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BOOK REVIEW: The Emergent African Urban Proletariat, by Peter
C. W. Gutkind, Montreal: Centre for Developing-
Area Studies, McGill University; Occasional Paper
no. 8, 1974. 79 + vii pp. $2.00 (Developing
countries: $1.25).

For over twenty-five years now, Peter Gutkind has generously
contributed to the field of African urban socialo?y. A pioneer
in this field, he has, through his many writings,' endeavored
to describe the condition of what Fanon called "The Wretched
of the Earth".2 Indeed, in the editor's words, "his preoc-
cupation has remained the plight of the poor, the oppressed
peoples of the world" (p. i). In many respects, this new mono-
graph published under the auspices of McGill University's Centre
for Developing-Area Studies pursues this original concern. This
work is however, more ambitious in its methodology, scope and
purpose than any of his previous works: it belongs to the Marxist
tradition of the study of a political economy and it initiates
what the author believes to be "a creative and insightful ap-
proach to the labour history of Africa" (p. v).

Gutkind centers his analysis of the African labor history
during the colonial period around two main questions: how did
the African "working class" see itself during the period 1910-
1950? And how did the European administrations and employers
see the "working class"? Drawing examples essentially from the
calonial history of Nigeria and Kenya, the author shows the pro-
gressive emergence, among the urban "working class" of a con-
sciousness at two levels: first, at a lever that he calls a
“political consciousness", when the workers' awareness of their
situation of dependency, exploitation, oppression and alienation
increases within the colonial society. Such political conscious-
ness can take two forms. It can be either "reactive", in the
sense of "short term efforts to deal with particular and especially
local, circumstances" (pp. 48-49) or "apocalyptic", namely "the
kind of political consciousness which can be transformed into
radical and revolutionary ideology and action" (p. 49). The
second type of consciousness is the "proletarian" or "working
class consciousness", i.e. the emergence of a class conscious-
ness in the Marxist sense of the term, in which the urban workers
realize that their condition cannot be explained in terms of fatal
destiny linked with supernatural forces, but can rather be under-
stood in terms of the economic and political power of other classes
within the colonial society. Such is, in brief, the essence of
Gutkind's argument, an arguement which I find open to a variety
of criticisms, both methodological and substantive.

With respect to the methodology, Gutkind's Emergent...
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the meaning of such concepts as "werkers' and "peasants! as ap-
plied to the African situation.8

Al'though such an analytical distinction is made difficult
by the complexities of situations arising out of the rural-to-
urban migration -- a problem that Gutkind is careful to point
out -- it is still necessary to conduct research on African
social stratification. In this respect, the four sub-divisions
of the working class in Africa offered by V. L. Allen, if not
wholly satisfactory, offer a useful starting point for further
research. Allen distinguishes between (1) those who sell their
labor power, permanently or not; (2) those who use their own
and their families' labor power to product their 1ivelihood
from the land; (3) the traders; and (4) the "lumpenpru]etariat".g

It is difficult to see a clear analytical distinction
between the "proletariat" and the "lumpenproletariat" in Gutkind's
work. If one were to believe Fanon, the proletariat constitutes
a privileged class in the colonial society: :

... in the colonigl territories the proletarict s
the nueleus of the ecolonized population vhich has
begn most pampered by the colontal regime. [The
embryonie proletariat of the touns te in a com-
paratively privileged position. |

Some authors have even gone as far as calling this class a "labor
aristocracy", apparently with some justification:

These workers enjoy incomes three or more times
higher than those of wunskilled laborers and,
together with the elites and sub-elites in
bureaucratic employment in the eivil service
and expatriate concerns, conetitute what we
call the Llabor aristoeracy of tropical Africa.ll

Thus, to the extent that the urban proletariat can be viewed as
being part of the elite, one may not agree with Gutkind that

"The struggle which 1ies ahead might well be between the urban
workers and the ‘lumpenproletariat®’ rather than between these

two groups and the elite" (p. 58). What would be likely to

happen is that the lumpenproletariat would confront the elite

as a whole, the latter including the bursaucratic elite, the
merchant bourgeoisie and the working class which, "because of

the privileged place which (it) holds in the colonial system..,"12

A further problem arises with the author's distinction
between "political consciousness" and "proletarian consciousness".
We are told that "Political consciousness is both an individual



- 149 -

Proletariat uncritically accepts the umiversality of the Marxist
approach. Admittedly, the Marxist approach can yield fruitful
results when applied in seeking an understanding of the concept
of "mode of production' and "social formation"3 as the basis of
class analysis; and Gutkind supplements the approach in defining
the dominant characteristics of a mode of production which would
be specific to traditional African societies., as well as to the
colonial situation itself. But the work makes no reference to
either an "African"4 or "colonial"5 mode of production. To say
that

The Marzian analysis of the colonial state ig based
on the model of class struggle in which two classes,
the exploited and the exploiters, are in fundamental
oppoeition to each other (p. 31‘5

is not very explicit, to say the least. Furthermore, Gutkind's
class analysis does not take into account pre-colonial social
formations in Africa, which are of some relevance to an under-
standing of social stratification in the colonial society. This
he fails to do despite a statement of purpose suggesting that
he would: "The emergence... of an African urban proletariat
must be set in an historical context taking into account the
pre-colonial period" (p. 56).

The monograph should have been much more explicit than it
is in the use of the concept of social class. For, as
Meillassoux points out,

The eonecept of soeial class i8 a vaild instrument
of analysis, given, firstly, that the social evo-
lution of dependent countries is considered as part
of the broader social system constituted by the
economic and political sphere of influsnce of the
dominant foreign power, and, secondly, that a
distinction is made between classes proper and
other dependent social elements which are the
outgrowths of classes.b

It is even more difficult to accept the author's generalized
concept of "working class" that he uses to characterize both
peasants and urban workers. Even though one could agree to
some extent that "it is both sensible and logical to use the term
"working class" to describe workers and peasants in so&ieties
which are satellites to metropolitan capitalist ones",’ it is
also true that the two concepts refer to clearly distinct social
categories. Defining them in terms of common dependence and
exploitation, as Gutkind does, is not very useful analytically,
and only adds to the existing confusion and controversy over
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and a collective manifestation of the exploited; proletarian
consciousness is a consciousness of a working class whether
they be peasants or urban workers" (p. 1), Except for the
author's argument that the proletarian consciousness is a con-
sequence of increased political and economic exploitation by
the colonial power, it is difficult to see the rationale for
the distinction between the two since

The extent and intensity of political comseiousness
among African workerse during the period of coloni-

alism was nurtured by dependency, exploitation, and
oppreseion in which the workers found themselves (p. 50).

Similarly, while the distinction between "reactive" and "apoca-
lyptic" political consciousness seems to be justified to some
extent, it is not clear at which point in time the passage from
one to the other is made, and on which class falls the re-
sponsibility of transforming the apocalyptic political con-
sciousness "into radical and revolutionary ideology and ac-
tion" (p. 49).

Probably one of the most serious weaknesses of this mono-
graph is that it attempts to generalize on the basis of very
scanty information, both quantitatively and spatially. The
"absence of much needed raw data" is acknowledged by the author
in his prefact (p. vi). Yet this does not prevent him from
providing us throughout the essay with a variety of generali-
zations which either state the obvious

In historical terms, the African labour force...
has always been totally divorced from eny con-
trol... over the use of national resources, the
meane of production and the distribution of the
surplus created (pp. 19-20)

or else sound as pure rethoric

The history of eolonialism... is largely a
history of eontrolling and eontaining the
very class consctousness which all too many
observers insisted was lacking in the African
labowr foree (p. 37).

The geographical basis for generalizations is also question-
able. Clearly, the author's references are essentially with
regard to two areas (one is tempted to say: "two cities") the
author is most familiar with, namely Nigeria (Lagos) and Kenya
(Nairobi). Hardly any consideration is given to other areas in
Africa, and the Francophone countries in particular are almest
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totally ignored, except for some passing references to Ousemane
Sembene's God's Bite of Wood (pp. 28, 48, 51, and 66). More-
over, the author's heavy reliance on secondary material (see

pp. 37-53) does not succeed in making up for the lack of pri-
mary sources which would be vital to the development of a sounder
analysis.

In general, however, the work leaves liggle doubt that
Gutkind is a careful author, aware of the limitations and de-
ficiencies of his approach. As an anthropologist, he confesses
that he lacks "the skills of the historian, the political
scientist or the economist” (p. v). He is also at pains to
explain that his essay should be viewed merely as a first step,
as an experiment designed "to act somewhat as a catalyst in the
hope that (it) might redirect our thinking about Africa's
labour history" (p. vii). There is no doubt that its proveo-
cative nature should encourage a useful and serious academic
debate which seems necessary before such work is able "to give
inspiration to African workers struggling for opportunity and
equality in a world unlikely to offer either" (p. vii). If
only for this reason, and also because of the fact that it
delves into an area still largely ignored by scholarly research,
thag.of colonial African labor history, this essay is worthwhile
reading.

Guy Martin

Department of Political Science
Indiana University,

Bloomington
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