
-------CHAPTER ONE-------

Introduction: 
Thinking through Africa's Impasse 

DISCUSSIONS on Africa's present predicament revolve around two clear 
tendencies: modernist and communitarian. Modernists take inspiration 
from the East European uprisings of the late eighties; communitarians 
decry liberal or left Eurocentrism and call for a return to the source. For 
modernists, the problem is that civil society is an embryonic and mar­
ginal construct in Africa; for communitarians, it is that real flesh-and­
blood communitites that comprise Africa are marginalized from public 
life as so many "tribes." The liberal solution is to locate politics in civil 
society, and the Africanist solution is to put Africa's age-old communi­
ties at the center of African politics. One side calls for a regime that will 
champion rights, and the other stands in defense of culture. The impasse 
in Africa is not only ~t the level of practical politics. It is also a paralysis 

of perspective. The solution to this theoretical impasse-between modernists and 
communitarians, Eurocentrists and Africanists-does not lie in choosing 
a side and defending an entrenched position. Because both sides to the 
debate highlight different aspects of the same African dilemma, I will 
suggest that the way forward lies in sublating both, through a double 
move that simultaneously critiques and affirms. To arrive at a creative 
synthesis transcending both positions, one needs to problematize each. 

To do so, I will analyze in this book two related phenomena: how 
power is organized and how it tends to fragment resistance in con­
temporary Africa. By locating both the language of rights and that of 
culture in their historical and institutional context, I hope to underline 
that part of our institutional legacy that continues to be reproduced 
through the dialectic of state reform and popular resistance. The core 
legacy, I will suggest, was forged through the colonial experience. 

In colonial discourse, the problem of stabilizing alien rule was politely 
referred to as "the native question." It was a dilemma that confronted 
every colonial power and a riddle that preoccupied the best of its minds. 
Therefore it should not be snrprising that when a person of the stature 
of General Jan Smuts, with an international renown rare for a Sonth 
African prime minister, was invited to deliver the prestigious Rhodes 
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Memorial Lectures at Oxford in 1929, the native question formed the 
core of his deliberation. 

The African, Smuts reminded his British audience, is a special human 
"type'' with "some wonderful characteristics," which he went on to cel­
ebrate: "It has largely remained a child type, with a child psychology and 
outlook. A child-like human can not be a bad human, for are we not in 
spiritual matters bidden to be like unto little children? Perhaps as a di­
rect result of this temperament the African is the only happy human I 
have come across." Even if the racism in the language is blinding, we 
should be wary of dismissing Smuts as some South African oddity. 

Smuts spoke from within an honorable Western tradition. Had not 
Hegel's Philosophy of History mythologized "Africa proper" as "the land 
of childhood"? Did not settlers in British colonies call every African 
male, regardless of age, a "boy"-houseboy, shamba-boy, office-boy, 
ton-boy, mine-boy-no different from their counterparts in Franco­
phone Africa, who used the child-familiar tu when addressing Africans 
of any age? "The negro," opined the venerable Albert Schweitzer of 
Gabon fame, "is a child, and with children nothing can be done without 
authority." In the colonial mind, however, Africans were no ordinary 
children. They were destined to be so perpetually-in the words of 
Christopher Fyfe, "Peter Pan children who can never grow up, a child 
race. " 1 

Yet this book is not about the racial legacy of colonialism. If! tend to 
deemphasize the legacy of colonial racism, it is not only because it has 
been the subject of perceptive analyses by militant intellectuals like 
Frantz Fanon, but because I seek to highlight that part of the colonial 
legacy-the institutional-which remains more or less intact. Precisely 
because deracialization has marked the limits of postcolonial reform, the 
nonracial legacy of colonialism needs to be brought out into the open so 
that it may be the focus of a public discussion. 

The point about General Smuts is not the racism that he shared with 
many of his class and race, for Smuts was not simply the unconscious 
bearer of a tradition. More than just a senrry standing guard at the cut­
ting edge of that tradition, he was, if anything, its standard-bearer. A 
member of the British war cabinet, a confidant of Churchill and Roose­
velt, a one-time chancellor of Cambridge University, Smuts rose to be 
one of the framers of the League of Nations Charter in the post-World 
War I era.2 The very image of an enlightened leader, Smuts opposed 
slavery and celebrated the "principles of the French Revolution which 
had emancipated Europe," but he opposed their application to Africa, 
for the African, he argued, was of "a race so unique" that "nothing 
could be worse for Africa than the application of a policy" that would 

INTRODUCTION 5 
. him either into a beast of the field or 

"de-Africanize the African and tdurn . h ast" he lamented "we have 
""An yet1nt ep ' ' 

into a pseudo-Europea~. . · the Africans." 
tried both alternatives in our dealings with 

African as essentially inferior or sub-human, as 
First we looked upon the b 1 Then we changed to 

d b · only fit to c as ave. · · · 
having no soul, an as eing . b ea man and a brother. Reli-

. The African now ecam . 
the opposite extreme. h. Afirican policy. The principles 

. . b · ned to shape t is new 
gion and pohucs com _1 • d emanci ated Europe were applied to 
of the French Revolution which ha. ldpturn bad Africans into good 
Africa; liberty, equality and fraternity cou 

Europeans.3 
. 

Smuts was at pains to underline the negative ~o~~~~uences of a policy 
formulated in ignorance, even if coated in goo . . 

. was ruthlessly destroyed in order to in-
The political system of the natives . The African was good as a 

ls into the white system. 
corporate them as eq~a . ofitical culture was bad, barbarous, and 
potential European; his social and p d b nch In some of the British 

. b t roped out root an ra · 
only deserving to e s a . . d from barbarism was accepted 
possessions in Africa ~he native 1.u.st ~n:-e~e l ng with the whites. But his 
as an equal citizen with full pohnca ng 'bts da o d destroyed The principle 

. . . · ruthlessly proscn e an · . 
native 1nstttut1ons were. . . d c. nd while it gave the nanve 

.gh plied in its cru est 1orm, a . 
of equal n ts was ap . h. h. h was little good to him, it de-

f lity with w ites, w ic 
a semblance o equa . h. h was his highest good. These 

b · f h's African system w 1c , 
strayed the asis o l . . . h. -h have prevailed in the past, and the 
are the two extreme native policies w ic 
second has been only less harmful than the first. . . 

d" ·as "to make her own contnbunon to 
If "Africa has to be redeeme so d n different lines and evolve 
the world," then "we shall have to proc.ee . o . an alien European 
a policy which will not force her msntu~~~~:~o ast" and "build her 
mould" but "will preserve her um! ";t~cifically Jrican foundations." 
future progress and civilization p l. " i·n bold· "The British Em-

h · "the new po icy · 
Smuts went on to c amp10n . ·1 . of its peoples into a common 
pire does not stand for the assdimi;.uon but for the fullest freest de-

type it does not stand for stan ar izauon, .Ii l" " 
' . 1 lon their own spec1 c ines. . 

velopment of its peop es a g f["ts] eoples" as opposed to their 
The "fullest freest development ?, i . pd S uts argued, "insutu-
. . . ". t a common type require ' m . " 'th 

ass1m1lanon in ° t d "institutional segregation wt 
tional segregation." Smuts co~tras e . . South Africa. The problem 

· ,, then 1n practice in 
"territorial segregation . " . tshell was that it was based on a 
with "territorial segregation, l~ a _nu Natives may be territorially sep-

f . . u· nal homogenization. . . 
policy o msutu o . . tit tions were slowly but surely givmg 
arated from whites, but native ins u 
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way to an alien institutional mold. As the economy became industrial­
ized, it gave rise to "the colour problem," at the root of which were 
"urbanized or detribalized natives." Smuts's point was not that racial 
segregation ("territorial segregation") should be done away with., 
Rather it was that it should be made part of a broader "institutional seg­
regation" and thereby set on a secure footing: "Institutional segregation 
carries with it territorial segregation." The way to preserve native insti­
tutions while meeting the labor demands of a growing economy was 
through the institution of migrant labor, for "so long as the native fam­
ily home is not with the white man but in his own area, so long the 
native organization will not be materially affected." 

It is only when segregation breaks down, when the whole family migrates 
from the tribal home and out of the tribal jurisdiction to the white man's 
farm or the white man's town, that the tribal bond is snapped, and the 
traditional system falls into decay. And it is this migration of the native 
family, of the females and children, to the farms and the towns which 
should be prevented. As soon as this migration is permitted the process 
commences which ends in the urbanized detribalized native and the dis­
appearance of the native organization. It is not white employment of native 
males that works the mischief, but the abandonment of the native tribal 
home by the women and children.4 

Put simply, the problem with territorial segregation was that it rendered 
-:(< racial domination unstable: the more the economy developed, the more 

it came to depend on the "urbanized or detribalized natives." As that 
happened, the beneficiaries of rule appeared an alien minority and its 
victims evidently an indigenous majority. The way to stabilize racial 
domination (territorial segregation) was to ground it in a polirically 
enforced system of ethnic pluralism (institutional segregation), so that 
everyone, victims no less than beneficiaries, may appear as minorities. 
However, with migrant labor providing the day-to-day institutional link 
between native and white society, native institutions-fashioned as so 
many rural tribal composites-may be conserved as separate but would 
function as subordinate. 

At this point, however, Smuts faltered, for, he believed, it was too late 
in the day to implement a policy of institutional segregation in South 
Africa; urbanization had already proceeded too far. But it was not too 
late fur less developed colonies to the north to learn from the South 
African experience: "The situation in South Africa is therefore a lesson 
to all the younger British communities farther north to prevent as much 
as possible the detachment of the native from his tribal connexion, and 
to enforce from the very start the system of segregation with its conser­
vation of separate native institutions." 
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The Broederbond, however, disagreed. To this brotherhood of Boer 
supremacists, to stabilize the system of racial domination was a question 
of life and death, a matter in which it could never be too late. What 
Smuts termed institutional segregation the Broederbond called apart­
heid. The context in which apartheid came to be implemented made for 
its particularly harsh features, for to rule natives through their own in~ti- r, ·0 <v­
tutions, one first had to push nanve~ back into. the confines of native -lo- J 
institutions. In the context of a semi-mdustnalized and highly urban-
ized South Africa, this meant, on the one hand, the forced removal of 
those marked unproductive so they may be pushed out of white_ areas 
back into native homelands and, on the other, the forced straddlmg of 
those deemed productive between workplace and homeland through an 
ongoing cycle of annual migrations. To effect these changes reqmred a 
degree of force and brutality that seemed to place the South Afncan co-
lonial experience in a class of its own. . 

But neither institutional segregation nor apartheid was a South Afri-
can invention. If anything, both idealized a form of rule that the British 
Colonial Office dubbed "indirect rule" and the French "association." 
Three decades before Smuts, Lord Lugard had pioneered indirect rule 
in Uganda and Nigeha. And three decades after Smuts, ·Lord Hailey 
would sum up the contrast between forms of colonial rule as turning on 
a distinction between "identity" and "differentiation" in organizing the 
relationship between Europeans and Africans: "The doctrine of identity 
conceives the future social and political institutions of Africans as des-
tined to be basically similar to those of Europeans; the doctrine ofdiffer­
entiation aims at the evolution of separate institutions appropriate to 
African conditions and differing both in spirit and in form from those of 
Europeans. "5 The emphasis on differentiation meant the forging of s~e­
cifically "native" institutions through which to rule subiects, but them­
stitutions so defined and enforced were not racial as much as ethnic, not 
"native" as much as "tribal." Racial dualism was thereby anchored in a -:!f'-" 
politically enforced ethnic pluralism. . 

To emphasize their offensive and pejorative nature, I put the words 
natipe and tribal in quotation marks. But after first use, I have dropped 
the quotation marks to avoid a cumbersome read, instead relying on the 
reader's continued vigilance and good sense. 

This book, then, is about the regime of differentiation (institutional 
segregation) as fashioned in colonial Africa--:-and reformed after. mde­
pendence-and the nature of the resistance '.t bred. Anchored histon­
cally, it is about how Europeans ruled Africa and how Africans re­
sponded to it. Drawn to the present, it is about the structure of power 
and the shape of resistance in contemporary Aftica. Three sets of ques­
tions have guided my labors. To what extent was the structure of power 
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in contemporary Africa shaped in the colonial period rather than born of 
the anticolonial revolt? Was the notion that they introduced the rule of 
law to African colonies no more than a cherished illusion of colonial 
powers? Second, rather than just uniting diverse ethnic groups in a com­
mon _predicament, was not racial domination actually mediated through 
a van_ery of ethmcally _organized local powers? If so, is it not too simple 
even 1ftemptmg to thmk of the anticolonial (nationalist) struggle as just 
a one-sided repudiation of ethniciry rather than also a series of ethnic 
revolts against so many ethnically organized and centrally reinforced 
local powers-in other words, a string of ethnic civil wars? In brief was 
not ethniciry a dimension of both power and resistance, of both the 
probl_em and the solution? Finally, if power reproduced itself by exag­
geratmg difference and denying the existence of an oppressed majoriry, 
IS not the burden of protest to transcend these differences without deny­
ing them? 

. I have written this book with four objectives in mind. My first objec­
?ve IS to quest10n the wntmg of history by analogy, a method pervasive 
m contemporary Africanist studies. Thereby, I seek to establish the his­
torical legitimacy of Africa as a unit of analysis. My second objective is to 
establish that apartheid, usually considered unique to South Africa is 
actually the generic form of the colonial state in Africa. As a form of r~le 
apartheid i_s what Smuts called institutional segregation, the British 
termed 1nd1rect rule, and the French association. It is this common state 
form that I call decentralized despotism. A corollary is to bring some of 
the lessons from the study of Africa to South African studies and vice 
versa and thereby to question the notion of South African exceptional­
islll. A third objective is to underline the contradictory character of eth­
mc1ry. In disentangling its two possibilities, the emancipatory from the 
author1tar1an, my purpose is not to identify emancipatory movements 
and avail them for an uncritical embrace. Rather it is to problematize 
them through a critical analysis. My fourth and final objective is to show 
that although the bifurcated state created with colonialism was deracial­
ized after independence, it was not democratized. Postindependence re­
form led to diverse outcomes. No nationalist government was content 
to reproduce the colonial legacy uncritically. Each sought to reform the 
~1furcated state that institutionally crystallized a state-enforced separa­
?on, of the rural from the urban and of one ethniciry from another. But 
m domg so each reproduced a part of that legacy, thereby creating its 
own vanery of despotism. 

These questions and objectives are very much at the root of the dis­
cussion in the chapters that follow. Before sketching in full the outlines 
of my argument, however, I find it necessary to clarify my theoretical 
point of departure. 
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BEYOND A HISTORY BY ANALOGY 

1, In' the aftermath of the Cuban Revolution, dependency theor~ emerged 
t. as a powerful critique of various forms of unilinear ~volutiomsm .. It re­
;'. jected both the claim that the less developed countries were tradmonal 

societies in need of modernization and the conVlctJon that they were 
backward precapitalist societies on the threshhold of a much-needed 
bourgeois revolution. Underdevelopment, ar~ued proponents of de­
pendency, was historically produced; a_s a_ creation of modern 1mpenal­
ism it was as modern as industrial cap1tal1sm. Both were outcomes of a 

' Id al "6 process of "accumulation on a wor. ~c e. . . 
Its emphasis on historical spec1fic1ry notwlthstandm~, dependei:icy 

soon lapsed into yet another form of ahistorical structuralism. Alongside 
modernization theory and orthodox Marxism, it cam~ t~ view so~1al 
realiry through a series of binary opposites. If modermzation theorms 
thought of sociery as modern or premodern, mdustr1al or premdu~tnal, 
and orthodox Marxists conceptualized modes of productJon as capitalist 
or precapitalist, dependency theorists juxtaposed de~;Iopmen~, ~th 
underdevelopment.· Of the bipolanry, the lead term- modern, _m­
d strial " "capitalist " or "development"-was accorded both analyucal 
v~ue a~d universal 'status. The other was residual. Making little sense 
without its lead twin, it had no independent conceptual existence:_The 
tendency was to understand these experiences ~s a series of approXIma­
tions, as replays not quite efficient, understudies that fell short of the 
real perfomance. Experiences summed up by analogy were nor JUSt con­
sidered historical latecomers on the scene, but were also ascnbed a pre­
destiny. Whereas the lead term had analytical content, the residual term 
Jacked both an original history and an authentic future. 

In the event that a real-life performance did not correspond to the 
prescribed trajectory, it was understood as a deviation. The bip?lariry 
thus turned on a double distinction: between expenences considered 
universal and normal and those seen as residual or pathological. The re­
sidual or deviant case was understood not in terms of what it was, but 
with reference to what it was not. "Premodern" thus became "not yet 
modern" and "precapitalism" "not yet capitalism." But can a student, 
for exa~ple be understood as not yet a teacher? Put differently, is being 
a professio~al teacher the true_ and necessar~ des~~ny of every ,~~~de~t? 
The residual term in the evolutionary enterpnse- premodern, prem­
dustrial," "precapitalist," or "underdeveloped"-really summ~d up the 
"etc." of ~nilinear social science, that which it tended to explain away._ 

A unilinear social science, however, involves a double u:aneuver. If ~t 
tends to caricature the experience summed up as the residual term, 1t 
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also mythologizes the experience that is the lead term. If the former is 
rendered ahistorical, the latter is ascribed a suprahistorical trajectory of 
development, a necessary path whose main line of development is un­
affected by struggles that happened along the way. There is a sense in 
which both are robbed of history. 

The endeavor to restore historicity, agency, to the subject has been 
the cutting edge of a variety of critiques of structuralism. But if struc­
turalism tended to straitjacket agency within iron laws of history, a 
strong tendency in poststructuralism is to diminish the significance of 
historical constraint in the name of salvaging agency. "The dependent 
entry of African societies into the world system is not especially unique," 
argues the French Africanist Jean-Francois Bayart, "and should be scien­
tifically de-dramatised."7 On one hand, "inequality has existed through­
out time, and-it should be stressed ad nauseum-does not negate his­
toricity"; on the other hand, "deliberate recourse to the strategies of 
extraversion" has been a "recurring phenomenon in the history of the 
continent." Dependency theory is thereby stood on its head as mod­
ern imperialism is-shall I say celebrated/-as the outcome of an African 
initiative! Similarly, in another recent historical rewrite, slavery too is 
explained away as the result of a local initiative. "The African role in the 
development of the Atlantic," promises John Thornton, "would not 
simply be a secondary one, on either side of the Atlantic," for "we must 
accept" both "that African participation in the slave trade was voluntary 
and under the control of African decision makers" on this side of the 
Atlantic and that "the condition of slavery, by itself, did not necessarily 
prevent the development of an African-oriented culture" on the far side 
of the Atlantic. 8 It is one thing to argue that nothing short of death can 
extinguish human initiative and creativity, but quite another to see in 
every such gesture evidence of a historical initiative. "Even the inmates 
of a concentration camp are able, in this sense, to live by their own cul~ 
tural logic," remarks Talat Asad. "But one may be forgiven for doubting 
that they are therefore 'making their own history.' "9 

To have critiqued structuralist-inspired binary oppositions for giving 
rise to walled-off sciences of the normal and the abnormal, the civilized 
and the savage, is the chief merit of poststructuralism. To appreciate this 
critique, however, is not quite the same as to accept the claim that in 
seeking to transcend these epistemological oppositions embedded in 
notions of the modern and the traditional, poststructuralism has ·indeed 
created the basis of a healthy humanism. That claim is put forth by its 
Africanist adherents; scholarship, they say, must "deexoticize" Africa 
and banalize it. 

The swing from the exotic to the banal ("Yes, banal Africa-exoticism 
be damned!")10 is from one extreme to another, from seeing the flow of 
events in Africa as exceptional to the general flow of world history to 

-~'"' 
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.fufug it as routine, as simply dissolving in that general flow, confirming 
'trend, and in the process presumably confirming the humanity of the 
::can people. In the process, African history and reality lose any spec1-

ejty; and with it, we also lose any but an invented notion of Africa. But 
ls•only when abstracted from structural constraint that agency appears 
.·lacking in historical specificity. At this point, abstract universalism and ~ 
, ;: ate particularism turn out to be two sides of the same coin: both 
_ .. :Hn the specificity of experience nothing but its idiosyncrasy. 

The Patrimonial State 

· ·. ereas poststructuralists focus on the intimate and the day-to-day, 
)lnning metatheory and metaexperience, the mainstream Africanists 
·e:Shy of neither. The presumption that developments in Africa can best 

JD \understood as mirroring an earlier history is widely shared among 
erth American Africanists. Before the current preoccupation with civil 
~ciety as the guarantor of democracy-a notion I will comment on 
ter-Africanist political science was concerned mainly with two issues: 
·:'.endency toward corruption among those within the system and to- -1'. 

. ,l!fd exit among those marginal to it. 
~-.:The literature on corruption makes sense of its spread as a reoccur­
.&rice of an early European practice: "patrimonialism" or "preben­
, \tlism."11 Two broad tendencies can be discernedu For the state-
J~ntrists, the state has failed to penetrate society sufficiently and is 
, 'erefore hostage to it; for the society-centrists, society has failed to 
fiold the state accountable and is therefore prey to it. I will argue that 
"' e former fail to see the form of power, of how the state does penetrate 
'jo,ciety, and the latter the form of revolt, of how society does hold the 
'tate· accountable because both work through analogies and are unable 
<,_. - ' 

b ·ome to. grips with a historically specific reality. 
·ruthough I will return to the society-centrists, the present-day cham­

, .·bns of civil society as the guarantor of democracy, it is worth tracing 
\ihe contours of the state-centrist argument. Overwhelmed by societal 
. :·ressures, its institutional integrity compromised by individual or sec-

. h h d · " k Le · th " 13 "sus .. "0nal interest, t e state as turne into a wea via an, -
)Pended above society. " 14 Whether plain "soft"15 or in "decline" and 
i·"decay,"16 this creature may be "omnipresent" but is hardly "omnipo­
'.itent."17 Then follows the theoretical conclusion: variously termed as the 
~i.~~early modern authoritarian state," the "early modern absolutist state," 
t!or "the patrimonial autocratic state," this form of state power is liken~d 
)~to its ancestors in seventeenth-century Europe or early postcolon1al 
,-~±Latin America, often underlined as a political feature of the transition to 

,hpitalism. 
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What happens if you take a historical process unfolding under con­
crete conditions-in this case, of sixteenth- to eighteenth-century Eu­
rope-as a vantage point from which to make sense of subsequent social 
development? The outcome is a history by analogy rather than history as 
process. Analogy seeking turns into a substitute for theory formation. 
The Africanist is akin to those learning a foreign language who must 
translate every new word back into their mother tongue, in the process 
missing precisdy what is new in a new experience. From such a stand -
point, the most intense controversies dwell on what is indeed the most 
appropriate translation, the most adequate fit, the most appropriate 
analogy that will capture the meaning of the phenomenon under obser­
vation. Africanist debates tend to focus on whether contemporary Afri­
can reality most closely resembles the transition to capitalism under sev­
enteenth-century European absolutism or that under other Third World 
experiences, is or whether the postcolonial state in Africa should be la­
beled Bonapartist or absolutist. 19 Whatever their differences, both sides 
agree that African reality has meaning only insofar as it can be seen 
to reflect a particular stage in the development of an earlier history. 
Inasmuch as it privileges the European historical experience as its touch­
stone, as the historical expression of the universal, contemporary unilin­
ear evolutionism should more concretely and appropriately be character­
ized as a Eurocentrism. The central tendency of such a methodological 
orientation is to lift a phenomenon out of context and process. The re­
sult is a history by analogy. 

The Uncaptured Peasantry 

Whereas the literature on corruption is mainly about the state in Africa, 
that on exit is about the peasantry. Two diametrically opposed perspec­
tives can be discerned here. One looks at the African countryside· as 
nothing but an ensemble of transactions in a marketplace; the other sees 
it as a collection of households enmeshed in a nonmarket milieu of kin­
based relations. For the former, the market is the defining feature of 
rural life; for the latter, the intrinsic realities of village Africa have little 
to do with the market. The same tendency can appear clothed in sharply 
contrasting ideological garb. Thus, for example, the argument that rural 
Africa is really precapitalist, with the market an external and artificial im­
position, was first put forth by the proponents of African socialism, most 
notably Julius Nyerere. Largely discredited in the mid-seventies, when 
dependency theory reigned supreme, this thesis was resurrected in the 
eighties by Goran Hyden, 20 who echoed Nyerere-once again relying 
on empirical material from Tanzania-that the "intrinsic realities" of 
"Africa" have little to do with market relationships. Instead, he argued, 
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,';_" . e ex ression of a premarket "economy of a~fection." 
they are a uruqu p . d b IMF theorists who claimed that 
~arket. the~rie~;e~~:;:~:in~ark~ts was being simultaneously sup-
l:h.·. e rattonality g . 1 'dd but all-powerful states. The · d di t d by cliente e-n en . 
pressed an stor e . bil'ty by Robert Bates's Wldely 
¥gmnent was given academic respecta i . Whereas the latter ten-
··i;irculated study Markets and States ifn Afrffiiccai:aI truth in policy-making 
• · ·0 y the status o an o . 
µency conttnues to enJ . . al b t fashionable preoccupanon 
.-:hlr:cles, the former survives as a margin u 

kh;, acad.emia. . s in the method that guides these contending perspec­
··'' My interest i . th d . transparent. They presume 
' . W' th ket theorists the me 0 is 
:,p.ves. 1 mar ah.' . al d universal construct: markets are 
;~~e market to exist, as _an . is~~~un:es are market societies, like those 
j•,not created, b~t freed, Afr~a den however, claims to be laying bare .the 
) in Europe, penod. Goran .J h ' ceeds not by a historical examma­
•; .intrinsic realitiesal~f Afr~c~. b;tfo;,::10 analogies. Searching for the right 
;. tion of these re .mes u ds b dismissing one after' another, those 
·•· analogy to fit Afric~ he procee he Zstablishes hi~ main conclusion: Africa 

that do not fit. In e process, as "captured" through wage 
is not like E. urope, where theLapeasanAmtry w a where it was "captured" 

. . I'k '.Asia or nn enc , 
labor; nor is it i e B t this search stops at showing what 
through tenancy arrangements. u f th' book " writes Hyden, "that 

. "It · the argument o is ' d 
does not eXIst. is . h th easants have not been capture 
Africa is the .only con~~~nt w ~reurs~ii of the right historical analogy­
by other social classes. In ~o p H d n misses precisely the relations 
the point will become clear ater- . y "ecaptured" and reproduced. 

hi h th "fi ee" peasantry is 
through w c e r . th African experience apart as ex-

. b k I k neither to set e In this oo , see b b. . broad corpus of theory as rou-
. al d exotic nor to a sor it in a . . . 

cepnon an re different ways of dismissing 
tine and banal. For both, it s~em~~ ;'~~;ficity of the African experien~e, 
it. In contrast, I try to underline. p ment not against comparanve 

f r of it This is an argu . . 
or at least o a s ice . h Id dehistoricize phenomena by lifting 
study but against thos~ ;, ~ :o::.e name of an abstract universalism or 
them from context? w e. e nl ake sense of them by analogy. In 
of an intimate parncularism, o b{. t~:::. historical legitimacy of Africa as 
contrast, my endeavor is to esta is e 
a unit of analysis. 

Ci'Vil Society 

. ·1 ciety resembles an earlier dis­
The current Africanist discourse on civi sou· than analytical more ideo-. r It is more programma c ' 
course on soc1a ism. al . two claims· civil society exists as 
logical than historical. CentAfrr to it a.re E rope and the driving force of 
a fully formed construct m ica as m u ' 
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democratization everywhere is the contention between civil society and 
the state.22 To come to grips with these claims requires a historical anal­
ysis, for these conclusions are arrived at through analogy seeking. 

The notion of civil society came to prominence with the Eastern Eu­
ropean uprisings of the late 1980s. These events were taken as signaling 
a paradigmatic shift, from a state-centered to a society-centered perspec­
tive, from a strategy of armed struggle that seeks to capture state power 
to one of an unarmed civil struggle that seeks to create a self-limiting 
power. In the late 1980s, the theme of a society-state struggle reverber­
ated through Africanist circles in North America and became the new 
prismatic lens through which to gauge the significance of events in Af­
rica. Even though the shift from armed struggle to popular civil protest 
had occurred in South Africa a decade earlier, in the course of the Dur­
ban strikes of 1973 and the Soweto uprising ofl976, the same observers 
who tended to exceptionalize the significance of these events eagerly 
generalized the import of later events in Eastern Europe! 

For the core of post-Renaissance theory,23 civil society was a historical 
construct, the result of an all-embracing process of differentiation: of 
power in the state and division oflabor in the economy, giving rise to an 
autonomous legal sphere to govern civil life. It is no exaggeration to say 
that the Hegelian notion of civil society is both the summation and the 
springboard of main currents of Western thought on the subject_,. 
Sandwiched between the patriarchal family and the universal state, civil 
society was for Hegel the historical product of a two-dimensional pro­
cess. On one hand, the spread of commodity relations diminished the 
weight of extra-economic coercion, and in doing so, it freed the econ­
omy-and broadly society-from the sphere of politics. On the other 
hand, the centralization of means of violence within the modern state 
went alongside the settlement of differences within society without di­
rect recourse to violence. With an end to extra-economic coercion, force 
ceased to be a direct arbiter in day-to-day life. Contractual relations 
among free and autonomous individuals were henceforth regulated by 
civil law. Bounded by law, the modern state recognized the rights of 
citizens. The rule of law meant that law-governed behavior was the rule. 
It is in this sense that civil society was understood as civilized society. 

As a meeting ground of contradictory interests, civil society in Hegel 
comprises two related moments, the first explosive, the second integra­
tive; the first in the arena of the market, the second of public opinion. 
These two moments resurface in Marx and Gramsci as two different con­
ceptions of civil society. For Marx civil society is the ensemble of rela­
tions embedded in the market; the agency that defines its character is the 
bourgeoisie. For Gramsci (as for Polanyi, Talcott Parsons, and later 
Habermas) the differentiation that underlies civil society is triple and 
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i;/double: between the st~, the economy, and s~. The realm of 
.' '~ociety is not the market but public opinion and culture. Its agents 
C:intellectuals, who figure predominantly in the establishment ofhege­
)1y. Its hallmarks are voluntary association and free publicity, the 
Js of an autonomous organizational and expressive life. Although au­

,, "omous of the state, this life cannot be independent of it, for the guar­
, -Or of the autonomy of civil society can be none other than the state; 

, ~to put matters differently, although its guarantor may be a specific 
o '8.tellation of social forces organized in and through civil society, they 

• ~o so only by ensuring a form of the state and a corresponding legal 
-gjrne to undergird the autonomy of civil society. 
· ··he Gramscian notion of civil society as public opinion and culture 
~;,been formulated simultaneously as analytical construct and pro­

.· .. matic agenda in Jurgen Habermas's work on the public sphere.25 

~b.ermas accents both structural processes and strategic initiatives in 
, ')aining the historical formation of civil society. In the context of a 
, ·qctural change "embedded in the transformation of state and econ­

y," the strategic initiatives of an embryonic, bourgeois class shaped 
;associational life" along voluntary and democratic principles.26 At 

'·, this "public sphere" was largely apoliti~al, revolving "~;ound liter- [ ,j 
·.~.and art cr1tlc1sm." The French Revolution, however, triggered a 
9~ement" leading· to its "politicization," thereby underlining its dem-

' Gia.tic significance. 
''Critics of Habermas have tried to disentangle the analytical from the 

, ,:bgrammatic strands in his argument by relocating this movement in 
t$1historical context. Thus, argues Geoff Eley, the "public sphere" was 
~~'In ·the very outset "an arena of contested meanings," both in that 
f!ifferent and opposing publics maneuvered for space" within it and in 

. ·C-sense that "certain 'publics' (women, subordinate nationalities, pop-
: ar classes like the urban poor, the working class, and the peasantry) 
:'ay have been excluded altogether" from it. This process of exclusion 
)s simultaneously one of "harnessing ... public life to the interests of .J 

~{- e particular group."27 

\!J"he exclusion that defined the specificity of civil society under colo­
Jlial rule was that of race. Yet it is not possible to understand the nature 
bf'colonial power simply by focusing on the partial and exclusionary 
character of civil society. It requires, rather, coming to grips with the 
,*pecific nature of power through which the population of subjects ex­
tluded from civil society was actually ruled. This is why the focus in 
'this book is on how the subject population was incorporated into-
3nd not excluded from-the arena of colonial power. The accent is on 
'.incorporation, not marginalization. By emphasizing this not as an exclu-
:sion but as another form of power, I intend to argue that no reform of 
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conremporary ~ivil sociery institutions can by itself unravel this decen­
tralized desponsm. To do so will require nothing less than dismantling 
that form of power. 

THE BIFURCATED STATE 

The colonial state was in every instance a historical formation. Yet its 
structure everywhere came to share certain fundamental features. I will 
a:gu~ that this was so because everywhere the organization and reorgaM 
n~zanon of the colonial state was a response to a central and overriding 
d!lem~a: the native question. Briefly put, how can a tiny and foreign 
mmonry rule over an indigenous majoriry? To this question there were 
two broad answers: direct and indirect rule. ' 

Direct rule was Europe's initial response to the problem of adminis­
t~rm~, colorues. There would be a single legal order, defined by the "civ-
1hzed laws of Europe. No "native" institutions would be recognized 
Altho~g~. '~nati:es" would have to conform to European laws, onl; 
th?se civilized would have access to European rights. Civil sociery, in 
this_ sense, was presumed to be civilized sociery, from whose ranks the 
un~ivihzed were excl~ded. The ideologues of a civilized native policy 
ranonahzed segreganon as less a racial than a cultural affair. Lord 
Milner, the_ colonial secretary, argued that segregation was "desirable no 
less in the Interests of social comfort and convenience than in those of 
health and sanitation." Citing Milner, Lugard concurred: 

On the one hand the policy does not impose any restriction on one race 
which. i~ no~ applicable to the other. A European is as strictly prohibited 
from hv1ng in the native reservation, as a native is from living in the Euro­
pe~n. quarter. On the other hand, since this feeling exists, it should in my 
Opt~on be made abundantly clear that what is aimed at is a segregation of 
social standards, and not a segregation of races. The Indian or the African 
gentleman who adopts the higher standard of civilization and desires to 
partake in such immunity fr~m infection as segregation may convey, should 
be a~ free and welcome to live in the civilized reservation as the European, 
proVIded, of course, that he does not bring with him a concourse of fol­
lowers. The native peasant often shares his hut with his goat, or sheep, or 
fowls. He lov~s to dr_um and dance at night, which deprives the European 
of slee~. ~e is skepttcal of mosquito theories. "God made the mosquito 
larvae, said a Moslem delegation to me, "for God's sake let the larvae 
live." ~or these ~eople, sanitary rules are necessary but hateful. They have 
no desire to abolish segregation. 28 
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:tizenship would be a privilege of the civilized; the uncivilized would 
, \object to an all-round tutelage. They may have a modicum of civil 
, ghts, but not political rights, for a propertied franchise separated the 
'Wlized from tlie uncivilized. The resulting vision was summed up m 
"·cit Rhodes's famous phrase, "Equal rights for all civilized men." 
'?Colonies were territories of European settlement. In contrast, the ter-

. 'tbries of European domination-but not of settlement-were known 
· ,!protectorates. In the context of a settler capitalis~, the social pre­
·,'iJ.uisite of direct rule was a rather drastic affair. It involved a compre­

. ~nsive sway of market institutions: the appropriation of land, tlie de­
;'.uction of communal autonomy, and tlie defeat and dispersal of tribal 

. ·,>pulations. In practice, direct rule meant the reintegration and domi­
, Ktion of natives in the institutional context of semiservile and semicapi­
; "st agrarian relations. For tlie vast majoriry of natives, tliat is, for those 
'"civilized who were excluded from the rights of citizenship, direct rule 

';!;nifled an unmediated-centralized-despotism. _ 
; ... /In contrast, indirect rule came to. be the mode of domination over a 
~free" peasantry. Here, land remained a communal-"customary"­
, ossession. The market was restricted to the products of labor, only 
·' arginally incorporating land or labor itself. Peasant communities were 

feproduced within the context of a spatial and institutional autonomy. 
· ·he tribal leadership was either selectively reconstituted as the hierarchy 
:J£the local state or freshly imposed where none had existed, as in "state­
·~ess societies." Here political inequaliry went alongside civil inequaliry. 
':Som .were grounded in a legal dualism. Alongside received law was im­

·'plemented a customary law that regulated nonmarket relations, in land, 
jh personal (family), and in communiry affairs. For the subject popu­
!:lation of natives, indirect rule signified a mediated-decentralized­

if·despotism. 
Even historically, the division between direct and indirect rule never 

:·coincided neatly with the one between settler and nonsettler colonies. 
iTrue, agrarian settler capital did prefer direct rule premised on "freeing" 
·land while bonding labor, but indirect rule could not be linked to any 
specific fraction of capital. It came to mark the inclination of several frac­

·tions of the bourgeoisie: mining, finance, and commerce. The main fea­
tures of direct and indirect rule, and the contrast between them, are best 
illustrated by the South African experience, Direct rule was the main 
mode of control attempted over natives in the eighteenth and early nine­
teenth centuries. It is a form of control best exemplified by the Cape 
experience. The basic features of indirect rule, however, emerged 
through the experience of Natal in the second half of the nineteenth 
century. The distinction is also captured in the contrast between the 
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experience of the nineteenth-century coastal enclaves (colonies) of 
Lagos, Freetown, and Dakar and the twentieth-century inland protec­
torates acquired in the course of the Scramble. The Cape-Natal divide 
over how to handle the native question was resolved in favor of the Natal 
model. Key to that resolution was the emergence of the Cape as the ' 
largest single reserve for migrant labor in South Africa, for the domi­
nance of mining over agrarian capital in late-nineteenth-century South 
Africa-and elsewhere-posed afresh the question of the reproduction 
of autonomous peasant communities that would regularly supply male, 
adult, and single migrant labor to the mines. 

Debated as alternative modes of controlling natives in the early colo­
nial period, direct and indirect rule actually evolved into complemen­
tary ways of native control. Direct rule was the form of urban civil 
power. It was about the exclusion of natives from civil freedoms guaran­
teed to citizens in civil society. Indirect rule, however, signified a rural 
tribal authority. It was about incorporating natives into a state-enforced 

.;,/- customary order. Reformulated, direct and indirect rule are better 
ii" understood as variants of despotism: the former centralized, the latter 

decentralized. As they learned from experience-of both the ongoing 
resistance of the colonized and of earlier and parallel colonial encoun­
ters-colonial powers generalized decentralized despotism as their prin­
cipal answer to the native question. 

The African colonial experience came to be crystallized in the nature 
of the state forged through that encounter. Organized differently in 
rural areas from urban ones, that state was Janus-faced, bifurcated. It 
contained a duality: two forms of power under a single hegemonic au­
thority. Urban power spoke the language of civil society and civil rights, 
rural power of community and culture. Civil power claimed to protect 
rights, customary power pledged to enforce tradition. The former was 

_,/'( organized on the principle of differentiation to check the concentration 
•. 0. '{ of power, the latter around the principle of fusion to ensure a unitary 

C.-~ --\, authority. To grasp the relationship between the two, civil power and 
r .i/' r 0 customary power, and between the language each employed-rights 

01,,><P 1.S: • and custom, freedom and tradition-we need to consider them sepa-
G rtJ'";i' rately while keeping in mind that each signified one face of the same 

I bifurcated state. 

Actually Existing Civil Society 

The rationale of civil power was that it was the source of civil law that 
framed civil rights in civil society. I have already suggested that this 
idealization-also shared by contemporary Africanist discourse on civil 
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~" . f n earlier discourse on socialism. ~ore P.ro­
~ciety-remmds one o a . deolo ical than historical, its chums 
. atic than analyucal,. more 's the gneed-as I have already sug­

~all for a historical ~nalys1s. T.:;u existing civil society so as to nnder­
llSted-for an analysis of actu y th than as a promised agenda for 
tand it in its actual formanon, ra er 

'.' ange. . . . the histor of the relationship between civil 
'•,·To grasp ma1or shifts m y ay from the assumption of a 

. d th t one needs to move aw d . 
. oc1ety an ~ sta e, d identify different and even contra ic-
iS·m· ·gte generalizable moment .anal fl 0 ly through a historically an-
ilf: · that h1stor1c ow. n .vii · 
,~ory moments.'". . bl matize the notion of c1 society, 
:ahored query is it possible to pro e er than ro ramatically. 
;mereby to approa~h.1t an.alyucally ;athal Africa 1s 1!:ed with racism. That 
1· .. The history of avil soCl~ty l~ co .onl1 . ety was first and foremost the 

. · o-inal sin 1or c1v1 soc1 1 · 1 /iS as it were, its or1cr '. . ·1 a creation of the co on1a 
"s~ciety of the colons. Also, it was pridm;ri y blicity and eventually of t. ~ 
-:.- 'gh f free association an iree pu ' I \. 
'.rstate. The ri ts o . ri hts of citizens under direct rue, not oJ'I 
{.political representation, were the g ii organized tribal authority. t"if;ll \i.19-
:. 'of subjects indirectly ruled by a cu~altom~ ~ative Authority was tribal- \...,-·,!&"'' 
;".· Thus whereas civil society was raci ize , d the sub1·ect peasantry was a '\. 
· ' · IJ. b · g colons an 

·• ized. Between the rig ts- ea~m in! middle- and working-class per-
;. third group: urban-based nauves, ma y f law but not from 
• t from the lash o customary 
J sons, who were exemp . ·11 ·slation Neither subject to cus-
'·· modern, racially discriminatory ClVl .. egi they. languished in a juridical 
•. alted as rights·beanng ciuzens, 
i· , tom nor ex 

limbo. . 1 . 1 state was a double·sided affuir. Its 
In the mam, however, the co om~ a racially defined citizenry, was 

one side, the state ~~t gov:r:: associated regime of rights. Its oth~r 
bounded by the rule o aw an . t was a regime of extra·economic 
side the state that ruled over su.b1ec ~, . No wonder that the strug-

, d d . . tratively driven 1usnce. 
coercion an a mims . authorities in the local state 

. both agamst customary . I I 
gle of subjects was . . . ·1 . The latter was parucu ar y 
and against racial barriers m ClVl sociftety. took the form of an armed 

. th ttl olonies where it o en kn 
acute m e se. er c , fined to settler colonies. Its best- own I 
struggle, but it was not con Th" s then was the first historical moment J 
theoretician was Frantz F~non.. i h colonial state as the protector of 
in the development of clVll society. t e 

the society of the colons: th t development saw a marked shift in the 
The second moment m a d th t This was the moment of the 

b . ·1 society an e sta e. . 
relation etween civi . l ,·al struggle was at the same ume 

. 1 le for the anuco on . · 
anticolonia strugg , . . nd working classes, the nauve strata m 
a struggle of embryomc .middle a That entry, that expansion of civil so­
limbo, for entry mto clVll society. t truggle Its consequence was the 

. s the result of an annsta e s . c1ety, wa 
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creation of an indigenous civil socie A . the postwar colo . I r . ty. process set mto motion with . 
ma re10rm this developm f r . 

cance. It could not be other~ f, . ent was o 1m1ted signifi-
tion of an indigenous civil s~~ie or any ~1gn1ficant prog~ess in the crea­
the state. It required a deracializeYs;:r~mred a change m the form of . 

\~,\. deco.c thi~~d;:;;;~~~ci~ :~s b~~~oof \d~acialized state, was the context of the . 
SJ.,"\. :,ut- state but not civil society '{ n ;p~nden_ce tended to deracialize the 

'"-o-\- c''"\. usually racial, was embedd~d ~~~~;fe~~~~ically -~ccm:nuiated privilege, 
.Soc-e·,~. struggle to deracialize civil socie reached m c1v1 society. Wherever the 

independent state played a cent~! role I m~anmgful proportions, the 
society antagonism diminish d h . n t IS context, the state-civil 
civil society. e as t e arena of tensions shifted to within 

The key policy instrument in that stru gl . 
affirmative action and what was th all ~ ':.ti was what IS today called 
of Africanization was simultaneous~n c . e. r1can1zauon. The politics 
moment involved the dismantlin j umfylmg and_ fragmenting. Its first . 
feet was to unify th . . f g o racia ly mhented privilege. The ef- . 

e victims o colonial racis N h 
ment, which turned arou . m .. o7 so t e second mo-
that same majori alon ~d the question of redistnbution and divided 
tribution. re ion~ . g mes that reflected the actual process of redis­
dency of. th gr ' rehg10us, ethmc, and at times just familial. The ten-

e tterature on corruption in o f d d 
been to detach the tw p s m epen ence Africa has 
alize the moment of r~d~~r~e~ts and thereby to isolate and decontextu-

tion (r~dress) through ahistor~c:~~n~~~~i~;::r)!o~~h~t of ~xpropria­
of patnmonialism, prebendalism, and so on The e~~~ct ~It a~ t e pohtics 
cature the practices und . . . · as een to cart -
Put back in the context e~;~~est1~at10? -~nd to make them unintelligible. . 
side under the sway of so ur an c1VI society encircled by a country-

many customary pow h b. 
twin pressures of deracialization and retribaliza:~s t us _su 1e_caluo the . 
we will see was in f: t f, f . n patnmom ism as 
in the con~ext of a~.fua ormdo politics that restored an urban-rural rink 

a I rcate state albeit in a to d f: hi 
facilitated the quest of bou g . fi ' . p- own as on that 
their leadership. r ems ract10ns to strengthen and reproduce 

th~~e:~~~~~~: ~:~~~i~~~;~~ualize_d_ lesson one needs to draw from 

struggle of the beneficiaries of th~ ~~!~~~:! :~~rmati;el acti~n was the 
settler colonies and immigrant minoritie ( fi r-mam y co ons in the 
nonsettler colonies-to defend r . _s. rom India and Lebanon) m 
a historically specific form for ':'.'.~~ P;~vil~ge. ~h~s d~fense, too, took 
the language of that defen;e c Id 1 e erac1ahzat1on of the state, 
not only receded into civil so . ou no onger be racial. Racial privilege 
civil rights, of individual rig~~ety, ~ut defen_ded itself in the language of 

s an inst1tuttonal autonomy. To victims 
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.<'>fracism the vocabulary of rights rang hollow, a lullaby for perpetuating 
".'cial _privilege. Their_ de'.11ands were formulated in the language of na- .:io. 
t1onal1sm and social 1ust1ce. The result was a breach between the d1s­
fourse on rights and the one on justice, with the language of rights ap­
pearing as a fig leaf over privilege and power appearing as the guarantor 

.of social justice and redress. 
\c: This is the context of the fourth moment in the history of actually 
:¢xisting civil society. This is the moment of the collapse of an embryonic 
lP:digenous civil society, of trade unions and autonomous civil organiza­
tions, and its absorption into political society. It is the moment of the 
marriage between technicism and nationalism, of the proliferation of 
;~tare nationalism in a context where the claims of the state-both devel­
-"opmentalist and equalizing-had a powerful resonance, particularly for 

'" '.:the fast-expanding educated strata. It is the time when civil society-
_rbased social movements became demobilized and political movements 

1'·Statized.29 

To understand the limits of deracialization of civil society, one needs 
;,ro grasp the specificity of the local state, which was organized not as a 
;. racial power denying rights to urbanized subjects, but as an ethnic 
··:power enforcing custom on tribespeople. The point ofreform of such a 
"\ power could not be deracialization; it could be only detribalization. But 
-~:· so long as the reform perspective was limited to deracialization, it 
'. looked as though nothing much had changed in the rural sphere, 

whereas everything seemed to have changed in the urban areas. We will 
see that wherever there was a failure to democratize the local state, 
postindependence generations had to pay a heavy price: the unreformed 

· Native Authority came to contaminate civil society, so that the more 
civil society was deracialized, the more it took on a tribalized form. 

True, the deracialization of the central state was a necessary step to· 
ward its democratization, but the two could not be equated. To appreci­
ate what democratization would have entailed in the African context, we 
need to grasp the specificity of tribal power in the countryside. 

Customary Authority 

Late colonialism brought a wealth of experience to its African pursuit. 
By the time the Scramble for Africa rook place, the turn from a civilizing 
mission to a law-and-order administration, from progress to power, was 
complete. In the quest to hold the line, Britain was the first to marshal 
authoritarian possibilities in native culture. In the process, it defined a 
world of the customary from which there was no escape. Key to this was 
the definition ofland as a customary possession, for in nonsettler Africa, 
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the Africa administered through Native Authorities, the general rule was 
that land could not be a private possession, of either landlords or peas­
ants. It was defined as a customary communal holding, to which every 
peasant household had a customary access, defined by state-appointed 
customary authorities. As we will see, the creation of an all-embracing 
world of the customary had three notable consequences. 

First, more than any other colonial subject, the African was container­
ized, not as a native, but as a tribesperson. Every colony had two legal 
~ystems: one modern, the other customary. Customary law was defined 
m the plural, as the law of the tribe, and not in the singular, as a Jaw for 
all natives. Thus, there was not one customary law for all natives, but 
roughly .as many sets of customary laws as there were said to be tribes. 
The genms of British rule in Africa-we will hear one of its semiofficial 
historians claim-was in seeking to civilize Africans as communities not 

<~ as individuals. More than anywhere else, there was in the African ~olo­
nial experience a one-sided opposition between the individual and the 
group, civil society and community, rights and tradition. 

Second, in the late-nineteenth-century African context there were 
several traditions, not just one. The tradition that colonial ;owers privi­
leged as the customary was the one with the least historical depth, that 
of nineteenth-century conquest states. But this monarchical authoritar­
ia~, and patriarchal notion of the customary, we will see, mo~t accurately 
mirrored colonial practices. In this sense, it was an ideological construct. 

Unlike civil law, customary law was an administratively driven affair, 
for those who enforced custom were in a position to define it in the first 
place. Custom, in other words, was state ordained and state enforced. I 
wish to be understood clearly. I am not arguing for a conspiracy theory ' 
whereby custom was always defined "from above," always "invented" or 
"constructed" by those in power. The customary was more often than 
not the site of struggle. Custom was often the outcome of a contest be­
tween various forces, not just those in power or its on-the-scene agents. 
My point, though, is about the institutional context in which this con­
test took place: the terms of the contest, its institutional framework, 
were heavily skewed in favor of state-appointed customary authorities. It 
was, as we will see, a game in which the dice were loaded. 

It should not be surprising that custom came to be the language of 
force, masking the uncustomary power of Native Authorities. The third 
notable consequence of an all-embracing customary power was that the 
African colonial experience was marked by force to an unusual degree. 
Where land was defined as a customary possession, the market could be 
only a partial construct. Beyond the market, there was only one way of 
driving land and labor out of the world of the customary: force. The 
day-to-day violence of the colonial system was embedded in customary 
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,'~e Authorities in the local state, not in civil power at the center. Yet 
~'.·µst not forget that customary local authority was reinforced and 
.·'ed up by central civil power. Colonial despotism was highly de­

,';• 'zed. 
he seat of customary power in the rural areas was the local state: the 

~c.t in British colonies, the cercle in French colonies. The functionary 
:):'local state apparatus was everywhere called the chief. One should 

, be misled by the nomenclature into thinking of this as a holdover 
, : cthe precolonial era. Not only did the chief have the right to pass 
, Js;{bylaws) governing persons under his domain, he also executed all 

S:}.:and was the administrator in "his" area, in which he settled all d1s-
c.s. The authority of the chief thus fused in a single person all mo­
ts.of power: judicial, legislative, executive, and administrative. This 

·'prity was like a clenched fist, necessary because the chief stood at 
'intersection of the market economy and the nonmarket one. The 
~.". · strative justice and the administrative coercion that were the sui:n 

lfsubstance of his authority lay behind a regime of extra-economic 
, itjon, a regime that breathed life into a whole range of compulsions: 
, ried labor, forced crops, forced sales, forced contributions, and forced 

'9yals. 

ETHNICITY AND THE ANTICOLONIAL REVOLT 

' @':understand the nature of struggle and of agency, one needs to un-
' ·,\;stand the nature of power. The latter has something to do with the 
, a:t1lre of exploitation but is not reducible to it. I started writing this 
, ;ok with a focus on differentiated agrarian systems on the continent. 
r;m the perspective that has come to be known as political economy, 
'learned that the nature of political power becomes intelligible when 

,il,t in the context of concrete accumulation processes and the struggles 
,'~ped by these. 3° From this point of view, the starting point of analysis 

, ad to be the labor question. 
·:J began to question the completeness of this proposition when I came 
', realize that the form of the state that had evolved over the colomal 
~·~nod was not specific to any particular agrarian system. Its specificity 
'~s, rather, political; more than anything else, the form of the state was 
_.aped by the African colonial experience. More than the labor ques­
'::on, it was the native question that illuminated this experience. My 
'j)int is not to set up a false opposition between the two, but I do main­
t<lin that political analysis cannot extrapolate the nature of power from I 
i¢ analysis of political economy. More than the labor question, the or-

.. and reorganization of power turned on the imperitive of 
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maintaining political order. This is why to understand the form of the 
state forged under colonialism one had to place at the center of analysis 
the riddle that was the native question. 

The form of rule shaped the form of revolt against it. Indirect rule at 
once reinforced ethnically bound institutions of control and led to their 
explosion from within. Ethnicity (tribalism) thus came to be simultane­
ously the form of colonial control over natives and the furm of revolt 
against it. It defined the parameters of both the Native Authority in 
charge of the local state apparatus and of resistance to it. 

Everywhere, the local apparatus of the colonial state was organized 
either on an ethnic or on a religious basis. At the same time, one finds it 
difficult to recall a single major peasant uprising over the colonial period 
that has not been either ethnic or religious in inspiration. Peasant insur­
rectionists organized around what they claimed was an untainted, un­
compromised, and genuine custom, against a state-enforced and cor­
rupted version of the customary. This is so for a simple but basic reason: 
the anticolonial struggle was first and foremost a struggle against the 
hierarchy of the local state, the tribally organized Native Authority, 
which enforced the colonial order as customary. This is why every­
where-although the cadres of the nationalist movement were recruited 
mainly from urban areas-the movement gained depth the more it was 
anchored in the peasant struggle against Native Authorities. 

Yet !ribalism as revolt became the source of a profound dilemma be­
cause local populations were usually multiethnic and at times multireli­
gious. Ethnicity, and at times religion, was reproduced as a problem in­
side every peasant movement. This is why it is not enough simply to 
separate tribal power organized from above from tribal revolt waged 
from below so that we may denounce the former and embrace the latter. 
The revolt from below needs to be problemized, for it carries the seeds 
of its own fragmentation and possible self-destruction. 

I have already suggested that the fragmentation is not just ethnic. 
Rather, the interethnic divide is an effect of a larger split, also politically 
enforced, between town and country. Neither was this double divide, 
urban-rural and interethnic, fortuitous. My claim is that every move­
ment against decentralized despotism bore the institutional imprint of 
that mode of rule. Every movement of resistance was shaped by the very 
structure of power against which it rebelled. How it came to understand 
this historical fact, and the capacity it marshaled to transcend it, set the 
tone and course of the movement. I will make this point through an 
analysis of two types ofresistance: the rural in Uganda and the urban in 
South Africa. 

We are now in a position to answer the question, What would democ­
ratization have entailed in the African context? It would have entailed 
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~eracialization of civil power and the detribalization of customary 
):, as starting points of an overall democratization that would tran­
, lbthe legacy of a bifurcated power. A consistent democratization 
· d have required dismantling and reorganizing the local state, the 
,gof Native Authorities organized around the principle of fusion of 
ir; fortified by an administratively driven customary justice and 
: J:i.ed through extra-economic coercion. 

:;:addition to setting the pace in tapping authoritarian possibilities in < e and in giving culture an authoritarian bent, Britain led the way 
· 'pioning a theory that claimed its particular form of colonial domi­
, !'µ to be marked by an enlightened and permissive recognition of 
, ~:cultnre. Although its capacity to dominate grew through a disper­
[iits own power, the colonial state claimed this process to be no 
, ;,..than a deference to local tradition and custom. To grasp the con­
, 'ttion in this claim, I have suggested, needs the analysis of the insti­

: s. within which official custom was forged and reproduced. The 
·: · portant institutional legacy of colonial rule, I argue, may lie in 
,, erited impediments to democratization. 

VARIETIES OF DESPOTISM 
AS POSTINDEPENDENCE REFORM 

,ly, the furm of the state that emerged through postindependence 
•_!11- was not the same in every instance. There was a variation. If we 
,/with the language that power employed to describe itself, we can 
, jjify two distinct constellations: the conservative and the radical. In 
GJISe of the conservative African states, the hierarchy of the local state 
.;.;atus, from chiefs to headmen, continued after independence. In 
· dical African states, though, there seemed to be a marked change. 

ome instances, a constellation of tribally defined customaty laws was 
'. .ded as a single customary law transcending tribal boundaries was 

, ".ed. The result, however, was to develop a uniform, countrywide 
Omary law, applicable to all peasants regardless of ethnic affiliation, 

, C_tioning alongside a modern law for urban dwellers. A version of the 
': ated state, forged through the colonial encounter, remained. 
:~reas the conservative regimes reproduced the decentralized despo­
• tlrat was the form of the colonial state in Africa, the radical regimes 
'ght to reform it. The outcome, however, was not to dismantle des­
·:.·Jll through a democratic reform; rather it was to reorganize decen­
···zed power so as to unify the "nation" through a reform that tended 

• Gentralization. The antidote to a decentralized despotism turned out 
' o_e a centralized despotism. In the back-and-forth movement between 
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a decentralized and centralized despotism, each regime claimed to be 
reforming the negative features of its predecessor. This we will see is 
best illustrated by the seesaw movement between civili~n and milit~ry 
regimes in Nigeria. 

The continuity between the form of the colonial state and the power 
fash10ned through radical reform was underlined by the despotic nature 
of powe~. For inasmuch as radical regimes shared with colonial powers 
th_e conVIction to effect a revolution from above, they ended up intensi­
fymg the administratively driven nature of justice, customary or modern. 
If anY1;hmg, the radical experience built on the legacy of fused power· 
e:iforc1ng administrative imperatives through extra-economic coer­
cion-except that, t~s time, it was done in the name not of enforcing 
custom but of making development and waging revolution. Even if 
there was a change in the title of functionaries, from chiefs to cadres · 
there _was little change in the nature of power. If anything, the fist of 
colomal_ power that was the local state was tightened and strengthened .. 
Evrn if it did not employ the language of custom and enforce it through 
a tnbal authority, the more it centralized coercive authority in the name 
of development or revolution, the more it enforced and deepened the 
gulf between town and country. If the decentralized conservative variant 
of.despotism tended to bridge the urban-rural divide through a clien­
tehsm whose effect was to exacerbate ethnic divisions its centralized 
radical v~riant tended to do the opposite: de-emphasizin~ the customary 
and ethmc difference between rural areas while deepening the chasm be­
tween town and country in the pursuit of an administratively driven de­
velopment. The bifurcated state that was created with colonialism was 
deracialized, but it was not democratized. If the two-pronged division ' 
that the colonial state enforced on the colonized-between town and • 
country, and between ethnicities-was its dual legacy at independence 
each of the two versions of the postcolonial state tended to soften on~ 
part of the legacy while exacerbating the other. The limits of the con­
servative states were obvious: they removed the sting of racism from a · 
colonially fashioned stronghold but kept in place the Native Authori­
ties, which enforced the division between ethnicities. The radical states 
went a step further, joining deracialization to detribalization. But the 
deracialized and detribalized power they organized put a premium on 
admimstrative decmon-making. In the name of detribalization, they 
tightened central control over local authorities. Claiming to herald de­
velopment and wage revolution, they intensified extra-economic pres­
sure on the peasantry. In the process, they inflamed the division between 
town and country. If the prototype subject in the conservative states 
bore an ethnic mark, the prototype subject in the radical states was sim-
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· ural peasant. In the process, both experiences reproduced one 
e dnal legacy of the bifurcated state and created their own dis-

rsion of despotism. 

SOUTH AFRICAN EXCEPTIONALISM 

, ·~ersweet fruit of African independence also defines one possible 
. : or postapartheid South Africa. Part of my argument is that ap_art­

·sually considered the exceptional feature m the South African 
cfuce, is actually its one aspect that is uniquely African. As a form 
_;state, apartheid is neither self-evidently objectionable nor self­
,py identifiable. Usually understood as institutionalized racial 
, · tion, apartheid was actually an attempt to soften racial ant~go­

, .'. mediating and thereby refracting the impact of racial domma­
, f!irough a range of Native Authorities. Not surprisingly, the dis­
, ~!of apartheid-in both General Smuts, who anticipated it, and the 
_ :erbond, which engineered it-idealized the pracuce of ~ndir~ct 
· '•British colonies to the north. As a form of rule, apartheid-like 

ilirect rule coloni~l state-fractured the ranks of the ruled along a 
, ,jl::divide: ethnic on the one hand, rural-urban on the other. 

. :e-notion of South African exceptionalism is a current so strong in 
¥African studies that it can be said to have taken on the character 

··rejudice. I am painfully aware of the arduous labor of_ generations 
archers that has gone into the making of South African studies: 
· e new to that field must tread gingerly and modestly. Yet we all 
f the proverbial child who combines audacity with the privile_ge 
g things anew; perhaps this child's only strength is to take notice 

... the emperor has no clothes on. My claim, simply put, is that South 
'·has been an African country with specific differences. 
···south African literature that has a bearing on the question of the 

, ·et·comprises three related currents. The first is a body of writings 
.~ly economistic. It focuses on the rural-urban interface. and the di­
, 'shing significance of the countryside as a source of hvebhood for _its 
~bitants. Its accent is on the mode of exploitation, not of rule. With 
eye on an irreversible process of proletarianization, it sees rural areas 
)1pidly shrinking in the face of a unilinear trend._ Because it treats rural 
i/s as largely residual, it is unable fully to explam apartheid as a form 
"t\ie state. It is only from an economistic perspective-one that high­
':·rs levels of industrialization and proletarianization one-sidedly-that 
, .· th African exceptionalism makes sense. Conversely, the san;-e excep­
',,: alism masks the colonial nature of the South African expenence. 

' " 
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The point is worth elaborating. It is only from a perspective that fo­
cuses single-mindedly on the labor question that the South African ex­
perience appears exceptional. For the labor question does illuminate 
that which sets South Africa apart more or less in a category of its 
own: semi-industrialization, semi-proleterianization, semi-urbanization, 
capped by a strong civil society. This is why it takes a shift of focus 
from the labor question ro the native question to underline that which 
is African and unexceptional in the South African experience. That com­
monality, I argue, lies not in the political economy but in the form of the 
state: the bifurcated state. Forged in response to the ever present di­
lemma of how to secure political order, the bifurcated state was like a 
spidery beast that sought to pin its prey to the ground, using a minimum 
of force-judicious, some would say-to keep in check its most dynamic 
~en~encies. The more dynamic and assertive these tendencies, as they 
mev1tably were in a semi-industrial setting like South Africa, the greater 
the force it unleashed to keep them in check. Thus the bifurcated state 
tried to keep apart forcibly that which socioeconomic processes tended : 
to bring together freely: the urban and the rural, one ethnicity and . 
another. 

There is a second body of scholarship, which is on the question of· 
chiefship and rural administration. It is a specialized and ghettoized lit- ' 
erature on a particular institutional form or on local government, whose 
findings and insight are seldom integrated into a comprehensive analysis 
of the state. And then, finally, there is a corpus of general political writ­
ings that is wholistic but lacks in depth and explanatory power. This is 
the literature on "internal colonialism," "colonialism of a special type"· 
and "settler colonialism." No longer in vogue in academia, this kind of 
writing has tended to become increasingly moralistic: it is preoccupied . 
with the search for a colonizer, not the mode of colonial control. With 
a growing emphasis on non-racialism in the mainstream of popular 
struggle in South Africa, it appears embarrassing at best and divisive 
at worst. As a failure to analyze apartheid as a form of the state, this 
triple legacy is simultaneously a failure to realize that the bifurcated state · 
does not have to be tinged with a racial ideology. Should that analyti- · 
cal failure be translated into a political one, it will leave open the possi­
bility for such a form of control and containment to survive the current · 
transition. 

The specificity of the South African experience lies in the strength of.· 
its civil society, both white and black. This is in spite of the artificial · 
deurbanization attempted by the apartheid regime. The sheer numerical : 
weight of white settler presence in South Africa sets it apart from sertler . 
minorities elsewhere in colonial Africa. Black urbanization, however, has _·. 
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;i.'..direct by-product of industrialization, first following the discov-
,f gold and diamonds at the end of the nineteenth century, then 
l'gthe decades of rapid secondary industrialization under Boer "na­
' "st" rule. One testimony to the strength of black civil society was 
"'ban uprising that built wave upon wave following Soweto 1976 
'. at was at the basis of the shift in the paradigm of resistance from 
;~ito popular struggle. The strength of urban forces and civil soci­
Jiased movements in South Africa meant that unlike in most African 
fnes, the center of gravity of popular struggle was in the townships 

Q:Ot against Native Authorities in the countryside. The depth of re­
·€(: in South Africa was rooted in urban-based worker and student 
<. -· ce, not in the peasant revolt in the countryside. Whereas in most 
"' countries the formation of an indigenous civil society was mainly 
'tindependence affair, following the deracialization of the state, in 
, '.'Africa it is both cause and consequence of that deracialization. 
i;lvil society-based movements in apartheid South Africa mirror the 
·'.eakness of similar prodemocracy movements to the north: shaped 

, ':e,bifurcated nature of the state, they lack an agenda for democratiz­
'::ustomary power gelled in indirect rule authorities and thereby a 
; .ettive for consistent democratization. 
'e contemporary outcome in South Africa reflects both features, 

, se·generically African and those specifically South African. The situa­
' ' eading to the nonracial elections of 1994 is a confluence of five 

•_rical developments. The first is the shift to apartheid rule in the late 
• :' . Most analysts have seen this as an exception to the "wind of 

'ge" then blowing across the continent, a wind that in its wake 
, • glit state independence to nonsettler colonies. In retrospect, 
, "gh, apartheid-the upgrading of indirect rule authority in rural 

_.··,to an autonomous status combined with police control over "na­
~~~tmovement between the rural and the urban, an attempt to convert ;;.: 

a:<lial into an ethnic contradiction-was the National Party's attempt 
, :'.arrow a leaf from the history of colonial rule to the north of the 
'~opo. What gave apartheid its particularly cruel twist was its attempt 
.. dally to deurbanize a growing urban African population. This re­
·\ed the introduction of administratively driven justice and fused 

, :-;er in African townships; the experience can be summarized in two yf 
. '<ls, forced removals, which must chill a black South African spine 
enotoday. 
· ~cond, forced removals notwithstanding, the processes of urbaniza­

, ell' and proletarianization continued. The repression that administra­
, -~ly driven justice and fused power made possible-particularly in the 
.'ecade of peace" that followed the Sharpeville massacre of 1960-
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created a climate of great investor confidence. As rates of capital accu­
~rwlan?n leaped ahead of previous levels, so did rates of African proletar-
1an1zauon and urbanization. 

Third, the decade of peace ended with the Durban strikes of 1973' 
and the Soweto uprising of 1976. For the uext decade, South Africa was· 
in the throes of a protracted and popular urban uprising. The paradigm · 
of resistance shifted ftom an exile-based armed struggle to an internal 
popular struggle. 

Fourth, the original and main social base of independent unionism 
that fullowed the Durban strikes of 1973 was migrant labor. The trajec- · 
t?ry of m'.grant-l~bor politics illuminates the broad contours of the poli­
ncs of resistance m apartheid South Africa. From being the spearhead of 
rural struggles against newly upgraded Native Authorities in the 1950s · 
migrant labor provided the main energy that propelled forward the in: 
dependent trade union movement in the decade following the Durban 
strikes. But by the close of the next decade, hostel-based migrants had 
become marginal to the township-based revolt. As tensions between 
these two sectors of the urban African population exploded into antago­
nism in the Reef violence of 1990-91, hostels were exposed as the soft 
underbelly of both unions and township civics. Seen in the 1950s as 
urban-based militants spearheading a rural struggle-an explosion of' 
the urban in the rural-by 1990 migrants appeared to many an urban . 
militant as tradition-bound country bumpkins bent on damming the ' 
waters of urban township resistance: the rural in the urban. : 

If ~y obj~ctive in looking at the South African experience were simply . 
to brmg to it some of the lessons from African studies, the result would ' 
be a one-sided endeavor. If it is not to turn into a self-serving exercise -
the objective must be-and indeed is-also to bring some of th~ 
strengths of South African studies to the study of Africa. For if the prob- . 
lem of South African studies is that it has been exceptionalized, that of : 
African studies is that it was originally exoticized and is now banalized. 
But unlike African studies, which continues to be mainly a turnkey im­
port, South African studies has been more of a homegrown import sub­
stitute. In sharp contrast to the rustic and close-to-the-ground character 
of South African studies, African studies have tended to take on the 
character of a speculative vocation indulged in by many a stargazing aca­
demic perched in distant ivory towers. 

This lesson was driven home to me with the forceful impact of a dra­
matic and personal realization in the early 1990s, when it became possi­
ble for. an African academic to visit South Africa. At close quarters, 
apartheid no longer seemed a self-evident exception to the African colo­
nial experience. As the scales came off, I realized that the notion of 
South African exceptionalism could not be an exclusively South African 
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·on. The argument was also reinforced-regularly-from the 
.· em side of the border, both by those who hold the gun and by 

se' who wield the pen. This is why the creation of a truly African 
, , '.es, a study of Africa whose starting point is the commonality of the 
~-an experience, seems imperative at this historical moment. To do 
~owever, requires that we proceed from a recognition of our shared 
ey which is honest enougli not to deny our differences. 

· \the reader should wonder why I have devoted so much space to 
. :· African material, I need to point out that the South African ex­
~nce plays a key analytical and explanatory role in the argument 
tput forth. It is precisely because the South African historical expe­

, ee.·is so different that it dramatically underlines what is common 
, e.African colonial experience. Its brutality in a semi-industrialized 
.'i; notwithstanding, apartheid needs to be understood as a form of 
'tate the result of a reform in the mode of rule which attempted 
-!itai~ a growing urban-based revolt, first by repackaging the native 

, •·ation under the immediate grip of a constellation of autonomous 
."ye Authorities so as to fragment it, and then by policing its move­
~~:between country and town so as to freeze the division between 

l;Wo. Conversely, it is precisely because black civil society in South 
ea is that much stronger and more tenacious than any to the north 
\illustrates dramatically the limirations of an exclusively civil soci-

6ased perspective as an anchor for a democratic movement: the 
'\uprising that unfolded in the wake of Durban 1973 and Soweto 
-~Jacked a perspective from which to understand and transcend 
futerethnic and the urban -rural tensions that would mark its way 

ad: 
;·_ally, the seesaw struggle between state_ repression and the urban 
ing had reached a stalemate by the mid- l 980s. It was as if the 
rs of the protracted uprising had been checked and frustrated by the 
§ of indirect rule Native Authorities. The uprising remained a pre­
·'·· antly urban affair. At the same time, the international situation 
lchanging fast with glasnost coming to the Soviet Union an_d the 

, : ·war thawing. In this context the South African government trted to 
.. ·up a lost initiative through several dramatic reforms. The first was 

, i&\1986 removal of influx control and the abolition of pass laws, 
. eby reversing the legacy of forced removals. It was as if the gov-
:· ent, by throwing open the floodgates _of urban entry to rural mi­
•·ts, hoped they would flock to townships and put out the fires of 
. an revolt. And so they flocked: by 1993, according to most esn­
tes the shanty population encircling many townships was at around 
,¢n'million, nearly a fifth of the total population. Many were migrants 
';flt rural areas. 
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The second initiative came i~ 1990 with the release of political pris­
oners and _the unbannmg of exile-based organizations. The government 
had identified a force highly credible in the urban uprising but not 
born of It and sought to work out the terms of an alliance with it. That · 
force was the African National Congress (ANC) in exile. Those terms 
were worked_ out in the course of a four-year negotiation process, called 
the Convention for a Democratic South Africa (CODESA). The result­
mg conmtutlonal consensus ensured the National Party substantial · 
powers in the state for at least five years after the non-racial elections 
of 1994. Many critiques of the transition have focused on this blemish · 
but the real in_iport of this transition to nonracial rule may turn out to b~ 
the fact that It will leave mtact the structures of indirect rule. Sooner 
rather than later, it will liquidate racism in the state. With free move- . 
ment between town and country, but with Native Authorities in charge 
of an ethmcally governed rural population, it will reproduce one legacy . 
of aparthe1d-m a nonracial form. If that happens, this deracialization 
without democratization will have been a uniquely African outcome! 

SCOPE AND ORGANIZATION 

This book is divided into two parts. The first focuses on the structure of 
the state. Following this introduction is a chapter that reconstructs the ' 
moment of the late-nineteenth-century scramble as a confluence of two 
interrelated developments. The first was the end of slavery, both in the 
Western hemisphere and on the African continent. This shift of histori­
cal proportions both underlined the practical need for a new regime of · 
compuls10ns and cleared the ground for it. The second contributory fac­
tor was the set of lessons that late colonialism drew from its Asian expe­
rience. The htstoncal context illuminates what was distinctive about the 
nature of colonial power in Africa. 
. The political history of indirect rule, from its genesis in equatorial Af­

nca to Its completion in South Africa, is traced in chapter 3. I should 
perhaps clarify at this point that I do not claim to have written a book 
that is encyclopedic and panoramic in its empirical reach. The point of . 
the examples I narrate is illustrative. As a mode of rule, decentralized 
despotism was perfected in equatorial Africa, the real focus of the late­
mneteenth-century scramble. Only later did its scope extend north and 
south, parts of the continent colonized earlier. The examples I use from 

-c<'4? colomal penod are clustered around the period of incubation of in­
<!il.ii'sct rule in equatorial Africa, with an extended discussion of South 
Africa, which is usually presumed to be an exception to the African expe-
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, -'e1:\lld which I contend was the last to implement a version of decen­
~d despotism. 

'iits pioneers, the British theorized the colonial state as less a territo- / 
lionstruct than a cultural one. The duality between civil and custom-
. r was best described in legal ideology, the subject of chapter 4. 

dualism juxtaposed received (modern) law with customary law. 
stomary law was formulated not as a single set of native laws but 
any sets of tribal laws. Conversely, colonial authorities defined a 

r an ethnic group as a group with its own distinctive law. Referred 
·i13JIStom, this law was usually unwritten. Its source, however, was 
·ative Authority, those in charge of managing the local state appara­

l!!iften installed by the colonizing power and always sanctioned by it, 
· ative Authority was presented as the traditional tribal authority. 
' the source of the law was the very authority that administered the 
. ere could be no rule-bound authority. In such an arrangement, 
ould be no rule oflaw. 

· s first part of the book closes with a chapter ( 5) on the relation 
}o decentralized despotism, that between the free peasant and the 

Authority. Through an illustrative exploration of extra-economic 
dion, chapter 5 sums up the distinctive feature of the economy of 

, , ·:~ct rule. Together, chapters 3, 4, and 5 sum up the institutional 
, ':,through which this decentralized mode of rule operated: a fusion 
. 0wer, an administratively driven notion of customary law, and a 

, € of extra-economic compulsions. Each chapter also closes with 
, s~ussion of the variety and the overall limit of postindependence 

':'"' 

i\e second part of the book explores the changing shape of opposi-
, 1\1 movements as they grow out of the womb of the bifurcated state. V 

'eus on two paradigm cases to illuminate the rural and urban contexts 
~~istance: Uganda and South Africa. Within the context of exploring 
~rent ways of bridging the urban-rural divide, my objective is two-
. -!.first, to counterpose the earlier discussion of authoritarian possibil-

Jn culture (customary law) to a discussion of emancipatory possi­
:~s in ethnicity; second, to problematize ethnicity as resistance, 
clSely because it occurs in multiethnic contexts. 
ihe Ugandan material forms the bulk of case studies in chapter 6 on 
'.-based movements in equatorial Africa. My primary accent is on 

' I ements that seek to reform customary power in rural areas, so as to 
gout both their creative moments and their limitations. The South 

·Can material in chapter 7 focuses on urban-based movements, orga­
td the first time as trade unions and the second time as political par­
·i Through a combination of secondary source material and primary 
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interviews, mainly in some of the "violent" hostels in Johannesburg, 
Soweto, and Durban, I explore the dialectics of migrant politics (the 
rural in the urban) through the turning points of the 1970s and the early 
1990s in the overall context of the politics of South Africa. 

The conclusion (chapter 8) is a reflection on how oppositional move­
ments and postindependence states have tried to come to terms with the 
tensions that the structure of power tends to reproduce in the social 
anatomy. My point is that key to a reform of the bifurcated state and to 
any theoretical analysis that would lead to such a reform must be an 
endeavor to link the urban and the rural-and thereby a series of related 
binary opposites such as rights and custom, representation and partici­
pation, centralization and decentralization, civil society and commu­
nity-in ways that have yet to be done. 

"--______ Part One _______ _ 

THE STRUCTURE OF POWER 
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