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In contrast to the Mediterranean and Far Eastern countries.
Africa did not experience the successive stages first of slavery, then
of feudalism. Whatever the peculiarities of their history, by and
large the majority of the now colonial and semi-colonial peoples
were at the feudal stage of their history when imperialist colonisa
tion overtook them. From this point of view, there are certain
common characteristics, over and above the differences, between
North America, South and East Asia and South America; colonial
exploitation was super-imposed on formerly feudal or semi-feudal
regimes. The \Struggle for national liberation, therefore, 'is to a
greater or lesser extent tied to the struggle against the survivals
of feudalism. National Independence and Land Reform are the
principal slogans of the anti-imperialist and agrarian revolutions,
in these countries.

In relation to this general picture, tropical Africa shows some
important peculiarities.

PRODUCTIVE FORCES
Let us try to draw up a list of the essential elements which will

enable us to define the level of the productive forces in pre-coloniaI
tropical Africa.

(I) With'rare exceptions (e.g. groups reduced to a few thousand
individuals like the Pygmies of the Congo forest or the Bushmen
of Southern Africa), the primitive phase, where hunting and food
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gathering supply the basis for life, had passed everywhere. Agri·
culture, sometimes cattle-raising, and in certain cases the combi
nation under widely differing conditions of both agriculture and
cattle-raising, supplied the material of production.

Contrary to the summary judgments made by some colonisers,
African agriculture was not a primitive, unwieldly agriculture; it
was relatively perfected. reflecting the experience of a thousand
years, and adapted to the conditions 9f soil and climate. If, in
~arsely populated areas where the cultivators had vast areas at
their disposal, the methods of extensive agriculture tbey practised
gave the area a disorganised appearance, this was not in itself a
sign that agriculture was primitive. Extensive fanning has the advan
tage-when sufficient land is available-of requiring less effort.

But extensive farming was by no means the only type practised
in Africa. Where it was necessary, the Afdcan populations knew
how to develop intensive farming systems, with crop rotation and
the use of manure to enrich the soil. This was the case amongst
the rice-growers of the Guinean coast and among some mountain
peoples, as, for example, the peoples of the Atakora, and the
8amileke in the Cameroons.

The antiquity of African agriculture is shown by the fact that
many cultivated crop species are of indigenous origin, such as
sorghum, most of the varieties of millet (mabela), fonio and local
varieties of rice. The plants imported from Asia or America have
in many cases only been used as substitutes for local varieties which
were less productive and have been abandoned.

1t was because of their habits of work which, were adapted to
the conditions of tropical agriculture. that the black people of
Africa were the victims of the slave traffic to supply the plantations
of North America.

(2) Another important fact which characterises the levelJl'lf the
productive· forces is the important and early development of the
use of iron in tropical Africa. It seems that iron was the. first meta,l
used here, without an intermediary age of bronze or copper. There
are natural reasons for this. Copper is rare in West Africa; iron
ore, on the contrary, is very widespread.

(3) The existence of a highly developed agriculture, and the
development of such techniques as iron-working, imply in them
selves a high level of productive forces and therefore of the pos·
sibility of a division of labour, which is itself a means to raise this
level. Agriculture produced enough to ensure the subsistence of
specialised artisans, such as blacksmiths, weavers, etc.
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Alongside these positive elements we can cite a certain number
of negative" elements.

Firstly, the close inter-relation between agriculture and cattle
raising, which is characterised hy the use of animal power in
agriculture, did not exist; the plough and the swing plough (actuallY
not well adapted to African soil conditions) were unknown. The
basic agricultural implement was, and still is today, a hand tool
the hoe, or daba to use the local name. The wheel remained
unknown, either as a means of transportation (wheelbarrow or
cart) or as a means of irrigation (noria),

The limited development of commercial exchange did not
encourage the raising of the level of the productive forces (and
also reflected their weakness). This inadequate development is
mainly shown by the absence of a currency which served as a
general medium of exchange. Units of currency, such as weights
of gold powder, cowrie shells, iron bolts (Guiozies from. the forests
of Guinea), and heads of slaves were used. At the same time units
such as salt bars and pieces of cloth (Guinean) were used as articles
of barter. The simultaneous use of different instruments of exchange
and of inefficient currency shows that commercial transactions had
a limited importance.

PRODUCI'IVE RELATIONS

The state of production relationships corresponds to the level of
these productive forces we have outlined above.

The most primitive phase, where hunting and food-gathering
supplies man with the essentials of existence, corresponds in its
production relations to primitive communism. The absence of any
surplus product necessitates the solidarity of all the members of
the group, and makes the exploitation of man by man impossible.
Wil. "!".J agriculture, sometimes cattle-raising, its metallurgy and
artisans, pre-colonial Africa had almost everywhere passed the
stage of primitive communism. Production assured more than just
the minimum necessary for man's survival; it created a surplus.

But this surplus created only the possibility of the exploitation
of man by man, not the necessity for it. It could be used as a
reserve in case of war, famine or other catastrophe, It could be
used to perfect the division of labour. On the other hand, its limited
character was not very favourable to a marked development of
production relations.

Thus we .see that societies of pre.colonial black Afrka, judgina:
by the level of the productive forces "h~ contradictory clements

28



are described abo"e, are fonns of transition from primitive
COIM'hunism to class: societies. We 5lte powerful suni"ab of priml.
tive communism i.D the strode solidarity of members of the social
anlt 00 the hll'el of the patriarchal family, the clan, or the "iUa!f:;
and particularly, we set powerful survivals in the absence of pri"ate
owoersllip of the land, which continues to this day except in towns
and tbose rePons whkb have dneloped under the inftuence of
colo_lsatioa.

However. side by side with these survi"als of primiti"e com
munism, we see everywhere the beginning of social differentiation,
and the formation of antagonistic classes. This differentiation shows
itself in two ways: on tbe one hand, in patriarchal slavery; on the
other in what we call "elementary feudalism". These forms did
not arise everywhere, nor everywhere to the same degree.

Let us take the case of the Fang in the South Cameroons and
Gabon. Before colonisation they did not practise slavery; in their
language tbey had no word for slavery. In Guinea, the Coniagui
and the Bessari did not begin to have slaves until the appearance
of the European slave traders. Even then, they had practically
no slaves; if they took prisoners and did not kill them, they sold
them to the white slave-traders. .

Elementary feudalism which we have discussed did not exist
everywbere, nor everywhere in the same forms. To use the same
examples: among the Fang. the Coniagui or the Kissi of the
Guinean forest region, feudalism did not exist. Each village or
patriarcbal family formed a small. independent. political unit, with
out a ruler and without a chief in the feudal sense of the term.

We know, however, that in the regions of the Sudan more than
two thousand years ago, the Empire of Ghana definitely had class
distinction. There were slaves, and a hierarchy of dignitaries,
which corresponds to what we have called elementary feudalism.
The state had appeared, and functionaries of the Emperor col
lected taxes on tbe gold trade on his behalf.

THE PATRIARCHAL FAMILY
The mixed and transitory character of pre.colonial African

society is shown in its basic organism. the fundamental cell of
society; namely the patriarchal (or cxtended) family, a grouping
of people related through either the ma~e or the female line. who
form an economic unit and work some particular piece of land
under the direction of the patriarch-that is. the oldest man. In
each village there is at least one, and generally several, patriarchal
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families, who form a social unit and have rigbts to a particular
area of land. In so far as class conflicts develop, they do so within
the framework of the patriarchal SOCtety which has developed
dheclly out oC primitive communism.

The type of slavery particular to Africao !IOdeties was patriarcbal
slavery; the slave was not the property of the individual, as in the
more JJighly developed fonns of slavery, but ,,8.01: the coUedive
property of the patriarchal family. Not only does he belong to the
family, but he becomes integrated into it. Generally he is iden
tified with the other members of the famUy, and with almost equal
righ'"

As for elementary forms of feudalism, these develop less as a
function of individuals than as a function of family groups. From
relationships of alliance and association between clans inherited
from primitive communism, to relationships of subordination rang
ing from patronage to real serfdom, we can see numerous varieties
and different stages of transition. But privileges or duties apply
to the clan as a whole, or to the extended family.

INTERNAL CONTRADICTIONS
Within those African societies which are relatively differentiated.

class contradictions have an antagonistic character. But even in the
least developed societies, a number of contradictions exist. Naturally
they are not yet antagonistic and irreconcilable. Yet they are
becoming more marked, and they prepare the coming of social
classes. The class conflicts wbich result from them act in their turn
on these various contradictions and give them new features.

Where class contradictions are not very highly developed, non
antagonistic contradictions often playa major historic role. Without
going into detail, we will mention some of them. There are, for
example, contradictions related to the division of labour, and in
the first place-because we are dealing with the first form in which
the division of labour manifests itself-contradictions between men
and women. The dowry system (loOOla), which has become more
and mor~ pure wife-buying, has helped to degrade woman's social
position and has reduced her almost to a state oC slavery. This
contradiction develops with the individual economic superiority of
the man.

Another major non-antagonistic contradiction is that between
the young and the old. Almost everywhere the generations are
organised into age groups, among which social functions and col
lective labour, both agricultural and military, are distributed. The
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possibility of individual accumulation of wealth favours the old
to an ever increasing extent, and encourages tbem to monopolise
positions of power. The younger men, those under forty years of
age, are reduced more and more to subordinate positions.

Again within the framework of the division of labour, we see
con-tradictions between those who work the soil-that is, the
majority-and the speciali:>ts (blacksmiths, witch-doctors etc.) who
are sometimes organised into castes which do not intermarry.
These contradictions are expressed in feelings of contempt and
hostility.

On a larger scale we can see contradictions between agricultural
and pastoral populations. Similar contradictions frequently exist
between clans or tribes, and are often expressed by war.

In certain regions, there is a contradiction between the system
of relationships and the economic reality,on which the family is
based. This is where relationships stem from the mother-that is,
where the children belong not to the father's clan, but to that of
the mother; the chief of the clan is the maternal uncle. Under
this system, the fruits of a man's labour and that of his sons would
not go to his sons on his death, but would go to his nephews
that is, his sister's sons. The contradictions arising from this system
get more acute as the accumulation of wealth increases, and par
ticularly tbe accumulation of the means of production, such as
plantations etc. _ .

These class contradictions are antagonistic in the sense that no
compromise is possible between them. They are contradictions
that exist in slave, feudal or capitalist societies.

It is obvious tbat, in pre-colonial African society, where there
are classes whose interests are diametricaUy opposed-as, for
example, slaves and freemen, lords and vassals or serfs--elass can·
tradictions do exist. But because of the strong survivals of primitive
communism, these class contradictions usually remain undeveloped,
and do not become acute. An example of this is in patriarchal
slavery. As we showed earlier, the slave before the coming of the
European slave trader was integrated into the family where his
position was only slightly inferior to that of the real members
of the family, and his duties were only slightly more onerous. To
the extent that the surplus produced was small, there was little
exploitation. Often patriarchal slavery came close to primitive com·
munism. Among the Lobi, when a captive was brought into the
family, a' ceremony was carried out which was analagous to that
performed when a baby was born. The captive was presented
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as a new child. Between adoption which brings added manpower
to the community and adds strength to the group, and exploitation
of the captive for the profit of the community, there were many
intermediate forms.

Another result of the survival of primitive communism is the
fact that. while the patriarchal family uses the manpower of the
captive, it also has the responsibility of ensuring his survival even
during times of famine or other difficulty. This "insurance" was not
without advantages for the captives, and helped limit the antagonism
between masters and slaves.

In elementary feudalism we can observe the same kind of pheno
mena. Between relationships o( alliance between clans-for the
exchange of women necessitated by rules requiring marriage outside
the· clan, for working a determined area of land, or for military
alliance-and the relationships of vassatdom or serfdom, aU the
forms of transition are found.

Little by little, the chiefs lifted themselves out of the primitive
community. In many African societies there were no chiefs with
permanent powers over the other members of the community. The
functions of the land chief (who was responsible for the division
of land between the families and the carrying out of religious or
magic rites to ensure tbe success of agricultural undertakings) and
tIiose of the war chief--sometimes combined but often separate
were limited in nature and in duration. Aside from his functions,
the chief was an in4ividual like the others, with no rights over the
other members of the community. If there were privileges, they
often showed themselves in the form of prohibitions and obliga
tions of a religious character, and were often exceedingly unpleasant.

For example, among certain groups of North Togoland. in moun
tains where it is frequently cold, chiefs were forbidden to wear
clothes; often chiefs could not cross or look upon water-and thus
could not move about-or could not eat in the sight of other
people, etc. By disobeying these prohibitions, the chief or king
would bring bad luck to the community. In time of catastrophe.
such as drought, the chief who had the religious responsibility of
ensuring good harvests was held responsible, and could be stripped
of his position, or killed.

In some regions (e.g. Yoruba country) the kingship was l~m·

porary, and was usually terminated by the killing of the king,
either at the end of a pre-determined period or when the respon
sible dignitaries decided that be was no longer able to carry out
bis functions adequately.

,
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The chiefs did not live. very differently from their subjects. The
only difference in the majority of cases was that, aside from their
military, political and religious duties, the chiefs were partly or
wholly exempted from productive work. As long as there was no
possibility of making a show of luxury, the chiefs had no reason
to' push the exploitation of ~heir subjects and to try and increase
the dues (in kind) designed to support them and their court.

We should note that this exploitation-as in the case of
patriarchal slavery-had an opposite side to it; the authority of
the chiefs or kings was a function of the splendour with which
they. treated their subjects, of the consumable or durable goods
which they gave to them at the times of festivities. Tradition says
that the royal family of Dahomey originally had its supremacy
recognised by the splendo~r of the banquets it offered to rival
families. Thus what the chief took from his subjects was destined
to be redistributed to them during religious festivals, or in time
of need. In' this sense. there was as much 'circulation of wealth
as exploitation proper.

THE RISE OF THE STATE
This incompletely dev~lopC:d character of the anJagonistic con·

tradictions is reflected in the forms of state. The state, which is a
product of the antagonism 'between classes, did not exist every
where in pre-colonial Africa. Some peoples, some areas, did not
have any form of state until the colonial conquest. However, in
some areas it appeared early-in the first millennium of our era
in the case of Ghana.

The reasOR for the existence of the state is to dominate class
contradictions in the interest of the dominant class. It also fulfils
other functions which do not directly reflect class antagonisms.
However, these antagonisms mark them more or less deeply and
give them a state character: the management of the collective
interests of the social group, defence against external enemies,
organisation of public works, the management of reserves for use
in case of need, etc. These functions which do not stem directly
from class antagonisms have a special relative importance in the
states of pre·colonial Africa, particularly before the fifteenth cen·
tury. It is this which explains the stability of the African states
before the fifteenth century. These states used the moral forces
which assured the cohesion of tbe clan on a larger geographical
scale. As a result, the apparatus of coercion was relatively small;
a professional army does not appear before tbis time.
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The contradictions of the, societies based on the patriarchal com
munities have played a considerable historical role, Thus in the
nineteenth century, the movement of Tidjania of El Hadj Omar
can be explained to a large degree on the basis of the contradictions
which existed at Fouta-Taro between the cadres of the patriarchal
family (chiefs and patriarchs), and the young, the women and the
ex-captives, who wished to free themselves. It was these elements
who fled their countries in their thousands to join Tidjania in his
great adventure, On the other hand, the chiefs of Fouta-Toro
showed themselves irreducibly hostile towards him, prevented him
from spreading his empire on the shores of Senegal, and called on
Faidherbe's French troops for help against him.

In contemporafy times, certain religious, movements such as
Mouridism in Senegal and Hamallism in the Sudan found their
initial support amongst those sections of the population which
bore the brunt of the double opprc;ssion of colonisation and the
patriarchal system. In the same way, the youth and the women have
often played a decisive role in the development and action of the
R.D.A!·

INFLUENCE OF THE SLAVE TRADE
Finally, in order to explain the internal contradictions of pre·

colonial African society exactly, we must stress' the indirect but
considerable effect of the slave trade from the fifteenth century
onwards. Between the fifteenth and nineteenth centuries
Africa did not experience direct colonisation except along its coasts.
But in reality, though contact with Europe was indirect, it had
profoundly disturbed the course of evolution. The results wero
essentially negative. This contact was expressed-so far as Africa
is concerned-in the one-sided decimation of the most direct form
of the productive forces-men, and particularly of the most robust
and healthy who were exported as slaves to the. American
plantations.

By this means the development of the productive forces was
held back. This was manifested also in another way; henceforth
the most lucrative activity for those who wished for riches was no
longer to work the land or to get others to work it~in other words,
to carey out or encourage productive labour. The way to get rich
was to make war and capture slaves. Thus the social differentiation

* R.D.A.: The RQ$s~mbl"mt>lt D~m()<:T(ltlqu" Alriclli". a mass nationol libcrati(HI
mOvemem whkh existed in mCOSI former French colonies prior to the winnine of
political independence, Many of ils former leaders today head the ,overnments of
Africa.n states in the areas once included in French Africa.
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within African society developed not within the framework of a
developing production, but in the< framework of a destructive
activity, with the growing loss of living forces of productive activity.

The slave traders brought nothing in exchange which could make
good this loss. The goods they brought were almost valueless and
without productive use (alcohol, shoddy small goods, etc.) or use
ful only for making war (guns, powder, etc.). The only positive
effect of this contact-and that indirect-was the introduction of
American cultivated plants to Africa. But of what weight is this one
positive effect, when ,balanced against the growing insecurity of the
cultivators, henceforth menaced not only by natural calamities but
also by the unceasing raids of the. slave bunters?

Thus, against a background of growing misery, the antagonisms
within African society became accentuated-antagonisms between
tribes, between clans or families, between oppressors and oppressed.
The chief pre-occupation from this time on was to reduce adver
saries or subordinates to the level of captives, and thus to be abl~

to sell them to the slave dealers.
It is in tbis context that the disappearance ot" the great empires

of Ghana, Mali and Songhai is explained. Within these great states,
the relative political stability which characterised the preceding
centuries disappeared. From now on, each petty war chief or each
leader of a band which is able to muster some guns will go and
attack his neighbours rather than work the land peacefully. After
having captured and sold his brethren, he will himself fall victim
to the same fate, and find himself on the way to the slave markets
with his feet in shackles. The stability of, the great empires gave
way to the break·up into many small chieftanships, and to inces
sant warfare.

]n Europe during the same period, the contradictions also became
more acute, and the position of the workers became more miserable
as capitalist relations developed and spread. But at the same time
and tbis is the essential point-new techniques appeared; there was
a tremendous development of the productive forces. The positive
aspect was greater than the negative, and progress took place, a
qualitative transformation, the passage from feudal to capitalist
society.

lIut In Africa. the condJtioDB created by the slave trade blocked
the evolution which had begun in preceding centuries. With its con
tradicw{y efl'ed9-wUh the emphasis of the internal contradictions,
but at the same time with ruin and depopulation-the slave trade
froze African society in its primitive fonns.
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