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This MPhil option course explores African history by using law, labour and authority as three
interconnected themes through which to analyse social, cultural and political change in colonial and
postcolonial sub-Saharan Africa. The course is divided into two parts: the first module (taught by Dr
Karekwaivanane and Dr Watson) examines law, labour and colonialism in Africa. The second module
(taught by Dr Hunter), takes up these themes in connection to late-colonial and postcolonial Africa,
and also considers how decolonisation and the making of the postcolonial state led to the articulation
of new forms of rights and obligations, along with new ideas about labour and novel ways of
conceptualising authority. Through class readings and seminar discussions, students will engage with
historical methodologies and various modes of critical thinking about the past, as well as primary
source analysis. Rather than providing a survey history of the African continent, this option course
seeks to offer a perspective on the diversity of African experiences of colonialism, decolonisation and

postcolonialism.

The first three weeks of the Michaelmas term module deal with three key debates in the study of law
and colonialism. These are: the role of law in aiding the colonial project; the fortunes of African legal
systems under colonial rule; and finally, how Africans interacted with colonial legal systems and the
varied ways that they asserted individual and collective agency. Drawing on case studies from East
and Southern Africa, we will examine temporal and regional variations in the development of legal
systems during the colonial period, and the diverse forms in which law was deployed, experienced
and contested. Primary sources, such as court records, will be used in class to analyse some of these
issues. The second half of the module uses labour as a lens through which understand colonial social
and power relations. Taking up the theme of agency explored in relation to colonial law, we initially
investigate agency and mobility in connection with histories of labour migration in colonial southern
Africa. The next topic examines these questions in more specific detail through a case study on
labour and the making of the Apartheid state in South Africa, while the final class investigates labour

and the politics of decolonisation in West Africa.

The Lent term module develops the three key themes of law, labour and authority through addressing
one of the central questions in African history: how far did decolonisation constitute a rupture in the
history of twentieth-century Africa? In the first class we examine recent historiography of this transition
through two case studies on Tanzania and Kenya, and consider the extent to which the postcolonial
state constituted a break with the past in the forms of power and authority that it sought to construct.
This theme runs as a shared thread through the remainder of the course, which covers the following
topics: Human rights, the OAU and the UN; Taxation in the postcolonial state; Labour and nation-
building; Gendering authority; and finally, ‘Traditional’ authority in the postcolonial state. Case studies

are drawn from across the African continent, but especially Tanzania.
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This course is divided into two parts. Dr Emma Hunter teaches the first part, ‘Power and Authority in
Twentieth-Century Africa’, in Michaelmas Term. The second part, ‘Themes in the Social History
of Colonial Africa’, is taught in Lent term by Dr Ruth Watson, with assistance from our Smuts

Research Fellow, George Karekwaivanane.

Power and Authority in Twentieth-Century Africa

Dr Emma Hunter, Michaelmas Term

This course explores the social and cultural history of changing ideas about power and authority in
twentieth-century Africa. Rather than focusing purely on states, whether colonial or post-colonial, we
will consider how power and authority were understood in a series of spaces: the village level, the
emerging African press, and African fiction. The course will explore a number of key questions: How
far did competing ideas of ‘modernity’ frame African thinking about power and authority in the
twentieth century? What did new technologies of political engagement, such as the press and political
parties, mean for the exercise of power? How were boundaries between the public and the secret
contested and redrawn? How was the gendered nature of authority reframed over the century? In
what ways were historical narratives deployed to create and legitimise new identities? The focus is
particularly on late-colonial and post-colonial Africa, but this period is examined in the context of
longer-term historical change over the course of the century. Seminars include ‘Microhistories of

Modernity’, ‘Gendering Authority’, ‘Power and Secrecy’ and ‘Writing the Post-Colonial Nation’.
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Themes in the social history of colonial Africa

Dr Ruth Watson, Lent Term

This course presents an overview the social and cultural history of colonialism in Africa. Each week,
we will focus on a specific theme to illuminate the various ways in which Africans lived and
experienced colonial rule during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries — sometimes as oppression,
commonly as coercion and, occasionally, as opportunity. Themes to be explored include colonial
health and medicine, literacy and colonial consciousness, marriage and sexuality, colonial law and
punishment, wage labour and industrial time, as well as urban leisure and popular culture. Through
exploring various these various approaches to Africa’s colonial past it is hoped that we will develop a
deeper understanding of the processes of cultural adaption that characterised colonial societies in
Africa.
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