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 For 70 years, the Union Jack flew over a quarter of the world’s land, making the British Empire 

the largest in the history of the world. In his book, Empire: How Britain Made the Modern World, historian 

Niall Ferguson boldly claims that this experiment in global government benefited both the colonizer 

and the colonized. The title of his book is equally bold, but undoubtedly true: the British Empire has 

profoundly altered the course of recent history. Unfortunately, its long-terms effects are less rosy than 

Ferguson believes. He emphasizes the role of the British government in bringing liberal practices of 

government and economics to its colonies, including the “secure rights of private property,” “secure 

rights of personal liberty,” and “responsive government” (Ferguson 370). In broad economic terms, 

Ferguson claims that “liberal capitalism” grew out of British rule in Africa, implying free labor, free 

trade, and free markets (Ferguson 365). In reality, the policies of the British Empire in Africa were 

anything but liberal, and instead tended toward exploitation and oppression. 

 The British government did not protect private property rights in Africa, instead seizing 

property belonging to Africans for the benefit of Europeans. In Kenya, in the 1910s and 1920s, the 

government forcefully redistributed land from Africans to Europeans. Africans were not allowed to 

hold private property on the subpar land they retained, which came to be known as the “native 

reserves” (Kent and Osborne 150). The creation of these reserves ignored rights that Kenyans had to 

these lands, which dated back centuries. Activist Harry Thuku provides an example in 1921: 

The government had declared that on one side of the road was European, and on the other 

African land. Yet it was across the road from Koinange’s [an old chief] house that both his 

father’s and grandfather’s graves were. (Worger, Clark, and Alpers 46). 
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The government’s protection of private property only applied to the white inhabitants, at the expense 

of the actual owners of the land. The case of Kenya is not isolated but took place across British Africa. 

In Southern Rhodesia, the government alienated the Shona and Ndebele from their lands and seized 

a total of 250,000 cattle from the African population in recompense for their resistance to occupation. 

The de facto government of the colony, the British South Africa Company, freely gave away land that 

belonged to Africans, while forcing the displaced population into reserves. In South Africa, the Native 

Lands Act of 1913 gave 7% of the land to Africans, who made up two-thirds of the population (Kent 

and Osborne 131). The government took the remainder of the land for the non-African residents. 

The land Africans received was particular unsuitable, described by the South African Native National 

Congress (SANNC) as “barren, marshy and malarial districts” (Worger, Clark, and Alpers 32). In 

taking control of the majority of South African land, the government broke its agreement with the 

Zulu, which had guaranteed “Zululand a permanent reserve for the original owners” (Worger, Clark, 

and Alpers 33). In doing so, the government showed the same disdain for contract law as it had for 

protections of private property. 

African colonial governments often deprived their citizens of fundamental liberties, including 

free speech and the protection against imprisonment without a fair trial. In the Gold Cost colony in 

1936, the Native Administration Ordinance No. 25 made it unlawful “to promote feelings of ill-will 

and hostility between different classes of the population of the Gold Coast,” and other similar forms 

of expression (Worger, Clark, and Alpers 74). This definition of outlawed speech was sufficiently 

vague that anything expressing discontent about racist treatment could be banned. Similarly, in 1950s 

South Africa, anything evoking “feelings of hostility between the European and the non-European 

races of the empire” could be classified as communist and suppressed (Worger, Clark, and Alpers 

107). The government also curtailed African rights to a fair trial. During the South African War at the 

beginning of the twentieth century, 116,000 Africans were imprisoned in concentration camps under 
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wretched conditions without conviction of any wrongdoing (Kent and Osborne 129). During the Mau 

Mau rebellion in 1950s Kenya, the government held 80,000 suspects in similar concentration camps, 

in addition to the arrests of prominent figures like Jomo Kenyatta with next to no evidence (Kent and 

Osborne 184). The aforementioned reserve system violated individual freedom by limiting where one 

could buy land. As the SANNC argued, “This Act … [violates] the laws of nature that every man is a 

free agent and has a right to live where he chooses according to his circumstances and his inclination” 

(Worger, Clark, and Alpers 33). Another violation of liberty came with the South African pass system 

in 1950, which prevented marriage outside of one’s race, an affront to individual sovereignty (Kent 

and Osborne 191). 

Despite Ferguson’s claim of the democratic nature of the Empire, colonial governments 

actually involved little participation by Africans. From the beginning of its occupation, the British 

imposed control by working through so-called “warrant chiefs,” or figures elevated to prominent 

status by the British. These figures were not representative of their citizens and often lacked their 

respect. As a British colonial official lamented “we became saddled with a large number of persons of 

no importance and possessed of no authority” (Kent and Osborne 114). Indeed, these chiefs became 

“sole executive heads of their local communities” (Kent and Osborne 118). Broadly speaking, the 

people supposedly represented by these unelected chiefs had little to no connection to their local 

governments. SANNC complained in 1913 that the African population of South Africa had effectively 

“no channel for any other intervention on their behalf in the redress of their just grievances” (Worger, 

Clark, and Alpers 33). 

The imperialist point of view regarding the implementation of democracy is inconsistent with 

the reality of British rule. The imperialist talking points state that the British goal was to “get them 

[Africans] ready” for democracy (Ferguson 370). Under this line of reasoning, one would expect to 

see the beginnings of political involvement among the educated classes after British rule had been in 
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effect for a long period of time. However, a colonial official acknowledged that in the Gold Coast in 

1948 there was “a feeling of political frustration among the educated Africans who saw no prospect 

of ever experiencing political power” (Worger, Clark, and Alpers 99). If the British truly planned on 

implementing liberal, democratic practices in Africa, there would be evidence of this transition 

beginning to take place under British rule. But in response to even moderate requests for 

representation, including the National Congress for British West Africa’s call for “the right of electing 

one-half of the Members [of the Legislative Councils],” (Worger, Clark, and Alpers 50) “the British 

government ignored their representatives” (Worger, Clark, and Alpers 48). The British Empire in 

Africa was, without a doubt, an undemocratic institution. 

 Economically, colonial Africa under the British government rejected free-market economics. 

Broadly speaking, the government created obstacles for African farmers in order to benefit white 

settlers. Between 1929 and 1934, the wages of African farmers in Southern Rhodesia fell by up to 

60%, while white farmers retained prosperity due to government intervention. To enhance white 

success, the government took two broad initiatives in South Rhodesia: the Maize Control Acts of 1931 

and 1934 and cattle subsidies. The former forced African farmers to sell their produce to the 

government at artificially low prices. These so-called “marketing boards” took advantage of farmers 

across Southern Rhodesia and Kenya (Kent and Osborne 151). Cattle subsidies cleverly avoided using 

overtly racist language by taxing only cattle for “domestic consumption,” which equated to African 

cattle (Kent and Osborne 151). The British also prevented many Africans from growing the most 

profitable crops, in blatant violation of free-market economics. Harry Thuku, for example, noted that 

his friend Koinange gazed at the “European coffee he was not allowed to grow” (Worger, Clark, and 

Alpers 46). British economic policies were thus not guided by laissez-faire economics. 

Colonial governments and Africa warped their economies to benefit the British homeland in 

a neo-mercantilist system. African economies were designed to “facilitate the growing and extraction 
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of primary materials … that were exported” (Kent and Osborne 147). Government methods for doing 

so were often quite subtle. For example, by insisting that Africans pay their taxes in cash and “no local 

substitute,” the British ensured that Africans would have to grow cash crops they could sell (Kent and 

Osborne 149). This was particularly damaging during the Great Depression when Africans continued 

to grow cash crops despite the necessity of subsistence farming during economic collapse. The British 

government’s emphasis on development ultimately served the purpose of exporting resources. In the 

1929 Colonial Development Act, the British began improving “railroads, roads, communication 

facilities, factories, port facilities, and warehouses” which served to make the economies focus on 

“one or two export commodities” (Kent and Osborne 148). The intentional creation by the 

government of these undiversified economies is squarely at odds with free trade. 

Labor in British Africa was far from free, as the state occasionally forced workers into service. 

During World War I, an official in Nigeria commented that “men have invariably been compelled to 

serve as carriers . . . On all sides I hear charges of extortion and oppression” (Kent and Osborne 139). 

Around the same time, Nigerian official Frederick Lugard noted that slavery and forced labor might 

be retained privately, commenting that “It might even have become necessary to legalize the institution 

[slavery] under some other name, as was in effect done by the House Rule Proclamation in Southern 

Nigeria” (Worger, Clark, and Alpers 24). Forced labor during World War I was not limited to Nigeria, 

but took place across British Africa (Kent and Osborne 139). Even before World War I, in Kenya in 

1912, the Native Authority Ordinance of 1912 demanded “compulsory labor” from Africans (Kent 

and Osborne 150). Compulsory labor violates liberal ideals concerning economic and personal 

freedom. 

The British in Africa also reduced worker freedom by limiting worker rights. In some colonies, 

including South Africa and Kenya, the British imposed the pass system on Africans. This system 

prevented Africans from choosing employment that was most beneficial to them. In 1921, Harry 



Thomson 6 
 

Thuku characterized the Kenyan pass system, called Kipande, as means of preventing Africans from 

“[leaving] employment without permission” (Worger, Clark, and Alpers 46). Mugo Gatheru echoes 

this sentiment in his autobiography, adding that the Africans were often trapped in “distasteful” 

employment (Worger, Clark, and Alpers 69). In South Africa, African workers could not get any 

employment above “manual laborer” by the Mines and Work Act of 1911 (Worger, Clark, and Alpers 

31). Because African workers were not even classified as “workers,” they were unable to collectively 

bargain (Worger, Clark, and Alpers 54). Free labor depends on workers being able to make their own 

decisions, a right the British government stole from African workers. 

 The British Empire in Africa failed to live up to its goal of liberalism, leading to its failure as 

a just and equitable empire. Liberalism at its core requires freedom to be spread amongst all members 

of society. The British government’s policies were far more in line with an authoritarian regime than 

a liberal and democratic government. The British ruled through unelected, invented chiefs and ignored 

the requests of their African subjects. The British suppressed the rights of Africans, particularly with 

respect to free speech and fair trials. The British warped the economy to favor Europeans in every 

possible manner. When African nations gained independence, they were saddled with decades of false 

democracy and cronyism, which allowed certain leaders to make themselves enormously wealthy at 

the expense of their nations. Protection of dissenting speech so characteristic of liberal government 

are often lacking in independent British Africa. Dependence on a single export led independent 

African economies to falter as world prices fluctuated. Perhaps Ferguson is right, that an empire 

dedicated to liberty and democracy would have been beneficial for the world, but the British Empire 

was not that empire. Instead, it left economic and political wreckage in Africa, that only the African 

ingenuity can overcome. Continuing to defend the British Empire as a beacon of liberty and capitalism 

is giving in to the propaganda used to justify the Empire’s exploitation of Africa. 


