be derived from it (for example, con-
stitutional monarchy), it must be conceded that what I have identifi ed above as an 
anemic conception of democracy is inadequate.
 I would like to suggest that there is a connection between modernity-infl ected 
globalization and some of the processes that characterize social and political life in 
African countries at the present time. Disappointments with democratic experi-
ments as well as frustration with forms of social living that seem to limit rather than 
expand spheres of personal control over individual lives explain, in part, why many 
make a dash for where they think the grass is greener. In the preceding discussion, I 
have tried to show that the ongoing processes of democratization in African coun-
tries do not rise to the level of democracy that makes the countries of the West such 
a magnet for assorted migrants from other parts of the world, including, especially, 
Africa. I know that it is not often that African immigrants are understood by both 
African and non-African analysts and scholars as manifesting agency or enacting 
their subjectivity in their boundary-crossings. Both the internal processes in their 
homelands and their responses to these processes can and ought to be explained in 
the context of the politico-philosophical discourse of modernity.
 Simultaneously, instead of the current closed-door hostile response of Europeans 
to the immigration of desperate Africans into their borders, true globalization—a 
globalization that takes seriously its modern provenance—calls for (at a minimum) 
a recognition or (better still) a celebration of the pertinacity of these Africans in 
their search for better lives for themselves and their dependants. In my view, much 
of the current movement of surplus populations from the countries of Africa, Asia, 
and South and Central America is the latest replay of a similar movement in the 
globalization that settled the New World beginning in the fi fteenth century. Indeed, 
the descendants of those who were welcomed by the indigenous peoples of the New 
World and Africa owe a duty of reciprocity to the twenty-fi rst-century equivalents of 
their forebears and ought to treat them accordingly. Open borders are an inseparable 
element of a globalization done right. Recognizing the subjectivity of desperate Latin 
Americans braving the Arizona desert or hopping trains through Central America 
to make it to Mexico or that of Africans braving the Sahara and the treacherous 
waters of the north Atlantic is imperative if we are to put an end to a discourse of 
globalization in which African agency is only lamented—when it is not crimi nalized.
 Next I examine the economic aspect of globalization. At the present time, it is 
normal for Western donors and aid providers and international fi nancial institutions 
to insist that the emerging democracies liberalize access to their markets, privatize 
key public sector industries, reduce social services spending, and generally cut back 
on government participation in all spheres of life.45 These requirements are now the 
basic conditionalities that African, Latin American, Eastern European, and Asian 
countries must fulfi ll before they can secure various types of loans and before in-
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ternational fi nancial institutions, especially the International Monetary Fund and 
the World Bank, can approve grants for them.46 They call on debtor countries to 
open their markets to goods and services from creditor countries and assume that 
such steps will allow the market mechanism to become the principal vehicle for al-
locating resources in society. Such calls disguise the real outcome desired by the do-
nor countries and creditor agencies: that the underdeveloped countries embrace capi-
talism. The unspoken subtext for the processes and demands involved is that the 
countries of the former Eastern Bloc, Asia, Latin America, and Africa are called 
upon or, more appropriately, are being goaded into accepting that their future sur-
vival and prosperity are contingent on their willingness to develop capitalism, the 
ultimate emblem of Western supremacy. In other words, they should all be more like 
the West!47

 I wish to draw an analogy from the world of sports to show what is wrong with 
this manner of proceeding in the business of globalization. “Be Like Mike” was the 
refrain in a popular 1990s advertising jingle that featured Michael Jordan, who is 
widely acclaimed as the greatest basketball player ever. I assume that the writers of 
that jingle were being facetious in asking their audience to “Be Like Mike.” The in-
vitation hides a paradox. In the fi rst place, it is impossible for all, most, or even many 
of us to “be like Mike.” The world of sports is full of Michael Jordan wannabes who 
neglected their studies in the hope that they would attain success in professional 
basketball. Most are left with nothing but their dreams and much heartbreak. For 
every Michael Jordan, there are tens of thousands who never made it beyond their 
college practice teams. This point addresses only the practical impossibility of many 
of us being like Mike.
 It may be logically impossible, too. The only reason that we are called upon to 
“be like Mike” is that Jordan is singular, unique, in his excellence. He is incompa-
rable; he is inimitable. He is not just an excellent player; he is a primus inter pares 
in the universe of excellent sportsmen. This singularity in excellence is what makes 
Jordan such an icon. If we had two like him, he would not have riveted our atten-
tion the way he did on the court. If we could replicate him, that singularity would 
be lost and the quality that we wish to or are exhorted to emulate would be missing. 
The result: “be like Mike” has meaning only insofar as we cannot be like Mike. If 
we could be like him, there would have been no Mike to be like in the fi rst place.
 The call, in the wake of Western-infl ected dominant globalization, to the rest 
of the world to be like the West in the economic sphere is similar to the call to “be 
like Mike” in sports. Though not in exactly the same way, the paradox that attaches 
to the call to be like Mike is present here, too. Let us focus on two aspects, one bad 
and the other good.48 I take the bad one fi rst and limit my comments to the United 
States. Americans consume more energy resources than any other people on earth. 
Most of the energy comes from nonrenewable sources. Furthermore, the sheer avail-
ability of stuff that drives the mass consumption that typifi es American society cre-
ates considerable waste and incredible volumes of garbage. Suppose that Nigeria, 
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Brazil, India, and Russia, were to become like the United States.49 That is, suppose 
the inhabitants of those countries attained the level of consumption for which the 
United States is notorious and the lure of which makes it the envy of the world. It 
is obvious that apocalypse would be upon us sooner than even the most ardent pur-
veyors of Armageddon could predict it!
 The point was made more dramatically by an eco-conscious radio broadcaster 
who once asked his listeners whether when the U.S. government calls for mass con-
sumption and capitalist production in Africa and Asia it is prepared for 1 billion In-
dians and 1.2 billion Chinese to own or aspire to own refrigerators fi lled with hy-
drochlorofl uorocarbons and automobiles that guzzle gas and emit pollutants into the 
atmosphere at the same rates as Americans.50 This reality is creeping in on us. Chi-
nese fuel consumption is rising and is putting pressure on world oil supplies. Oil-
driven industrialization coupled with the emergence of the automobile as the pre-
ferred mode of transportation in China portends ill for the world’s environmental 
well-being. The broadcaster’s question might have been meant as a rhetorical ges-
ture. But that globalizing the consumption patterns of the West cannot be part of 
what the Rest of Us are supposed to do when we become like the West is part of the 
insincerity that informs the West’s exhortation that the rest of us be like it.51 The 
West cannot seriously want the rest of the world to be like it because that would 
obliterate (or at least attenuate the impact of) the hierarchy that the West sits atop 
and that is a condition for the West’s capacity for global dominance. It would also 
generate more competition for markets and give the West less access to cheap re-
sources and fewer opportunities for diplomatic mischief-making. And the cost of be-
ing like the West will be unbearable for our planet.52 I shall have more to say about 
this insincerity anon.53

 Now I consider the good—that is, the political aspect. Without doubt, the prin-
cipal appeal of the West lies in the better quality of life and higher standard of liv-
ing of its inhabitants. This comparative judgment encompasses especially political 
life and the space it creates for individual identity and self-realization. Political life 
is only one aspect of this way of life. Other elements include the possibility of so-
cial mobility for individuals regardless of the circumstances of their birth, the tol-
erance of heterodoxy, and the accountability of rulers to the ruled. At some level, 
the call to be like the West includes the embrace of democracy and its political ap-
purtenances. We have seen that access to enjoying this way of life is part of why 
Africans globalize. At the same time, given that most inhabitants of the continent 
remain homebound or stay closer to home—that is, within the continent—it be-
comes crucial for us to attend to their concerns too. The recommendation to lib-
eralize the economy and democratize in the political sphere applies more to those 
who stay than to the émigrés.
 Here is the problem. The same insincerity I alluded to above undergirds this rec-
ommendation of democracy. I contend that the democracy being recommended to 
the rest of the world falls radically short of what typifi es democracy in the West. 
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The Rest of Us are being offered an anemic version of democracy that falls far short 
of what makes the Western legacy such an alluring prospect. That is, we may be wit-
nessing a new version of the bait-and-switch maneuver that colonialism performed 
in Africa in the nineteenth century. The call to be like the West sounds increas-
ingly like the refrain in the “Be Like Mike” jingle. Viewed from economic and po-
litical perspectives, the Be-Like-the-West syndrome sounds more like an affl iction 
than a panacea for the rest of the world. Unfortunately, many intellectuals in Af-
rica have embraced the twin ideas of democracy and privatization. The results in 
the area of democracy have been mixed. Those in the area of privatization, in the 
call to capitalism, have been more harrowing than ennobling.
 The requirements of privatization bring in their wake a serious assault on the 
lives of ordinary people. Privatization has meant for most people in those countries 
the impoverishment of the many and the enrichment of the very few, the looting of 
public property, the arrival of various transnational corporations to pick the cream of 
the crop of state holdings in the name of debt-equity swaps, and the fl ooding of the 
local markets, subsequent to liberalization, with goods that cater to the wants of the 
new rich, are unaffordable for the poor, and generally sell at prices that make home-
made goods less competitive.54 Certainly some countries have done better than oth-
ers, as attested by their hugely growing gross domestic products and new foreign in-
vestments. China, Poland, and Hungary readily come to mind here. Others have 
fared worse. Nigeria is an extreme example. It did not attract a single new penny 
of foreign investment outside of the oil industry through nearly thirteen years of a 
structural adjustment program that the International Monetary Fund mandated. Fi-
nally, in 2001, the telecommunications sector was privatized and the country reaped 
billions of naira from the sale of cellular licenses.55 There are consequences for the 
life situations of the citizens of the countries concerned.
 The halting steps toward the market have meant the enthronement of the trinity 
of hunger, ill health, and ignorance for millions of people.56 Such an outcome, in 
turn, weakens their capacity to resist the onslaught that reduces them to subhuman 
existence. In fact, a principal requirement of genuine democratization—an informed 
electorate possessed of a robust sense of their entitlements and their duty to oppose 
the excesses of the governors—is one of the fi rst victims of the processes I have de-
scribed. Two paradoxes result.57 First, the emplacement of the market mechanism 
supposedly requires the liberalization of access to the markets of the newly democ-
ratizing countries and reduced government spending on education and services that 
deliver health care. The objective is to eliminate huge government defi cits and lower 
government participation in the economies of the countries concerned. Such poli-
cies are supposed to increase the productivity of the economy and generate pros-
perity for the people. What they have yielded in all cases is poorer education and 
limited access to health for the people.58

 This outcome is easily explained. In most of the countries concerned, the gov-
ernment is usually the largest employer of labor because of the way their economies 
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have evolved. Because the capital base is limited, the government is the only agency 
capable of organizing capital accumulation for large-scale economic or industrial pro-
duction. The production of consumer goods is limited and because of the generally 
low level of production, the buying power of the populace is very limited. This, in 
turn, limits any possibility of quick expansion of the economy under adjustment pro-
grams. Add to all these factors the dominance of international capital head quartered 
in the developed countries and its ability to undercut local production, and what we 
have is generalized poverty and a stunted capacity for the production of goods. In 
such settings, reduced spending and the abandonment by government of its  pivotal 
role in the economy in an abrupt manner can only mean unemployment and myriad 
forms of underemployment. The latter is aggravated by the absence of a concomi-
tant increase in the level and rapidity of new investment that could create new jobs 
and absorb those who have been laid off as a result of shrinking government spend-
ing and participation in the economy.59

 Democracy is a direct victim. Recall the reactions of ordinary Russians to the she-
nanigans of their politicians. Perhaps the most eloquent testimony to this is the fact 
that in the fi rst elections to the Russian Parliament after the collapse of the Soviet 
Union, the former Communist Party and another headed by a xenophobic ultra- 
nationalist opportunist, Vladimir Zhirinovsky, won the most seats. Even though the 
infl uence of former communists has declined in Russian politics, the sham transi-
tion Putin engineered in 2008 reinforces the lack of enthusiasm for democracy on 
the part of Russians and their willingness to trade liberty and prosperity for secu-
rity and order in the aftermath of the chaos that characterized Russia’s transition 
from totalitarianism to a democratic rule of sorts. And in places where other op-
portunist rabble-rousers have been able to exploit the people’s disgruntlement with 
their dire economic circumstances, “democracy” has restored the discredited rulers 
of the recent past to power: again, Poland, Hungary, and Ukraine offer convenient 
illustrations. I am happy to note that things have since stabilized in Poland and the 
country has been pulled into the European Union, a move that signaled the interest 
of Western Europe to make Poles the inheritors of the way of life of which represen-
tative government is merely a part, though an important part. If anyone is desirous 
of evidence for my contention that for Euroamericans democracy is much more than 
multipartyism and periodic elections, all she has to do is look at the conditions that 
prospective members of the European Union have to fulfi ll, which happen to echo 
much of what I have identifi ed as a modern way of life in this work.60

 The consequences of structural adjustment programs are devastating for all seg-
ments of the local population. They are more so for a crucial segment of the popu-
lation that is needed for the success of any democratic and economic experiments: 
intellectuals. As a direct result of the adoption of the market mechanism (or what 
looks like one), the education systems in African countries (to take one desperate 
example) have suffered severe ravages. The requirement that governments reduce 
their propensity for defi cit spending on social services, the bulk of which goes to 
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education and health care services, has meant ever-decreasing allocations to the two 
sectors. Although I focus here on the tertiary level, primary and secondary education 
has fared just as badly, if not worse, given their foundational character. Many Af-
rican countries are at present suffering from the ravages of a continuing brain drain 
by globalizing intellectuals who seek the greener pastures of Western Europe and 
North America. They are the same intellectuals who are needed to effi ciently run 
the market to be created, to explain its rationale to their own people, to help their 
people make sense of the changes unfolding around them, to train future genera-
tions in the intricacies of democratic theory and practice and a theory of economic 
development, to indigenize the congeries of scholarly traditions as a result of the fl u-
idity of boundaries in this age of information, and to work assiduously to chart new 
paths to an ever-more-exciting and more satisfying future for their peoples. Without 
this category of workers, there is little doubt that the capacity of such societies for 
intellectual reproduction will be seriously undermined.
 Those who stay behind are not necessarily inferior thinkers. Nor is it the case 
that only the cream of the crop leave. The point is that of those who remain at 
home, many have abandoned the life of the mind to seek their fortunes in institu-
tions in the burgeoning private sector, whose reward packages few educational insti-
tutions can match. They have become consultants with ever-dwindling knowledge 
bases and NGO millionaires. Of the rest who remain in educational institutions, 
the processes described above ensure that they hardly have the appropriate tools 
to work with and that the conditions of living are such that little time and energy 
can be devoted to the cultivation of ideas. Even as the material living conditions of 
this class have improved in recent times, the business of knowledge production is 
not being enhanced. What we have instead is a proliferation of religious fervor and 
both Muslim and Christian sects. In other words, in a perverse example of a self-
fulfi lling prophecy, Lugard’s insistence that Africans did not need an education of 
the intellect but moral and practical education with a generous dose of religion has 
become the dominant model in Nigeria.
 Hence the second paradox: The necessary personnel for the successful implan-
tation of democracy and genuine economic transformation are exactly those who 
are being chased away into exile, internal and external, by the vagaries of fl edgling 
markets. In an era where it is truer than at any other time in human history to say 
that knowledge is power, Africa is regressing in the race to create a society of knowl-
edge. The sciences are the worst hit. Developments in the social sciences are no less 
dire. The humanities are bad enough. The excentricity that marks all production is 
more intense and infi nitely more pernicious in its effects in the area of knowledge 
production. It is clear that African scholars who remain at home are globalizing: 
They send their intellectual products out to all corners of the world for the stamp 
of approval that an overseas-based journal supposedly brings, yet it is clear that the 
more Africans prefer to publish in overseas fora, including those that cannot be said 
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to have the necessary support infrastructure for genuine critical evaluations that 
could improve the manuscripts, the greater the likelihood that the kind of scholar-
ship that will help Africa will not be produced. It is the ultimate symptom of a pro-
found under development of African agency. Globalization indeed! These paradoxes 
call for refl ection. Resolving them is a vital component of any genuine program of 
democratization.
 So far I have argued that the variants of democracy that people are embracing 
in the Rest of the World, especially Africa, are defective in certain respects. But it 
might be objected that if we can eliminate some of the problems I have identifi ed 
and take seriously the promise of democracy and privatization (it is never called capi-
talism) as it has been redeemed in the West, we will do all right. The objection as-
sumes that modernity, the movement that encompassed capitalism, liberalism, and 
more, is the ultimate achievement of human ingenuity concerning modes of social 
ordering and life. I want to attack this assumption, and I direct it at those of us who 
are inheritors and benefi ciaries of the legacy of modernity. My rejoinder has two 
parts. In the fi rst, I argue that not all of the Rest of Us can be like the West. In the 
second, I submit that even if we could, we should not. In what follows, I would like 
us to acknowledge that the task that the present calls forth is to transcend the ways 
of life presupposed by modernity while preserving what is best about them. An un-
critical attitude toward the legacy of modernity is one reason why many intellectu-
als from the rest of the world think that their problems would be solved if only they 
could be more like the West. This is groundless optimism.
 In the fi rst place, not all states can be like the West. A few might make it, but 
most cannot. Just as in sports the “Be Like Mike” syndrome leaves many Michael 
Jordan wannabes in its wake, the “Be Like the West” version of the syndrome is 
sure to leave a junkyard of United States or Germany wannabes in the commu-
nity of states. With limited investment dollars to go around, nation-states are al-
ready engaged in vicious bidding wars for investments that redound only to the 
well- entrenched power of transnational corporations.61 And, second, even if it were 
possible for the rest of the world to be like the West, that would be desirable only 
if it is the case that the ways of life that are enjoined by modernity and realized in 
some parts of the West are the best life for humans or are the best possible. They 
are neither.
 It is easy to be like the West insofar as one works with the anemic conception 
of democracy that I criticized above. But democracy is more than periodic elections 
with a plurality of candidates and regular turnovers in governments. Were we to 
limit ourselves to those markers, it would be diffi cult justifi ably to call “democracies” 
those countries that are usually held up as shining examples for the rest of the world 
to follow. In them—this is defi nitely true of the United States—there is no plurality 
of opinions in electioneering. One can question how representative the elected are, 
given the central role of money, the proliferation of captains of consciousness, and 
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the impact of the media’s actions on the choices of many voters.62 If we were to pay 
serious attention to the dwindling percentages of eligible voters who care to vote in 
periodic elections in, for example, the United States, we would be even less justifi ed 
in calling it a “democracy.” So what makes the United States and others like it “de-
mocracies” must lay somewhere beyond their method of picking those who govern 
periodically.
 We must distinguish between “having elected governments” and “being demo-
cratic.” Although being democratic must include some elective mechanisms for 
choosing rulers, having electoral systems in place does not a democracy make. The 
shortcomings in the forms of government or in the process of choosing govern-
ments in the West may make us wary of certifying them as “democratic,” but they 
do not warrant a dismissal of the democratic nature of the societies concerned. In 
other words, the elements that make societies democratic are to be found in the 
richly textured, multidimensional ways of life that modernity inaugurated in some 
countries of the West. The individual who chooses not to vote has other ways of 
expressing her opinions about any and every issue, even if that expression involves 
nothing more than unprovoked, unfocused placard-carrying. The right to be differ-
ent is an integral part of the promise of the many ways of life typical of democratic 
countries.63 A U.S. Supreme Court justice put it nicely when he called it “the right 
to be let alone.”64 Other elements include the impermissibility of authority that is 
not consented to by those it binds. In fact, in focusing on the core tenets of mo-
dernity we are better placed to evaluate ongoing constitutional experiments in Af-
rican countries and insist that those who construct and operate those institutions 
do so rightly and that ordinary folks who constitute the majority of the governed 
be educated about their entitlements and how to ensure that their governors recog-
nize them.
 Do the newly democratizing countries exhibit what I have identifi ed as the char-
acteristic features of the modern way of life in its rich complexity? Do they accom-
modate difference or heterodoxy in the requisite manner? I don’t think so. In some 
of them, it is an offense to insult the president. This is the case in Zimbabwe and 
in many countries that used to be part of the former Soviet Union. Boris Yeltsin 
threatened to shut down the opposition press in the run-up to the parliamentary 
elections of December 1993. Vladimir Putin, his successor, has been trying to rein 
in the opposition in the name of fi ghting terror inspired by the war in Chechnya 
and at the same time squelch any oppositional moves on the part of the oligarchs 
through the instrumentality of selective prosecution for tax evasion. One of those 
oligarchs, Vladimir Khododorsky, is languishing in a Siberian jail ostensibly for tax 
evasion but in reality for daring to organize a political party to challenge Putin’s 
rule. Human Rights Watch recently issued a report on extrajudicial killings in Nige-
ria.65 It reported that Robert Mugabe had not only declared open warfare against his 
fellow citizens but that he had routinely changed the country’s constitution to suit 
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his momentary whim. Hosni Mubarak still runs a one-party “democracy” in Egypt, 
and the leader of the main opposition party that dared challenge him in the 2005 
presidential elections was not released until February 2009 after serving fi ve years of 
a fi fteen-year jail sentence. Courageous man that he is, he has vowed to continue 
the fi ght for democracy in Egypt from where he left off. The Egyptian state rou-
tinely deploys violence to put down protests against constitutional reforms designed 
to make it impossible for genuine pluralism and heterodoxy to have a place in public 
discourse. One can still be charged for apostasy and blasphemy in that country. In 
Kenya, opposition newspapers were confi scated in the years following the fi rst multi-
party elections while Moi was still in offi ce.66 When the army preempted an Islamic 
Salvation Front victory in general elections in Algeria in 1991, Richard Rorty, a 
prominent postmodern democratic philosopher, remarked fl ippantly at a public lec-
ture in the United States that that might not have been such a bad thing given the 
ideological genealogy of the front and its supporters. This is one aspect of the in-
sincerity about democratic values I alluded to above. Would Richard Rorty have re-
sponded in that way if the annulment had taken place in France or Germany in 
anticipation of an electoral victory by the National Front or the Christian Social 
Union? I think not.
 Until recently, the promise of the open future in modern states like the United 
States and Britain included supposedly unbounded aspirations to careers open to tal-
ent. However, the possibilities of upward mobility are now being foreclosed by eco-
nomic exigencies in the developed democracies. Thus, in them too, it is becoming 
increasingly clear that class boundaries are hardening and that children may fi nd 
that their futures will take them only as far as their parents went, if they get even 
that far. Ordinarily, an expanding economy such as the kind of economy that priva-
tization is supposed to bring to the rest of the world would contribute to the fl u-
idity of class boundaries. But if one comes from the lower classes in the newly de-
mocratizing countries, where cutbacks have been made in social services spending 
on educational aid, her future may well have been foretold, possibly sealed, in the 
circumstances of her birth. This is a throwback to the limited social mobility of the 
premodern era. The abiding faith in the capacity of human reason to solve all prob-
lems is under savage attack at the present time, as it should be. But variegated irra-
tionalities remain as serious obstacles to the implantation of a genuine democratic 
temper or its survival: Witness the growth of different kinds of fundamentalism and 
other premodern or antimodern forms of particularism, especially nationalism, in 
putatively democratic countries. If the so-called developed democracies are chafi ng 
under the pressures just identifi ed, how much more could one reasonably expect 
those who have not had the traditions of democracy to cope better?
 This is a good place to go back to the issue of immigration and its implications 
for globalization in the present. It is partly in response to the pressures just described 
that we have the present movements of people from the erstwhile receptacles of Eu-
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ropean expansion. As I pointed out earlier, many in the newly democratizing coun-
tries where privatization policies are being implemented simultaneously respond to 
the material or empirical consequences of the paradoxes that result from structural 
adjustment. In place of the sham democracy on offer in their homelands, they set 
sail in search of the real deal. And in lieu of the immiserizing results of the neolib-
eral economic policies being imposed on their local economies, they brave immense 
odds in search of a better life for themselves and their progeny in the lands where 
eking out a meager existence in the margins holds out infi nitely more promise in 
the long run than the best their homelands have to offer. I am arguing that there 
is a direct connection between the structure-driven globalization that is the focus 
of most commentators on both sides of the debate and the subjectivity-driven glob-
alization that results from the response of ordinary folk in places such as Africa. 
This agency- infl ected globalization is central to the phenomenon of immigration 
at the present time and it deserves more attention than is given to it in current lit-
erature.
 Agency-infl ected globalization is not without implications for how we, as schol-
ars, analysts, and policymakers, respond to the current situation. Ordinarily, one 
would have thought that the apostles of open borders in trade (liberalization, it is 
called), a key pylon of neoliberal economics, would recognize the unintended con-
sequences of their principles and welcome the new weary travelers in search of bet-
ter lives for themselves and their posterity. That is not what we fi nd, however. Con-
comitantly, one would expect to have refl ected in the theoretical exertions of native 
thinkers in Europe and North America some openness to new ways of conceptual-
izing issues—new furniture of the world, as it were—brought by the new immigrants. 
As in older times, it is not only in the physical movement that we see globalization 
from Africa or Latin America but also in the corpus of theoretical refl ections arising 
from bringing the agency of Africans and others to our understanding of the new 
experiences, ideas, or ways of being human that came with the earlier globalizations. 
These refl ections have issued in the emergence of indigenous African Islamic schol-
ars, Indian theorists of liberal democracy, African innovators in Marxism, and the 
like. The absence of recognition by Euroamerican scholars of the theoretical pro-
ductions of African scholars is an additional specifi city of the current globalization 
discourse.67 Despite what I have said so far, I would like to suggest that there is no 
reason for despair. Indeed, I have presented the ongoing discussion in order to sen-
sitize my readers to the exciting possibilities awaiting us once we get past inertia and 
a tendency to make light of the agency of the Rest of Us.

Looking Forward

 When the Canadian media philosopher Marshall McLuhan introduced the 
phrase “the global village” into our lexicon in the early 1970s, he could not have 
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imagined that a mere three decades later we would truly approximate the reality of 
the global village. But such has been the movement of history and of people in the 
closing decades of the twentieth century that we do indeed now inhabit what is the 
closest humanity has been to living in the global village. Usually when people speak 
of the global village at the present time, they have in mind the technologies of glob-
alization, especially information technology, that have made it possible for us to be-
come one another’s virtual neighbors across vast expanses of space and time. The 
possibilities lurking in further expansion of information technologies, the much-
hyped virtual global community, and the effusive (though in my humble opinion 
premature) celebrations of global democracy do not much interest me. My interest 
lies in the other possibilities that are not often apprehended but which (again in my 
humble opinion) present the most fecund prospects just as they promise to be the 
most contentious. It is to these that I now turn my attention.
 I begin with a caution. In the previous section, I suggested that even if the Rest 
of Us could realize the best that modernity—as typifi ed in liberal democracy and 
capitalism—could offer, that would be no cause for resting in our search for the best 
life for humans. I wish to address that issue in this concluding section. There should 
be no misunderstanding. I do believe that a transition to capitalism, properly car-
ried out, would not be worse than the devil peoples in newly democratizing areas al-
ready live with. And throughout this book, I have noted the promise of modernity 
for many peoples, especially Africans, for whom the promise remains unredeemed. 
Hence, I defend not only modernity’s relevance but also its necessity in the pres-
ent historical conjuncture. I remain convinced that Africa should engage with mo-
dernity and move toward it. At the same time, I argue that the promise of moder-
nity in its best realization remains inadequate for a well-rounded human life. The 
problem is that those who urge or (more appropriately) goad the Rest of Us toward 
capitalism— one manifestation, among others, of modernity—are selling the peoples 
concerned defective goods and those that respond enthusiastically are complicit in 
this historical swindle.
 The collapse of communism in Eastern Europe, the overthrow of various dic-
tators in Latin America, and the collapse of various nondescript regimes in Africa 
in the closing decade of the last century all converged to create a historical con-
juncture of revolutionary proportions. It was and remains, in my view, a historical 
opportunity, especially for intellectuals, to rethink the options for humanity as it 
marches to that open future that is one of the fundaments of the metaphysics of 
modernity. The times call for a reexamination on a global scale of the ways of life 
that have prevailed hitherto.
 The collapse of communism in particular imposed on the intellectuals of Eastern 
Europe who lived through its horrors a responsibility to think anew the possibility 
of social orderings that would realize the promise of modernity that has never been 
redeemed in their countries.68 On the whole, they have pretty much made their 
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peace with modernity.69 They and we are called upon to go beyond, to transcend, 
and to rethink the limits of human fl ourishing presupposed by modernity and its 
ideological- institutional representations. That is, we should reexamine individual-
ism as a principle of social ordering, the rule of law, liberal democracy, an abiding 
faith in the power of reason, the open future, and a near-obsession with novelty. A 
critical look at any of these representations yields only mixed blessings. For example, 
in spite of the centrality of law to social living in the modern state and the quantum 
leap that the rule of law is compared to arbitrary or monarchical rule, there is little 
doubt that in the normal course of life, particularly in those matters that touch us 
most, law is not an unqualifi ed human good. In most cases it is an unwelcome (even 
if somewhat unavoidable) intrusion. Notwithstanding my unease with any absolute 
claims for the ideological-institutional representations of modernity, I will defend 
its claim to superiority over prior modes of social ordering in humanity’s develop-
ment from the dawn of its birth. When we smugly accept the frugal diet of democ-
racy as multipartyism and periodic elections and privatization as wholesale looting 
of the common inheritance, we betray the duty to insist on securing the gains of 
modernity for the peoples of Africa. These gains are by no means limited to repre-
sentative government. They refer to the entire way of life engendered by modernity, 
of which representative government is a part. They also include but are not limited 
to gains that involve personal freedom and economic prosperity. Additionally, we 
betray the duty to seek to rethink and transcend the limits of the ways of life pre-
sented by modernity. That is lamentable. My opposition arises from the fact that the 
dominant narratives of globalization regarding Africa hardly ever evince skepticism 
of the sort being canvassed here. The exceptions of course include the rump of the 
socialist movement, the environmental movement, and unyielding anarchists.
 My skepticism is not without solid foundations in intellectual history. Karl Marx 
wrote: “The social revolution of the nineteenth century cannot draw its poetry from 
the past, but only from the future. It cannot begin with itself before it has stripped 
off all superstition about the past. Earlier revolutions required recollections of past 
world history in order to dull themselves to their own content. In order to arrive at 
its own content, the revolution of the nineteenth century must let the dead bury 
their dead. There the words went beyond the content; here the content goes be-
yond the words.”70 Marx was writing in the middle of the nineteenth century. He 
was analyzing the career of a usurper who had conned his way to power over France 
in a conscious but poor imitation of the original Napoleon Bonaparte. Louis Na-
poleon doubtless believed and acted as if he were the reincarnation of the original. 
But Marx recognized the epochal character of the transformations that culminated 
in the French Revolution and inaugurated a period of social upheavals in Europe 
of which the 1848 Revolutions, the immediate warrant for Louis Napoleon’s rise to 
power, were only the latest manifestations. Marx called on his readers to realize that 
what the situation required was new thinking about the changed circumstances of 
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Europe in the aftermath of the French Revolution. He argued that the old forms 
of social ordering were no longer appropriate for the radically changed conditions of 
mid-nineteenth-century Europe. Following Marx’s lead, I would like to argue that 
we in the contemporary world are also in a ferment that is typical of periods of ep-
ochal transformations. I too would like to caution that the social transformations in-
augurated at the close of the last century “cannot draw [their] poetry from the past, 
but only from the future.” I argue that the current responses of multipartyism and 
privatization to the challenge of social change in the aftermath of the Cold War, 
the collapse of socialism in Eastern Europe, and epochal social upheavals around the 
world are attempts to recollect past world history. They are, in essence, attempts to 
draw the poetry for the present from the past. This is the kernel of my claim that 
even if we could be like the West, in spite of all its obvious good sides, such an out-
come will still fall far short of what would be the best life for humans.
 I have already remarked that even in countries where the legacy of modernity has 
been realized in its best forms there are numerous tensions—social, political, and 
economic—that have led many to question the claim of modernity that it is the ul-
timate life for humans. Some of the tensions in the political sphere, for example, are 
forcing intellectuals and activists alike to confront the paradoxes of democracy in 
its modern incarnation. In the United States, to illustrate, programs to remediate 
past racial or sexual discrimination are likely to run counter to the promise of equal 
protection under the law. We see this dramatized in the ongoing onslaught against 
affi rmative action policies all across the country. Curbing hate speech may require 
interference with rights that modern ideology has persuaded many are inalienable.
 Nowhere are these limitations more starkly represented than in the economic 
sphere. Privatization has created and will continue to create a few more million-
aires, billionaires even, within the newly democratizing countries but at the expense 
of misery for the many and of the denial of capacity of the many for democratic ex-
pression. This will be a perfectly normal outcome in a social formation in which 
the market mechanism is the principle of allocation of resources and individualism 
is the principle of reward for labor.71 When donor countries and international fi -
nancial institutions insist on cutbacks in social services spending and the emplace-
ment of the market mechanism, there is little or no mention of the fact that in their 
own countries, the so-called developed democracies, there are safety nets in place 
for the multitude who are shafted by the market; that free market mechanisms do 
not guarantee a minimum standard of living for all citizens; and that much of the 
spending in sectors charged with social services is fi nanced with huge government 
defi cits.72 On the contrary, the market is touted to the newly democratizing coun-
tries as a cure-all for their backwardness.73

 A few other consequences follow that should give pause to those of us who want 
to see the promise of modernity redeemed in our countries. Given what I have de-
scribed in the snapshots above, we should be more wary of any triumphalism at the 
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present time, especially in light of the grim similarities between contemporary con-
ditions and those of an earlier period when people thought that they were on the 
way to the best life for humans. I refer to the description by Alexis de Tocqueville 
of conditions at a time when capitalism was in its infancy and there was the same 
kind of gaudy optimism about human prospects under its regime as there seem to 
be at the present time. He remarked that his contemporaries “were driven on by a 
force that they [might have hoped] to regulate or curb, but [could not] overcome” 
and that it was a force that impelled them to the “destruction of aristocracy.” What 
he called “despotic government” [his term for the capitalist regime] had a more dele-
terious impact on societies that were in turmoil, societies in which long-held values 
and social constraints that he associated with aristocracy in his own time had be-
gun to fray. In communities

in which the ties of family, of caste, of class, and craft fraternities no longer exist people 
are far too much disposed to think exclusively of their own interests, to become self-
seekers practicing a narrow individualism and caring nothing for the public good. Far 
from trying to counteract such tendencies despotism encourages them, depriving the 
governed of any sense of solidarity and interdependence; of good-neighbourly feeling 
and a desire to further the welfare of the community at large. It immures them, so to 
speak, each in his private life and, taking advantage of the tendency they already have 
to keep apart, it estranges them still more. Their feelings towards each other were al-
ready growing cold; despotism freezes them.
 [In them, instability reigns and] each man is haunted by fear of sinking to a lower 
social level and by a restless urge to better his condition. And since money has not 
only become the sole criterion of a man’s social status but has also acquired an extreme 
 mobility—that is to say it changes hands incessantly, raising or lowering the prestige 
of individuals and families—everybody is feverishly intent on making money or, if al-
ready rich, on keeping his wealth intact. Love of gain, a fondness for business careers, 
the desire to get rich at all costs, a craving for material comfort and easy living quickly 
become ruling passions under a despotic government. They affect all classes, even those 
who hitherto have seemed allergic to them, and tend to lower the moral standards of 
the nation as a whole if no effort be made to check their growth. It is in the nature 
of despotism that it should foster such desires and propagate their havoc. Lowering as 
they do the national morale, they are despotism’s safeguard, since they divert men’s 
attention from public affairs and make them shudder at the mere thought of a revolu-
tion. Despotism alone can provide that atmosphere of secrecy which favors crooked 
dealings and enables the freebooters of fi nance to make illicit fortunes. Under other 
forms of government such propensities exist, undoubtedly; under a despotism they are 
given free rein.74

 De Tocqueville’s refl ections enfold a deep irony. His sentiments were directed 
against an incipient bourgeois ruling class that had not yet become practiced at what 
we have come to know as liberal democracy at a time when its liberalism was real but 
rough at the edges and it was yet to become democratic.75 Although de Tocqueville’s 
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fulminations were in defense of aristocracy, his description of capitalism closer to 
its birth aptly captures some of the processes that privatization has unleashed on 
many countries of Eastern Europe, Asia, Latin America, and Africa. “Love of gain, 
a fondness for business careers, the desire to get rich at all costs, a craving for ma-
terial comfort and easy living have quickly become ruling passions” in most of the 
newly democratizing countries. Individualism of the worst sort has been implanted. 
The new moneybags feel that they are destined to rule, their making tons of money 
being their only badge of fi tness so to do. Needless to say, this is all corrosive of true 
democracy. And I trace most of these consequences, in part, to the uncritical em-
brace of an anemic conception of democracy and a passé capitalism that cannot be 
the harbinger of a happier future.
 That de Tocqueville’s warning is relevant to the current situations in the newly 
democratizing countries confi rms Marx’s quip from the same piece from which I 
quoted earlier: “Hegel remarks somewhere that all facts and personages of great im-
portance in world history occur, as it were, twice. He forgot to add: the fi rst time as 
tragedy, the second as farce.” We are now witnessing the farcical replay of a super-
seded era in the contemporary period. What we who uncritically embrace privatiza-
tion and democracy at this time are doing is refusing to let the dead of the modern 
era bury their dead. Over 500 years of the modern age and over 200 years of its eco-
nomic surrogate—capitalism—suffi ce to make us wary of drawing the poetry for the 
commencement of the twenty-fi rst century from the past. As in the earlier case, the 
contemporary content goes beyond modernity’s past words.
 Despite the skeptical tone of the last few paragraphs, I conclude this discussion 
on an optimistic note. In addition to the possibilities premised on advances in in-
formation technologies, I would like to suggest that we already have the society of 
abundance that writers in the socialist tradition from Robert Owen to Saint Simon 
to Karl Marx have always regarded as the absolute sine qua non for the society of 
the future that they dubbed communism. This society of abundance provides the 
material substructure for the functioning of the global village properly conceived. 
An additional implication arises from the assumption of a society of abundance. It 
means in concrete terms that the world already produces enough stuff for its teem-
ing inhabitants. It follows, then, that with a distribution pattern that sees the world 
as an integrated one, a global village in the true sense whose inhabitants’ destinies 
are necessarily interlinked, we (humanity, that is) can afford to limit production 
while creating more equity in the consumption of the world’s resources at their cur-
rent rate of expropriation. Needless to say, such a course must involve a serious re-
appraisal of the consumption patterns of the inhabitants of Western countries. By 
so doing, we preserve the world for future generations and arrest the near-inexorable 
tendency toward environmental degradation. These are the possibilities that excite 
me and they are the ones that will make a qualitative difference in how or whether 
we do globalization right.
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 To do what I just said, open borders cannot remain at the level of rhetorical com-
mitment: They must be truly open in both spatial and intellectual terms.76 Seen 
thus, the movement of peoples becomes not the occasion for circling the laager but 
the occasion for opening up to new experiences; endeavoring to learn new tongues; 
cultivating new tastes in food, fashion, and loving; and generally absorbing fresh 
productive energies while discovering the essential oneness of humanity in its in-
fi nite presentations. New forms of nativism lead away from this brave new world; 
seeing Africa, for example, as a continent of blighted peoples who will always need 
help leads away from this brave new world; seeking to keep current advantages in 
the distribution and consumption of the world’s resources leads away from this brave 
new world. It requires the commitment of substantial resources to other parts of the 
world in order to enable them not merely to live as humans but also, more impor-
tantly, to free up their energies for common survival, even fl ourishing. That is the 
challenge of globalization done right.



Conclusion

This book has raised and, I hope, answered many questions regarding the nature of 
the relation between Africa and modernity. I have argued that at least in its Western 
part Africans had begun a transition to modernity in the fi rst three quarters of the 
nineteenth century and that that transition was aborted when formal empire foisted 
a peculiar variety of colonialism on much of the continent. Ever since, the history 
of the continent has been one of what colonialism did to the continent and African 
scholars have demonstrated a remarkable amnesia regarding what their forebears did 
when they fi rst engaged the phenomenon of modernity. Given that at the present 
time African countries without exception are challenged once again to prosecute 
what is now a late transition to modernity, it is incumbent on us scholars to ensure 
that the continent is not led down blind alleys and into ineffective strategies. A pri-
mary aim of this book is to contribute to that effort.
 Although there has been a renewed interest in the subject of modernity and Af-
rica, discussions of its philosophical discourse have been few and far between. Even 
philosophers such as Kwame Gyekye, Tsenay Serequeberhan, Kwame Anthony Ap-
piah, Kwasi Wiredu, and Valentin Mudimbe have not been too interested in isolat-
ing and exploring the tenets of modernity such as I have in this book. I do not point 
this out to take any special credit. As anyone familiar with the works of the authors 
just iterated will readily attest, they all have addressed the theme of modernity, es-
pecially Serequeberhan, Gyekye, and Appiah. If by isolating the core tenets of the 
politico-philosophical discourse of modernity, I point our scholars to the possibili-
ties inherent in claiming this inventory of concepts for our endeavors to make sense 
of African events and processes, one aspect of my objective for this book will have 
been met.
 Moreover, I can only hope that in introducing to my readers the modest but trail-
blazing ambitions of African genius in one area of the continent at the beginning of 
the nineteenth century, others might be challenged to use the lens thus provided to 
look at goings on in other parts of the continent for similar products. Who knows, 
similar archeological digs might unearth better, more informative and, I dare say, 
more original contributions of African intellectuals to the evolution of the discourse 
and institutionalization of modernity in the continent. If nothing else, weaning Af-
rican scholars away from their required elemental hostility to modernity will free up 
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space for real debates among us on the desirability or otherwise of modernity and 
its institutional appurtenances. We shall move away from the current inchoate en-
gagement to a deliberate and robust debate about the place of and what ought to be 
our reaction to individualism, the centrality of reason, the open future, the idea of 
progress, the rule of law, and liberal democracy.
 I have also elected in this book to make African agency front, back, and center 
in the discussion. This explains the cast of characters and themes that dominate it. 
Subjectivity is central to the constitution of modernity. This takes off the table the 
misunderstanding abroad in African scholarship that to be modern is to be mis-
shapen in a Western mode. Part of what modernity requires or at least presupposes 
is that the self that is at its heart will be made by the individual. So even if an Af-
rican wishes to be “Western” she must do so in her own way or, failing that, suffer
the stigma of inauthenticity. We have seen that one of the most profound subver-
sions of modernity orchestrated by colonialism in the continent was to deny the 
African the prerogative of choosing how to be human. When we directly engage 
the discourse of modernity and make our peace with it, we shall fi nd that a whole 
lot of the specialness—difference—that African and Africanist scholars love to 
claim for all things African is bogus and is a lean-to that Africans, especially African 
scholars, can and should do without. I have highlighted the writings of the apostles 
discussed in this book, the constitutional experiments that I considered, and the 
battles that Africans who have always chosen to be modern fought with their detrac-
tors who wanted to wall them in with difference to show the current generation that 
we are not sentenced permanently to the false binary of being either a resister or a 
victim of modernity. I identify with those who sought to make it their own and by 
so doing offered both their immediate communities and the wider world lessons in 
African radical subjectivity. I know that many African scholars think along similar 
lines. Only Anthony Appiah, Abiola Irele, and Paulin Hountondji have professed 
their belief in the worth of modernity directly. Should the discussion here provide 
others with the conceptual wherewithal to domesticate modernity without alibis, a 
substantial part of my aim shall have been attained.
 In future work, I expect to delve more deeply into the record of refl ections by 
African thinkers, especially in the areas of social and political philosophy, and this 
in as comprehensive a manner as their exertions will accommodate. What did Af-
ricans think of and say about freedom, the principles for the moral distribution of 
power in the state, the question of citizenship, the grounds of political obligation, 
and so on? In short, this book is best read as the opening salvo in an intellectual 
quest that promises abundant yield and excitement. Everyone is invited.
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(New York: Columbia University Press, 1996); Kwame Gyekye, Tradition and Modernity 
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ing Modernity: Africa’s Ambivalent Experience (Dakar, London, Pretoria: Codesria Books/
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John Comaroff,” American Historical Review 108, no. 2 (April 2003): 435–459; Paul S. 
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Revolution,” Africa 70, no. 3 (2000): 501–519; and Isabel Hofmeyr, “Studying Mission-
aries in a Post-National World,” African Studies 63, no. 1 (July 2004): 119–129. See also 
Brian Stanley, “Enlightenment and Mission: A Re-Evaluation,” Currents in World Chris-
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seas before they made it to the Americas and were returned to Sierra Leone and, even-
tually, to points in West Africa, including, in some cases, their original homes. Return-
ees were Africans who repatriated from the New World to West Africa.
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1. Colonialism
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of the International Society for African Philosophy and Studies, held at Rhodes Uni-
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capitalist centers.
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however, was premised on the denial of that same modernity to Africans.” Macamo, “In-
troduction,” in Negotiating Modernity: Africa’s Ambivalent Experience, ed. Elísio Salvado 
Macamo (Dakar, London, Pretoria: Codesria Books/Zed Books/University of South Af-
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  6. Robert Delavignette, Christianity and Colonialism, trans. J. R. Foster (New York: 
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  8. Frederick Cooper has criticized African historians for neglecting local colonial-
isms and other forms of oppression in their discussion of colonialism. See Cooper, “Con-
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Cornell University Press, 1999), 157–186.
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 16. Ibid., 151.
 17. See ibid., 151.
 18. Ibid.
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Amilcar Cabral all adopted an internalist view of modernity and used it to indict co-
lonialism for not delivering on its promise of moving Africans and their societies along 
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printed in Maddox, The Colonial Epoch in Africa.
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complex changes which took place in the geography of Africa in the colonial period. It 
must be remembered that Africa was peripheral to European interests and that the num-
bers involved were small compared with those engaged in penetrating the other conti-
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 44. See chapters 2 and 3 below.
 45. D. A. Low, Eclipse of Empire (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 
chapter 7. See also Iheanyi J. Samuel-Mbaekwe, “Colonialism and Social Structure,” 
Transafrican Journal of History 15 (1986), 81–95; reprinted in Maddox, The Colonial 
 Epoch in Africa.
 46. (Boston: Beacon Press, 1970).
 47. (New York: Grove Press, 1967).
 48. As opposed to this, the acknowledgement of the humanity of Indians warranted 
the many knots with which the philosophers of the modern age were tied up when they 
proclaimed the universal humanity of all while proclaiming the inferior humanity of 
 Indians.
 49. Trans. J. Sibree, intro. C. J. Friedrich (New York: Dover Publications, 1956).
 50. For a critical discussion of Hegel’s submissions, see Táíwò, “Exorcising Hegel’s 
Ghost.” Of course, Hegel was not alone. For the similar views of other philosophers, see 
Emmanuel C. Eze, ed., Race and the Enlightenment Reader (Malden: Blackwell, 1997).
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 51. This has begun to change. See recent works by Olakunle George, Simon Gikandi, 
Tsenay Serequeberhan, Kwame Gyekye, and Elísio Macamo.

2. Running Aground on Colonial Shores

The original version of this chapter was delivered as a public lecture during my tenure as 
a Visiting Distinguished Minority Scholar at the University of Wisconsin–Eau Claire 
in November 1996. A version was presented to the Conference to Celebrate the Cen-
tenary of the Philosophy Doctoral Programme at the University of Toronto, Toronto, 
Canada in October 1997. Another version was read before the seminar series on “The 
Black Atlantic: Race, Nation, and Gender” at the Center for Historical Analysis at Rut-
gers University, New Brunswick, New Jersey, in March 1998. The fi rst complete version 
was done during my tenure as a Visiting Professor at the Institut für Afrikastudien, Uni-
versität Bayreuth, Bayreuth, Germany, in 1999. It was presented to a Colloquium at the 
Carter G. Woodson Center for African–American and African Studies at the Univer-
sity of Virginia. I would like to thank the many participants at these various fora, whose 
sometimes spirited, even vehement, reactions to the thesis of the essay have forced me to 
think more carefully about its development. I am grateful to Loyola University, Chicago, 
which granted me a research leave in the spring semester of 1996. The University of 
Wisconsin– Eau Claire, the Universität Bayreuth, and the University of Virginia, which 
have hosted me and provided the appropriate setting for me to develop these ideas and 
write them up, have materially supported the research that went into the essay.
  1. Consider this analogy that I hope will help illuminate the omissions illustrative 
of colonialism in the African context. Let us dilate on the fate and signifi cance of an 
object that many readers know quite intimately and is a fi xture in the furniture of their 
world: the sofa bed. It was a few years ago that I came upon the signifi cance of the lowly 
sofa bed for the movement that has typifi ed our age and after which global history, at 
least as told by the Western tradition, is named: modernity. I discovered that the sofa 
bed is an icon of modernity. Think of it: it is a bed, it is a sofa. Now you see the bed, 
now you don’t. It enables the kinds of transformation that typify everyday life; it gives 
ordinary folks some quiet confi dence that “there’s always a place to stay.” It embodies 
some of the promise of modernity and its metaphysical template: economy of space, ease 
of use, huge returns on minimum expense, and great functionality. Ultimately, it illus-
trates the permanence of impermanence. Growing up in Ibadan, one of Nigeria’s largest 
cities, I never saw a sofa bed. It wasn’t because people did not need it—quite the con-
trary. I knew many families, besides my own, for whom the sofa bed would have fi lled a 
real and pressing need. It was not uncommon for six-member families to shack up in one 
room or sometimes two rooms. But the sofa bed was nowhere in sight. My recent dis-
covery has enabled me to make sense of this remarkable absence. For in some profound 
sense, the absence of the sofa bed offers a metaphor for the failings of colonialism that 
are usually not represented in the dominant narratives of the career of colonialism or 
of modernity. The parallels are intriguing. All the elements that serve as the ideational 
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underpinning of the sofa bed bespeak a state of mind, an attitude, a symbol of a way of 
life. This was what was not made available to Africans by colonialism. I shall argue in 
the rest of this discussion that the ideational underpinnings of colonialism were denied 
Africans and that when they sought to make such ideas their own they were thwarted 
and quite often punished for so aspiring.
  2. For a different characterization, see Albert Memmi, The Colonizer and the Colo-
nized (Boston: Beacon Press, 1972), 10. See also V. Y. Mudimbe, The Invention of Africa 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1988), 46–47.
  3. Margaret Strobel, European Women and the Second British Empire (Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 1991).
  4. For example, see Frederick D. Lugard, The Rise of Our East African Empire, 2 vols. 
(London: Frank Cass & Co., 1968).
  5. This is an important caveat. Indeed, it was my apprehension of the optimism 
and enthusiasm of the early missionary efforts that fi rst piqued my curiosity about what 
might have been had they remained the dominant force in the colonies and why their 
program was never adopted by their administrator and trader successors. Furthermore, 
as time went on, the mindset of the missionaries became increasingly like those of their 
administrator and trader counterparts, and they, too, became complicit in the subver-
sion of social transformation in the colonies. I cite historical evidence later to support 
this contention in the relevant sections of this chapter.
  6. I am aware that some may consider speculation to be wrongheaded. But given 
that this is not an attempt to retell history, it cannot be easily dismissed. On the con-
trary, I have been led down the road to speculation because the historical data allude 
in several ways to the possibility that colonialism might have unfolded differently in Af-
rica. Hence it becomes important to make sense of why certain available roads were not 
taken. Additionally, because the exigencies that have necessitated a continuous engage-
ment with the period of colonialism in Africa have not been defi nitely taken care of in 
the present, it is imperative that we try to fi gure out how we might proceed differently 
in light of our understanding of what took place in the past.
  7. This is the colonialism that I am referring to throughout this discussion, unless 
otherwise stated.
  8. Elísio Salvado Macamo, “Introduction,” in Negotiating Modernity: Africa’s Am-
bivalent Experience, ed. Elísio Salvado Macamo (Dakar, London, Pretoria: Codesria 
Books/Zed Books/University of South Africa Press, 2005), 1.
  9. Mudimbe, The Invention of Africa, 45.
 10. Ibid., 45.
 11. Ibid., 46.
 12. Ibid., 47.
 13. Ibid., 46.
 14. Ibid., 47.
 15. Delavignette, Christianity and Colonialism, 50.
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 16. Ibid., 66.
 17. Ibid., 72.
 18. Ibid., 74.
 19. Ibid., 57. This injunction was contained in a 1659 document titled “Instruc-
tions for the Use of Vicars Apostolic Leaving for the Chinese Kingdoms of Tonkin and 
 Cochin China”; cited in ibid., 57.
 20. Ibid., 58.
 21. William Knight, The Missionary Secretariat of Henry Venn, B.D. (London: Long-
mans, Green, and Co., 1880), 283.
 22. Ibid., 285.
 23. Ibid., 284.
 24. Ibid., 285.
 25. Ibid., 307.
 26. J. F. Ade Ajayi, Christian Missions in Nigeria 1841–1891: The Making of a New 
Elite (Ibadan: University of Ibadan Press, 1965), 17. One must not discount the impor-
tance of the American missionary’s observation. The absence of middle classes, of a re-
gime of private property, and so on, was used by different writers, including John Locke, 
and Hegel, to justify the expropriation of other people’s lands—especially in North 
America—by European colonizers. Incidentally, the Baptist-sponsored university in Ìwó, 
Òsun State, Nigeria, is named after the missionary from whom Ajayi quoted, Thomas 
Bowen. It is an index of what qualitative distinctions native agency is capable of that it 
would not extend the same consideration to any of the British administrators who served 
in Nigeria.
 27. Lamine Sanneh, Abolitionists Abroad (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
1999); Mudimbe, The Invention of Africa; A. J. Christopher, Colonial Africa (London: 
Croom Helm, 1984), 83.
 28. From this point on, unless specifi ed, this is the class I am interested in.
 29. Ajayi, Christian Missions in Nigeria; Ayandele, The Missionary Impact on Modern 
Nigeria; A. Adu Boahen, African Perspectives on Colonialism (Baltimore, Md.: Johns Hop-
kins University Press, 1987); Christopher, Colonial Africa; Roberts, The Colonial Mo-
ment in Africa.
 30. Lamine Sanneh, West African Christianity: The Religious Impact (London: C. Hurst 
& Co., 1983), chapter 2; Ajayi, Christian Missions in Nigeria, chapter 1.
 31. Ayandele, The Missionary Impact on Modern Nigeria, 4.
 32. Ibid., 5.
 33. Ibid., 4–5, my italics. See also O. U. Kalu, “General Introduction: The Task,” in 
The History of Christianity in West Africa, ed. O. U. Kalu (London: Longman, 1980), 7.
 34. Although my sympathy lies with Ajayi in his more positive assessment of the mis-
sionary impact, I do not think that Ayandele’s view is any less compelling or is in any 
way fl awed. By their very nature, revolutions always occasion wide divergences of inter-
pretation regarding their positive or negative outcomes. The same French Revolution 
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that gave us the Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen also gave us Robespierre. 
What is important in this discussion is the ontological character of the processes that I 
am describing, not their evaluation.
 35. This must be qualifi ed because evangelicals did not share this attitude. But their 
views did not prevail in the missionary enterprise, even though the debate among the 
various Christian sects regarding the relation between spirituality and material success 
was intense and occasioned severe tensions among the groups.
 36. Although I focus on Buxton in much of the discussion to follow, he was by no 
means alone in his views. Rev. Henry Venn, Crowther’s mentor, was a stout theorist of 
native agency–driven mission and the redemption of the promise of civilization for his 
African wards. See especially Max Warren, ed., To Apply the Gospel: Selections from the 
Writings of Henry Venn, intro. Max Warren (Grand Rapids, Mich.: William B. Eerdmans, 
1971); Knight, The Missionary Secretariat of Henry Venn; C. Peter Williams, The Ideal of 
the Self-Governing Church: A Study in Victorian Missionary Strategy (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 
1990); Jehu Hanciles, Euthanasia of a Mission: African Church Autonomy in a Colonial 
Context (Westport, Conn.: Praeger, 2002); and T. E. Yates, Venn and Victorian Bishops 
Abroad (Uppsala: Swedish Institute of Missionary Research/London: SPCK, 1978).
 37. Buxton’s book was published in 1840. It is cited in Ajayi, Christian Missions in 
Nigeria, 10–11. Ajayi offers a full discussion of Buxton’s plan.
 38. Ibid., 12.
 39. “Prospectus of the Society for the Extinction of the Slave Trade and for the Civi-
lization of Africa, Instituted June 1839,” in Thomas Fowell Buxton, The African Slave 
Trade and Its Remedy, intro. G. E. Metcalfe (London: Dawsons of Pall Mall, 1968), 1–10. 
For ease of presentation I have adopted the schematization in Ajayi, Christian Missions 
in Nigeria, 16–17.
 40. Ajayi, Christian Missions in Nigeria, 18. T. J. Bowen, Adventures and  Missionary 
Labours in Several Countries in the Interior of Africa, 2nd ed., intro. E. A. Ayandele (Lon-
don: Frank Cass, 1968), 339–340.
 41. Bowen, Adventures and Missionary Labours in Several Countries in the Interior of 
Africa, 338.
 42. Ibid.
 43. Ibid., 342.
 44. Ibid., 339. One must remark on the prescience of Bowen’s arguments and their 
continuing relevance in our day.
 45. It is very easy to misread this desire to learn from Europe as an attempt to recre-
ate or mimic Europe. Yes, educated Africans wished to be like Europe in their quality of 
life insofar as knowledge could guarantee such an outcome. They did not want to be-
come black Europeans; they just wanted the freedom to be whatever they chose. This 
argument about subjectivity and choice would lead to schisms in the religious commu-
nities later on.
 46. Additionally, the idea of Africans as equal but unfortunate children of God who 
are adjudged capable of exercising agency and working like Europeans for their own sal-
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vation may have presaged a radical theology akin to liberation theology that the con-
temporary church in Africa may wish to recover. Segun Ilesanmi made this suggestion 
to me.
 47. For a running indictment of the colonial authorities for not borrowing a page 
from the books of the missionaries in the task of developing native agency, see Henry 
Venn, West African Colonies: Notices of the British Colonies on the West Coast of Africa 
(London: Dalton and Lucy, 1865).
 48. For a discussion of how Buxton was able to prevail on the British government to 
share part of the cost of the enterprise, see J. Gallagher, “Fowell Buxton and the New 
African Policy, 1838–1842,” Cambridge Historical Journal 10, no. 1 (1950): 38–58.
 49. C. C. Ifemesia, “The ‘Civilising’ Mission of 1841: Aspects of an Episode in Anglo- 
Nigerian Relations,” Journal of the Historical Society of Nigeria 2, no. 3 (1962): 291–310; 
reprinted in The History of Christianity in West Africa, ed. Ogbu Kalu (London: Long-
man, 1980), 81–102, 100.
 50. Ibid., 98.
 51. See C. C. Wrigley, “Aspects of Economic History,” in The Colonial Moment in Af-
rica, ed. A. D. Roberts (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), 77–139, 133–134.
 52. Hence the caveat at the beginning of this discussion concerning the importance 
of recognizing phases in the evolution of missionary activities and differences over poli-
cies and methods among missionaries.
 53. The views of Henry Townsend, who was of a similar disposition among the ear-
lier complement of missionaries, did not become dominant until the demographic and 
ideological shifts of the third quarter of the nineteenth century.
 54. That this was the case is overwhelmingly supported by historians of the African 
independent churches. See J. B. Webster, The African Churches among the Yoruba (Ox-
ford: Oxford University Press, 1964); J. D. Y. Peel, Aladura: A Religious Movement among 
the Yoruba (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1968); J. Akin Omoyajowo, Cherubim and 
Seraphim: The History of an African Independent Church (New York: Nok Publishers In-
ternational, 1982); and Francis Kimani Githieya, The Freedom of the Spirit: African In-
digenous Churches in Kenya (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1997).
 55. For a very illuminating discussion, see Henrika Kuklick, The Savage Within: The 
Social History of British Anthropology, 1885–1945 (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1993), especially chapter 5. Kuklick notes: “If the history of colonial anthropology 
shows us little about the development of anthropology as a discipline, it illuminates colo-
nial social history—a matter of considerable signifi cance in the general scheme of things. 
Colonial anthropology rationalized systematic policies of colonial offi cials that had long 
lasting consequences. In the postcolonial era, new nations have faced various problems 
fostered by colonialism. . . . Their political problems were in no small part engendered 
during the colonial era by offi cials who believed that their decisions were dictated by 
evolutionist social science” (183). See also Christine Bolt, Victorian Attitudes to Race 
(London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1971), chapter 4.
 56. According to Ajayi, “in the Yoruba Mission in 1887, there were 6 European Mis-
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sionaries, 51 African Pastors and Catechists, 41 African teachers, 7,111 members and 
1,941 school children.” Quoted in E. A. Ayandele, Holy Johnson: Pioneer of African Na-
tionalism, 1836–1911 (New York: Humanities Press, 1970), 138.
 57. The trend continues at the present time. Missionaries continue to be the prin-
cipal agents for rendering various African languages into written forms. In Nigeria, for 
instance, there is not a single example of the secular authorities ever having spearheaded 
the creation of scripts for any of its numerous languages. We are not even in a position 
to determine how many have become or are in danger of becoming extinct. The Bible 
Society of Nigeria continues, with foreign help, the task of creating scripts for local lan-
guages.
 58. A good proportion of the debate engendered by E. Bolaji Idowu’s Olodumare: 
God in Yoruba Belief (London: Longmans, 1962) and some of the severest criticisms of
the book revolve around the charge that Idowu had hellenized Olodumare, a direct 
consequence of his accepting unwittingly the biblical register that framed the original 
rendering of Yoruba into writing. For the latest consideration of this issue, see J. A. I. 
Bewaji, “Olodumare: God in Yoruba Belief and the Theistic Problem of Evil,” African 
Studies Quarterly 2, no. 1 (1998), available at web.africa.ufl .edu/asq/v2/v2i1.htm. See
also A. D. Roberts, “African Cross-Currents,” in The Colonial Moment in Africa, ed. 
A. D. Roberts (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), 237.
 59. J. F. Ade Ajayi, “Native Agency in Nineteenth Century West Africa,” in Tradi-
tion and Change in Africa: The Essays of J. F. Ade Ajayi, ed. Toyin Falola (Trenton, N.J.: 
Africa World Press, 2000), 109.
 60. Bowen, Adventures and Missionary Labours, 321–322. There is no suggestion in 
this quote that the Africans could not profi t from learning to make and read the Bible 
or that their use of this skill would be limited to spiritual ends.
 61. Ajayi, Christian Missions in Nigeria, 126.
 62. In this respect, see Roberts, “African Cross-Currents,” 237–241; Boahen, Afri-
can Perspectives on Colonialism, chapter 1; Michel Rene Doortmont, “Recapturing the 
Past: Samuel Johnson and the Construction of Yoruba History” (Ph.D. diss., Erasmus 
University of Rotterdam, The Netherlands, 1994); and J. D. Y. Peel, Religious Encoun-
ter and the Making of the Yoruba (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2001).
 63. This judgment is widely diffused throughout the historical literature. But of 
course, historians do not build upon it the kind of speculative structure that I do here. 
This is one speculation that takes off from solid empirical grounds.
 64. For records, fi gures, and contributions by various missions, see Sanneh, West Af-
rican Christianity, chapter 6.
 65. Boahen, African Perspectives on Colonialism, 16.
 66. Sanneh writes, “One of the richest Nigerian businessmen, R. B. Blaize, donated 
£1,000 to the Anglican Native Pastorate in 1895 to set up an industrial school in  Lagos. 
When that did not materialise, he bequeathed £3,000 in his will to the Egba United 
Government, with which the Abéòkúta Industrial Institute was opened in 1908.” San-
neh, West African Christianity, 153. The career of the Ègbá United Board of Manage-
ment is discussed in chapter 6 below.
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 67. Barely twenty-fi ve years later, some of the graduates of these native-founded in-
stitutions were spreading the joy and fruits of education by becoming proprietors of their 
own secondary schools. One example is Ibadan Boys’ High School, Ibadan, founded in 
1938 by an old student of Ibadan Grammar School.
 68. For details, especially on the crucial role Fourah Bay College played throughout 
West Africa, see Sanneh, West African Christianity.
 69. Boahen, African Perspectives on Colonialism, 16. For the situation in Nigeria, see 
Ajayi, Christian Missions in Nigeria; and Ayandele, The Missionary Impact on Modern 
 Nigeria.
 70. See Ajayi, Christian Missions in Nigeria, 156–162.
 71. Ibid., 159.
 72. M. J. C. Echeruo, Victorian Lagos (London: Macmillan, 1977); Patrick Dele 
Cole, Modern and Traditional Elites in the Politics of Lagos (London: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 1975); Pauline Baker, Urbanization and Political Change: The Politics of Lagos 
1917–1967 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1974).
 73. See W. Murry Jack, “Old Houses of Lagos,” Nigeria Magazine, no. 46 (1955): 96–
117; A. B. Laotan, “Brazilian Infl uence on Lagos,” Nigeria Magazine, no. 69 (August 
1961): 156–165; Ikemefuna Stanley Ifejika Okoye, “Good News for Modern Man: Ar-
chitecture as Evangelical Mission in Southern Nigeria,” Passages, no. 6 (1993): 13–15.
 74. Omojola writes: “The greatest challenge to European power took place, naturally, 
in the Church, since it was the most important focal point for educated Africans in nine-
teenth century Nigeria. Within the Church itself, African Christians agitated for mis-
sionary policies more sympathetic to African customs and beliefs. One of the signifi cant 
results of this agitation was the emergence, by the beginning of [the twentieth] century, 
of Nigerian hymnody. In addition to being the bedrock of the growth of modern Ni-
gerian music, the new indigenous church music constituted the most signifi cant artis-
tic symbol of the nineteenth century Nigerian challenge to European hegemony.” Bode 
Omojola, “Historical Background of Modern Nigerian Art Music,” Nigerian Art Music 
(Ibadan and Bayreuth: IFRA and Bayreuth African Studies, 1995), 9–10.
 75. On theatre generally, see Ebun Clark, Hubert Ogunde: The Making of Nigerian 
Theatre (London: Oxford University Press, 1979); and Biodun Jeyifo, The Yoruba Trav-
elling Theatre of Nigeria (Lagos: Nigeria Magazine Publications, 1984).
 76. See Christopher Alan Waterman, Jùjú: A Social History and Ethnography of an 
African Popular Music (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1990).
 77. For details, see Omoniyi Adewoye, The Judicial System in Southern Nigeria, 1854–
1954 (Atlantic Highlands, N.J.: Humanities Press, 1977).
 78. Writing on using fi lm as a way of preserving Africa’s oral traditions, Mbye Chan 
made the following observation: “It was in reference to the urgency of recovering and 
deploying the knowledge and wisdom of this last generation of great depositories, this 
living memory of Africa [its old persons], that Hampathe Ba made his now canonical 
statement that in Africa an old person who dies is a library that burns.” Mbye Chan, 
“Offi cial History, Popular Memory: Reconfi guration of the African Past in the Films 
of Ousmane Sembene,” in Ousmane Sembene: Dialogues with Critics and Writers, ed. 
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Samba Gadjigo, Ralph H. Faulkingham, Thomas Cassirer, and Reinhard Sander (Am-
herst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1993), 24. On the importance of fi nding other 
media—writing, fi lm—to preserve local languages, witness Sembene’s justifi cation for 
incorporating original dialogue in Diola in his fi lm Emitai: “It is unfortunate that to-
day, in 1990, Diola is slowly disintegrating. It is at risk of disappearing and other, more 
dominant cultures are taking over” (40). Because we are not keeping track, we do not 
even know how many African languages are already extinct and how many more are in 
danger of disappearing. Additionally, we do not even know how many languages there 
are in Nigeria alone, much less in Africa.
 79. See Ayo Bamgbose, ed., Yorùbá Metalanguage (Èdè-Ìperí Yorùbá), vol. 1, 2nd ed. 
(Ibadan: University Press, 1992); Oladele Awobuluyi, Yorùbá Metalanguage (Èdè-Ìperí 
Yorùbá), vol. 2 (Ibadan: University Press, 1990); and Ayo Bamgbose, Yorùbá: A Language 
in Transition (Lagos: J. F. Odunjo Memorial Lectures Organising Committee, 1986).
 80. See Christopher, “Introduction” in Christopher, Colonial Africa.
 81. Confusion about modernization and modernity explains Agneta Pallinder-Law’s 
analysis of the Ègbá United Government’s career. See Agneta Pallinder-Law, “Aborted 
Modernization in West Africa? The Case of Abeokuta,” Journal of African History 15, 
no. 1 (1974): 65–82.
 82. Ajayi, Christian Missions in Nigeria, 140.
 83. Ibid., 140.
 84. Ibid., 103.
 85. Ibid., 108–109, my italics.
 86. I do not in any way suggest that the missionaries thought that they were apostles 
of modernity. Indeed, I would not be surprised to fi nd that some of them might have 
preached against what they considered to be the excesses of their age. Nor am I presenting 
what the missionaries might have given as their own understanding of what they were 
doing. My point is that there is much merit in reinserting the processes that were tak-
ing place during this period in the more complex matrix of modernity and that doing 
so promises much more productive explanations of the historical processes concerned 
and of their continuing reverberations in our own day.
 87. For a historical account, see Sanneh, West African Christianity, chapter 1.
 88. G. W. F. Hegel, The Philosophy of Right (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1958), 286.
 89. Ibid., 84.
 90. See in general Charles Taylor, Sources of the Self: The Making of the Modern Iden-
tity (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1989), parts III and V.
 91. See, for example, the story of Joseph Boston May in Leo Spitzer, Lives in Between: 
Assimilation and Marginality in Austria, Brazil, West Africa, 1780–1945 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1989), chapter 2; and P. F. de Moraes Farias and Karin Bar-
ber, “Introduction,” in Self-Assertion and Brokerage: Early Cultural Nationalism in West 
Africa, ed. P. F. de Moraes Farias and Karin Barber (Birmingham: Centre for West Af-
rican Studies, 1990).
 92. Ajayi, Christian Missions in Nigeria, 108.
 93. For an account of how these same principles led to the creation of African 
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churches, sometimes as a consequence of schisms in the mother churches headquartered 
in Europe and North America, see Olúfémi Táíwò, “African-Instituted Churches,” in 
Encyclopedia of Protestantism, ed. Hans J. Hillerbrand (New York: Taylor and Francis, 
2003).
  94. Ajayi, Christian Missions in Nigeria, 106.
  95. Ibid., 108.
  96. That this idea was not lost on their African converts, even if they could or would 
not fully model their lives on it, is refl ected in a song that could serve as an epigram to 
this discussion:

Bóò lo èmi ó lo
 Bóò lo èmi ó lo
Ìgbàgbó bàbá kò le gbomo là
 Bóò lo èmi ó lo
Ìgbàgbó ègbón kò le gbàbúrò
 Bóò lo èmi ó lo.

If you don’t go, I will go
 If you don’t go, I will go
A father’s faith cannot save his offspring
 If you don’t go, I will go
An older sibling’s faith cannot save the younger
 If you don’t go, I will go.

Of course, it is one thing to understand an idea at the cognitive level; it is another 
to follow what it entails at the behavioral level.
  97. J. F. Ade Ajayi, “Nineteenth Century Origins of Nigerian Nationalism,” in Tra-
dition and Change in Africa: The Essays of J. F. Ade Ajayi, ed. Toyin Falola (Trenton: Af-
rica World Press, 2000), 69–83.
  98. Lamine Sanneh considers this to be the distinctive trait of Liberia and Sierra 
Leone before the formal imposition of colonialism in Sierra Leone aborted the commit-
ment to the formal equality of all in a polity guided by the merit principle and substi-
tuted the rule of chiefs based on ascription. See Sanneh, Abolitionists Abroad.
  99. Boahen, African Perspectives on Colonialism, 23.
 100. For a full discussion, see chapter 4 below. But for an extended exploration of the 
dominant racial template that shaped Victorian England’s views of Africans and what 
was appropriate for them, see Bolt, Victorian Attitudes to Race, especially chapter 4.
 101. Ajayi, “Colonialism: An Episode in African History,” in Tradition and Change 
in Africa: The Essays of J. F. Ade Ajayi, ed. Toyin Falola (Trenton: Africa World Press, 
2000), 171.
 102. Samir Amin, Eurocentrism (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1989), 100–101.
 103. Ibid., 100–101. A similar mythical equivalent to the “Dark Continent” for Af-
rica is found in George W. F. Hegel’s Philosophy of History, trans. J. Sibree, intro. C. J. 
Friedrich (New York: Dover Publications, 1956).
 104. For an opposite view, see Enrique Dussel, The Invention of the Americas (New 
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York: Continuum, 1995); and Enrique Dussel, The Underside of Modernity: Apel, Ri-
coeur, Rorty, Taylor, and the Philosophy of Liberation (Atlantic Highlands, N.J.: Humani-
ties, 1996). Dussel argues that modernity was constructed against the Other, originally 
construed as Latin America. I do not think that both positions are mutually exclusive. 
For other views that combine both positions, see Edward Said, Orientalism (New York: 
Pantheon, 1978); and James Blaut, 1492: The Debate on Colonialism, Eurocentrism and 
History (Trenton, N.J.: Africa World Press, 1992).
 105. For an attempt to trace the differentiated paths of historical transformation in 
some parts of Europe that did not make the transition to modernity and its immediate 
precursors, see Perry Anderson, Passages from Antiquity to Feudalism (London: Verso, 
1979).
 106. See. in general, Peter McDonough, Samuel H. Barnes, and Antonio López 
Pina, The Cultural Dynamics of Democratization in Spain (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell Univer-
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 136. For an excellent treatment of this theme from a historical standpoint, see 
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tenure as a Visiting Postdoctoral Research and Teaching Fellow at the Carter G. Wood-
son Institute for Afro-American and African Studies, University of Virginia, Char-
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nancial support of the Ford Foundation for my stay there. And I thank Reginald Butler 
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rica Review 3, no. 1 (2002).
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erence to the Egba United Government 1898–1914” (Ph.D. diss., Department of His-
tory, University of Gothenborg, Sweden, 1973), 21.
 40. Biobaku, The Egba and Their Neighbours, 26.
 41. Ibid., 31. It is important to take specifi c notice of the presence of native agents in 
important roles because of the excessive emphasis on European agency in the business 
of social transformation in West Africa during the period in question.
 42. Pallinder-Law, “Aborted Modernization in West Africa? The Case of Abeokuta,” 
Journal of African History 15, no. 1 (1974): 68.
 43. Ibid.
 44. Ibid.
 45. Freeman to Duke of Newcastle, Lagos, 9 April 1864, CO 147/6, quoted in Earl 
Phillips, “The Egba at Abeokuta: Acculturation and Political Change, 1830–1870,” 
Journal of African History 10, no. 1 (1969): 126.
 46. Townsend to Venn, Abéòkúta, 1 November 1866, CMS CA2/085, quoted in 
Phillips, “The Egba at Abeokuta,” 128.
 47. Pallinder-Law, “Government in Abeokuta,” 34. See also Phillips, “The Egba at 
Abeokuta,” 126.
 48. Phillips, “The Egba at Abeokuta,” 126.
 49. Biobaku, The Egba and Their Neighbours, 79.
 50. Ibid., 79.
 51. Pallinder-Law, “Government in Abeokuta,” 35.
 52. Ajayi, “A New Christian Politics?” 139. See also Phillips, who reported that John-
son “had lived in England”; “The Egba at Abeokuta,” 127.
 53. Phillips, “The Egba at Abeokuta,” 127. It is signifi cant to note that the demand 
that Africa be for Africans was not shared by all Saro or by many recaptives. For a con-
trary view, consider the following from Samuel Ajayi Crowther:
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If we have any regard for the elevation of Africa . . . our wisdom would be to cry to 
those Christian nations which have been so long labouring for our conversion, to re-
double their Christian efforts for the evangelization of this continent. . . . We can act 
as rough quarry-mends, who hew out blocks of marble from the quarried, which are 
conveyed to the workshop, to be shaped and fi nished into perfect fi gures by the hands 
of the skillful artists. In like manner native teachers can do, having the acquaintance 
with the language in their favour, to induce their heathen countrymen to come within 
the reach of the means of grace and hear the word of God. What is lacking in good 
training and sound evangelical teaching, the more experienced foreign missionaries 
will supply, and thus give shape to new churches in heathen countries. . . . Africa has 
neither knowledge nor skill to devise plans to bring out her vast resources for her own 
improvement; and for want of Christian enlightenment, cruelty and barbarity over-
spread the land to an incredible degree. Therefor to claim Africa for the Africans alone, 
is to claim for the right of a continued ignorance to practice cruelty and acts of bar-
barity as her perpetual inheritance. For it is certain, unless help come from without, 
a nation can never rise much above its present state.

“Bishop Crowther’s Charge at Lokoja,” 13 September 1869, CMS CA3/04A, quoted in 
Wilson, Origins of West African Nationalism, 150. This quote illustrates that even as the 
African modernizers were all agreed that Africa was backward and that the civilization 
that they had been socialized into, with its inspiration from Europe and the New World, 
was superior and worthy of emulation, they disagreed among themselves as to the role of 
Europeans in their forward march as African world-makers. They also agreed that Af-
rican agency needed to remain pivotal in any process of social transformation.
 54. Ajayi, “A New Christian Politics?” 139.
 55. Ibid.
 56. Pallinder-Law, “Government in Abeokuta,” 43–44.
 57. The full text of the declaration is reprinted in Horton, West African Countries 
and Peoples, 152–153.
 58. Pallinder-Law, “Aborted Modernization in West Africa?” 70.
 59. Harry Gailey’s statement that “Johnson’s idea was to provide a more effi cient bu-
reaucratic mechanism which could be controlled by the Saros” supports this impression. 
Lugard and the Abeokuta Uprising: The Demise of Egba Independence (London: Frank Cass 
& Co, 1982), 18.
 60. See Biobaku, The Egba and Their Neighbours.
 61. Quoted in Ajayi, “A New Christian Politics?” 139.
 62. Pallinder-Law, “Government in Abeokuta,” 44.
 63. Gailey, Lugard and the Abeokuta Uprising, 20.
 64. Ajayi, “A New Christian Politics?” 141.
 65. Pallinder-Law, “Aborted Modernization in West Africa?” 77. See Pallinder-Law, 
“Government in Abeokuta,” for an extended discussion of the programs and activities
of the Ègbá United Government. See also Gailey, Lugard and the Abeokuta Uprising, 
chapter 3.
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 66. Pallinder-Law, “Aborted Modernization in West Africa?” 79.
 67. See the excellent anthology edited and introduced by the late J. Ayodele Lang-
ley, Ideologies of Liberation in Black Africa 1856–1970 (London: Rex Collings, 1979).

7. Globalization

This is the revised version of a public lecture delivered as a Visiting Professor at the In-
stitute of African Studies, Universität Bayreuth, Bayreuth, Germany, in July 1999. A 
remote ancestor of this paper, “ ‘They Call It Democracy’: Refl ections on the Current 
Situation,” was presented to a conference Challenges for Democracy: Rethinking Po-
litical Philosophy, sponsored by the Guelph-McMaster Joint Doctoral Programme in Phi-
losophy and the Guelph Political Studies Department, University of Guelph, Guelph, 
Ontario, Canada, March 1993. A previous version was presented to the conference Con-
temporary Transformations in Africa and the Discourses of Transnationalism and Dias-
pora, African Studies Workshop, University of Chicago, Chicago, Illinois, June 1995. Yet 
another version was read before the Faculty Seminar in the Department of Philosophy 
at Seattle University in 2003. I would like to thank those present at the various sessions 
and my former colleagues, Andrew Cutrofello of the Philosophy Department at Loyola 
University and Jennifer Lisa Vest, then of the Philosophy Department of Seattle Uni-
versity, for reactions and comments that have helped in the revision of this essay. My 
thanks go to Hugh Miller, another former Loyola University colleague, for bringing a 
crucial passage to my notice at a most opportune time.
  1. It may be pointless to list the many texts in which the concern with structural 
processes dominates in the discourse of globalization. A fairly representative and popular 
sample is Frank J. Lechner and John Boli, eds., The Globalization Reader (Malden: Black-
well, 2003). See also Jan Aart Scholte, Globalization: A Critical Introduction (New York: 
Palgrave, 2000), chapter 2.
  2. Especially Orientalism (New York: Vintage, 1978). In this discussion, “Greeks” 
and “Barbarians” are tropes. I hope they make the points that the world is divided and 
that power is unevenly distributed, especially the power of naming the real world.
  3. Consonant with the specifi c focus of this book, for the most part I eschew the 
usual focus on structures and processes, especially economic processes. Of course, I will 
address the power imbalance in the world and the fact that this imbalance does have an 
impact on the lineaments of subjectivity around the world at the present time. To the 
extent that the focus on the philosophical discourse of modernity enables Africans to 
demand a different quality of relationship between them and the rest of the world, espe-
cially Europe and North America, I can regard my job as done. It may even be that such 
a different understanding of and attitude toward modernity is what is needed to enable 
Africans to take on the monster as other parts of the erstwhile so-called Third World 
have done.
  4. Aimé Césaire, Discourse on Colonialism (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1972).
  5. Molefi  K. Asante, The Afrocentric Idea (Philadelphia, Pa.: Temple University Press, 
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1998); George G. M. James, Stolen Legacy (New York: Philosophical Library, 1954); 
Théophile Obenga, A Lost Tradition: African Philosophy in World History (Philadelphia: 
The Source Editions, 1995); Innocent C. Onyewuenyi, The African Origin of Greek Phi-
losophy: An Exercise in Afrocentrism (Nsukka: University of Nigeria Press, 1994).
  6. Cheikh Anta Diop, The African Origins of Civilization: Myth or Reality, trans. 
 Mercer Cook (Westport, Conn.: Lawrence Hill, 1974); Martin J. Bernal, The Afro- 
Asiatic Roots of Classical Civilization (London: Free Association Books, 1987).
  7. See especially Thomas C. Oden, How Africa Shaped the Christian Mind: Redis-
covering the African Seedbed of Western Christianity (Downers Grove, Ill.: IVP Books, 
2007).
  8. Personal communication, L’Université Cheikh Anta Diop, Dakar, Senegal;  Lerone 
Bennett, Before the Mayfl ower: A History of Black America, 5th rev. ed. (Harmonds-
worth: Penguin, 1984); Ivan van Sertima, They Came before Columbus: The African 
Presence in Ancient America (New York: Random House, 1977); Cheikh Anta Diop, 
Precolonial Black Africa: A Comparative Study of the Political and Social Systems of Europe 
and Black Africa, from Antiquity to the Formation of Modern States (Westport, Conn.: 
Lawrence Hill, 1987); Enrique Dussel, The Invention of the Americas: The Eclipse of “the 
Other” and the Myth of Modernity (New York: Continuum Books, 1995); Jeffrey C. Gunn, 
First Globalization: The Eurasian Exchange, 1500 to 1800 (Lanham, Md.: Rowman & 
Littlefi eld, 2003).
  9. J. M. Roberts, The Triumph of the West, quoted in Stuart Hall, “The West and 
the Rest: Discourse and Power,” in Modernity: An Introduction to Modern Societies, ed. 
Stuart Hall, David Held, Don Hubert, and Kenneth Thompson (Cambridge: Blackwell, 
1996), 200.
 10. Arno Peters’s projection map, which seeks to draw the map of the world to scale 
so that the respective mass of each continent is accurately depicted, has not caught on. 
It turns out that the northern hemisphere is not as dominant as is represented on al-
most all non-Peters maps. It is interesting to speculate on why this map has not become 
the world standard, since it was fi rst published in 1974 in German and in English for 
the fi rst time in 1983.
 11. On the signifi cance and implication of this presumed emptiness of the occupied 
lands in the Palestinian case, see Edward Said, “Zionism from the Standpoint of Its 
Victims,” in Anatomy of Racism, ed. David Theo Goldberg (Minneapolis: University of 
 Minnesota Press, 1992), 210–246.
 12. See Bhikhu Parekh, “Liberalism and Colonialism: A Critique of Locke and Mill,” 
in The Decolonization of Imagination, ed. Jan Nederveen Pieterse and Bhikhu Parekh 
(London: Zed, 1995), 81–98. See also Uday Singh Mehta, Liberalism and Empire: A 
Study in Nineteenth-Century British Liberal Thought (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1996). Recall what was said earlier about Lugard and how Africans had no en-
titlement to their portion of the globe. It was claimed for some nebulous humanity in 
whose name the land was being exploited even as Africans were carefully defi ned out of 
this common humanity.
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 13. John Thornton, Africa and Africans in the Making of the Atlantic World, 1400–
1680 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992); and Paul Gilroy, The Black 
Atlantic (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1993) are examples of earlier 
scholarly attempts to reinscribe the evidence of African agency into the narratives of 
modernity.
 14. David Walker, One Continual Cry: David Walker’s Appeal, Its Setting, and Its 
Meaning, ed. Herbert Aptheker (New York: Humanities Press, 1965); Maria Stewart, 
Maria W. Stewart: America’s First Black Woman Political Writer, ed. Marilyn Richardson 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1987); Frederick Douglass, My Bondage and My 
Freedom, ed. and intro. William L. Andrews (Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois 
Press, 1987); Paul Robeson, Here I Stand (Boston: Beacon Press, 1971); Paul Robeson, 
“Ballad for Americans” and “Statement—We Are Climbing Jacob’s Ladder,” on Scan-
dalize My Name, Book of the Month Club Record 30-5647, 33 rpm recording, 1980; 
Nina Simone, “Mississippi Goddamn,” on Saga of the Good Life and Hard Times, BMG 
Music, CD, 1997; The Mind of Gil Scott-Heron: A Collection of Poetry and Music, Arista 
Records, 33 rpm recording, 1978; Wynton Marsalis, “Premature Autopsies (Sermon),” 
on The Majesty of the Blues, CBS, CD, 1989.
 15. The point here is apt to be misunderstood. I am not suggesting that Africa ex-
ported its surplus population in the same fashion as Europe did. I am merely saying that 
however we look at it, those slaves managed to globalize if not whole cultures they em-
bodied, at least signifi cant parts of them. Thanks to this factor, Yorùbá is a global lan-
guage, whereas Greek or Swedish is not.
 16. The Hamitic hypothesis is the view that ascribes African achievements in the 
areas designated “Black,” “Sub-Saharan,” or “proper” Africa—from statecraft to artistic 
expressions to grand physical structures—to light-skinned “Hamitic” peoples and denies 
any achievements attributable to Africa’s Negroid populations.
 17. See Olufemi Taiwo, “Exorcising Hegel’s Ghost: Africa’s Challenge to Philosophy,” 
African Studies Quarterly 1, no. 4 (1998), available at www.Africa.ufl .edu/asq/v1/
v1_i4.htm.
 18. The key pieces of globalization that are standard fare in the discussion start out, 
albeit on occasion unwittingly, from the fact of capitalism, modern mass culture, and 
 politico-ideological structures that all epitomize the hegemony of “Western” ideas. What-
ever is focused on is “Western” by default or it is what the West does or does not do and 
the reactive responses of the Rest of Us who are victimized by it.
 19. Recently there have been some developments in the direction of recognizing the 
agency of Africans. See for example Paul E. Idahosa, “A Tale of Three Images: Global-
ization, Marginalization, and the Sovereignty of the African Nation-State,” in Africa at 
the Crossroads: Between Regionalism and Globalization, ed. John Mbaku and S. C.  Saxena 
(Westport: Praeger, 2004), chapter 4; Wim van Binsbergen, Rijk van Dijk, and Jan-Bart 
Gewald, eds., Situating Globality: African Agency in the Appropriation of Global Culture 
(Leiden: Brill, 2004).
 20. I think that this is what makes Lamine Sanneh’s Abolitionists Abroad: African 
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Americans in the Making of Modern West Africa such an important work (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1999).
 21. Chinweizu, The West and Rest of Us: White Predators, Black Slavers, and the Af-
rican Elite (New York: NOK Publishers, 1978).
 22. On the other hand, those who are familiar with the criminal enterprise of people- 
smuggling in different parts of the globe might object. People-smuggling is a very well- 
organized undertaking, and it seems to share some of the characteristics of the earlier 
patterns of indentured servants and their principals. Exploring these similarities is be-
yond the ken of the present discussion. But see Bhargavi Ramamurthy, International La-
bour Migrants: Unsung Heroes of Globalisation, SIDA Studies no. 8 (Stockholm: Swed-
ish International Development Cooperation Agency, 2003).
 23. See for example Judith A. Carney, Black Rice: The African Origins of Rice Culti-
vation in the Americas (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2002); Harry Belafonte, 
The Long Road to Freedom: An Anthology of Black Music, Buddha Records, CD, 2000.
 24. He was interviewed in a radio program on BBC World Service in 1999 in a discus-
sion of globalization. From the lone caller to a global broadcast in 1999, we now have a 
distinctive African community in another part of China. See Evan Osnos, “The Prom-
ised Land: Guangzhou’s Canaan Market and the Rise of an African Merchant Class,” 
The New Yorker, 9 February 2009.
 25. Ironically, parts of the ancient Barbary Coast.
 26. The Action Group was the fi rst mass party in Nigeria and was in power from 
1952 till well into the post-independence period in what was then called Western Ni-
geria. It adopted a version of socialism as its platform and has a reputation for running 
the most progressive administration in Africa, save for Kwame Nkrumah’s Convention 
People’s Party in Ghana. I fi nd it signifi cant that it placed freedom before abundance in 
its party slogan.
 27. Again, I use the examples in this section not as a report of ongoing activities but 
as a foil for the argument that I am trying to build. Of course, if it turns out that the in-
cidents reported in what follows are exceptions, then the force of the argument will be 
impaired. Fortunately, the case I make here remains relevant to the situation in the dif-
ferent parts of the world that I refer to, especially the African continent.
 28. At that time, the U.S. administration pursued a nobody-but-Yeltsin policy. He 
was anointed as the sole hope for the survival of democracy in Russia.
 29. “Russia Turns Its Back on Parliament,” The Economist, 9 October 1993, 57, quoted 
in Maxwell A. Cameron, Democracy and Authoritarianism in Peru (New York: St. Mar-
tin’s Press, 1994), 165.
 30. See Joseph R. Blasi, Maya Kroumova, and Douglas Kruse, Kremlin Capitalism: 
Privatizing the Russian Economy (Ithaca, N.Y.: ILR Press, 1997).
 31. The outcome of the privatization process has been the emergence of the so-called 
Russian oligarchs, with whom the president is now locked in mortal combat. He is pre-
pared to clip their wings if they do as much as indicate interest in determining how Rus-
sia should be run. One of the oligarchs, Boris Berezovsky, escaped to a well-appointed 
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exile in the United Kingdom, and another, Mikhail Khodorkovsky, is languishing in a 
Siberian jail, ostensibly on tax evasion charges but some might say for daring to contem-
plate standing for election for president.
 32. For analyses of the aborted transition program, see Julius Ihonvbere, Nigeria: The 
Politics of Adjustment and Democracy (New Brunswick, N.J.: Transaction, 1994), espe-
cially chapter 5; Pita Agbese, “The Impending Demise of Nigeria’s Third Republic,” Af-
rica Today 37, no. 3 (1990): 23–44; Eghosa E. Osaghae, Crippled Giant: Nigeria since 
Independence (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1998).
 33. Actually, the politicians did form various political organizations to vie for recog-
nition as political parties. But the government chose not to register any of them, even 
though the National Electoral Commission had presented a list of nine associations it 
considered viable for purposes of recognition. Even so, Richard Joseph referred to the 
process as “guided democratization”; see Richard Joseph, “Africa: The Rebirth of Political 
Freedom,” in The Global Resurgence of Democracy, ed. Larry Diamond and Marc F. Platt-
ner (Baltimore, Md., and London: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1993), 311. It will 
become obvious from what follows that I do not share the celebratory tone of the book.
 34. The elections in April 2007 were of a different order, though. Many of the results 
were nullifi ed by tribunals, and the fi ndings of the tribunals were upheld on appeal. The 
invalidations have been mostly because they did not meet minimum thresholds of de-
mocracy.
 35. See Stephen Ellis, “Democracy in Africa: Achievements and Prospects,” and 
Roger Tomkys, “Implementing Africa’s Second Liberation: The Case of Kenya,” both in 
Action in Africa, ed. Douglas Rimmer (London: The Royal African Society in associa-
tion with James Currey and Portsmouth, N.H.: Heinemann, 1993).
 36. “Kenya: Editorial Addendum,” in Action in Africa, ed. Douglas Rimmer (London: 
The Royal African Society in association with James Currey and Portsmouth, N.H.: 
Heine mann, 1993), 151.
 37. Major scandals over privatization in Kenya have claimed a vice president and a 
fi nance minister since 2003.
 38. For a similar effort at thinking Africa and Eastern Europe together in the matter 
of transitions to democracy, see Mihaela Serban Rosen, ed., Constitutionalism in Transi-
tion: Africa and Eastern Europe (Warsaw: The Helsinki Foundation for Human Rights, 
2003).
 39. Witness the rapidity with which a market has mushroomed in the business of 
election monitoring. See especially Giuseppe Di Palma, “Why Democracy Can Work 
in Eastern Europe,” in The Global Resurgence of Democracy, ed. Larry Diamond and 
Marc F. Plattner (Baltimore, Md., and London: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1993), 
257–267.
 40. Of course there are dissenters. But the fact that they are all regarded as ongoing 
transitions to democracy (with a few bumps on the road here and there) is the general 
foil for the argument I offer here.
 41. For an instance of this mistake, see Philippe C. Schmitter and Terry Lynn Karl, 
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“What Democracy Is . . . and Is Not,” in The Global Resurgence of Democracy, ed. Larry 
Diamond and Marc F. Plattner (Baltimore, Md., and London: Johns Hopkins Univer-
sity Press, 1993), 40–41.
 42. See Issa G. Shivji, “Three Generations of Constitutions and Constitution- 
Making in Africa: An Overview and Assessment in Social and Economic Context,” in 
Constitutionalism in Transition: Africa and Eastern Europe, ed. Mihaela Serban Rosen, 
(Warsaw: The Helsinki Foundation for Human Rights, 2003), 74–92.
 43. I wrote those words before the December 2007 elections. The elections merely 
confi rm my contention that there is and ought to be more to democracy than multi-
partyism and elections.
 44. Kofi  A. Busia, Africa in Search of Democracy (New York: Praeger, 1967), 107, my 
italics. Similar sentiments were expressed even earlier by Sylvanus Olympio, the late 
president of Togo: “The test of a democratic regime in Africa might not necessarily be 
the actual presence of a second party or several parties, so much as whether or not the 
regime tolerated individualists. This is the crucial point, for societies are not built or im-
proved by conformists.” James Duffy and Robert Manners, Africa Speaks (Princeton, 
N.J.: Van Nostrand, 1961), 76–77.
 45. See Joseph Stiglitz, Globalization and Its Discontents (New York: Norton, 2003), 
for a critique of the operation of these conditionalities by someone who worked within 
the structures that usually impose them. I have been pleasantly surprised by the conver-
gence of the conclusions drawn by an authority like Stiglitz and the speculative analyses 
that I originally formulated in the period 1993 to 1997.
 46. For information on the impact of structural adjustment programs on various Af-
rican countries, see Ihonvbere, Nigeria, chapter 4; Ishrat Hussain, “Trade, Aid, and In-
vestment in Sub-Saharan Africa,” in Action in Africa, ed. Douglas Rimmer (London: 
The Royal African Society in association with James Currey and Portsmouth, N.H.: 
Heine mann, 1993), 75–106; World Bank Policy Research Report, Adjustment in Af-
rica (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994); G. O. Olusanya, R. O. A. Akindele, and 
Adebayo Olukoshi, eds., The African Debt (Lagos: NIIA, 1989); and Claude Ake, “Re-
thinking African Democracy,” in The Global Resurgence of Democracy, ed. Larry Dia-
mond and Marc F. Plattner (Baltimore, Md., and London: Johns Hopkins University 
Press, 1993), 70–82.
 47. The theme of the creeping homogenization of life forms across the globe is a re-
current one in the discourse on globalization. As will be clear in what follows, I do not 
believe that the danger is as great as is often portrayed. The problem I fi nd instead is 
that many in the West do not seriously intend that the rest of us become like them.
 48. The analogy can be extended. Mike loves to gamble: are we to emulate him in 
this, too?
 49. When earlier versions of this chapter were written, China was in the initial 
stages of its mammoth economic expansion and India was putting in place the piv-
ots of its recent phenomenal economic development. What originally was a rhetorical 
 speculation—I have purposely left it that way in the text—has become lived experi-
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ence and we already are seeing the makings of the disaster that awaits our planet and its 
inhabitants, arising from industrialization strategies built on nonrenewable fossil fuels. 
For some sobering analyses and prognostication, see Jacques Leslie, “The Last Empire: 
 China’s Pollution Problem Goes Global,” Mother Jones, November/December 2007; and 
Richard Behar, “Special Report: China in Africa,” Fast Company, 9 May 2008, available 
at www.fastcompany.com.
 50. I heard the eco-conscious broadcaster on National Public Radio’s “All Things 
Considered,” I think in 1995. The fact that much of Africa has become the graveyard for 
Euroamerica’s hand-me-down appliances means that many appliances with chlorofl uoro-
carbons are still wreaking havoc with the world’s atmosphere from the obscure parts 
of the globe, where they are shiny emblems of newly minted social mobility for teem-
ing populations. Because of the massive infl ow of capital by General Motors, Ford, Fiat, 
and Volkswagen into the automobile industries in China, Argentina, and Brazil, we 
are now witnessing in the fi eld of energy consumption, especially oil, the pressures that 
will result if and when the world’s centers of population begin to replicate the consump-
tion patterns of Euroamerica. A good source for tracing the news on this front is www
.automotiveindustrynews.com.
 51. When the leaders of the West call for the rest of us to be like the West, they 
understand globalization in terms of the univocal narrative that I alluded to earlier. They 
want to be able to go in to Asia, Latin American, and African countries and have their 
pick of national treasures to pick up for nothing. They also want to continue to beggar 
those countries in order to sustain their economies and benefi t their own people.
 52. This raises the question of the irresponsible patterns of consumption in the West 
itself. It is a global issue because the rest of us pay for this profl igacy.
 53. There are other aspects of this insincerity. Serious productive investments are 
not made in Africa. The imposition of the market is meant to make the countries con-
cerned buy more from the West. Thus, they may be markets for Western goods, but they 
are not market economies.
 54. A BBC report on 11 November 1994 cited the Chinese government’s alarm at 
the wholesale pilfering of or fi re sale of state property to party offi cials. See the special 
issue of World Press Review (March 1996) on China.
 55. World Bank reports routinely show the glaring neglect of Africa in foreign direct 
investment as capital moves across the globe.
 56. Stiglitz, Globalization and Its Discontents.
 57. For another analysis that isolates a different kind of paradox in the process of glob-
alization in Africa, see David E. Apter, “Globalization and Its Discontents: An African 
Tragedy,” Dissent (Spring 2002): 13–18.
 58. Writings about Africa are replete with references to the growing immiserization of 
African peoples and the declining indices of well-being in all areas of life even as other 
parts of the so-called underdeveloped world are scoring impressive reductions in pov-
erty rates.
 59. I am refraining in this discussion from considerations of internal conditions that 
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might discourage the infl ux of foreign direct investment in some countries and what I 
think is the racialization of capitalism under late modernity, which makes international 
capital less than enthusiastic about investing in African countries even when there is 
evidence that some of them, for example Mozambique, actually have higher-than- average 
returns on investment.
 60. Conversely, there is a lesson in contrasting this with how Turkey is being kept out.
 61. We now have countries fi ghting to have factories relocated to them from other 
countries; American cities are giving automobile and other companies free rides to keep 
them. The reluctance of industrialized countries to come up with codes of conduct for 
transnational corporations regarding their behavior in less-industrialized countries is a 
case in point. Indians are still suffering from the effects of the disaster at a Dow Chemical 
Company plant in Bhopal back in 1984.
 62. Witness the popularity of term limits in the United States, which is explained in 
part by voter frustration at their inability to unseat incumbents whose coffers are bulg-
ing with special-interest money.
 63. See John Stuart Mill, On Liberty, chapter 3, “Of Individuality As One of the 
Elements of Well-Being,” excerpted in Jene M. Porter, ed., Classics in Political Philosophy 
(Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall, 1997), 514–538.
 64. Louis D. Brandeis, dissenting in Olmstead v United States, 277 U.S. 438 (1928). 
Recall Busia’s suggestion that democracy “must recognize the right of others to think 
differently, and to choose differently.” And Olympio wants a democratic regime to be 
judged “by whether or not it tolerated individualists.” (See note 44 above.)
 65. “Rest in Pieces”: Police Torture and Deaths in Custody in Nigeria, Human Rights 
Watch Reports 17, no. 11 (July 2005).
 66. When Louis Leakey announced in the nineties that he and other Kenyans were 
forming a new opposition party, he was denounced by Mr. Moi as a racist who does not 
understand Kenyans. The problem, though, is that Mr. Leakey is a native-born “white” 
Kenyan. The UN Commission on Human Rights has recently accused the Kenyan po-
lice of having committed large-scale extrajudicial killings of members of an outlawed 
group in 2007.
 67. For a specifi c indictment of continental European scholars on this score, I refer to 
Enrique Dussell’s The Underside of Modernity (Buffalo: Prometheus Books, 1996). Paul 
Gilroy’s The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1993) is a signifi cant attempt to document the contributions of what 
he identifi ed as “the Black Atlantic” to the construction of the discourse of modernity 
that are not recognized in the canons of the discourse.
 68. William Leon McBride, Philosophical Refl ections on the Changes in Eastern Europe 
(Lanham, Md.: Rowman & Littlefi eld, 1999).
 69. Of course, I am leaving the postmodern critics out of my account.
 70. Karl Marx, “The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte,” in Karl Marx and 
Frederick Engels, Collected Works, vol. 11 (New York: International Publishers, 1975).
 71. The mechanism for remediation in the advanced countries—the welfare state—is 
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unavailable and (given current neoliberal pressures) cannot be created in the newly de-
mocratizing countries.
 72. For supporting philosophical arguments for this viewpoint, see Ronald Dworkin, 
A Matter of Principle (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1985), part 3.
 73. See for criticism Robert H. Bates, “Governments and Agricultural Markets in 
Africa,” in Toward a Political Economy of Development: A Rational Choice Perspective, ed. 
Robert H. Bates (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1988), 331–358.
 74. Alexis de Tocqueville, The Old Regime and the French Revolution, trans. Stuart 
Gilbert (New York: Doubleday, 1955), xii–xiv.
 75. See C. B. Macpherson, The Life and Times of Liberal Democracy (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1977).
 76. Jason Riley’s Let Them In: The Case for Open Borders (New York: Gotham Books, 
2008) came out too late to be addressed here. But it is interesting that a free trader like 
him is willing to bite the bullet and let the law of supply and demand determine immi-
gration policy in the United States. My case for open borders is built on different foun-
dations.
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