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Introduction 

olonialism greatly affected African 

indigenous systems, practices, models, 

sectors, well-being, development and 

entire panorama. It did same to gender, land 

and labour issues in Africa, which continue to 

linger and degenerate in the contemporary 

time. Colonialism entails the control or 

governing influence of a nation through the 

implementation of various political, economic 

and social policies. The colonizing state used it 

to maintain or extend its authority and control, 

over a dependent territory or people. Gender 

inequality worsens land and labour issues as 

well as others in society. The dire need for the 

ideal situation of gender balance between the 

two human sexes, which could undoubtedly 

address land and labour issues to a very large 

extent, makes gender equality imperative. 

Gender equality is a movement, practice and 

model. It is now known to largely drive and 

impact positively on development, economy, 

culture, polity, labour, land use and ownership,  
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ABSTRACT 
Although pre-

colonial Africa 

experienced 

gender, land and 

labour issues, 

colonialism 

ushered in the 

new phases and 

worsened the 

extant issues. 

From historical 

perspective, this 

paper describes 

how colonialism 

laid deep 

foundation for 

the ageing 

endemic gender, 

land and labour 

issues plaguing 

contemporary 

Africa. The 

extent of these 

issues had also 

been heightened 

by colonialism. 

The colonialists 
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agriculture, entrepreneurship, poverty 

alleviation, living standards, health, 

quality and quantity of life, investment, 

civilisation, urbanisation, 

industrialisation, public administration 

and investment, among others.39 

Although gender inequality existed in 

Africa before the advent of colonialism, it 

got widened and degenerated during 

colonialism, following colonial misdeeds, 

which included abusing, molesting, 

subjugating and relegating African 

women. In fact, in most parts of Africa, 

the colonialists simply stripped women of 

their pre-colonial status, image, prestige 

and socio-political positions. Some 

female institutions were relinquished to 

men, devalued, made powerless and 

eroded. For this paper, although gender 

inequality existed in pre-colonial African 

society, colonialism ushered in its new 

phases and worsened the extant phases 

of gender inequality in pre-colonial Africa. 

Racial discrimination was a common 

attribute shared by virtually all the White 

colonialists against Africans, as Black 

peoples. They extended it to gender. 

With their Eurocentric perception of 

Africans, and women in particular, they 

resorted gender stereotypes that 

extended to land and labour in colonial 

Africa. Ayodele Adegboyega lends 

credence to the foregoing thus: 

 
39 Federal Ministry of Women Affairs and Social Development, National Gender Policy (Kaduna: 

Hazs Press Limited, 2007), 1. 

brought their chronic 

sharp gender and racial 

discrimination 

orientations, practices and 

methods into Africa. Next, 

they hijacked African land 

and made with various 

portions whatever they 

liked. They went further to 

make obnoxious policies 

prohibiting the natives 

from due ownership of 

land in their own 

fatherland. And, they 

resorted to forced labour 

to get Africans work for 

them in various alien 

sectors that came with 

colonialism. In conclusion, 

upon examination of these 

events, it is obvious that 

there had been a radical 

change from the pre-

colonial African gender, 

land and labour issues to 

those brought by 

colonialism, and most of 

the changes still exist in 

and bedevil contemporary 

Africa. 
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An attempt to situate the place of the traditional African 

woman accurately could not be found in Western cast of 

mind. An outsider’s summation on the true position of a 

people’s way of life is most often preposterous or pigeon-

holed. Notwithstanding, the universal chauvinistic 

disposition, the Yoruba traditional society gives a pride of 

place to women in all spheres of existence. …One area of 

women contribution to the society, the preservation of 

people’s ethos and crucial identity, where men depend on 

brawn to settle perceived injustice or to make non-

conformist tractable, women are invaluable in the areas 

of conflict resolution and sustenance of those virtues that 

define a people.40 

 

More so, while customary tenure system guided land use and ownership 

in pre-colonial Africa, the colonialists had attempted to enforce land 

tenure system on Africans at different times and in different parts of 

Africa. That system has lots of implications for Africans, who mostly lived 

then on subsistence agricultural production and trade. Although the 

colonialists were able to appropriate land to settlers in eastern and 

southern Africa, land issues later became one of the unifying forces of 

the educated elites and the African chiefs, which roused their hatred for 

colonialism. Also, colonialism brought about forced labour and low wage 

labour, which consequently birthed trade and labour unions in colonial 

Africa. Their strikes and protests for better working conditions were later 

to be replaced with the demand for independence and self-rule. 

It is in view of the above that this paper sets out to descriptively analyse 

gender, land and labour in colonial Africa, highlighting the nexus 

between them and the extent to which colonialism caused new gender, 

land and labour issues and as well compounded the existing ones that 

characterised pre-colonial Africa. The colonial created gender, land and 

labour issues undoubtedly linger till date in the contemporary post-

independence Africa. The dire need for the otherwise– positive new 

 
40 Ayodele S. Adegboyega, ‘Situating the Place of the Yoruba in Nurturing Ethical Values’ (A 

Paper Presented at Mable@50 Conference, Wuse II Abuja, May, 2015), 1. 
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world orders that would replace these trio kernel issues of central 

concern to this paper– makes this paper significant. 

 

Gender Issues in Colonial Africa 

Gender issues in Africa predates the colonial era. However, the truth 

remains that colonialism worsened these issues and at the same time 

made African women in particular to begin to take cognizance of the 

gender ills that they erstwhile considered as normal ways of life and 

never challenged. It should be noted that there existed and still many 

misconceptions about women in terms of their nature and status among 

all global cultures. In other words, gender issues are not peculiar to Africa 

alone. Rather, they are universal or culture-universal, though the issues 

differ in various regards. It is quite regrettable that while many nations 

of the world have got rid of the ageing chronic gender issues, many 

African nations inclusive of Nigeria still are wallowing in them. It should 

also be noted that gender issues apply to and suffered by both men and 

women, and not women alone. However, women are more susceptible 

to and faced with gender woes than men are and do face.       

Having said the above, it is important to point out several cases of 

expressed and held gender stereotypical perceptions about women 

across cultures, which are not peculiar to Africa alone. In ancient Greece, 

citizenship was limited to free men, and not granted to bondmen and 

women. The Greek woman was deprived of the rights to choice, 

inheritance and education. The Romans considered women to be part of 

men’s belongings, as meetings were held to determine if women have 

human or animal souls. The Jews considered women as a curse, in view 

of the biblical narration of Eve having enticed Adam and brought sin unto 

the world. As such, some of them treated women as maidservant or 

bondmaid. In pre-revolutionary China, a common proverb read: ‘A wife 

married is like a pony bought; I’ll ride her and whip her as I like.’41 

Unfortunately, this proverb, like such others, is often made reference to 

and considered as a yardstick for gender stereotype. Also, in ancient 

India, women were treated like a bondmaid, and considered worse than 

 
41 J.E.N. Osarenren, Beyond Boundaries: Violence against Women in Nigeria (Lagos: Mbeyi and 

Associates, 2001),  1. 
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a serpent. And, in pre-Islamic Arabia, female children were so detested 

that they got buried alive.42 

In addition to the above, in the 5th century, Macon Synod convened to 

discuss the nature of woman; whether woman has a soul or a mere 

soulless body. In 586, a conference was held in France to discuss whether 

woman is human or inhuman and eventually decided she’s a human 

being created only to serve man. Up till 1805, the English law permitted 

husbands to sell their wives for six pence each.43 Africans were not 

known to have legalised the sales of wives into slavery. Basically, they 

sold only men until the White began capturing, abducting and exporting 

African women overseas. The practice of selling out a child or several 

children to beget what to feed the others was done with the consent of 

the African wives. It was never possible without their consent because 

they were bound to raise alarm that their sold out child/ren was/were 

missing. 

Also, women were not allowed to vote and be voted for, to inherit or 

own land in the United States of America until 1920. These practices in 

America and Europe were extended to and imposed on Africa by the 

colonialists. These a few examples prove the assertion that the 

colonialists did not only aggravate the extant gender issues in pre-

colonial Africa but also brought in various gender plagues on women in 

particular, which constitute the new phases of gender woes that African 

women have been suffering since the colonial era. They did so through 

land and labour, among other facets. In fact, it suffices to say that 

Western conception of the woman was/is so patriarchal, discriminatory, 

stereotypical, and dehumanising, which had informed all the 

conferences, discussions and policies they held and had about women 

until the rise of feminism, which classically championed gender equality. 

Both primary and secondary evidential data abound on the 

overwhelming contributions of African women to all spheres of the pre-

colonial African society in particular, before their authorities were 

shattered, eroded and some made male institutions by the colonialists. 

 
42 G.A. Masri, What about Women in Islam (Riyadh: Dar Al-Muslim for Publishing and 

Distribution, 1996), 5. 
43 Masri, ‘What about Women,’ 6. 
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These women are affirmed to have occupied significant political, 

economic and social positions, and performed both active and passive 

(supportive) roles in the formation, re/construction, development, 

building, structuring, urbanisation, industrialisation and otherwise of 

their African communities. Those abducted, bought and enslaved in 

faraway Europe and America as well as beyond portrayed the same 

strength, dexterity, prowess, beauty, manner, etc. of the traditional 

African woman. They made significant qualitative and quantitative 

contributions to their communities as well as the society at large. African 

women held a number of rights and high positions in the society, 

including access to productive resources, ownership rights, political roles 

and religious roles. Women were also central to trade. Among the 

Yoruba, they were major figures in long distance trade with enormous 

opportunities for accumulating wealth and acquiring titles. The most 

successful among them rose to the prestigious chieftaincy title of 

Iyalode, a position of great privilege and power.44 

Most African societies had a dual sexual political system that allowed for 

substantial representation and involvement of women in governance. 

The position of the Queen Mother in societies like Akan in Ghana, Ancient 

Egypt, Uganda, Ethiopia, Rwanda, Yoruba, Kanem Borno, etc., gave 

women prominent and viable political authority in running the nation. 

This kind of system made different pre-colonial African states produced 

a Dauranama (the famous Bayajida legend allude to this), female 

pharaohs (e.g. Hatshepsut,45 Nerfetiti and the Great Cleopatra), female 

Alaafin (Orompoto) and even a female Ooni.46 Generally, pre-colonial 

African women held both autonomous and complementary or 

subordinate positions. Division of labour was along gender lines, and 

women controlled certain occupations like food processing, mat 

weaving, pottery-making, water, firewood collection and coking.47 

 
44 Adegboyega, ‘Situating the Place,’ 3-5; Federal Ministry of Women Affairs and Social 

Development, ‘National Gender,’ 2-4. 
45 H. Loth, Woman in Ancient Africa (translated from German by Sheila Narnie, Leipzig, 1987), 31, 

57; A.P. Cheater, ‘The Mole and Position of Women in Pre-colonial and Colonial Zimbabwe’ 

Zambezia Journal of African Studies, vol. XIII (1986). 
46 I.A. Akinjogbin and E.A. Ayandele, ‘Yorubaland up to 1800,’ in (Groundwork of Nigerian 

History, Historical Society of Nigeria, Ibadan, 1980), 121-143. 
47 Akinjogbin and E.A. Ayandele, ‘Yorubaland up to 1800, 122. 
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Although women’s rights were changing because of centralisation, 

population growth, slavery and Islam, these rights were challenged 

further by colonialism. As already mentioned above, since the Europeans 

lived in very pronounced patriarchal societies, they could not leave 

behind their patriarchal practices and tendencies, prejudicing 

conception of women, etc. and so they brought them along with 

colonialism into Africa. Changing conceptions of family, sex, gender and 

sexuality were all central components of colonial policies. Colonialists 

came with the belief that women belonged in the private domain and 

therefore are to leave the ‘real work’ of ruling the nation for men. 

Colonialist wanted to create a special system of social engineering– 

create a hetero-patriarchal space based on the notion of a hetero-

patriarchal family. Male migration affected women in rural areas. For 

example, in Tanganyika, when male migration nearly halved the male 

population, women became defacto heads of households without any 

rise in status. Colonialism relied on a system of migrant labour and 

segregation, which meant strict controls of the movement of Africans. 

For the African man, it meant a more or less permanent separation of 

families. For the African women, it meant oppression. 

African men were separated from their families. Since only men were 

used, most villages lacked the manpower for food production, which led 

to famine. Zambian case was a very good example. Male homosexuality 

and female prostitution increased among the African communities in 

Zambia. There was also alienation from traditional village life, which led 

to the declining power of the village chiefs. The employment of Asian 

immigrants by the colonialists brought about tensions between Africans 

and the foreign immigrants.48 Not having resolved this issue accordingly 

then, it is obvious that the sustained indigene versus non-indigene 

dichotomy with the surrounding issues has colonial trace. 

As earlier noted, recall that colonial administrators eroded, devalued and 

changed female socio-political and economic institutions and systems 

that existed in pre-colonial African before the advent of colonialism on 

the continent. The colonialists did not include African women in their 

‘native authorities’ administrative structures. Their indirect rule system 

 
48 https://is.mendelu.cz>opory>zobraz_cast. 
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excluded women too. Female institutions that survived colonialism were 

dormant during the era. Only their male counterparts were recognised 

and chieftaincy status upgraded timely. Their colonial policies were 

largely influenced by and reflected what obtained back home. Some laws 

were direct transfer of what were in force back home in Europe and the 

USA. In the British colonies, two system of laws existed, which were: 

British laws for both Europeans and the natives, and tribal and customary 

laws for only the natives. Both legal systems perpetuated women in the 

domestic arena and had a patriarchal system of values.49 This value 

system became so entrenched that when the movement for nationalism 

and later independence spread across Africa, it was the men that were in 

the forefront of the struggles. 

 

Land Issues and Practices in Colonial Africa 

Land use in rural Africa, which refers to the usage under which a piece of 

land may be put for a given period under prevailing environmental and 

technological conditions, has undergone an evolutionary transformation 

from the simple hunting and gathering to the more complex sedentary 

and commercial cultivation systems. The introduction of cash crops, such 

as cotton, tobacco, tea, groundnut and cocoa during the colonial period, 

ushered in the diffusion of modern sedentary and commercial land use 

practices from European settler farmers to African farmers who started 

production for the cash crops market.50 Where there were no settlers, 

taxes where used to coerce Africans into the production of cash crops 

and working in colonial mines for raw materials needed in industrial 

Europe.51 

The colonial governments did not just bring new crops, but also took 

much of the land away from Africans for personal or commercial use, 

 
49 Okpeh O. Okpeh, Jr., ‘Patriarchy, Women’s Quest for Political Leadership and the 

Democratization Process in Nigeria,’ in Gender, Power and Politics in Nigeria, eds. Okpeh, O.O. 

and P.S. Dung (Makurdi: Aboki Publishers, 2007). 
50 G.M. Kajoba, Land Use and Land Tenure in Africa: Towards an Evolutionary Conceptual 

Framework (Lusaka); J.M. Ayuba, Economy and Society in Colonial North-Central Nigeria: The 

History of Akwanga Region, 1911-1960 (Ahmadu Bello University Press Limited, 2008), 141-149; 

Amin Zaigi Ngharen, History, Colonialism and the Underdevelopment of Akwanga Division: A 

Study of Identity and Challenges (Garki, Abuja: CMBS Publishers, 2014), 140-1. 
51 Kajoba, ‘Land Use and Land,’; Ayuba, ‘Economy and Society,’ 148-9; Ngharen, ‘History, 

Colonialism and,’ 141. 
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such as mining and large commercial farms. The Europeans took the 

larger portions of many communities for their own uses. It was Belgium 

and Britain in central, eastern and southern Africa (with the exception of 

Angola in the holdings of the Portuguese) who were primarily 

responsible for this practice. The Belgians in Congo and the British in 

Kenya and Southern Africa did so much of that. Upon realising that 

Central, East and South Africa had pleasant climate and fertile soil for 

agriculture, the British and the Belgians started to migrating and settling 

there. In South Africa, for example, the British promulgated the Native 

Land Act of 1913, prohibiting the control and purchase of land by Africans 

outside the scheduled ‘Native Reserves’. The Land Act also prohibited 

Black people from travelling outside the reserves without a certified 

pass. These were all measures to restrict the purchase and lease of land 

by Blacks.52 

The French assumed that they owned the land in their colonies by the 

right of conquest. In 1904, they declared all ‘vacant land’ as state 

property.53 This however is a difficult position to take as vacant land 

cannot be easily defined because many African farmers practised shifting 

cultivation. This means cultivation of land, which may appear vacant, was 

in fact being fallowed for farming in another three to seven years time. 

The French desired to attract French planters into the colonies and to 

encourage Africans to place individual titles on their land for easy 

recognition by their French overlords. Subsequently, considerable acres 

of land were given to the French settlers, especially in Ivory Coast and 

Guinea. However, most times, the European farmers were unable to 

compete favourably with the African farmers and large portions of the 

land were later abandoned.54 

In British African colonies, especially West Africa with its heavier 

population, the sharing of land to settlers would have created hardship. 

This is because, the educated elite comprising the Creoles, the Fante and 

the Yoruba were aware of what the British and Dutch settlers were doing 

 
52 J.K. Rennie, ‘White Farmers, Black Tenant and Land Lord Legislation: Southern Rhodesia, 1890-

1930,’ Journal of Southern Africa Studies, 5, 1, 86-98 (1978). 
53 J.B. Webster et al., The Growth of African Civilization: The Revolutionary Years West Africa 

since 1800 (London: Longman Group Limited, 1967), 286. 
54 Webster et al., ‘The Growth of African,’ 287. 
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in South and Central Africa, and therefore were prepared to prevent the 

same thing from happening in West Africa. In 1894, the British in Ghana 

tried to adopt the French policy with the promulgation of a Land Bill that 

proclaimed ownership for the British of unoccupied land, forest, minerals 

and other properties of the State. This act of the British was met with 

protest meetings, petitions, demonstrations and newspaper outcry, 

which brought the chiefs and the educated elite together in opposition. 

While the Methodist Times called the bill ‘civilized robbery and British 

brigandism’ on the one hand, the chiefs on the other hand, demanded 

that the bill be abandoned, dropped and thrown overboard’.55 Three 

years later, a similar bill was introduced again. To mobilise opposition, 

the educated elite and the chiefs organised the Aborigines Rights 

Protection Society (ARPS), and a storm of protest arose again. Since the 

church forced the Methodist Times to keep out of politics, the society 

established its own newspaper – the Gold Coast Aborigines, as its mouth-

piece. The chiefs paid for a delegation from the society to go to England, 

where the Government was persuaded to drop the bill.56 

The victory of the ARPS was a landmark in West African colonial history. 

The Society brought both groups of Ghanaian leaders together to be 

vigilant against colonial government’s misdeeds. All along the west 

coast, it made West Africans to suspect British intentions regarding land. 

In Nigeria, a land law introduced in 1912 geared the formation of an 

African society of opposition too. This Society, like its earlier Ghanaian 

counterpart, also sent a delegation to London. In 1924, Lord Leverhulme, 

the Chairman of the United African Company (U.A.C.), began an agitation 

for plantations in Nigeria. His request was turned down largely because 

the British were fearful of the agitation it was likely to cause. Nigerians 

were frightened that a Kenya, Congo or even Ivory Coast type of settler 

dominated colony would result.57 Before discovering drugs like quinine 

and other malaria drugs, many of the foreigners died of malaria as a 

result of mosquito bite. But with the discovery, there was increased 

 
55 Webster et al, ‘The Growth of African,’ 287. 
56 Webster et al., 287. 
57 Webster et al., 287. 
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influx of White settlers into some parts of Africa. Following the influx, 

various land issues followed colonialism in the colonies.  

In Southern Africa, countries like Zimbabwe (formerly known as 

Rhodesia) after the Ndebele War and Ndebele and Shona Risings, White 

settlers appropriated African land. 1,236 hectares was given to each of 

the volunteers, who participated in these events. Cecil Rhodes alone 

took 82,400 hectares at Inyanga and another at Westacres in the 

Matopos Hill, while some lands were sold cheaply, with some other 

portions given out for long term lease (rent). Officially, Africans could 

buy land on the same terms as the Europeans. In practice, they could not 

do this. Firstly, they cannot afford the price of the land. Secondly, they 

were not accustomed to owning land as individuals since in the 

traditional society, land was owned collectively. The third reason is that 

British South African Company (B.S.A.) had a deliberate policy of not 

selling to Africans, though some lands were sold to Fingos from South 

Africa. Africans therefore had to become squatters on European farms, 

providing White farmers with cheap labour.58 

Even though the British Government made efforts to better the lot of the 

Africans through the Coryndon Commission, which suggested a Reserve 

Land for them, by 1915, an estimated 405,326 Africans were living on 

Reserve Land, out of the 732,153 of the total African population.59 The 

Zambian case was also similar to that of Zimbabwe. But after 1911, the 

problem of ‘absentee landlordism’ attained worrisome dimensions. A 

few rich men, who lived in England, bought lands in Zambia and paid 

managers to look after them. The B.S.A. Company itself owned nearly 

one million hectares in Mbala. And, of the over four and half million 

hectares owned by Europeans, only 28,840 hectares were cultivated.60 

 

Labour Issues and Practices in Colonial Africa 

Colonial Pact, which is the French economic policy in their colonies, 

meant that colonies must be self-supporting such that they must provide 

the imperial nation with agricultural export crops and buy its 

 
58 Rennie, ‘White Farmers, Black Tenant’. 
59 D.E. Needham, Iron Age to Independence: A History of Central Africa (London: Longman, 

1974), 125. 
60 Needham, ‘Iron Age to Independence,’ 127. 
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manufactured goods in return. It also meant that the running cost of the 

Government and the cost of provision of infrastructure were to be 

provided by the colonies. Although the British were more liberal, 

allowing Africans to trade in an open market, they also introduced 

exploitative tax and labour policies.61 

Since the colonies had to be self-sufficient, and yet large sums were 

required for infrastructure like harbours, railways and roads to get 

export crops and solid minerals out of Africa and bring in European 

goods into the continent, costs were reduced by the use of forced and 

unpaid labour. The French had to rely much more on forced labour than 

the British, because its colonial conquests bequeathed it with larger 

territories and smaller populations. Its colonies also had smaller 

revenues as a result of the slow development pace of cash crop 

production in the colonies at a small scale. More so, the French 

merchants’ investments on the colonies were microcosmic, compared to 

the invested 117 million pounds in West Africa by 1936. Their French 

counterparts had invested only 30 million pounds.62 Despite all of these, 

the French colonies required more ports and miles of railways and roads 

than the British colonies, because of the larger size of its African empire. 

The French colonial laws compelled every male between ages of 18 and 

60 to contribute labour for a certain number of days to the colonial 

government and administration. It is estimated that between 1927 and 

1936, fifteen thousand (15,000) men were forced to labour on the Niger 

project and on railway construction project; twice as many were 

employed in the construction of roads and other valuable projects. The 

French used African traditional rulers, as recruitment agents, which 

invariably brought about less respect, regale and regard for them by 

their peoples. It is not surprising that some of the revolts against French 

rule were connected to Africans’ hatred for forced labour. Many young 

men had to travel far away from home to escape the system. Some two 

hundred and fifty thousand (250,000) would go to cocoa farms in Ghana, 

while some seventy thousand (70,000) others went to Guinea and 

Senegal groundnut farms, simply for this reason. By the time forced 

 
61 Webster et al., ‘The Growth of African,’ 278.  
62 Webster et al., 287-288 
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labour was abolished in 1946, African hatred for the French colonial 

government was already rife.63 Forced labourers were often put and left 

in strenuous, bad and hard conditions. There was food shortage, housing 

poor and uncontrolled disease outbreak, which often resulted to high 

death rates. Cameroonians under German rule suffered the most cruelty. 

As men recruited from the high plateau free of malaria mosquitoes, they 

were forced to labour at the mosquitoes infested plantations of the 

lowlands. Because they lacked the natural anti-malaria immunity like the 

people of the lowlands, only 10% were able to see their homes again.64 

In the British colonies of Africa, African labourers suffered less, because 

they were offered some low wages for their labour. Because of the low 

wages, it most of the natives were not interested in the British colonial 

work project. Consequently, the colonial government had to recruit 

labour through the traditional rulers. The resultant effect was similar to 

that of the French described above. For instance, since the British 

colonialists used to pay the traditional authorities substantially for the 

recruitment of labour, many traditional rulers resorted to forcing their 

people to work. It became a case of forced labour through the 

indigenous rulers (native authorities). By 1914, these native authorities 

were so hated that some of them were driven out of their towns. The 

British arrested those responsible and a court fined the towns concerned 

by forcing them to supply 2,000 labourers for railway construction.65 

In Ghana, the colonial government used native authorities to assist in the 

gold mines by recruiting labour from the northern territories. The native 

authorities there were often reluctant, particularly because of the 1918-

19 influenza outbreaks that claimed 25,000 Ghanaian lives and had 

already reduced the farming population up north. Investigations after 

the Asante Goldfield strike in 1924 revealed most of the evils of forced 

labour, including high death rate.66 

 
63 Webster et al., 288. 
64 Amin Zaigi Ngharen, History, Colonialism and the Underdevelopment of Akwanga Division: A 

Study of Identity and Challenges (Garki, Abuja: CMBS Publishers, 2014); Webster et al., ‘The 

Growth of African,’ 288. 
65 Ngharen, ‘History, Colonialism and,’ Webster et al., 288. 
66 D. Tom-Dery,  Z.J. Dayben  and S.J. Cobbina, ‘Effects of Illegal Small Scale Mining Operations 

on Vegetation Cover of Arid Northern Ghana’(University for Development Studies, Faculty of 

Renewable Natural Resources, Tamale, Ghana, 2012); Webster et al., 288. 
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In North Africa, Algeria suffered the worst hardship from colonialism. 

Because it was the first main French colony in the region, it experienced 

complete French dictatorship, unlike the other French territories, 

ranging from forced labour, forced taxation, loss of land control to abuse 

of human rights. The colonialists resorted to forced labour on the basis 

of their assumption that Africans would not work for them, if not 

compelled. They also assumed, based on racial tendency cum 

discrimination, that Africans deserved low wage for their labour, which 

would be unproductive. Africans have never been lazy or unproductive. 

These were the same people farming on their farms and plantations and 

working tirelessly under unbearable situations in Europe and America. 

These were same people they kept stealing, kidnapping and smuggling 

in Europe and USA for their huge agricultural, industrial, mercantile and 

otherwise productions. The colonialists simply undermined the fact that 

good pay and favourable working conditions entice prospective workers 

and motivate the existing ones to be extremely productive without 

compulsion. 

The British and the French colonial government did not recognize the 

rights of the Africans in the formation of trade unions, or organized 

strikes as a legitimate way of forcing employers to improve working 

conditions until the 1930s. Most of the colonialists imbibed the attitude 

of the Sierra Leone government, which in 1926 proclaimed that the 

railway strike was ‘a revolt against the government’. The first serious 

strikes were in the mines and the railways, such as the 1919 and 1926 

railway strikes in Sierra Leone, the 1925 railway strike in Senegal, the 1924 

Asante Goldfield strike, and the Enugu Coal mine strike of 1925.67 

Wage levels were tied neither to supply and demand, nor adjusted to 
prosperity and depression or rising and falling costs. They remained 
static over a long period of time. As a result of the rising cost of living, 
wages became worthless. While the 1920s had been a period of general 
economic prosperity, the 1930s witnessed the most severe economic 
depression of that time. No part of the world was spared; nor could any 
colonial government do anything about it, as even the great powers 
suffered. Prices of raw materials fell disastrously, and government 
customs dues were therefore reduced with a consequent reduction in 

 
67 Ibid. 
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revenues and in government services. Many civil servants were 
demoted, while some others had their salaries reduced.68 The depression 
was followed by the untold scarcity and hardships of World War II (1939-
1945) post-war effects, which produced widespread disillusionment with 
colonialism. It intensified the struggles between the settlers and the 
African farmers, and the European merchants and the African labourers. 
Economic disillusionment became political dissatisfaction, while hostility 
towards colonialism resulted in the birth nationalism. 
In Southern Africa, like in many parts of Africa, labour was linked to 
taxation. In Zimbabwe for instance, because Africans had to pay tax, 
Africans had to move to the south to work in mines and on farms. The 
Whites knew this. That was why tax collectors, going to villages to collect 
taxes, were usually accompanied by recruiters of labour. They wanted 
cheap labour and forced labour was the mechanism. In 1903, the 
Southern Rhodesia Native Labour Bureau was established to recruit 
North-Western Rhodecians, since the Ndebele and Shona would not 
work.69 From Malawi and North-Eastern Zambia, labour came through 
Feira. In the mining settlements, discipline was strict. Corporal 
punishment was often used. They used ‘boss-boys’, noted for their 
brutality. They kept Africans’ wages until they had worked long hours. 
The government did nothing to help. To make the situation worst, the 
Master and Servants legislation of 1908 made desertion a crime. It was 
not until 1917 that conditions were improved by the Mines, Health and 
Sanitary Regulations. 
The issue of migrant labour had profound effects on Malawi. In 1909, a 
member of the Nyasaland Legislative Council said, ‘Hardly an able-bodied 
man could be found in Tonga country, only old men, women and 
children; all the young men having left for South Africa.’70 In other to get 
money and pay tax, they had to go to the south [South Africa to be 
precise]. In South Africa, the demand for labour increased with the 
expansion of the mining industry after the Anglo-Boer War of 1902. In 
South Africa, under the colonial system and later the apartheid, the 
colonial government tried to control labour with the introduction of the 
use of pass laws to men, and by 1952 to women, which restricted their 
movement into the cities without permission.71  

 
68 Ibid.  
69 D.E. Needham, Iron Age to Independence: A History of Central Africa…p130. 
70 Ibid. 
71 https://prezi.com/m/48h9imv-1tl1/gender-colonialism-and-sexuality-and-the-impact-of-

colonialism-on-african- women. 
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Conclusion 
Prior to the introduction of colonialism in Africa, there existed apt 
traditional systems that efficiently dealt with gender, land and labour 
issues. The implementation of various political, social economic policies 
by the colonialists went a long way in affecting and reshaping the 
systems, cultures, etc., including African lives. Such policies also partly 
contributed to urbanization and its resultant effects. Finally, it also 
contributed to the upsurge nationalism and demand for independence 
by Africans. 
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