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The extreme politicisation of land reform in Zimbabwe since 1997 and the violent repossession of land by the state from 2000-2004 understandably sparked international outrage. The crisis has given rise to a new literature embracing post-modernist conceptualisations of the nature of the state, the state and civic society, the state and citizenship. At another level, the critique has focused on the destruction of the productive base of the economy built up by mainly European commercial farmers during the course of the last century, and the propensity of peasant farmers to destroy the environment. This literature overlooks the spectacularly successful performance of indigenous West African cocoa producers, notably in the Gold Coast/Ghana, from the last decade of the nineteenth century. In relation to the need to widen the productive base of the inherited colonial economic structure in order to meet the needs of the overall Zimbabwean economy, much of the recent work on Zimbabwe has suffered from an ahistorical approach, threatening to set the land reform discourse adrift.
 However, recent studies by Sam Moyo
 and Moyo and Yeros
 suggest that the dramatic, if clumsy, repossession is but the hugely visible tail end of a land occupation movement that was initiated by peasants at independence in 1980, that was suppressed from 1985 when the government, under pressure to adopt economic stabilisation measures, began to evict ‘squatters’, only to resurface dramatically in 1997 when war veterans held President Robert Mugabe virtually hostage at State House. If we accept this analysis, we must consider the implications of the likelihood that it was not so much Mugabe who unleashed the war veterans, as the war veterans who unleashed him.

For, turning the clock back now a hundred years or so, one is bound to confront the legacy of another individual whose actions changed the system of resource allocation and the evolution of factor markets. Cecil John Rhodes was so driven by the twin ambitions of money and power that any circle could be squared and the only principle that truly mattered was world domination by Englishmen. One of his very last acts before his death in 1902 was to sign away African land rights. Yet Rhodes the imperialist was also unassailably the Schumpeterian hero. As the super-entrepreneur who generated super-profits and encouraged others to follow suit, Rhodes in many ways stamped his personality on the Southern African region. Always interested in the latest inventions, he ensured that the British South Africa Company, founded by him, and the De Beers company which he consolidated into the world’s greatest ever diamond monopoly, kept astride of world technological developments. His interest in railways and willingness to finance them created a legacy of infrastructure in Southern Africa that is second to none in sub-Saharan Africa. Yet it would be wrong to attribute to Rhodes the exaggerated role that is today ascribed to Robert Mugabe. For the purposes of this analysis, it is fruitful to focus on both men as changers of rules. As the man who tore down indigenous institutions,
 replacing them with institutions that gave him endless property rights and guaranteed those of business associates, cronies and other European settlers, Rhodes fashioned the path upon which southern African economic development would depend throughout the entire twentieth century. Yet this path was determined by much more than the will of a single individual.
 Similarly, the present policy of restoring African land rights is being determined by far more than the political ambition of President Mugabe.

AG Hopkins outlined one geological and three agricultural reasons why Ghana did not follow the settler colony model.
 To these might be added the stimulus of population density. For the pioneers of the industry that came to dominate world cocoa trade came from the southeastern parts of the Gold Coast where farmland had become scarce. They migrated into areas of virgin forest and, in an unprecedented development, paid cash to Akyem chiefs who had surplus land to allocate.
 This was in stark contrast to the situation in precolonial Zimbabwe where landlocked status and a sparser population meant Africans were not yet engaged in export trade. By the time the British had completed the political submission of Asante (Ashanti), the spontaneous development of the cocoa industry was already propelling colonial Ghana to a new level of commodity export trade.
 Gold finds were disappointing in both Ghana and Zimbabwe. In the former, however, cocoa wealth put Britain in a stronger position, financially, to administer the colony, removing some of the attraction of the chartered company as potential territorial administrator.

The Role of the Chartered Company

As pointed out by Ivor Wilks, the situation in Asante in the last decade of the 19th century was structurally similar to that in Matebeleland,
 as the following points will illustrate. In 1888, Lobengula, the African ruler of Matebeleland, entered into a friendship agreement with Queen Victoria. During the same year, Britain sought a similar agreement with the Asantehene (ruler of Asante) Nana Kwaku Duah III. This agreement fell through and after rejecting a fuller offer of British protectorate status in 1891 on the grounds that Britain should recognise Asante as an ‘indigenous nation’, the Asante began moves to draw up their own plans for economic development. Curiously, the blueprint for this development was modelled on the British South African Company’s activities in Southern Rhodesia,
 but in the event Ghana was not to follow the settler colony model.

Notwithstanding the budding friendship between Queen Victoria and Lobengula, expressed in a warm exchange of letters that are preserved in a number of archives, Rhodes feared that the expansionary activities of the Boers in the Transvaal, of the Germans in South West Africa (Namibia), of the Portuguese in South East Africa (Mozambique) and, to the north, of Belgian King Leopold in the Congo would soon threaten the missionary road from the Cape Colony into central Africa and drastically curtail his own imperialist vision of a British sphere of influence stretching from the Cape to Cairo. Between 1888 and 1889, Rhodes employed a breathtaking combination of charm, wit, deceit, bribery and gerrymandering to trick Lobengula into signing the notorious Rudd Concession, obtain his Royal Charter for the development of central African lands, and begin preparing for the invasion of Mashonaland, employing Frank Johnson, a 23-year old prankster with a strong sense of adventure, to recruit and lead a pioneer force. In June 1890, the force was launched from northern Bechuanaland (Botswana), skirted to the east to avoid conflict with Lobengula in Matebeleland, and planted the Union Jack at Fort Salisbury (now Harare) on September 12 1890 without firing a single shot.

It would be wrong to create the impression that Lobengula remained a passive actor in all of this. Like the Asantehene in Ghana, Lobengula understood that he could not forever hold back the tide of imperialist expansion, and that the notorious short stabbing spear and military tactics that had proved so effective during the period of Zulu expansionism (the mfecane or ‘crushing’) could be no match for the latest long-range European weapons. Consequently, he ordered his restive impi (regiments) to avoid confrontation with Europeans at all costs. In signing away what he thought were limited mineral rights, Lobengula believed that he would in return receive the means to modernise his standing army and fight off incursions from competing imperialist forces. When Lobengula, realising that he had been tricked, repudiated the Rudd agreement and began negotiating a rival claim for land rights with the German concessionaire, Ed Lippert, Rhodes took the precaution of buying Lippert out of that agreement.
 Similar imperialist rivalry fuelled the British conquest and eventual annexation of Asante, whose rulers were suspected of strengthening their ties with France while moving closer to the Germans and Dutch. In Asante, as in Matebeleland, the Asantehene sought to modernise his army, and was suspected of obtaining weapons secretly from the French.

Another noteworthy similarity between Matebeleland and Asante is that while coastal Ghana’s long history of friendly contacts with Europeans had encouraged the rise of West Africa’s largest Western-educated class, including many chiefs,
 Asante continued to resist the penetration of missionaries throughout the nineteenth century. Like Lobengula, the succession of Asantehenes that ruled Asante during the last decades of the century were consequently all illiterate. But unlike Lobengula who relied on European secretaries to transact foreign business and stave off the increasing flow of ambitious concession-seekers, the Asante rulers were able to draw on the talents of Owusu Ansa, a British-educated Asante prince whose two sons took over the role of protecting Asante interests while lobbying for the input of British capital and skills, on Asante terms. It was the older of the two, John Owusu Ansa, who led an embassy to England in 1895 against the wishes of the Gold Coast Governor, and worked furiously but in the end futilely, to obtain a royal charter for the development of Asante by a company set up in partnership with the sympathetic Liverpool firm of Radcliffe and Durrant, and modelled on the BSAC.
 Whether such a company would have worked ultimately for or against Asante is a difficult question. A cynical reading is suggested by the dealings of Edwin Cade, the founder of Ashanti Goldfields Corporation, who appears in some ways to have been inspired by the spectacular treachery that characterised many of Rhodes’s own dealings.

It is widely recognised that a key role of the chartered company from the point of view of British imperialism was to deliver empire on the cheap. More disputed is whether European planters proved efficient or inefficient players in African factor markets. Paul Mosley argued that the image of the inefficient white Rhodesian settler farmer was a ‘stereotype’ and that a number of large-scale planters were in fact efficient.
 For the Gold Coast/Ghana, however, Gareth Austin demonstrated that European cocoa planters failed to compete with African farmers because of a cultural outlook that rendered them unable to adopt the capital and labour-saving agricultural techniques favoured by indigenous cocoa farmers. ‘While European planters were determined to persist with an inefficient mode of cultivation it was not possible for them to survive in numbers, or in the long term, unless the colonial government was prepared to use its coercive power to give them discriminatory protection in factor or produce markets. European cocoa growers in Ghana paid the price of not being able to obtain an advantage frequently enjoyed by colonial planters elsewhere: government backing to enable them to use coerced labour.’
 

By contrast, Southern Rhodesia was a place where the colonial government was fully prepared to use its coercive power. The taxation of peasants from the very start of conquest was aimed not to accumulate capital but labour. But direct taxation was an inadequate institutional instrument for drawing labour out of the ‘subsistence’ economy since peasants responded by increasing their output. Only with the forcible mass eviction of peasants to the marginal soils of the African ‘reserves’ from the early 1930s was it possible to obtain labour at the desired rate as the containment of peasants created overpopulation in the reserves.
 In this way, land alienation in Zimbabwe changed the land to labour ratio. But in combination with other institutional instruments, this reduced the price of labour to artificially low levels and skewed the structure of economic incentives, with serious ramifications for future economic development. 

Land Alienation and Tenure

In both countries African farmers were habitually accused of being lazy and indifferent to the future. In the Gold Coast, this perception altered as African producers, within a period of twenty years, transformed the colony into the world’s leading producer of cocoa. The difference in outlook that this feat produced is reflected in the evidence collected by two land commissions whose recommendations defined the land policies adopted in each country. These are on the one hand the West African Lands Committee, which was set up in 1912 to look at differences in land tenure in the West African colonies, and on the other the Morris Carter Commission, whose 1925 recommendations resulted in the Land Apportionment Act of 1930, regarded as the Magna Carta of European settlers in Southern Rhodesia. While the West Africa committee was tasked to recommend whether any amendments should be made to laws regulating the transfer of land rights, in Southern Rhodesia, the Carter Commission was to look at the ‘expedience and practicability’ of defining areas for African-only and European-only purchase of land. In contrast to the former, the Carter Commission made little attempt to acquaint itself with the finer points of native tenure, but bent its energy to skewing the evidence so as to demonstrate that Africans would themselves be happier in racially segregated areas.

The 1912 Lands Committee recognised a series of principles common to all West African territories. These included the definition of ownership, rights and obligations of the user and the spiritual significance associated with land. In contrast to the European view of uncultivated land as unoccupied, vacant wasteland, in West African tenure systems, land could not be permanently alienated. The Committee recognised that the peace of the colony depended on preserving the indigenous land tenure system. Commissioners were impressed by the spontaneous development of a wholly Ghanaian trade in cocoa, which had ‘beaten all records in the world.’
 African farmers not only produced cocoa in large quantities, but also added value at low input cost. It was noted, however, that such permanent cultivation showed signs of encouraging the sale and mortgaging of lands in a manner so inconsistent with native customary tenure as to have become a source of litigation. 

By 1900 in the Gold Coast Colony there already existed an intensely litigious climate. Disputes were not solely over boundaries between chiefs or villages, but included claims by individuals who had bought land from village chiefs. For, although the customary system of distributing land had remained intact, alongside the communal ownership of land there emerged a system of private purchase as the growth of ‘legitimate’ trade increased demand for land, particularly in the southeast of the country where the cocoa industry was to emerge. The evolving situation would have made it difficult to attempt a Rhodesian-type occupation and alienation of land. Certainly a good measure of the bravado that drove the 1890 Pioneer Column through Mashonaland would have been inspired by Rhodes’s pledge that each pioneer, already handsomely paid, would have the right to peg out a 1,500 morgen farm
 and would receive 20 gold claims once the Union Jack was hoisted in Salisbury. This offer was doubled for the 1893 columnists who conquered Matebeleland and, in addition, they received a special ‘loot right’.
 But where in the Gold Coast would such lands have been found without encroaching on disputed areas and sparking a general rebellion, given that some plaintiffs and defendants made reference to tribute collected in earlier decades or centuries even?
 Indeed, the attempt, through the Crown Lands Bill of 1896 and the Lands Bill of 1897, to vest all Gold Coast lands in the British Crown was energetically protested across the colony and prompted the 1897 formation of the Gold Coast Aborigines’ Rights Protection Society. Even where land was sparsely populated, disputes centred on fishing rights in creeks and rivers. By 1914, as observed by the Native Secretary in a note to the Chief Justice, litigation had ‘increased enormously and there appears to be no prospect of termination until the last square foot shall have been litigated over.’
 The Register of Land Disputes for the last decade of the 19th century in the Gold Coast
 shows that plaintiffs were claiming compensation in amounts ranging from £123 15s, including interest, for cocoa land
 to £6000 for the lost possession of a rubber plantation and cocoa farms.
 The latter seems an extraordinary sum for the period, when we consider that in Southern Rhodesia, companies that acquired pioneer land rights preferred to rent these lands to African farmers at a rate of £80 a year, rather than sell them to new settlers from Britain who could not afford a capital outlay of more than £400.

The question before the West Africa committee was ‘whether the growth of individual tenure should be encouraged at the expense of native customary tenure,’ or whether steps should be taken to check such growth. The Committee’s Draft Report noted that the tribal system supplied the ‘natural machinery for administration and that this system depends upon the maintenance of the communal land tenure’ and moreover that ‘permanent cultivation can be successfully carried on under the native system’. Among the ‘evils’ arising from individual tenure that the report listed was the ‘tendency of individual ownership to divorce the people from the land.’ It cautioned against ‘any Government action – legislative, executive or judicial – that tends to divorce people from land or to convert the landowner cultivating his own land into a paid labourer working on the land of another.’ The Committee was particularly swayed by the views of Gold Coast Native Affairs Secretary, Francis Crowther, who while noting that ‘the communal system in its simplicity is inadequate for the needs of the changed and changing economic conditions,’ argued that: ‘The substitution of ungoverned individualism for the communal system in the rural districts in my opinion is the signal for poverty and social disorder for the majority.’ Weighing this view against others in favour of individual tenure, the Committee pronounced itself ‘unable to recommend the introduction of a system which is alien to native custom, and is likely to subvert the principle of native government and to lead to poverty and social disaster for the majority.’

It was, similarly, with the aim of averting social disaster that Article 14 of the Royal Charter granted to Rhodes had stipulated that ‘careful regard shall always be had to the custom and laws of the class or tribe or nation to which the parties respectively belong, especially with regard to the holding, possession, transfer and disposition of lands and testate or intestate succession thereto.’
 Despite this stipulation, after the occupation of Mashonaland in 1890, no provision was made for the acquisition of land by Africans. For this reason, the Carter Commission was asked to keep Article 14 in mind. But more prominent in the mind of the Commission was an 1898 Order in Council, under which ‘a Native may acquire, hold, encumber and dispose of land on the same conditions as a person who is not a Native’. It was fear of the future implications of this Order that propelled the Commission towards seemingly irreversible segregation.

At the time the Commission sat, of Southern Rhodesia’s 96.25 million acres, 31 million had already been alienated to Europeans, 21.6 million were Native Reserves, and 43 million acres had been reserved for future allocation. Of this last amount, the Commission recommended that 7 million (6,851,876) acres should be assigned to Africans as Native Purchase Areas, while 17 million (17,423,815) acres should be reserved for future use by Europeans. This left 18 million (17,793,300) acres in remote and tsetse-ridden areas to be left unassigned. In other words, nothing further was added to the Reserves, where it was suggested Africans would have to improve their production methods and thereby make better use of the land already assigned to them.

In conclusion, while the peasant-settler distinction was determined by much more than the adventures of a few Europeans in Africa, the destruction by settlers in Southern Rhodesia of indigenous institutions and their replacement with institutions guaranteeing the property rights of a small settler minority skewed the structure of incentives, producing a crisis of economic and social development. In the Gold Coast/Ghana, by contrast, the flourishing of indigenous institutions saw African producers excel on the world stage. How the differing evolution of factor markets affected the response of each country to the post-colonial crisis of industrial development will be considered in another section of my research. There I consider to what extent the failure to nurture growth-enhancing institutions and a capital-intensive industrialisation strategy lie at the heart of a problem of economic development.
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