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INTRODUCTION

Histories of Mobility, Histories of Labor,
Histories of Africa

ZACHARY KAGAN GUTHRIE

M igrant labor is one of the most extensively studied subjects of Africa’s
colonial history, helping to inaugurate the professional study of Africa
in multiple academic disciplines. Anthropologists in the 1940s, working to
outline the impact of colonial rule, used migrant labor to demonstrate the
changes occurring within African societies previously considered immu-
nized by “tradition” against major social change. Economists in the 1950s
and 1960s, seeking to gauge the prospects of economic transformation in
Africa, examined migrant labor between the “traditional” and “modern”
sectors of the economy in order to divine what future changes in the bal-
ance between these two putatively separate economic spheres might follow
from increased investment under colonial and then post-colonial develop-
ment schemes. Scholars of African politics and society in the era of inde-
pendence used migrant labor to examine the relationship between states
and citizens in newly independent countries, as well as to forecast how this
relationship would continue to evolve following the end of colonial rule.
Migrant labor was also an important subject for the first professional
historians of Africa. Just as the anthropologists who inaugurated the pro-
fessional study of Africa used migrant labor as an indisputable marker of
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cultural dynamism, so too could historians use migrant labor as an indis-
putable marker of diachronic change. The historical study of migrant la-
bor took some time to develop, as the first wave of historians of Africa
were predominantly interested in researching precolonial Africa, so as to
establish an authentically African past for the emerging postcolonial fu-
ture. During the 1970s and 1980s, however, increased historical interest
in studying colonial rule brought a rapid proliferation of migrant labor his-
tories, diffused through a confluence of closely related historiographical
strands.! One was the focus on African workers as key actors in challenging
and ultimately overcoming colonial rule, and a potential force for ushering
postcolonial Africa further along the path toward modernity.? Another was
the animated debates, inspired by underdevelopment theory, over Africa’s
historical relationship with global capitalism.? Still another was the equally
animated debates over the role of material relations in shaping African so-
cieties, as well as the proper analytical framework (or mode of production)
through which these relations ought to be categorized and understood.*
Hovering over these historiographical nodes was the reigning paradigm of
social history, in which economic relationships were understood to be the
primary driver of historical change, and to offer the most perceptive lens
into the broader arc of history’s march toward the present.

Migrant labor was well-positioned to feature prominently in all of these
historiographies. For labor historians, migrant workers presented a dis-
crete group of individuals whose actions—protests, evasion, strikes, and
so on—could be clearly catalogued as an example of the interlocking dy-
namics of structure and agency as workers confronted the onset of colonial
rule.® For economic historians, migrant laborers instantiated the changes
wrought by colonial rule in a particularly vivid way, as the dramatic rise
of migrant wage labor—especially in eastern and southern Africa—made
clear the scale of the transformations inaugurated by colonial capitalism.®
For historians participating in debates over African modes of production,
migrant laborers’ movement between work and home made it possible to
extend critical analyses of capitalist transformation and its attendant mod-
els into regions that had not been previously subjected to rigorous mate-
rialist analysis, having instead been considered largely unaffected by such
transformations, owing to the fact that capitalist enterprises in many parts
of colonial Africa were limited in number and geographically concentrated
into a few limited areas.”

In the late 1980s and 1990s, however, the previously vibrant histo-
riography of migrant labor entered into significant decline. One reason
for this was the global turn toward neoliberalism, which decimated labor
movements around the globe and robbed labor of its vitality as an agent
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of social change.® Another was the profound shift in the methodology of
historical inquiry, particularly in North America and Great Britain, as Clio’s
theoretical oracle moved from Marx to Foucault.” As part of this shift, a
number of scholars began critiquing social history as an ahistorical and
narrowly Eurocentric teleology masquerading as a universally applicable
method of analysis.'® Scholars increasingly favored cultural dynamics as an
object of study and as a lens into historical change, moving away from the
materialist approaches that had previously dominated academic discourse.
Historians of Africa, reflecting these changes, began to increasingly exam-
ine colonial rule in the registers of identity and culture, rather than class,
and the themes of African resistance and colonial domination gradually be-
came a less favored field of study.” Instead, historians of Africa grew more
attentive to social dynamics outside of the colonial encounter, while the
subsequent turn toward transnational history brought a renewed interest
in the workings of empires.'? As historians shifted to focus on global and
local spaces, their studies no longer mapped onto the colonial interactions
brokered by migrant labor.

Put more plainly, historians working in the 1990s were asking ques-
tions for which migrant labor was less likely to provide the answer. Those
histories of migrant labor which were written after the shift away from so-
cial history embodied the changing historiographical trends of their time.
Perhaps the most influential, Frederick Cooper’s Decolonization and Afri-
can Society, examined labor against the backdrop of European empires, re-
flecting the turn toward more global histories of Africa. Other histories of
migrant labor paid far more attention to questions of identity—especially
gender and race—than had their predecessors, showing how cultural mark-
ers joined with class divisions to shape African labor history.’® Some au-
thors staked stronger claims, making clear arguments for the preeminence
of culture over class in driving historical change, and inverting the logic of
their materialist predecessors by embedding migrant labor’s rise within the
sociocultural logic of African workers. Thus, rather than assuming that Af-
rican cultural dynamics had been subsumed into a more “objective” identity
among workers who came to form part of a defined class, they showed how
the dynamics of colonial capitalism were dependent upon, and responded
to, the cultural imperatives of African workers.**

The wave of cultural histories of migrant labor which appeared in the
first half of the 1990s represented the final spurts of migrant labor histo-
riography, as the subject largely disappeared from African history there-
after. Recently, however, African labor history has shown signs of a revival.
In part, this is attributable to broader shifts within the discipline. Histori-
ans have shown a renewed interest in economic history, at the same time
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that economists have shown a renewed interest in the history of econom-
ics, producing new calls for historians to reconsider questions that have
lay dormant for the past couple decades.’> Much of the new interest in
economic history has taken the form of histories of capitalism, a subfield
whose practitioners have been celebrated in popular media as providing
important historical insight into present-day socioeconomic dilemmas.*
At the same time, the leading exemplars of the “new economic history”
have not restricted themselves to economic questions. Instead, they have
pushed beyond conventional definitions of “economic history” to address
a wide swath of social and cultural life, from the impact of actuarial calcu-
lations upon the discourse of individuality to the imbrication of religious
life with big business.!” Nonetheless, the newfound interest of economic
historians in examining subjects beyond economics has rarely extended to
labor, as authors have instead looked at other facets of economic life to
investigate the history of capitalism.

This is a curious omission, which deserves to be addressed. The arti-
cles in this special issue move in that direction, helping to bridge the gap
between labor history and economic history more broadly, showing how
workers interacted with the economic systems in which they were embed-
ded. They also contribute to the emerging focus on global labor history, a
recently growing field which has helped reinvigorate interest in labor as a
subject of historical study, outside of the exhaustive theoretical debates of
previous decades.’ More prosaically, the new interest in global labor his-
tory has helped reconnect historians of labor working in the United States
with their counterparts working in Europe and the Global South, where
the decline of labor history within academia was never quite as sharp nor
as steep as it was in North America.'® Over the last few years, a trickle of
books has begun to reappear on African labor history, alongside an import-
ant special issue of International Journal of Labor and Working-Class History
on the same subject, providing innovative theoretical approaches to what
was previously considered well-covered ground.?

This special issue of African Economic History contributes toward this
rediscovery of African labor history, and especially the history of migrant
labor, by reexamining the subject through the emerging historical para-
digm of mobility.* In uniting around the framework of mobility, the arti-
cles in this special edition implicitly interrogate some of the assumptions
attached to the term “migration,” and with it seek to recover some of the
possibilities foreclosed by previous histories of migrant labor.?? In particu-
lar, mobility speaks to a sense of possibility that previous histories of mi-
grant labor have not generally emphasized. Most histories of migrant labor
have focused upon excavating migrant labor’s specific examples, and with
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good reason, as this makes it easier to more clearly delineate the history
of labor itself and its changes over time. Nonetheless, migrant labor was
never a foreordained outcome, nor a singular path between fixed points, as
workers navigated plural possibilities of wage labor across a broad spatial
arena. Migrant workers never relinquished their capacity to move into and
out of migrant labor, to move between different types of migrant labor, or
to move between different industries and different destinations. Examin-
ing how workers used their mobility to engage migrant labor’s possibilities
opens up a new dimension through which to utilize and query labor’s role
in shaping the history of Africa.

The articles in this special issue take up these avenues of scholarly in-
quiry, using mobility to push forward the field of migrant labor history,
both historically and historiographically. Historically, they use the mobility
of migrant workers to answer a wide range of historical questions, from the
affective ties that linked workers across borders and across continents to
the tactics used by state and non-state actors to channel otherwise mobile
workers to particular destinations. Conceptually, they use migrant work-
ers’ physical movement to cross the disciplinary borders that continue to
surround histories of migrant labor. Histories of migrant labor, particularly
during the heyday of the discipline, tended to examine labor as a subject in
itself, since the vitality of labor history made it possible for historians to
analyze workers and work as a closed system, and to direct their analysis
toward other historians interested in the same questions. In contrast, the
articles in this edition use mobility to question migrant labor’s links to the
economy and society in which it took place; as with the new paradigms of
economic history, which use the economy as a lens into broader historical
processes, so too do the articles in this special issue use labor to illuminate
broader social, cultural, and political changes.

The first of the articles, Ireen Mudeka’s history of female migrants from
Nyasaland to Southern Rhodesia, seeks to move beyond the enduring an-
alytical boundary between male migrant workers and female migrants.
For many decades, historians focused entirely on the first of these cate-
gories, accepting and utilizing colonial gender norms which defined mi-
grant wage labor as an inherently male activity. Under this explanatory
framework, women who migrated were placed into an array of hazily un-
defined categories—as non-economic migrants, or as wives accompanying
their husbands, or as informal workers who were only partially incorpo-
rated in the wage labor economy, or finally as unusual exceptions to the
generalized rule.”® A strong counter-current of historical work has inter-
rogated these assumptions, demonstrating that gender boundaries were
never as clear as colonial rulers envisioned or as subsequent historians
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imagined.”* Mudeka’s article further contributes to this reevaluation,
showing the extent and the historical importance of women’s migration,
even despite colonial legislation that blocked such migration from legally
taking place. Mudeka’s richly textured exploration of the methods through
which women used their mobility to improve their working and living con-
ditions feeds into a broader historiography of the links between gender
and migrant labor in colonial Africa. It also shows the importance of join-
ing social and cultural mobility alongside physical migration in historical
analyses of migrant labor.

Along those same lines, Paul Ocobock’s article on young migrant work-
ers in Kenya, and Isaie Dougnon’s article on young migrant workers moving
from Mali to Ghana, provide an important picture of the multiple registers
in which migrant workers utilized their mobility. Migrant workers were, of
course, using their physical mobility as a tool for economic advancement,
as they sought out more highly paid and more highly skilled jobs—the mo-
tivation traditionally highlighted by historians and economists studying
migrant labor. But they were also using their physical mobility to advance
their social and cultural mobility, as their newfound status as migrants who
had successfully traveled significant distances and earned significant in-
comes made it possible for them to radically enhance their social and cul-
tural standing.”® Dougnon’s article shows how Dogon migrants used their
mobility to acquire both material goods (particularly clothing) and special-
ized skills (particularly new languages); the act of having gone to Ghana to
acquire these goods gave them enormous cultural cachet, forging an oth-
erwise disparate group of migrants into an identifiable social and cultural
bloc—what Dougnon aptly terms “cultural heroes.” Mobility was also im-
portant in propelling the social advancement of young male workers, an
important dynamic highlighted by Ocobock’s article, which offers an espe-
cially insightful look into the ways that labor mobility provided young men
with new tools for debating socially recognized markers of maturity and
masculinity with their elders, as well as new ways of attaining markers of
adulthood and belonging. This process of social ascension is equally high-
lighted by Dougnon, who persuasively argues that labor was so important
within the social maturation of migrant workers that it became recognized
as a type of initiation rite, a process that ushered young men into the status
of full members of Dogon society.

At the same time, Dougnon and Ocobock use the history of migrants
and the consumer goods they purchased (especially clothing) to link labor
studies to the rapidly growing field of commodity studies. This is an es-
sential contribution to the revitalization of labor history, since it explicitly
connects the history of labor with the history of capitalism, the latter of
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which has frequently taken the form of histories of commodity flows. The
history of capitalism is a rapidly growing subfield, attracting glowing at-
tention from mass media, and producing a slew of new books; the history
of labor has not received nearly as much attention. Yet the distinction be-
tween the two seems somewhat artificial—perhaps a product of a bygone
era, when writing the history of labor implied very different political com-
mitments than writing the history of business (the narrower ancestor of
today’s histories of capitalism). Historians of capitalism have successfully
avoided the exclusive concern with executives and balance sheets that ani-
mated historians of business, and have insightfully investigated the social
and cultural dimensions of economic history. They have also successfully
used the history of capitalism, and especially the history of commodities,
to link together economic and political changes from different corners of
the globe, facilitating a more spatially informed analysis of global history.
Nonetheless, it is not possible to write a history of capitalism without pay-
ing close attention to the workers who produced the things that made capi-
talism function. As Dougnon and Ocobock show, the movements of capital
and commodities were accompanied by, and dependent on, movements of
workers, providing an excellent model for bringing together histories of
capitalism, commodities, and migrant labor.

Enrique Martino is similarly focused upon using mobility and labor to
investigate the economic history of Africa, showing how the labor system
on the ostensibly capitalist cocoa plantations of Fernando Pé perpetuated
many of the practices of slavery well into the middle of the twentieth cen-
tury, and showing how this system changed across both space and time. In
examining the evolution of labor in West Africa from the era of the slave
trade into the era of plantation agriculture, Martino shows how Fernando
P6 placed the seemingly abandoned economic relationships forged by the
slave trade into new imperial templates, thus producing a hybrid social and
economic system.?® At the same time, Martino shows how this diachronic
evolution depended upon new forms of spatialized control, as Fernando
Po’s plantations depended upon the forcible transport of putatively volun-
tary “recruits” to plantations from which they had little contact with the
outside world and little hope of ameliorating their plight. Martino’s article
thus offers a key contribution to the growing historiography on the impor-
tance of mobility in defining forced labor and slavery.”’

While the first four articles use migrant labor to reexamine the eco-
nomic history of colonial Africa, Héctor Guerra Hernandez orients his
history of migrant labor in southern Mozambique in a different direction,
using it to examine the political history of colonial rule, a subject of fun-
damental importance which has recently come under critical scrutiny in
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a number of exciting new histories.”® Like Martino, Hernandez examines
state control over mobility, but he does so to analyze both the operations
of the colonial state and its conceptualization within the cosmology of the
ordinary colonial subjects who were victimized by its predations. Migrant
labor offers a particularly fruitful opportunity for this endeavor; labor mi-
gration predated the establishment of colonial rule, and the mobility of
Africans was aggressively targeted by colonial authorities seeking to im-
pose their authority upon newly colonized subjects. As a result, examining
labor mobility allows Hernandez to undertake a historiographical review
from the “margins” of the colonial state, so as to better contextualize the
colonial state’s operations, as well as how these operations were perceived
by colonial subjects.

Moreover, by examining forced labor and mobility in southern Mozam-
bique during the establishment of colonial rule during the first decades
of the twentieth century, Hernandez is able to follow workers moving be-
tween different political and economic systems, providing a uniquely sit-
uated vantage point into the operation of colonial rule. This expands the
purchase of histories of migrant labor both conceptually and literally. In
the literal sense, workers moving across colonial boundaries can provide a
unique perspective on the “repertoires of power” (to borrow Hernandez’s
phrase) used by colonial rulers, as their simultaneous location inside and
outside of colonial rule makes clear the reach and the limitations of those
repertoires. More broadly, however, this same perspective upon the colo-
nial state, from both its interior and its margins, makes it possible to “pro-
vincialize” colonial rule and more precisely define its impact on indigenous
society.?

Alexander Keese’s article, on forced migrant labor in Congo-Brazzaville,
follows Martino in pursuing forced labor across space and time, while shar-
ing Hernandez’s interest in using labor to investigate the political history
of Africa, crossing significant conceptual boundaries in both directions.
Spatially, his article builds upon his earlier work in forging important com-
parative connections across imperial boundaries in Africa—connections
that have too often been overlooked or assumed by scholars working within
pre-defined colonial borders.*® Along the way, it offers an important meth-
odological insight into the potential utility of administrative records in un-
derstanding the history of forced labor—particularly in contexts, such as
Congo-Brazzaville, where oral research and other forms of local fieldwork
are difficult or impossible.

Finally, Keese’s article crosses important temporal boundaries, interro-
gating the assumed historical shifts in labor practices across different eras
of colonial and postcolonial history in order to address broad questions
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of African political history. Scholars of migrant labor have frequently re-
stricted themselves to comparatively narrow time periods, almost exclu-
sively during the colonial era, especially the rise of migrant labor alongside
the establishment of colonial rule and the era of imperial reform between
World War II and decolonization. Keese’s article bridges these historio-
graphical divisions, in a longue durée history of forced labor in Congo-
Brazzaville, tracing forced labor’s continuities and changes as the territory
evolved from a notoriously harsh playground for concessionary compa-
nies, to a test case for the possibilities of colonial reform, to an indepen-
dent nation-state attempting to chart a newly socialist future. In showing
what changed, and what did not change, across these historical eras, Keese
shows the utility of questioning conventional historical periodizations—
especially into the post-colonial era.

In discussing the historical continuities between colonial and post-
colonial Congo, Keese is helping to break new historiographical ground,
as historians of Africa have rarely ventured into the post-colonial era, in-
stead leaving its study to political scientists and anthropologists. At first,
this disciplinary division made sense, since post-independence Africa was
a contemporary, rather than historical, object of study. By now, more than
50 years after the first wave of African independence, the reluctance of his-
torians to enter postcolonial waters is less easily explained. There are, to be
certain, numerous obstacles to writing the history of postcolonial Africa:
difficulties in gaining access to archival materials, which complicates the
historian’s craft; a shortage of conceptual models among historians more
accustomed to engaging with the dynamics of precolonial and colonial Af-
rica; and, perhaps, the political and ideological complexities of studying
postcolonial regimes whose realities have rarely matched their initial as-
pirations.®! Nonetheless, given the importance of labor in producing path-
breaking studies of colonial rule, it makes sense that historians of labor
should take the lead in studying the changes and continuities that accom-
panied independence. By using postcolonial archives located in France, and
taking seriously the question of colonial inheritances in postcolonial re-
gime, Keese helps breach this temporal barrier.

Marcia Schenck’s article offers a similarly innovative piercing of the
postcolonial wall. Schenck surmounts the difficulties of finding usable
official records for the postcolonial era through a combination of private
archives and, especially, an extensive number of oral histories. Through
these methods, she is able to provide a fascinating look at the experiences
of migrant workers from Mozambique and Angola who went to East Ger-
many in the 1970s and 1980s. Schenck’s extensive interviews with former
workers shows how they understood the worlds being opened to them by
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their intercontinental migrations—both the political commitments they
made in constructing a socialist world between Mozambique, Angola,
and East Germany, and the cultural and social opportunities that flowed
from membership in that world. As with the migrant workers studied by
Mudeka, Dougnon, and Ocobock, it shows how the possibilities attached
to labor migration went beyond the boundaries of labor itself, encompass-
ing escape from the simultaneous risks of civil war and rural stagnation,
as well as the promise of otherwise unattainable opportunities for educa-
tion, travel, and adventure. Schenck’s analysis also extends the temporal
boundaries of this migration beyond the years in which it occurred. First, it
places this migration into the longer history of labor migration in colonial
southern Africa, complementing Keese’s work in showing the continuities
and ruptures in workers’ lives between colonialism and independence. At
the same time, it examines workers’ present-day recollections of their labor
as a politically and intellectually charged process, shot through with both
nostalgia and resentment, and indicative of the many ways that migrant
labor reverberates far beyond the worksite.

Similarly, Jennifer Hart’s article, on the successful attempt of Ghana’s
postcolonial government to reorient the country’s road system to drive
on the right side of the road, offers an important contribution toward ex-
tending labor and economic history past the end of colonial rule. As with
Schenck’s work, Hart circumvents the absence of available archives on the
postcolonial era by consulting alternative sources, in this case marshalling
oral history alongside a wide-ranging reading of contemporary periodicals.
This allows Hart to make a convincing argument regarding the need to pro-
duce more detailed economic histories of postcolonial African nations in
order to fully understand their political valences. In the case of the Ache-
ampong era in Ghana, most existing analyses have adopted a state-centered
focus, examining the failed techno-politics pursued by the military regime.
In contrast, Hart’s article takes up the history of mobile workers, partic-
ularly commercial motorists, within state-sponsored economic change.
This approach allows Hart to make several important contributions. One
is to note that even ultimately unsuccessful regimes, such as that of Col.
Acheampong, were nonetheless successful in bringing about important
social and economic changes, and that their initiatives thus merit more
nuanced scrutiny than overly broad narratives of African state failure. An-
other is to show that the postcolonial economies of African states cannot
solely be examined from a top-down perspective, as previous analyses have
tended to do, since workers played central roles in shaping how state poli-
cies were implemented and experienced. By examining the specific role of
mobile workers within postcolonial Ghana, Hart is able to offer a complex
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evaluation of the histories that produced (to use her phrase) an “econ-
omy of survival and accumulation on multiple scales,” from the local to
the global, and consequently to show the importance of so-called “infor-
mal” labor in brokering large-scale national and regional changes. Taken
together, these arguments point the way toward important new questions
and methods through which historians can more thoroughly investigate
the economic and social history of postcolonial African nations, and thus
more effectively chart the course of African history across the colonial and
postcolonial eras.

The final article, a concluding review by Kathryn de Luna, further rein-
forces the utility of using economic history to challenge existing temporal
divisions within African history. Instead of following Keese and Schenck
in pulling migrant labor history towards the present, she instead traces
the themes examined by the authors into pre-colonial African history. De
Luna’s review article suggests many avenues for fruitful exchange between
historians of Africa’s more recent and more distant pasts. At the thematic
level, de Luna shows how historians of labor can utilize some of the sub-
themes prioritized by historians of precolonial Africa, in order to expand
their conceptions of labor and mobility in more recent eras. Spirit mediums,
for example, have been well-studied by scholars of cultural and religious life
in Africa in both the precolonial and the colonial eras—a powerful cultural
force that thrived in the spatial circuits forged and reshaped by migrant la-
bor networks. Nonetheless, few scholars have placed the cosmological mo-
bility of spirit mediums into the same framework as migrant labor, leaving
the many connections between them largely unexamined. Meanwhile, at
the methodological level, de Luna shows how the primary tool of preco-
lonial historians—Ilinguistic analysis—can buttress historians’ capacity to
understand changes and continuities in ideas about labor, movement, and
society under the shifting labor regimes of the twentieth century. Histo-
rians of migration and mobility in modern Africa, for example, are quick
to take spatial boundaries as a given, without asking important questions
about the ways that these boundaries—and the sense of movement that
they implied—were grafted onto precolonial conceptualizations of prox-
imity and distance; these are questions that might be addressed through a
more careful study of the language which African workers used to describe
their migrations.

Finally, at the conceptual level, de Luna offers a series of valuable sug-
gestions for interrogating labor itself as a historical category. By taking the
question of mobility seriously, she notes, historians of labor and migra-
tion in Africa make it possible to complicate European assumptions about
the meaning of both migration and labor. Thus, by closely examining how
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migrants moved, historians can bring depth to existing portrayals of mi-
gration as a narrowly economic action, showing how the worlds of affect,
cosmopolitanism, and belonging made working across vast distances such
a meaningful action in a person’s life. At the same time, historians of mi-
grant labor in Africa have a particular opportunity to reevaluate what the
term “work” meant to those who undertook it, as well as its role in struc-
turing their social relationships, moving the term beyond its Eurocentric
conception as a narrowly defined spectrum of human activity, and recover-
ing the many ways in which Africans understood and utilized their labor.

This special edition of African Economic History thus contributes not
only to the field of African economic history, but also to the field of eco-
nomic history more broadly, by suggesting the ways that labor history can
push its theoretical assumptions and expand its conceptual boundaries.
By offering new histories of labor that take a broad perspective upon its
role within economic history, these articles show how even a subject as
well-studied as migrant labor can continue to address essential questions
about the economic, social, and cultural history of Africa, demonstrating
both the importance and the possibility of revitalizing labor history as a
tool for studying the African past. There is a reason that labor history once
held such a prominent position within scholarship on Africa. Few other
subjects could unite such a broad range of insightful articles; few other
subjects could bring together contributions from scholars based on four
continents; few other subjects can comment on so many different facets of
African history. By building upon the foundations laid by previous gener-
ations of scholars, and incorporating the insights from more recent schol-
arship, the articles in this special edition show how the labor historians of
the future might continue the work of illuminating Africa’s past.

University of Mississippi
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