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STRATEGIES AND TACTICS OF I~TIOO OF 
AFRICAN ltaRJB'E~: THE ~E OF 

OiRISTIAN MISSIOOIZATIOO VIOLENCE IN EAST AFRICA 

By 

Wanaltayi K. Qaoka 

Introduction: The Ruling Approach to the Missionaries' Role 

An examination of the literature on social change in 
East Africa in the light of slavery , col cnizatioo , and post
colonization shows general agreement among writers that the 
activities of 0\ristian missicnaries have had an overall pos
itive effect oo African society . This effect is the allegedly 
higher associatioo of these activities , more than those of any 
other European group, with the emergence in African society of 
certain personality attributes, interpersonal relationships, 
and dimensions of institutional sectors which are used as in
dices of modernization .l 

'Dle early expansion of monopoly capitalism into East 
Africa, to which 0\ristian missionization was instrumentally 
llnlted, involved three main groups - Africans, Arabs , and 
Europeans - with fundamentally irreconcil able interests. One 
abiding theme historical and social-scientific literature 
tends to talte, as a criterion for evaluating each group ' s 
involvement, is the extent to which its activities ser ved mission
ization interests. Violence was a central feature of the 
involvement, but the conventionalized mode of treating it is 
unmistakably lopsided in that the violence of Arab slave 
raiders against Africans and of Africans defending their free-
dom and independence against external (Arab and European) 
aggressioo is at once categorically condemned and invoked as a 
major reason for imposing colonial-imperialism on Africans, 
whereas the violence of Europeans - and particularly that of 
missionaries with which this paper is concerned - against 
Africans is methodically eschewed or glossed over. Hitherto 
this has been the ruling approach to the missionaries 1 role in 
social change in African society . It is an approach which at once 
forecloses consideration of violent tactics of missionization 
and fosters analyses whose cooclusioos readily lend themselves 
to being entered on the credit side of the balance sheet of 
missionaries 1 activities in African society. Typically , his
torical and social-scientific writing about missionaries ' 
activities in East Africa obfuscates coercive and violent 
tactics of missionization by reconstructing and intexpreting 
missionaries' behavior towards Africans in unduly positive 
terms. 'lbe literature on 0\ristian missionization is replete 
with both factual and mythical effects of missionaries 1 

43 



activities on African society , but the role of violence in pro- ' 
ducing these real and imagined positive effects is traditionally 
treated as a sacred-cow which it would be at ooce an act of 
sacrilege and obscenity to analyze . 

'lbe first part of this paper coostitutes an attempt to 
desecrate the sacred-cow , i.e. , a depiction of the role of vio
lence as an instrument of Olristian missioo.ization. Basic to 
this treatment of violence are two assumptioos. First, the vio
lence was an expression of conquest and colooial domination. 
Second, the violence was rational and normal. (Missionaries ' 
acts of violence against Africans were rational in a dual sense: 
first, the acts were consonant with missionaries ' individual as 
well as group interests , not alien interests, secon d , the acts 
were consistent with their actor's own objectiive, in which the 
emotional wellsprings of acting violently did not short-circuit 
the objective into affective discharges but the 61110tional well
springs themselves became the driving force of a systematically 
planned strategy consonant with individual and group interests . ) 
'lhe first assumption renders inadmissible here any attribution 
of missionaries 1 violent activities to h'UIIIan nature. 'lbe sec
ond assumption precludes as not valid non-goal oriented and 
chance explanation of missionaries 1 violence. central to the 
analysis is violence as an efficient structural means of ads
sionization and not as a psychopathological or moral probleJII 
in the behavior of missionaries. Hence, naturalistic, psych.i
atric, adventitious, and moralizing explanations of missionaries • 
violent activities are rejected . More specifically, not only 
are the dynamics of missionaries 1 violence explicated but ex
ception is taken to what amounts to an illogically exonerative 
view that missicmaries • use of violence for proselytization vas 
so rare as to be considered nonexistent , that they used violence 
or coercion only as a last resort under extremely unusual cir
cumstances, and that the way they acted in aucb c.ircuastancea 
did not fit into their normal pattern of behavior towards 
Africans . It was through anthropologists, initially relying 
partly upon missionaries ' amateuristic anthropological descrip
tions of African camnunities, that African society vas brought 
into the world of academia. Moreover, because of their early 
start and domination of the study of African culture and soci
ety, anthropologists tremendously influenced the perspectives 
of sociologists, poll tical scientists , and eCCI'lom.ists with re
spect to their study of Africans. It is therefore primarily 
to anthropologists that one has to turn for explanation and 
understanding of why retrospect it has been an academic virtue 
to eschew missionaries' violence . 'lhe second part of the paper 
focuses attention upon why anthropologists conventionally 
brushed aside colonizer-on-colonized (European-on-Arican) vio
lence of which missionaries' violence vas part and parcel. 'lhe 
objective of the paper as a whole is to shed light on the role 
of Olristian missionary violence in integrating East Africa, at 
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the periphery , into the world capitalist system. 

Dynamics of Christian Proselytization Violence 

Activities of building mission stations were carried 
out in the face of considerable African opposition . They in
cluded long marches by different contingents composed of dozens 
of Africans and one to three missionaries. The opposition, 
organized by political and religious leaders, consisted of 
preventing the contingents in either ~assing through their 
country or building stations therein. Each contingent was not 
only aggressively prepared to confront such opposition but for 
most of its African members it was an organization into which 
they were coercively drafted. Being aware that these coerced 
draftees would not hesitate to reject the role of porter im
posed upon them, by deserting whenever they found a chance to 
do so, missionaries frequently used violence to forestall acts 
of attempted desertion. 

The movement of large caravans over long dis
tances in the interior drove [European] men 
to desperate measures. No less a man than 
Mackay, the evangelist to Buganda, was capa
ble of shooting and wounding four porters . .. 
on grounds that his action had been a legiti
mate way of dealing witb mutiny .... For many 
situations ..• the absence of public opinion 
and established standard of morals led 
{European] men to do deeds less than Christian 
and sometimes less than civilized.3 

Obviously, shooting Africans was the single most effective 
tactic of conquering and imposing colonial rule over them. 
The important point to recognize in this connection is not 
that by virtue of their position in "the scale of animals"4 

African "natives were merely made to be conquered and ruled, .,s 
although this view was certainly not uncommon among the Euro
pean intelligentsia; rather, it is that the Europeans' posses
sion and use of firearms in their encounter with Africans 
constituted the quantifying factor which transformed quality 
(violence) into quantity (thousands of African victims of the 
firearms), and by that very fact facilitated building stations 
and off-stations units by weakening African opposition to 
European power. 

In the course of their Christianization activities -
especially in the early period - missionaries tried to adopt 
the method by which Northern and western Europe were Christian
ized.6 According to that method, 

tbe conversion of a king or chieftain was 
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normally the decisive point in the conversion 
of a country. The king' s decision entailed 
the decision of nobles and eventually that 
of the people as a whole.1 

When missionaries realized that the pattern of conversion in 
Europe could not be repeated in East Africa, they switched to 
securing both safety and permission from kings8 to proselytize 
without pestering them personally with conversion. Where per
mission was granted the king was apprehensive that, since be 
had rejected conversion, missionaries might \Dldermine his 
power and have him replaced by a Christian convert. Consequent
ly, he saw to it that the central mission station was located 
in the vicinity of his residence in order for missionaries ' 
activities to receive necessary supervision.9 On their part 
missionaries welcomed such location, because they were thereby 
protected from attacks by groups that were disadvantaged 
politically or religiously on account of missionaries ' acti vi
ties; but they disliked the limitation an their activities 
entailed by the location. Thus the interaction between African 
political leaders and missionaries in the early period was 
characterized by (a) distrust of missionaries and their follow
ers by the leaders, and (b) missionaries • resentment and covert 
hostility towards the leaders on grounds that their power 
thwarted proselytization. Sooner or later the hostility was 
translated into overt behavior designed to weaken the power of 
the leaders. Among other things, missionaries supplied their 
converts and allies with firearms, and then they either had 
them go to terrorize villagers into becoming Christians or 
missionaries themselves assumed the role of commander if they 
suspected that the expedition of converts and allies might 
falter under villagers • opposition.lO In such encounters what 
the ensuing battles multiplied was not additional converts but 
the gunned down opponents of missionization , whose agony and 
death in effect considerably slowed down effective opposition 
to proselytization as well as colonial conquest . 

In the course of catechesis , Afr icans were struck if 
they questioned this or that aspect of missionaries ' dogma, 
converts and catechumens were flogged i£ they missed attending 
church service; youngsters whom missionaries took into mission 
stations to be trained as local evangelists were physically 
punished if they attempted to leave station premises and re
turn to their families .ll It was by virtue of the total.itarian 
underpinning of their world assUIIptions that leaders of the 
Church through centuries relied, among other things , upon 
methods of greedy organization and hegemonic control to spread 
Christianity. Since these methods in practice amounted to a 
species of fascism, it follows that violence - an inherent 
structural feature of fascism - against catechumens , catechists , 
and potential evangelists at mission stations was a rational 
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expression of the "fascistic power structure of the OlUrch nl 2 

which the expansion of Christianity required. The viol ence 
was proper and f~mctionally compatible with the Church ' s goal 
of world-ide expantri.on. Yet Ol iverl3 and Kieran distort the 
rationality of this violence , which was iJiperatively coordinated 
as an instrument of capitalist- iJiperialist accumulation , by 
infusing it with hackneyed moralism. Kieran, for exa~~ple, 
decidedly asserts that 

missionaries bad behaved brutally and had 
lacked a sense of elementazy justice . These 
incidents were the fault of human nature 
rather than of policy, caused by bad temper 
and intolerance of [African] human frailties •14 

'11le attribution of missionaries ' violence to human 
nature is si.Jipllstic mystification, and the view that their 
brutality was not a reflection of proselytization policy is in 
terms of the logic of this paper preposterous. The argument 
that missionaries had l acked a sense of elementary justice is 
untenable, not because they were individual men and women with
out any sense of justice, but because the notion of justice is 
a central presupposition of the traditional practice of philan
thropizing and -llorizing missionaries ' intrusion into African 
society , thereby making its degree of ~rnization a virtuous 
duty of colooial-illlperialism of which the intrusion was at once 
a means and an expression. In view of African opposition to 
missionaries as conquerors , what was technically relevant to 
them, in the light of large-flcale proselytization as their 
major goal , was not considerations of justice but effective 
coordination of violence as an instn.mt of attaining the goal. 
Indeed, rejection of the notion of justice with respect to 
proselytism is in order here. In line with the ass~.~~~ption of 
this paper that missionization was conquest , it is submitted 
that since there is not, and never was , any code of ethics for 
both conquering and being conquered, there is no moral standard 
for evaluating either the justice or the injustice of a given 
act of conquest that is valid for both the conquered and their 
conquerors. Hence , it is ludicrous to argue that missionaries 
(conquerors) lacked a sense of justice in their behavior to
wards Africans (conquered) • The view that missionaries' bru
tality was due to human nature is inane . Human nature is a 
supernaturalistic notion which at its 11108t conventional has no 
heuristic use in the context of social behavior, although its 
ideological value is considerable. '1'he notion can be and is 
usuall y invoked either in the absence of knowledge of causal 
factors or to cloak the factors , if their being known to all 
parties on whom they have effect might be detrimental to par
ticular powerful vested interests. 

Missionaries had an abiding preoccupation with the 
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"i1111110rality " of Africans . '!he payoffs of this preoccupation 
in terms of activities of p r oselytism climaxed in the years 
between the two WOrld Wars because during thi s period sermons , 
among other things, became institutionalized der isive harangues 
of African culture and vilifying exhortations of Africans to 
abandon their "immoral" and "sinful" ways by embracing Olris
tianity. '!he extent to which this virulent ca~~paign against 
African culture and society served proselytization rested 
largely on physical violence and coercion. During the same 
period Bertrand Russell argued, among other things , in connec
tion with Christian moral values as follows: 

The purpose of moralists is to improve men's 
behaviour. This is a laudable ambition, 
since their behaviour is for the most part 
deplorable . But I cannot praise the 1110ralist 
either for his particular improvements he 
desires or for the methods he adopts for 
achieving them . .. . In the ordinary man or 
woman there is a certain amount of active 
malevolence •... It is customary to cover 
this with fine phrases; about half conven
tional 1110rality is a cloak for tbis ... . It 
is shown in the thousands of ways, great and 
small: .. . in the Wlbelievable barbarity with 
which all white races treat Negroes.lS 

For Russell, among others, a liberal whom one might not 
have taken for an unexceptional critic of moral values in 
bourgeois society, the physical violence of missionaries against 
Africans was largely sadistic acts emanating from passion, not 
reason. 16 Theoretically one might not want to deny the exis
tence of a sense in which there was a sadistic element in some 
of the missionaries' brutalities. Nevertheless, to resort to 
sadism to explain missionaries' violent behavior towards Afri 
cans has two serious flaws. First, it iaplies that the beha
vior was deviant and, therefore, neither consistent with mis
sionaries ' role expectations nor in conformity with the social 
values and norms that undergirded missionization. In this way 
violence is rendered atypical of missionaries ' behavior, there 
by foreclosing treatment of it (violence) as a systemic struc
tural means of proselytism. To put the matter differently, the 
attribution of missionaries' violence to sadism implies denial 
of a theory of missionary violence applicable to all missionaries. 
Second, to the extent that sadism is a pathology (a form of 
mental illness) , and to the extent that mentally ill persons 
are incompetent (deranged), they are not accountable for their 
acts of violence against Africans. That is to say, according 
to the theoretical thrust of this analysis the sadistic view 
of missionaries' violence is a justification of it. 
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It is a considered view of this wrl ter that the brutal
ities of missionaries were normal because they constituted a 
structuring component of the process of colonial- imperialist 
accumulation which was essential for metropolitan material com
fort as well as leisure and fun of the bourgeoisie . l7 Renee, 
the attribution of these brutalities to passion has the ahis
torical and absurd implication that the process of accumula
tion was irrational . Missiona.ries ' violence was a rational 
objectification of colonial-imperialism as an instrument of 
capitalist industrialization. Max weber , the intellectual 
progenitor of Western "experts" on social and cultural barriers 
to modernization of African society ,18 regarded reason as bour
geois reason and capitalism as the highest form of socioeconcm
ic rationality .19 Accordingly , capitalist accumulation was 
rational, and it was rational because it was operated by ratio
nal methods which included missionaries ' violence, not passion 
or irrationality. Europeans' conquest and colonization of 
Africans was a qualitative-transformative~evelopmental process 
of capital in action by virtue of which the order and organi
zation of imperialist oligopolies epitomized bourgeois reason. 
By virtue of its inherently coercive social relations of pro
duction as well as its glaringly uneven distribution of the 
products of social labor, capitalism--particularly in the 
African stream of its colonial-imperialist stage--made violence 
an imperative structuring feature of its dynamics; and because 
colonial-imperialism was a means of capitalism and missioniza
tion was a coq:x>nent of colonial-imperialism missionaries had 
to behave violently towards Africans • Indeed, Thomas carlyle I 
a publicist champion of European--and especially British--in
trusion into African society, whose views not only resonated 
Europeans • prevailing climate of opinion about Africans but 
influenced missionaries' behavior towards them, captured the 
attitudinal essence of bourgeois reason which gave order and 
organization to conquest and domination of Africans when he 
jingoistically said: 

I never thought the "rights of negroes" 
worth ... discussing, . . . in any form; 
tbe grant point, as I once said, is the 
migbt:s of men,--what portion of their •'rights" 
tbey bave a chance of getting sorted out, and 
realized .•. in this . . . world . 20 

Both accepting and practicing the carlylian view by missi~n 
aries among others were not aberrations; they were reqU1re
ments ' of bourgeois ~ason which objectified itself, among other 
thi s as Christian missionization and without which capital
istn!e;ipheralization of Africa by Euro- America would not have 

occurred. 

If colonial conquest was necessary to secure safety of 
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missionaries, it was certainly not sufficient for extensive 
proselytizati.on. Great distances and slow COIIIIIIunication mili
tated against extensive 0\ristianization, thereby facilit.ating 
effective opposition to it . The basis for overcoming this op
position was constituted by railways1 and missionaries were 
foremost in advocating the building of railways to render more 
efficient the violent containment of African opposition to 
0\ristianization and capitalist engulfment. COnsider , in this 
respect, the following exhortation of 8 . M. Stanley, whose 
role was secular, by A. M. Mackay , whose formal role was reli 
gious: 

I see in you the only hope for this region, 
in your getting Sir William Mackinnon to see 
that: ••. they {Imperial British East Africa 
Company capi t:alist:s] join the lake {Victoria] 
with the coast by a line, let it at first: be 
so rough. Jiben they have got that:, they will 
have broken the backbone of native {African] 
cant:ankerousness.21 

Although I am not concerned with linguistic violence here, it 
is clear that the above words bespoke inevitable physical vio
lence against Africans. Mackay, a missionary who shot at least 
four Africans, saw violence as the Eans by which to create the 
sort of social order he desired in East Africa, and that is 
what he repeatedly coiiiDunicated to Stanley and other agents of 
the Imperial British East African Company . As to physical 
violence, the relevant point is not that the initiative to con
struct railways belonged to the imperialist bourgeoisie rather 
than missionaries; rather, it is that missionaries' exhorta
tions and pro-conquest propaganda con.stituted a harbinger of 
cruelties which were committed against villagers as forced 
labor for railway construction was exacted frCID them. 

Railways technically improved the operation of imperial
ist counter-insurgent activities which were no more valuable to 
o::olonial administrators than missionaries. Not only did de
ploying troops to suppress insurgence against arbitrariness of 
colonial rule and terroristic proselytization become faster , 
but missionaries and some of their converts followed in the 
wake of the suppressions and carried out massive depoliticiza
tion, the essence of which consisted in preaching nonresistance 
and enjoining Africans to become 0\ristians. If missionaries 
disapproved of injuries and killings of such suppressions , it 
was not because they thought the suppressions to be unethical; 
it was because the injuries and killings in effect disoouraged 
rather than encouraged Africans to become 0\ristians. 

The core of depollticization was schooling, for it was 
through schools that social norms and values congenial to 
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Christianization were systematically inculcated in pupils and 
students with such dogmatism and authoritarianism that it be
came exceedingly difficult for them not only to dist inguish 
fact from fiction or unadulterated ethnocentric bias from de
tached factual truth, but to develop a sophisticated under
standing of their social reality as a dominated people whose 
society and culture were being disoriented. Indeed, the es
sence of schools as totalitarian and physically coercive organ
izations is reflected in the following words of Bishop Steere, 
an early architect of missionization tactics in East Africa: 
One way of mission work is to take natives into tutelage, to 
make them live by order and work when and as they are bid
den. 22 In certain COIIIDunit.ies Christian mission schooling was 
instantly recognized as undermining the network of social rela
tionships which gave order and organization to community life . 
In such coiiiDunities--which were at once unencumbered by ambiva
lence towards Europeans ' value system and determined to halt 
the advance of the cultural disorientating effects of schools 
onto their members--the most defensive response to mission
aries was to deny schools access to youngsters . And that meant 
absolute refusal to send them to school. When, therefore, 
warrant chiefs (appointed African extensions of colonial rule 
at the local level) encountered opposition in their attempt-
by order of missionary and colonial masters - -to have youngsters 
go to school, they and other African adjuncts of mission
colonial power resorted to coercion and physical violence as 
a means of getting parents to allow children to go to school ; 
and youngsters who were reluctant to go were lashed and forced 
to do so.23 

Prom the very beginning of missionization and colonial
ism there were continuous acts of individual or group refusal 
to couply with orders of missionaries and colonial administra
tors . 'lbese acts --insofar as they reflected recognition of 
both missions and colonialism as hegemonic totall tarianism 
which must be done ~rt~ay with--served the course of missioniza
tion to the degree to which they contributed to hastening the 
adoption of tactics of domination that increased the frequency 
of mission- colonial coercion and brutalities, by making 
Africans' self-preservation tantamount, in a sense, to renounce
ment of organized collective violence against the interests that 
at once constituted and ruled status quo. The most effective 
of th.ese tactics--where it was applied--was constituted by so
called native reserves. By virtue of the expediential element 
in missionization plus the totalitarian underpinning of mission
aries' disposition towards Africans, missionaries actively sup
ported the settlerist policy of herding Africans into "native 
reserves.n24 Not only was this herding a violent process during 
which Africans, defending their land rights, were massively 
gunned down, but it was also a methodical dispossession by vir
tue of which hundreds of thousands of them were decapitalized. 
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Missionaries ' support of herding Africans into "native reserves" 
was plainly a conscious course of action rationally pursued 
for the specific purpose of facilitating proselytization in 
two ways. First , missionaries desired and preferred concen
trating most of their activities in densely populated areas, 
because it was easy to have access to a lot of people and thus 
increase the number of converts rapidly . The "native reserves, " 
by virtue of being crowded, met this ideal situation. Second, 
in pre-colonial times if a ruler became overweening , groups 
could emigrate or communi ties could secede . Colonialism in 
general and "native reserves" in particular put an end to this 
political right to emigrate or secede, and , thus, deprived 
people of one very effective weapon against coercive and vio
lent missionization . 

Christian proselytization started long after Islam 
was established in certain areas of East Africa . In such 
areas the major target of Christianization was constituted by 
adherence of indigenous African religious practices, whose 
number far exceeded that of Moslems . Tbe affairs of Moslems 
were thus seemingly free from missionaries ' religious and 
secular intrusion, which was motivated by, among other things, 
a demand to meet conscripted labor needs of the imperialist 
bourgeoisie who used their wealth to promote missionaries' 
activities, and missionaries ' activities, reciprocally , to pro
mote their wealth. When the pressure of these activities in 
terms of their religious and extra- religious functions was in
tensified, some families or whole groups adhering to indigenous 
religious practices turned to Islamic ones . But this swl.tch to 
Islam tended to exacerbate rather than halt violence as a 111eans 
of missionizing and procuring labor. In situations where 
chiefs (irrespective of religious affiliation) were allied with 
missionaries, the latter's political influence mediated by 
local congregations and Church elders shielded Christian con
verts (while their number was small) from the infamous coloni
al forced labor, because, if and when the chiefs were under 
pressure to turn out men to work on government projects or 
private capitalist schemes, it was non-christians who were 
conscripted.25 Forced labor was naturally and universally 
hated; the requirement that chiefs turn out men to work on the 
said projects and schemes "could only be fulfilled through vio
lence and physical coercion."26 This practive of exempting 
Olristian converts from conscripted labor bad the effect of 
compelling many adherents of indigenous African religion or 
Islam to switch to Christianity in order to avoid forced labor, 
but when Christian converts became numerous, switching to 
Christianity did not offer protection from forced labor any 
more than switching to Islam or sticking to indigenous African 
religion offered such protection . Clearly, missionaries made 
no attempt to protect their converts from forced labor as they 
had done when converts were still small in number· That was 
by no stretch of imagination a nefarious act of connivance by 
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missionaries. In thus consenting to violence (forced labor) 
against Christian converts missionaries were behaving rational
ly: slave trade had put tremendous wealth in the possession of 
the imperialist bourgeoisie, who used part of it to finance 
missionaries' activities as instruments of furthering accumu
lation of more wealth. Hence, missionaries could not rational
ly be opposed to the labor which produced and was producing 
the very wealth that supported their activities. 

Because theirs was an institution (church) which was 
organized for material combat, missionaries logically held 
that "to saoe it belongs to teach and govem; to others, to be 
subject to obey . "27 'Ibis master belief was a fundamental ing.re
dient of the disposition of missionaries towards their converts. 
'!be totalltar:ian natu.re of the disposition made unquestioning 
obedience on the part of converts a basic requirement of the 
.relationship between them and missionaries . Typically the 
obedience was not voluntarily forthcoming; it was exacted by 
intimidation or coercion and physical violence . 'Ibis violence 
sustained itself through its failu.re to tum forced obedience 
into willing obedience. Sustained violence by a ruling group 
is not only an index of its regime ' s weakness or illegitimacy, 
but it also testifies to the costliness of maintaining the 
regime. COnsistent with the line of reasoning followed in this 
paper, the imperialist bourgeoisie neither thought nor believed 
the colonial .regime to be illeqi timate. '!be relevant issue for 
them was, therefore, not illegitimacy of their power but the 
economic consequences of heavy reliance on coercion and physi
cal violence to pezpetuate their regime--especially much more 
so, in their case, since colonies had to be run at a profit . 
Accordingly, the imperialist bourgeoisie soon recognized that 
stringent law and order as the negation of Africans' rebel
liousness and restiveness could be rendered at once cheap and 
effective not. by continuous escalation of the regime's vio
lence but by supplementing it with sophisticated (not easily 
recognized by the dominated African masses) and apparently non
violent tactics of control. '!be architects and performers of 
those tactics were practitioners of anthropology--a social sci
ence discipline whose emergence is inextricably linked with the 
obsolescence of the Trans-Atlantic slave trade and the birth of 
colonial-imperialism. 

Obliterating Missionization Brutalities 

Every movement of a group that is aggressively organized 
to change dimensions of the social reality of nonmembers h~s 
spokesmen who justify its goals and defend ~e me~s by. which 
to attain them. '!be role of the spokes~ l.S pa~J.san 1n ~e 
sense that it largely consists in describJ.Dg and J.nterpretJ.ng 
only those aspects of the movement's activities that cast the 
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group in positive or neutral light . Such was the role of anthro
poligsts with respect to colonialism as a manifestation of exter
nal bourgeois aggression , of which missionization was part and 
parcel. rt was so much the better for the political economy 
of colonial-imperialism that some early missionaries as mission
ary-anthropologists, the precursors of latter-day academic socio
cultural anthropology, produced descriptive accounts of certain 
aspects of the social life and culture of African communities 
in which they proselytized, that were valuable to col onialist 
containment. Missionary-anthropologists and their successors 
(functional anth1.-opologists), during and after institutionali
zation of anthropology as the sociology of colonized Africans, 
among others, were tied together by a common thread of parti
sanship: namely, methodical exclusion of African -European re
lations from their writings about Africans, although the struc
ture of these relations was central to explanation and under
standing of most aspects of the social behavior of Africans . 
rt was no irony that these "experts" on African society brushed 
aside the relations which were undergirded by European-a1-Afrlcan 
violence: since the colooial-imperiallst universe of discourse, 
whose order and organization determined the academic orientation 
and political outlook of anthropologists, was ideologically28 
mobilized to combat modes of investigation and analysis that 
could not be validated within its context, one could not with 
impunity require of anthropologists, as major parties to the 
definition and coordination of this universe of discourse, that 
they be against the context. That is to say, anthropologists, 
by virtue of their being colonizing in-group members, were be
having rationally when they systematically blotted out from 
their studies violence as means by which their in-group's rights 
and privilieges were exacted from their out-group. 

Anthropologists, like other members of the coloniz.ing 
group 1 were grimly concerned with the problem of law and order 
among the colonized Africans. They had a dual interest in 
coloinialism. The first interest, which was political, was 
served by passing strategic information about the Africans 
they studied to high ranking colonial government officials, 
who then used it to strengthen control over Africans by per
fecting the efficiency of the instruments for breaking the 
Africans' back of resistance against conquest and dcmination . 
Such information was kept secret within the top echelon of the 
colonialist bureaucracy . 29 The second was the career interest 1 

and it was served by publishing largely trifling accowtts of 
aspects of the social and cultural life of African caBWlities 
under domination. 30 That is how anthropologists , as spokesmen 
--in the sense specified above- -of colonialism, obliterated the 
violent realities of mission-colonial domination. rt is part
ly in connection with this rational practice of anthropologists 
not to pay attention to phenanena that really mattered from the 
stand-point of Africans and other colonized peoples that 
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Gouldner recently made the following observation: 

Functional anthropology usuall!l paid little 
attention to the relations between the colo
nial power and the native societ!l, and, when 
it did, it was coDDOnl!l viewed as a form of 
"culture contact• .•••. Its basic posture tottard 
both European and native societies was •• • 
essentiall!l compatible with the maintenance 
of European dOIIdnation and with the inhibition 
of the political autonoJII!I and industrialization 
of colonial areas. And this was c0111patible with 
the basic policies of colonialism. Jlh.ile some 
functional anthropologists conceived it their 
basic societal task to educate colonial admin
istrators, none thought it their duty to tutor 
native revolutionar1es.3l 

Specifically, obliteration consisted in anthropologists' pedan
tic preoccupation with the functional point of view, by virtue 
of which they ceaselessly tried to discover functions where no 
functions oould be discovered; their ahistorical standpoint, 
by virtue of which they misconstrued behavior patterns subli
mating decolonization as expressing African culture; their sys
tematic eschewing of fascistic exploitation (the social rela
tions of production under monopoly capitalism in a colonial
imperialist setting) , by virtue of which their acadeaic acti
vities largely became ritualistic rehashing of trivia; their 
unrelenting search for real or imagined "undiscovered" OCIIIIIIuni
ties , by virtue of which they were unable to develop a theory 
of society under colonial conquest and dc:aination ,32 their 
isolating the caamunity, on which they obtained data for their 
descriptive accounts , fraa the coercive and violent political
economic context which not only made the data but also deter
mined the functional value of the accounts for the on-going 
process of capitalist accumulation. But what in tena of vio
lence constituted the reality of this situation--as experienced 
by Africans who unlike their European oolonializers had no 
spokesmen to write and publish on their behalf about the exis
ting colonial system which was organized against them--in which 
the parading of academic banalities as expert knowledge of 
African society plus theoretical naivet6 became institutional
ized obfuscators of terroristic proselytization , fascistic 
exploitation, and totalitarian domination? '!he reality was 
coosti tuted by colonialist wars, raids, massacres, tortures, 
mutilations, sustained whippings, and collective liquidations: 
the Maji Haji blitzkrieg in which the scores of thousands of 
annihilated Africans broke the morale to rebuff colooial con
quest, and, thus, paved the way for missionization 1 the repres
sion of Dini ya Musambwa in which the shooting to death of 
scores of Africans on account of their opposing Olristianiza-
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tion easier and faster, et cetera. 

'lhe central role of violence in initiating and under
girding extra-continental decapitalization of African society 
remains obfuscated today as it was before political decoloniza 
tion began, because the structure of creating social scientific 
knowledge about the society is still geared to serving the de
capitalization. In this connection it is not surprising that , 
despite political decolonization of most African society , the 
methodological and theoretical orientations of European and 
North J\merican "experts" on Africa are in no sma.ll measure still 
wedded to the imperialist apologia for decapitallzation that 
characterized the anthropological enterprise during the heyday 
of colonial-imperialism. lndeed, in a manner of speaking, 
much effort in African studies which sprouted in Euro- American 
universities and colleges in recent years bas gone into trying 
to show that anthropologists, unlike other groups of extra
continental political intruders into African society , were a 
liberal force committed to protecting Africans from the cultur
al arrogance of missionaries, the intransigence of colonial 
government administrators, and the unfeeling exploitation by 
settlers (farmers) and businessmen . Such is the view of, for 
example, Goldschmidt: 

7'he egalitarianism of anthropological cul
ture . . . was . . . expressed in our 
casual and abundant use of native costume and 
jewelry . . . . We got . . . in direct confron
tation with that other professional species that 
shares our exotic environment--the mission
aries. Missionaries • . . wanted to abolish 
lobola as degrading to the hWII/JJl spirit; we 
leapt to its defense; arguing that it was a 
customary procedure which reinforced social 
ties aJir)ng affinals. We, therefore, in-
sisted ... terms for the payments (e.g . , 
dowry) . . . were tokens of esteem-prestations. 
The evidence from East Africa is clear that • 
the payment is a standard prestation ••.. 
Anthropology has no reason to be gull ty for 
its deeds. Surely the anthropologist, like 
everybod!l in the middle class, has prospered . 
There is no reason to doubt that this Buro
American prosperity was made possible through 
colonialism and neocolonialism. But I find no 
evidence that their actions have served to 
strengthen the colonial bold or to exacerbate 
colonial rule . . . . If we have guilt--other 
than the generalized guilt of the prosperous 
to the very existence of the poor- it is for sins 
of omission. These sins of omission are the 
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:failure to build upon the crude beginnings o:f 
Che uses of anthropology to illuminate prob
lems that exist in the real and everyday 
world . 33 

To 't1l'J mind, the omission that Goldschmidt talks about was in no 
sense an act of sin: omission is a major procedural tactic of 
spoltesmen (ideologists) of a liiOveDent or course. Omissioo of 
European-on-Mrican violence was an effective tactic by which 
anthropologists as ideologists justified the violence which 
colonialism required. Hence to say that omitting to cast 
light upon problems (e . g. , violence) of the real and everyday 
world (colonialist domination) was sin has the Wltenable im
plication that the end (colonialism) which the violence served 
and, thus, made possible the prosperity of Euro-AIIIerica, was 
morally reprehensible. 'lhe overall illplication of Goldschmidt's 
defensive image of the anthropological entexprise is that what 
was central to the research activities of anthropologists was 
not the interests of the colonial regiJE' s beneficiaries but 
those of its victims . 

Contrary to Goldschmidt, I resolutely maintain that 
anthropology--regardless of whether its practitioners were com
mitted to standards of academic professionalism or were mere 
dilettantes--served the ru1ing interests of the colonial reqiJE. 
The service was not a contingent fact of violent realization of 
the interests but an illperatively coordinated instrumental re
quirement of their totalitarian realization, and in no sense 
should the service be construed as occasioned by an unusual 
set of circUIIIStances by virtue of which anthropologists unwit
tingly succUIIIbed to siding with the interests of colonial domi
nation. For ever since anthropology was bom of capitalist 
colooial-illperialism during the last quarter of the nineteenth 
century the political attitudes of anthropologists towards the 
colonized Africans all along consistently fitted into the 
pattem of this domination . Violence rationally used against 
the Africans was at once a means of sustaining colonial domi
nation with which missionaries linked the fate of terroristic 
proselytization and an expression of African-European relations. 
That anthropologists eschewed the inclusion of these relations 
in their studies of Africans aliiOWlted to nothing less than 
their support of the maintenance of the relations. And that 
was rational precisely because they could not be both in active 
support of maintaining the relations and opposed to the means 
(violence) that the maintenance required . Anthropologists' 
field studies which were funded by the powers and interests 
that ruled the status quo usually culminated in advising, approv
ing and legitimizing the use of violence to keep colonialist 
law and order a1110ng Africans. By doing this anthropologists 
were not only rendering an invaluable service to terroristic 
proselytization which linked its fate with the fate of violent 
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colonial domination, but they were neither breaking any kind 
of law nor violating any code of ethics . By serving as 
architects of colonialist policy and consultants to colonial 
administration which was replete with coercion and physical 
violence that served both secular and ecclesiastical goal s , 
the anthropologists were not only c~atibly displaying an 
exemplary loyalty to their in-9roup, but they were also demon
strating the instrumentality of their discipline to violent 
domination which facilitated Christian missionization . 

Conclusion 

This analysis was conceived in the light of the fact 
that since t .he emergence of mercantile capitalism African 
society has never been free from the violence originally 
generated by mercantilism, yet this violence has been ignored 
as a subject of study by social scientists. I focused on 
missionization violence, not because of the allegedly great 
impact which missionaries ' activities have had on African 
society, but because the form and content of these activities 
have been extravagantly idealized and mythicized at the expense 
of fundamental knowledge and clear understanding of the forces 
which account for the origin of dependency and peripheraliza-
tion of contemporary African society. I find violence to be 
the single most continuous and resilient structural component 
of African underdevelopment . I have attempted to depict vio
lence which not only was used to achieve ecclesiastical and 
secular goals but bas methodically been denied entry in the 
balance sheet of missionaries' activities in Bast Africa. In 
doing so, I have neither argued that missionaries were indivi 
uals without moral sense nor implied or suggested that they 
were illiberal persons; rather, I have argued for the ratio
nality and normality (non~viation) of their violence as an 
instrument of proselytization, and viewed considerations of 
ethics, morality, and liberality as irrelevant to the ID8ans of 
.missionization except insofar as such considerations coincided 
with occasions in which the use of violence was perceived to 
be counterporductive to Christianization. I have neither jus
tified missionaries ' use of violence to achi eve their goals no r 
condemned violence in and of itself. For to do so would have been 
to deny a priori real humanity to those groups of people who 
live under violent subjugation and for whom freedom necessar-
ily means the triumph of liberatory violence over sustained 
status quo violence. 

I have conceded that Africanists in anthropology pro
duced social theories but denied that they produced a theory 
of society. What is it that a theory of society does or should 
do that social theories such as those of Africanists in ques
tion cannot do? A theory of society should enable its user to 
analyze existing institutions in the light of the manifest 
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uppermost goals of the society of which they are functional 
components in order not only to understand how it oper ates a.a 
a whole but to determine and assess , under given conditions, 
the potential likelihood of its dominant current trends to be 
maintained, reversed, or terminated. By these criteria there 
is no theory of African society. In retrospect I am led to 
register the point that, if and when such a theory becomes 
available I doubt that it will be a result of efforts on the 
part of Africanists (Western scholars), not because they are 
not capable but because their role as social scientists is 
inextricable connected with certain external (i.e ., extra
scientific) political objectives and interests the pursuit and 
realization of which are at variance with developing a valid, 
reliable, and relevant body of knowledge about African society . 
The fact that these extra-continental scholars dominate writing 
about African society and culture does not refute this point, 
for it is precisely this domination which is a basic illpediment 
to the development of a continental African intellectual tra
dition with a perspective whereby the analysis of the objec
tives and interests appears not as their mystification but as 
a demystification of the capitalist horrors which have sus
tained and still sustain their realization. 
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