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FOREWORD 

 

This book does not sing the conventional praises of the British Empire, or of the principles on 

which it is organised. In a certain sense, however, it has the same aim as the exercises in self-

laudation that our imperialists delight to make. It seeks to defend the good name of Britain in the 

eyes of our allies. But it does so in an unorthodox fashionðnot by vindicating our current or his-

toric performance in the Empire, but by showing that a forward-looking school of thought exists 

among us, keenly aware of past shortcomings and eager for reconstruction at a higher level of 

human association. 

There is much evidence that this task urgently needs doing, and that it will soon have to be 

tackled in some large-scale organised way. The colonial question, in the widest meaning of that 

term, and the British attitude towards the colonial question, are two of the main rocks on which 

the whole allied effort to win the peace may founder. Even during war they make the United Na-

tions much less united, and therefore militarily weaker, than they might be. 

International misgiving about our political good sense and the good faith of our democratic 

professions is not greatly stirred by the relations between Britain and the Dominions. It is greatly 

stirred by the relations between Britain and the dependent peoples of India, Africa, the Far East, 

the Middle East, and the West Indies. About the Dominions, therefore, I have nothing to say 

here. India too, though very relevant to my theme (indeed it is the crux of the entire colonial 

problem) needs for its proper treatment a mass of specialist knowledge which is not at my dis-

posal. So I restrict my attention to the case of the colonial empire in the narrow sense, and in il-

lustration of it I deal chiefly with certain territories of British Africa. 

Our professional imperialists use the phrase ñBritish Commonwealth of Nationsò with stud-

ied ambiguity, now to denote Britain and the self-governing Dominions merely, at another time 

to cover all the peoples, white, brown, or black, who owe allegiance to the Crown. By this simple 

stratagem they hope to suggest to the uninstructed that all British subjects and British protected 

persons, whatever their skin-colour, enjoy an essential similarity of civil and political status; that, 

for instance, the liberties of Africans in Northern Rhodesia are much the same as those of New 

Zealanders in New Zealand. No notion could be more false. 

On the whole the trick has worked better at home than abroad. Our present allies are not 

mocked. They continue to distinguish sharply between the freedom of the Dominions and the 

dependence of India, Africa, and the other parts of the colonial empire. 

The people of Britain, never much given to seeing themselves as others see them, do not yet 

appreciate how deep, and how damaging to ourselves, is the anxiety, felt throughout the United 

Nations, about this continuing dependence. 

Take the U.S.A. Consider the snapshot of public opinion there which an American corre-

spondent gave in the Economist of November 28th, 1942. This writer accords the lack of enthu-

siasm for Anglo-American post-war collaboration. Such collaboration when sought from the 

British side is viewed, he says, as ña veiled attempt to perpetuate the supremacy of the white 

race, to maintain imperialism, to defeat the subject nationsô passionate desire for freedom.ò The 

picture which is steadily growing in the public mind is of Britain as an old Empire, learning 

nothing, abandoning nothing except under the pressure of military defeat. It is of the British 

Government as a Tory Government committed to the old order. It is of a straight issue between 

imperialism and freedom, servitude and independence, peoplesô governments and aristocraciesð

with Britain always on the wrong side.ò 

Take China. ñThe wisest man in Chinaò made this comment on Sir Stafford Crippsôs Indian 
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mission. ñWhen,ò he said, ñthe aspiration of India for freedom was put aside to some future date, 

it was not Britain which suffered the loss of public esteem in the Far East, it was the United 

States.ò At first sight the remark may seem to lack point. Actually its significance is profound. It 

means, first, that because they made no effective protest against British dealings in India, the 

Americans have drawn heavily on their reservoir of good will in the East. It means, second, that 

this Chinese sage, while he still expected some enlightenment in American policy, had long 

abandoned hope of it in British. ñWe have learned,ò he says in short, ñto look for black reaction 

from Britain, and without fail we get it. From America, whose pledges still mean something to 

us, we sometimes look for behaviour at a higher level of wisdom and morality. When it does not 

come, we are disappointed.ò 

I do not know what effect this glimpse into the mind of the East has upon, let us say, Lord 

Croft; but, by God, it frightens me. 

Take the U.S.S.R. The belief of the soviet authorities, as is well known, is that imperialism is 

privately owned industrial and financial monopoly in action; and that the causation of modern 

war is rooted in the characteristic policies of imperialism. In other words, they think that organi-

sations of the type of the British colonial system make world war inevitable. They are fighting 

for the future security of their soviet order. That security is incompatible with the further world 

wars whose occurrence, in their view, the survival of imperialism would guarantee. They are 

thus also fighting for the ending of imperialism, as represented by such colonial systems as ours. 

Take India. In all that populous and politically divided sub-continent there is full unanimity 

on one point. Every Indian man and woman of every social condition is repeating for the infor-

mation of King George VI the words addressed by Thomas Jefferson to King George III in omi-

nously similar circumstances 170 years ago. ñThe God who gave us life gave us liberty at the 

same time: the hand of force may destroy, but cannot disjoin them. This, sire, is our last, our de-

termined, resolution.ò And Indians are not merely using the American words; they are saying 

them with the authentic American accent. 

Take Africa, the Middle East, and the Arab world. Here it is enough to remind ourselves of 

the message which Mr. Wendell Willkie brought back to the American people from his world 

tour, and broadcast to them on October 26th, 1942. In all these lands, he said, ñthe peoples intend 

to be free not only for their political satisfaction, but also for their economic advancement.... Not 

all of them are ready for freedom or can defend it the day after to-morrow. But to-day they all 

want some date to work towards, and some guarantee that the date will be kept.... In all these 

lands freedom means orderly but scheduled abolition of the colonial system. I can assure you that 

this is true. I can assure you that the rule of the people by other peoples is not freedom, and not 

what we must fight to preserve.ò 

For one reason or another, then, important sections of opinion in all the chief allied countries 

want to see a radical transformation of such structures as the British colonial empire in the direc-

tion of democratic freedom. Their view is shared by all parties in India, and by most of the men 

and women who are qualified to lead the people of the colonies. Is the view mistaken and ill-

informed? Our official spokesmen are fond of saying so. But it is doubtful if the matter can be 

disposed of in this way. The soldier who explains that the rest of the regiment is out of step al-

ways strikes one as more sprightly than persuasive. And I question whether the other two official 

signature tunes, ñWhat we have we holdò and ñWe have no reason to be ashamed of our colonial 

record,ò are in better case. They merely confirm, in our criticsô minds the worst that can be said 

against us. Moreover, we should remember that Indians and Africans can well acknowledge the 

benefits of British rule without wishing for its continuance. They may believe they can secure 



  7 

ampler benefits by less costly means. 

If, as is certainly the case, British imperial propagandists do untold harm to our national 

cause abroad, the voice of British anti-imperialism may do corresponding good. That voice must 

make itself heard even above the present din, so as to convince the world that liberal and pro-

gressive opinion in this country lives, and has learned, and is a force to be reckoned with. The 

pages that follow are a call to the democrats of Britain to demonstrate their political vitality. 

Of those who claim that title many do not realise how intimately the preservation of popular 

freedom at home is bound up with the extension of popular freedom in the colonies. The bolshe-

viks were able to save their revolution and prepare the way for soviet democracy only because, 

when they had their chance, they were prompt to remove the Russian yoke from the Tsarôs colo-

nies. It is a lesson that our democratsðand our imperialistsðshould ponder well. 

Many descriptive and factual surveys of conditions in tropical Africa, and of British methods 

of rule there, have been made in recent years. It does not form part of my scheme to summarise 

that work here, since an admirable summary has been done as lately as 1941 by Dr. Rita Hinden 

in her Plan for Africa. My comments on African affairs may be regarded as a footnote to the 

facts which she sets out. And most of the statements of fact about Africa which I make myself 

can readily be verified in her book or in Lord Haileyôs much fuller African Survey, on which she 

also drew. In writing of Broken Hill I have drawn largely on Mr. Godfrey Wilsonôs essay The 

Economics of Detribalisation in Northern Rhodesia, published by the Rhodes-Livingstone Insti-

tute, 1942. 

It would be unscientific to debate possible ways of reconstituting social and political life in 

British colonies, without paying close attention to what has been happening during the last two 

decades in the one country which has reached a definitive solution of its colonial problem. Hence 

my selection of soviet procedures in Central Asia for comparison with British procedures in 

tropical Africa. 

The facts about Soviet Central Asia are not so accessible as those about British Africa. A 

word must therefore be said about my sources. Apart from the general literature on the U.S.S.R., 

I have relied chiefly on the following: 

1. A continuous review of the soviet press, undertaken by a well-known research institution, 

which I am precluded from naming. 

2. International Press Correspondence (particularly the special number published in 1937 un-

der the title Twenty Years of Soviet Power). 

3. U.S.S.R. in Construction (1930-1937). 

4. Soviet Progress: A Record of Economic and Cultural Development, 1917-37. (Issued by 

the Anglo-Russian Parliamentary Committee, 1937.) 

5. Memoranda issued by the Soviet Embassy in Washington on Educational and Cultural Fa-

cilities in the Central Asian Republics, 1939. 

6. Memoranda on Soviet Education, prepared in the Colonial Office and the Foreign Office, 

1941. 

7.  J. Stalin: Marxism and the National and Colonial Question, Foreign Languages Publish-

ing House, Moscow, 1940. 

I have also consulted with profit: 

(a) E. S. Bates: Soviet Asia, Cape, 1942; and the publications mentioned in his bibliography. 

(b) Fannina Halle: Women in the Soviet East, Seeker and Warburg, 1938. 

(c) John Maynard: The Russian Peasant and other Studies, Gollancz, 1942. 

(d) R. A. Davies and A. J. Skeiger: Soviet Asia, Gollancz, 1943. 
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In collecting and examining this soviet material, and in trying to ensure that no important 

sources were, neglected, I had the invaluable assistance of my friend S. W. C. Phillips, who was 

also good enough to read the manuscript. He thus helped me to avoid inaccuracies of fact and 

errors of taste and judgment. The blemishes that remain are not, however, to be laid at his door. ó 

I was no less fortunate in my collaboration with another friend, J. F. Horrabin, who has done 

me the honour of contributing a number of his uniquely expressive maps and diagrams. 

Besides outlining the relevant facts about soviet affairs, I have been concerned to make plain 

certain of the broad sociological conceptions that inform soviet institutions. For this purpose I 

have .made the assumption that the soviet authorities are as sincere and as likely to be aware of 

their own motives as authorities in other countries. This is unfashionable. Since June 22nd, 1941, 

the public mind in Britain is, indeed, no longer open in quite the old way to any and every slan-

der about the U.S.S.R.; but it is still the mode to neutralise favourable comment (if it must be 

made) with an ñobjectiveò admixture of denigration. In departing from this practice, and allow-

ing a soviet mouthpiece to have his say in his own way, I am conscious that I run the risk of be-

ing written off in many quarters as just another of the blind idolaters. However, it will not be 

long now before we know which of us really has eyes to see. 
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CHAPTER I 

 

NATIVE AUTHORITIES 

 

I 

 

I want to draw some comparisons between British colonial methods in tropical Africa and 

soviet policy and practice in the former Tsarist colonies of Central Asia. Such comparisons may, 

I hope, be of interest to those who conduct the relations between this country and the colonial 

empire. They might even have some general interest as throwing light on the meaning of empire 

and the meaning of democracy. 

The difficulty with such subject-matter is to present it in readable form. I attempt to meet the 

difficulty by the free use of dialogue. 

The characters who converse in these pages are the merest fictions, and. exist for no other 

reason than to help me in expounding certain facts and ideas. By way of emphasising their airy 

nothingness, I imagine a situation in which the British authorities allow a soviet citizen to visit 

several African dependencies. This is perhaps carrying make-believe to the point of absurdity; 

though, after all, a soviet trade union delegation has actually been admitted to Britain. However, 

I deal the death-blow to verisimilitude by imagining further that I myself (also with official per-

mission) accompany the bolshevik on his colonial travels. The advantage of this wayward con-

ception is that it enables .divergent points of view to be expressed with a minimum of beating 

about the bush. 

As the curtain rises, our soviet friend is discovered on board ship for Africa. At the moment 

he is engaged in striking up an acquaintance with a fellow-passenger, one Philip Midhurst, a 

judge of the High Court in Tanganyika, who is returning to his post from leave in England. 

ñWell, Mr. Korolenko,ò Midhurst is saying, ñyou may think the British Empire wears a 

somewhat apologetic air at the moment. For my part, I donôt agree. Still, many of us who are 

busy on the day-to-day work at the outposts are willing to study with open minds any new advice 

we can get, provided it comes from competent and friendly sources. I gather your view is that the 

soviet peoples have reached a level of social unity never attained elsewhere; that this all-Union 

unity, involving as it does a drastic readjustment of the old colonial relationships between the 

centre and the backward areas, is a main factor in the stoutness of soviet military defence; and 

that the ineffectiveness of British resistance in the Far East is to be accounted for by the absence 

of any corresponding readjustment, and by the consequent lack of social unity within the British 

colonial system?ò 

ñI do not know if I ought to call that my viewò Vova answered, feeling his way with the 

newcomer. ñI called something like it a hypothesis which might explain the contrast between the 

bearing of the people of Malaya and Burma and the bearing of the soviet people in the face of 

foreign aggression. Naturally a hypothesis has to be verified.ò 

ñVery well, then,ò Midhurst rejoined. ñLetôs call it a hypothesis. Iôm not worrying about its 

logical status. It interests me as an idea. I should very much like to know if you think it applies 

also to the dependency I have spent my working life in.ò 

ñBut, alas, my knowledge of Tanganyika is infinitesimal.ò To indicate how microscopic it 

was Vova held up thumb and forefinger with the narrowest of gaps between them. 

ñIn that case, perhaps I might be allowed to tell you something of what has been happening 

there since we took it from the Germans during the last warðthat is, if you would care, and have 
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the time, to listen.ò 

ñBut of course. Nothing would give me greater pleasure. It would be a real help in my work 

too.ò 

ñSplendid. Then letôs see if we can kill a bird with a stone, as the Irishman said. Well, I first 

came to Tanganyika twenty-four years ago, in 1919. For a number of years before that the coun-

try had been the cockpit of an East African war, to say nothing of its many troubles earlier still. 

When I arrived the British were just starting to clear up the mess. And what a mess it was. Eco-

nomic exhaustion and administrative chaos were acute. Trade and public revenue were less than 

half what they had been in 1913, the last year of so-called peace under German rule. I suppose 

things were much the same in your colonial areas, werenôt they?ò  

ñProbably worse,ò said Vova. ñUnder years of Tsarist oppression, followed by the first world 

war, our own civil war, and your wars of intervention against us, all our people, whether in 

European Russia, or south of the Caucasus, or east of the Urals, had suffered so much that they 

had little left which could be destroyed.ò 

ñHôm, pretty grim,ò Midhurst skated rapidly over the thin ice. ñStill, it has the advantage of 

simplifying our comparison. For we can say, canôt we, that the British in Tanganyika and the so-

viets in all the old Tsarist colonies both started from scratch just over twenty years ago?ò 

ñThat is roughly true,ôò Vova replied, ñif we look at the colonial end of things alone. All the 

same, there was a vital difference between your position and ours. In spite of the turmoil and 

waste of the 1914-18 war, the main base and general headquarters from which the development 

of British colonies was directedðI mean the social and economic order of Britain itselfð

persisted in unbroken power and wealth from long before that war until to-day. The soviet order, 

on the contrary, arose literally from the ashes of its predecessor. In my country the base and 

headquarters were themselves ruined and prostrate as late as 1923. That made ócolonial devel-

opmentô materially difficult for us, but psychologically easy. With you it was the other way 

round.ò 

Midhurst wrinkled his forehead. ñCould you amplify a bit?ò he asked. 

ñI mean this. By 1923 almost all our capital had been shot away. Hard as it was to exploit our 

resources, it was impossible not to want to exploit them, in any and every part of the country. 

With us ócolonial developmentô was from the first equated with soviet construction. You on the 

other hand possessed all the material equipment needed for high-pressure development of colo-

nial areas. What you lacked was the urgency of our motive for using it. This, I think, tended to 

make you look on colonies less as factors in a scheme for the even distribution of public well-

being, and more as enclosures sacred to certain particular interests in palm oil, chocolate, gold, 

copper, tobacco, rubber, tea, or whatever the material might be.ò 

ñPerhaps,ò Midhurst answered, ñyou are justified in suggesting that some important business 

firms have had that outlook. The outlook of the colonial service, and indeed the declared policy 

of the British Government, are different. We try to make the material and moral welfare of the 

native inhabitants a first charge on our own energies and on the resources of the dependency 

alike. That is what we mean by trusteeship.ò  

ñYes, I appreciate that,ò said Vova, ñBut does the trusteeship principle determine the course 

of events?ò 

 ñWell, weôre only mortal men. If you mean that the shadow is apt to fall between the con-

ception and the creation, the motion and the actððò 

ñI was thinking rather what a queer world yours must be where Government policy struggles 

ineffectually to assert itself against the views of business firms, and where private advantage 
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may take precedence over the general good.ò  

Midhurst showed a faint flicker of impatience. ñIôm not sure what you have in mind,ò he 

said. ñI speak of what I know. The story Iôm about to tell is of our British dependency only, and 

one that happens also to have been administered under mandate from the League of Nations. 

When youôve heard it, youôll be able to judge how far trusteeship there has been a reality or a 

pretence.ò 

With an encouraging gesture Vova signalled him to go ahead. 

 

II  

 

ñAs I was saying,ò Midhurst resumed, ñit was only in 1919 that Tanganyika passed out of 

military control and the British began to turn their attention seriously to the problems of civil 

government. The country was down and out. Something had to be done quickly. But before any-

thing could be done, two essential questions had to be answered. 

ñThe first of these was economic. The Germans had tended to foster production by Europe-

ans rather than by Africans. Towards the end of their regime the products of European-owned 

land, for example, had more than twice the value of the products of African-occupied land. Un-

der their scheme export crops were to be a European monopoly; Africans were either to stick to 

subsistence farming or to hire themselves out as wage-labour on the white manôs plantations. 

The German defeat brought this whole scheme up for review. German subjects were removed 

from plantations and commercial enterprises, and shipped home to Germany. Were the British 

going to replace them by their own and allied nationals? Or was the rehabilitation of the country 

under British hands to be based in the main on African production and African development?ò 

ñAnd how did the British answer the question?ò Vova inquired. 

ñAmbiguously. That, as you may have observed, is a way we have. But undoubtedly the ten-

dency of British policy was to make African production the prime foundation of economic re-

covery, and to treat European plantations as important auxiliaries of this aim.ò 

ñI see. And what was the other essential question?ò 

ñIt concerned administration. As in the sphere of production, so here also German practice 

did not seem happily conceived from the standpoint of a mandatory power. I refer to the so-

called akida system. The Germans made a great point of economising on European officials. In 

1913 the territory of Urundi-Ruanda formed part of Tanganyika, and the whole country was lar-

ger than Nigeria. It had a population of 7½ million Africans. The Germans governed it with sev-

enty white administrative officers. Under the Versailles settlement Urundi-Ruanda was tacked on 

to the Belgian Congo, so Tanganyika is now smaller, by a large slice of country and 3½ million 

inhabitants, than the original German East Africa. Yet the British service in this reduced area 

comprises a staff of some two hundred white administrative officers. 

ñGerman reliance on African agents was therefore a good deal heavier even than British is. 

Thatôs not a criticism of the German method; it might even be a recommendation of it. The point 

is that tribal disorganisation became so extensive under German rule that the Germans were de-

barred, over the greater part of the protectorate, from incorporating tribal institutions into the 

machinery of administration. They consequently developed a system, which they took over from 

the Arabs, of appointing alien native officials called jumbes to headship over single villages, and 

similar, but more exalted, officials called akidas to headship over groups of villages. When I talk 

of alien native officials, I mean that they were native to Africa but not kith and kin of the tribes-

men over whom they were placed. 
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ñThe British authorities held, and I still think their belief has been borne out by experience, 

that such a system, being essentially foreign to the people subjected to it, was calculated to stunt 

the indigenous institutional life which the mandate enjoined them to foster. They thus reverted to 

the familiar British principle that the country should be governed through the popularly recog-

nised chiefs, wherever they could be found. 

ñThe akida system was gradually abandoned, except in certain places, mostly along the 

coastal strip, where no sure traces of a traditional tribal authority remained. Careful studies were 

made of the ethnic distribution of the population, and the twenty-two districts of the German ad-

ministration were first redivided, and rearranged in accordance with tribal groupings, and then 

themselves grouped into eleven provinces, each in charge of a provincial commissioner. At the 

same time, efforts were made to restore the natural cohesion of tribal elements which had be-

come scattered or disorganised.  

ñNext, by the persuasion of district officers, innumerable petty chiefs who once fought and 

bickered for pre-eminence gradually came to accept what was in native custom no doubt their 

rightful position of sub-chief to one of their number. And the centripetal movement, gathering 

way, began to manifest itself also as federations of independent chiefs, each of whom, while co-

operating with his colleagues in matters of general policy, retained full executive authority in his 

own area. By these means, in four provinces alone, the number of units of native administration 

was reduced from 446 to 50 between 1925 and 1930. , By 1930 the Governor reported that there 

was not much more amalgamation of units to be done for the time being.ò 

ñThen this preliminary work of re-organisation had taken some ten years to complete?ò Vova 

asked. 

ñYes,ò Midhurst replied. ñI remember we were all rather excited about it. It seemed to us as 

though the substance of the life of the tribes, long held in solution, had suddenly been precipi-

tated by some awaited chemical agency. We felt we had gathered together social forces long dis-

sipated and run to waste, and in doing this had increased administrative efficiency and improved 

the prospects of economic and political advance. This feeling was apparently justified also by 

what was happening in the few districts where the chiefs had never been displaced by akidas un-

der the Germans, and where the tribal organisation had never been broken. In such districts, we 

were told, the administration and the country were a generation ahead of the areas where the 

akida system had operated. 

ñDo you still think you were right about this?ò 

ñIôm less sure than I was, Mr. Korolenko. But anyhow, British policy in Tanganyika from the 

first meant a fairly sharp break with the countryôs recent past, and a clear reversal of German 

administrative method. It recognised at once that it must use native institutions in the work of 

government. Nevertheless for some years it was undecided about how exactly it should use them. 

Was the plan to impose a form of British rule with the support of African chiefsðin other words, 

to use the chiefs as instruments and mouthpieces? Or was it to maintain and support a form of 

genuinely African rule, within certain defined limits?ò 

 

III  

 

ñThe choice,ò Midhurst continued, ñwas finally made in 1925. On the whole, the tendency 

during the governorship of Sir Horace Byatt, the first Governor, was in the former direction, and 

a law was passed in terms of which the administrative officer became the executive for native 

affairs even in the area of administration of a native authority. In 1925-6, under a new Governor, 
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Sir Donald Cameron, an important change took place. A new law, superseding the old, was 

passed, which clothed the native authority and not the white administrative officer with executive 

power in its own area. Thenceforward the administrative officer, in his dealings with African 

chiefs, would merely guide, advise, and supervise. He would give direct orders only if the native 

authority should neglect to issue them itself, and refuse when called on to do so.ò 

ñTell me something of the concrete basis, the institutional basis, of this type of African local 

government, will you please, Mr. Midhurst.ò 

ñWell, its basis is, as I say, the tribal group, and its organs are executive, judicial, and finan-

cial. In its executive andô administrative aspects a native authority remains, as far as possible, 

what it was under African law and custom. If it was the recognised practice in a tribe or village 

for the chief or headman to rule with the aid of traditional councillors and advisers, he continues 

to rule with such aid, and the councillors and advisers are constituted an integral part of the na-

tive authority concerned. The powers of every native authority are regulated in two ways. In the 

first place, the law defines what powers may be conferred and what obligations imposed on na-

tive authorities; and in the second place, it provides that the Governor may at any time direct that 

any such authority shall exercise only so much of the legally conferrable powers as he may spec-

ify. The Governor may also direct that any native authority shall be subordinate to any other na-

tive authority. 

ñThese provisions mean; in effect, that the Government can always prevent native custom be-

ing invoked to justify the oppressive treatment of a tribe by its chief. It can also give legal recog-

nition to traditional differences in status between so-called óparamountô chiefs and their sub-

chiefs. If you had ever tried to administer a tribal area, you would agree that these two forms of 

control are half the battle for good government. 

ñThus in Tanganyika the picture is not of two sets of rulers, British and African, working 

sometimes together, sometimes separately, and having functions that overlap and may conflict. 

There is a single Government in which the chiefs have their prescribed duties and status side by 

side with the British officials. The functions of officials and chiefs complement each other, and 

the chiefs are clearly given to realise that they have no right to their place and powers unless they 

render proper service to the state. 

ñIn many parts of Africa European penetration has introduced a multitude of new influences 

which are at work to impair the authority of a chief over his people. Often this tends to make 

chiefs grab hastily and somewhat harshly at such power as they still enjoy, to repress the natural 

movements of the tribal mind under the new stimuli, and so to call into being a class of agitators 

who cry out for some western form of self-government neither understood by the mass of the 

people nor preserving the truly democratic features of native society.ò 

óñHas that difficulty troubled you much in Tanganyika?ò 

ñMuch less than in some other dependencies. As a rule our problem has rather been to iden-

tify the living vestiges of indigenous institutions, and then when they were found to nurse them 

back to vigour. None the less Donald Cameron showed a sound instinct in calling on all adminis-

trative officers to study patiently and fully the nature and extent of the safeguards against oppres-

sion by a chief or headman, which native society through the ages has set up for its own protec-

tion. I well remember with what insistence he used to drum it into us that our primary duty was 

to educate the native authorities to be rulers according to a civilised standard; to convince them 

that oppression of the people is not sound policy or to the eventual benefit of the rulers; and to 

bring home to their intelligence, as far as might be possible, the evils attendant on a system 

which holds the lower-classes in suppression, so destroying individual responsibility, ambition, 
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and development amongst them. 

ñI can see and hear him now bustling round and chanting in his pawky little Scotch voice: 

óWeôve got to sit down firmly to the job of consolidating existing institutions on existing founda-

tions, gradually purifying and strengthening them. We must take the greatest care always that the 

strongly established democratic character of existing native institutions is not in any way im-

paired.ò 

ñAnd what democratic safeguards did your good Sir Donald set up against oppression by the 

British?ò Vova broke in with a twinkle that was half good nature and half malice. 

Midhurstôs mind was so intently set along the line of the story he was telling that it took him 

a moment or two to adjust. While he was still gazing in blank silence at his interrupter, I made a 

mild remonstrance. ñSteady, Vova,ò I said, ñyouôve been behaving quite nicely so far. Donôt letôs 

have a relapse.ò 

Midhurst, now ready with his reply, threw some sarcasm into it. ñI fancy Cameron may have 

thought the British capable of observing civilised standards without the help of checks and 

promptings from the outside.ò 

Vova laughed with joy at this. ñBeyond question the British are always beautifully civilised. 

But standards can be civilised without being democratic, can they not? Your remark has told me 

just what I wanted to know. You conceive of democracy, I see, not as government of the people 

by the people for the people, but as the peopleôs power to protect themselves against such occa-

sional errors of a paternal oligarchy as may result in injustice. When the oligarchies are very be-

nevolent and very competent, as in the case of the British colonial service, the need for democ-

racy lapses. However, that is all by the way. Can you tell me, please, what Cameron meant by 

the democratic character of tribal institutions?ò 

 

IV  

 

ñAh now, as to that,ò Midhurst began. He considered for a moment or two; then went on: 

ñYou see, it is characteristic of the Bantu to regard the chief semi-mystically, almost as though 

he were the incarnation of the soul of the tribe. Typically, the chief is the living link between an-

cestors and posterity, at once the symbol and the vehicle of the tribeôs continuity. In the practical 

sphere, in the religious, social, and political life of the tribe, he is supremeðhigh priest and rain-

maker, legislature, judiciary, and executive all in one. Or rather I ought to say that he was these 

things in the old days; with the coming of the white man things have changed a lot, and are still 

changing. 

ñIn the old days, too, in many, though not all, parts of Africa south of the equator, the chief 

regulated all the important productive phases of tribal life. No man might begin to plough or to 

reap till the chief gave the word. Heads of families were responsible to him, through the sub-

chief of their district, for all acts of the members of their families; and in an informal way they 

were also judicial courts of first instance, from which appeals lay to the higher courts of the sub-

chief and the chief,ò 

ñBut is there anything that you would call democratic in this?ô 

ñSo far, no. But in all these matters there were acknowledged restraints upon the chiefôs arbi-

trary caprice. He was expected to use any surplus wealth that came his way in the interests of the 

tribeðfor example, by allocating cattle to the poorer members for their subsistence. He was ex-

pected to seek and attend to the advice of a council. He had regularly to hold a public assembly, 

at which all public affairs could be discussed, and where every adult tribesman was free to ex-
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press his opinion. And again, the tribes have always shown a tendency towards the fissiparous. 

Pretenders or usurpers in the form of the chiefôs sons, younger brothers, and so on, were continu-

ally bobbing up, so that a chief could only prevent the disintegration of the tribe and the conse-

quent collapse of his own prestige and authority by carrying the large body of the public with 

him. Not to keep his council on his side and not to seek the support of the tribe was simply to 

manufacture openings for possible usurpers; and exile or assassination was the expected wages 

of wanton misrule. 

ñSo, you see, there was apt to be a good deal of Whiggery about tribal government. The chief 

was a monarch, if you like: but his monarchy was often a limited and constitutional one. It was 

these Whig features that Cameron spoke of as democratic, and that he was anxious to preserve as 

safeguards against chiefly oppression of the rank and file.ò 

ñIs that really much of a danger, with British fair play hanging over the chief, like a sword of 

Damocles?ò 

ñThe danger is more real than you may think. In the conditions of to-day a chief is materially 

strengthened but morally weakened by the white manôs government which, while it may admon-

ish and even punish him for failure and neglect, at the same time protects him from what we may 

call their natural consequences. Buttressed up by the British raj, a chief is not seldom tempted to 

feel that he can do as he likes as long as he keeps on the right side of the district officer. His 

council become mere courtiers and flatterers, selected by himself as being easy tools to work 

with; and it becomes safe for him to ignore the main body of the tribe. British protection inevita-

bly makes tribal rule less self-sufficient; if we do not take care, it is apt to make it actually 

harsher and more arbitrary. 

ñOn Cameronôs plan a chief is, of course, continually guided from above. And in some mat-

ters, this guidance is enough. But there are many other matters, notably those concerning the per-

sonal and civil freedom of the ordinary tribesman, in which guidance from above can be of little 

effect. Cameron laid so much stress on strengthening the democratic ingredient in the tribal broth 

because he knew the price of liberty to be eternal vigilance, because he wanted the tribesmen to 

exercise that vigilance on their own behalf, and because he was determined that, whether they 

exercised it or not, they should not lack the constitutional right and opportunity to do so.ò 

ñI am sure I am very much obliged to you for that explanation,ò said Vova. ñIt throws light 

on many things about which I was not clear before.ò 

ñGood, Iôm glad,ò answered Midhurst. ñNow let me resume the main thread of my story. A 

native authority has other aspects besides the executive aspect. In Tanganyika each of the new 

consolidated units of native administration, which have been evolved out of the former crowd of 

quarrelsome, jealous, and incompetent petty chiefdoms, also functions as a treasury and as a 

court of law. 

ñMy administrative colleagues are fond of patting themselves on the back over the develop-

ment of tribal finance. Before 1925 the custom prevailed in Tanganyika, as it still does in some 

parts of Bantu Africa, by which the tribespeople paid tribute to the chief both in kind and in un-

paid labour. The chief also received a small percentage of the hut and poll tax which he collected 

on behalf of the Government. No clear distinction existed between funds belonging to the tribe 

and funds personal to the chief, nor was the chief accountable to anyone for the expenditure of 

any part of his revenues. In practice, a chiefôs income was commonly spent under three main 

headsðsalaries for his sub-chiefs, the support of his household, including his wives (who might 

number as many as seventy), and charity and the entertainment of visitors. The allocations to 

each head no doubt varied widely in different tribes and in accordance with the personal idiosyn-
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crasies of chiefs; but in the best regulated chiefdoms they were perhaps approximately equal.ò 

ñOne can see how easily that sort of thing might lead to abuse.ò 

ñYesðthe tribute system particularly. In exposing the tribesman to constant, and often capri-

cious, demands from his chief it put a heavy drag on the economic vigour of the country. So far 

as it took the form of compulsory unpaid labour, it was also, in Tanganyika, of doubtful legality 

under the mandate. Consequently tribute in both its forms, was abolished there in 1925. 

ñAt the same time, the hut and poll tax was raised from 6s. to 10S. a year, the extra 4s. repre-

senting the commuted value of the tribute previously paid. The proceeds of the commutation 

were not, however, turned over to the personal use of the chiefs. Instead, native authority treasur-

ies were instituted with a view to the benefit of the tribes as such. The treasuries were financed 

from a rebate on the tax collected, and from court fees and fines. The rebate varied from one 

tenth to one third, according-to the range of approved activities which the native authority was to 

undertake. Out of the treasuries were paid stipends for the chiefs, their colleagues and subordi-

nates, and all clerks and other employees of the native authority concerned. The balance was car-

ried to a general purposes fund or to reserve,ò 

ñWould you say,ò Vova put in, ñthat these tribal treasuries have come successfully through 

the tests of practical working?ò  

ñOn the whole, yes,ò was Midhurstôs reply. ñOnce the tribes gained a direct interest in the 

volume of public revenue, the spending capacity of native authorities tended to enlarge itself 

from year to year, without any increase in the-rate of tax or of rebate, and without tapping new 

sources of revenue. In the best districts some 40 per cent of the total expenditure by native treas-

uries was, as early as 1930, being devoted to works for the benefit of the people as distinct from 

the salaries of chiefs, headmen, etc. 

ñWe noticed how surprised and gratified Africans themselves often were to find it possible to 

do so much with their own funds. Some of the maternity and leper homes maintained solely by 

native treasuries became known as among the best of their kind in the territory. Within five years 

of the start one authority was running a school, a demonstration and seed farm, a stock farm, a 

ghee industry, and was responsible for roads, reclamation, schemes, and so on. Altogether, the 

native treasuries throughout the territory were by this time disposing of revenues equal to about 

an eighth of the revenue of the Tanganyika Government. We began to boast that we had trans-

formed tribal life from a static to a dynamic thing. 

ñMind you, Iôm not saying everything was plain sailing. Many of the chiefs were, and still 

are, illiterate; efficient and trustworthy clerks did not, and do not, grow on every bush. Of course 

there was graft; of course there were defalcations. A few of the chiefs had to be sent to gaol for 

not sticking to the rules. But, in general, irregularities decrease year by year, as the people get 

accustomed to working the new machinery, as chiefs, headmen, and employees receive their 

salaries promptly on fixed dates, and as expenditure on public works takes place more and more 

in terms of written contracts.ò 

 

V 

 

A pause. Vova administered a tactful prod. ñAnd about the native courts, Mr. Midhurst?ò he 

asked. ñI suppose you have seen a great deal of how they work?ò 

ñI have indeed,ò was Midhurstôs reply. ñIôm more familiar with them than with any other as-

pect of native life. The courts, unlike the treasuries, are part of the traditional tribal system. Brit-

ish administration naturally makes use of them to the full. They deal with practically the whole 
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range of civil litigation between Africans, and with minor criminal offences too. All this involves 

a. wide knowledge of African law and custom relating to such matters as land, marriage, and 

successionðknowledge which it would be difficult for the white official to acquire. And even if 

he did acquire it, the bringing of all African civil cases to his court would merely overwhelm 

him. He is hard enough worked already. 

ñBut while our administration makes good use of the chief in his judicial capacity, it seeks at 

the same time to raise the efficiency of native courts by that process of purification and strength-

ening about which Cameron was, quite rightly, always shouting. 

ñThe courts which we call first-class and second-class correspond generally with the chiefsô 

courts and the sub-chiefsô courts distinguished by native law. But the law of the territory now 

regulates their jurisdiction by confining it to purely native cases, and by defining its extent on 

both the civil and the criminal sides. Appeal lies from second-class court to first-class court, and 

from first-class court to the courts of the white man. 

.òOur system also introduces various safeguards which, as we found very early on, it is disas-

trous to neglect. First of all, proper written records of all cases are kept by African clerks em-

ployed by the native authority. These records are as a matter of routine inspected, and if neces-

sary revised, by European administrative officers, who may themselves give leave for an appeal 

to the High Court. 

ñIn the next place, in some backward areas where litigants do not always fully understand 

their right of appeal, or perhaps do not care to exercise it for fear of offending their chief, a prac-

tice is made of asking the losing party to a suit whether he accepts the judgment of the court, 

and, if he does not, of treating the case as an appeal. 

ñFinally, it is impressed on chiefs that their main duty in court is to pronounce judgment, and 

that the weighing and trial of cases should, in the interests of impartial justice, be left for the 

most part to the elders and the more esteemed members of the audience whose opinions are 

worth hearing, 

ñAll these steps are designed to preserve an effective right of appeal, and to keep litigation 

out in the open and as free as possible from the bribery and corruption to which under unim-

proved tribal methods it often becomes liable. The court books give the administrative officer a 

power of genuine supervision, and they also afford a permanent record of completed litigation, 

thus preventing the tribesman from indulging in the popular pastime of resuscitating old griev-

ances.ò 

ñIs the general feeling in your colonial service that these young native administrations are 

justifying themselves by their works?ò 

ñI think so. I should sum the whole thing up by saying that a distinct advance is being made, 

and that the native authorities are beginning to feel greater confidence and to assume a real share 

of responsibility. More public spirit and broad-mindedness are noticeable, a closer sense of co-

operation-and an active desire to work for the general good. Procedure in native courts is im-

proving, their records are better kept and judgments more fairly made. Their cash accounts are 

clean and generally accurate, their council deliberations aim at the restoration of sound tribal 

customs and laws, and their tax collections are conducted on approved lines. 

ñFrom the broad economic point of view the policy of native production and of local gov-

ernment by native authorities has had this result. Although Tanganyika, owing to the cession of 

Urundi-Ruanda to the Belgians, is much smaller alike in extent, in resources, and in population 

than the old German colonyðwe reckon our African population is even now no more than two-

thirds of what the Germans had under themðnevertheless as early as 1930 we were doing a total 
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overseas trade larger by over 60 per cent than that of all German East Africa in 1913. One canôt, 

of course, compare this with what might have happened under German administration, had there 

been no war in 1914ðstill less with what might have happened if- between the two wars Tanga-

nyika had been governed by the communist party of the Soviet Union. But it does go to show, we 

claim, that here at least British methods have not entirely tailed. Or does that seem to you an ex-

travagant view, Mr. Korolenko?ò 
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CHAPTER II 

 

INDIRECT RULE AND TRUSTEESHIP 

 

I 

 

After that first conversation of theirs, Midhurst and Vova spent much time together. Morning 

and afternoon they would pace round and round the deck; in the evening they monopolised a 

corner of the smoke room; and all the time they hammered away at the problems of human gov-

ernment, looking specially to colonial conditions. They even asked me to arrange with the chief 

steward for all three of us to have our meals at the same table in the saloon. 

Many passages in their endless talks I can still recall. Vovaôs mind worked in a methodical 

kind of way. When he had heard something that interested him, he liked to take leisure for reflec-

tion, and then to come back at his informant with cross-examination and criticism. This is how 

he treated Midhurstôs Tanganyika story. The next morning Vova and I were leaning over the side 

watching a school of porpoises at their antics, when Midhurst happened along and joined us. 

Sure enough, after a brief allowance for preliminary civilities, Vova moved to the attack. 

ñI should just like to fill in the picture you were giving us yesterday with a few more details, 

Mr. Midhurst, if I may. Those native authorities, with their treasuries and courts and so onðdoes 

their establishment constitute what you call the system of indirect rule?ò 

ñIn effect, it does,ò Midhurst answered. ñThough, mind you, Cameron himself didnôt like the 

term indirect rule and avoided it as far as he could. A native authorityðwe always call it N.A. in 

the serviceðis just an organ of local government. It takes the form I was describing yesterday 

only because weôve tried to simplify the machinery of local government to a point at which it can 

be worked by a society in the tribal stage.ò 

ñAnd this system which I must not call indirect ruleðis it typical of British policy through-

out tropical Africa?ò 

ñGenerally speaking, yes. Of course, N.A.s differ considerably in both structure and function 

in different dependencies, (in Kenya, for instance, white officials act as the chairmen of N.A.s, 

and have certain overriding powers. In the Gold Coast, on the other hand, the native óstatesô 

claim to be autonomous, and acknowledge as restrictions on their independence only the various 

treaty engagements on which they voluntarily agreed with the British Crown a hundred years 

ago. And there are other forms intermediate between these extremes. But broadly speaking some 

form of N.A. is the organ of local government in native areas under British control,ò 

ñAnd what,ò asked Vova, ñis to become of these N.A.s in the end?ò 

ñGod knows,ò said Midhurst, with something between a snort and a sigh. What meaning 

Vova attached to this odd noise I donôt know. For my own part I saw well enough that, being in-

terpreted, it signified óDonôt for heavenôs sake expect me to speculate about the ultimate aims of 

British policy.ô 

Vova was not in the least put out. ñAre they intended,ò he plodded on, ñto become integral 

units in a self-governing federation, like our village soviets?ò 

ñReally, Iôve no idea. There has naturally been a good deal of chat among the pundits...ò 

ñAnd, like most British political discussions, it did little but reinforce the arguments for 

maintaining the existing position indefinitely. Yes?ò 

Midhurst laughed. ñWell, perhaps youôre not far out,ò he replied. ñHailey has a passage about 

this somewhere. I suppose the Colonial Office has introduced you to his vast tome?ò 
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I hastened to reassure him. ñVovaôs the only man in the world who has read it from cover to 

cover within a week,ò I said. 

ñWhat is more,ò added Vova mischievously, ñI have built a little shrine for the African Sur-

vey in my cabin, Have I not, John? And at the going down of the sun and in the morning I kneel 

before it. Do I not, John?ò He released his most Muscovite smile. 

ñTo be quite frank,ò Midhurst continued, ñHailey comes to much the same conclusion as 

some of the croakers among my colleagues. His language is more diplomatic than theirs, but he 

admits weôre getting into something of a jam. In fostering all these N.A.s Britain is promoting a 

widespread agency of local government which sometime or other will have to be given a place in 

the political, as well as the administrative, structure. But how N.A.s are to be integrated with co-

lonial legislatures of our present type, neither Hailey nor anyone else seems to know. The con-

clusion would appear to be that in the end we shall be forced to scrap either the N.A.s or the leg-

islatures, or both. I need hardly add that no one ventures to say this out loud.ò 

ñIs there not here another point too?ò Vova asked. ñIt is not a question merely of hooking up 

the N.A.s with the colonial legislatures, but also of hooking up the colonial legislatures with the 

British Government and Parliament.ò 

ñI donôt quite follow.ò 

ñWell, what I mean is this. Your system seems very complicated to me, but I gather that in its 

own territory the colonial legislature is the only source of law.ò 

ñIn practice that is nearly true nowadays,ò Midhurst agreed. ñBut the British Parliament has 

quite a live power to legislate directly for any dependency, and the Colonial Office can, and oc-

casionally still does, create law in a dependency by the issue of Orders-in-Council.ò 

ñYes, I see,ò said Vova. ñAnd I take it that some of the measures passed by the official ma-

jority in a colonial legislature are passed at the instance of Whitehall.ò 

ñOh, yes.ò 

ñAnd some of the main lines of policy which a Governor is expected to follow in matters of 

administration are laid down in directives proceeding from the same source.ò  

ñUndoubtedly.ò 

ñThen here is my point. Even if a satisfactory method were found of somehow constituting 

the colonial legislature out of the N.A.s, the African people would still be no nearer participation 

in a self-governing system. For control of policy and an overriding legislative power would re-

main in British hands.ò 

 

II  

 

 ñThe point is well taken, Mr. Korolenko,ò Midhurst smiled, ñbut youôll forgive-me if I say it 

strikes me as being a trifle theoretical. It relates to a future which we canôt yet foresee at all 

plainly. Our habit is all against stretching provision beyond prevision. Responsible British feel-

ing lays stress on the need for caution in our contacts with African peoples. To raise the tempo 

and vigour of our assistance to them beyond a certain level would be to cast statesmanship and 

scientific deliberation aside, and might produce a disrupting effect on native life. Why, only the 

other day Margery Perham was doubting whether Britain could possibly give self-government to 

Nigeria in any period short of fifty years. And Nigeria is a good deal more advanced than Tanga-

nyika, Miss Perham, as you know, is one of the most liberal of our imperialists.ò 

ñYes, I know Miss Perham,ò said Vova. 

ñHave you built a shrine to her too?ò 
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ñNo, indeed; I know my place. But I study her works.ò  

ñAnd pull óem to pieces too, Iôll bet. 1 also recall a Times leader, not so long ago, which 

spoke of tropical Africa as a vast continent of backward races whose future must lie, perhaps for 

centuries to come, in the guidance of Europeans. In treating of all these remoter matters, such as 

the form of ultimate self-government which Africans may hope to enjoy, our magic word is 

Solvitur ambulando. We arenôt young men in a hurry.ò 

ñSurely all that is rather pre-Singapore stuff,ò Vova rejoined. ñThe question you are faced 

with to-day is how British Africa is to survive in a world which has destroyed British Malaya. 

The answer cannot possibly be óBy following the methods that were adopted in Malaya.ô Yet 

what you are now saying is precisely what your Far Eastern colleagues were saying right up to 

the very end. The radical failure of the British there consisted, it seems to me, in the notion that 

they could govern and defend the country without the active collaboration of its Asiatic inhabi-

tants. If f am right, does it not follow that the pressing problem for your officials in Africa is how 

to secure the active collaboration of Africans? And is not such collaboration closely bound up 

with a movement towards African self-government? So, although you demur, I cannot help in-

sisting that the precise forms which that movement is to take are a matter not merely of practical 

politics, but even of immediate urgency. Unless, .of course, you are content simply to repeat in 

Africa your Malayan experience. By the way, are you content with that?ò 

Midhurst scowled at this impertinence, but made no reply. 

ñNo?ò Vova concluded. ñThen surely you will agree that African self-government, even in its 

incomplete stages, touches both the relation between N.A. and legislative council, and that be-

tween legislative council and Westminster?ò 

Midhurst gave a curt nod. He obviously felt little relish for the course the talk was .taking. 

ñThen, please, Mr. Midhurst,ò Vova continued, óódo not dismiss as Utopian even fairly large 

changes in the status of Africans. Utopiaðhave I read this somewhere?ðis a project which im-

perialists repudiate with scorn while it could save their bacon, and then scramble to adopt after 

they have let their bacon burn to a cinder. That is very naughty, is it not? But 1 find it also amus-

ing, with more than a grain of truth.ò 

ñOh, damned funny,ò said Midhurst gloomily. 

ñYou must forgive a soviet observeròðVova put on his most ingratiating voiceð-òif he no-

tices something a little prim in this British hesitancy and deliberation. As the pace of social pro-

gress in British colonies appears to him tardy beyond the dreams of snails, he cannot help smil-

ing inwardly at your soul-searching fear of exceeding the speed-limit. He may even explain it to 

himself as grounded in some unacknowledged desire of yours to prolong the imperial occupation 

of African lands. He will in any case be acutely aware that some fifteen years were the period 

needed to raise the once-colonial areas in his own country to full and equal membership of the 

Union of Socialist Soviet Republics. We did not talk to the Tadjiks and the Uzbeks about centu-

ries of Russian tutelage.ò  

ñWhat did you talk to them about?ò 

ñAh, one day I hope to tell you that whole story. For the present I merely want to suggest that 

the British fear of social change in the colonies ignores not only the case of Malaya but also the 

case of the U.S.S.R. I could give you many illustrations from soviet experience to show that what 

creates painful stresses and strains in social life and disrupts its unity is not change as such, or 

even rapidity of change, but only unevenness of change. Suppose you subject the mineral re-

sources of a country to intensive development without providing for corresponding advances in 

agriculture and in manufacturing industry. Why, then you had certainly better look out for trou-
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ble. I gather that this is what has happened in Northern Rhodesia, and their trouble now seems to 

be with them all right. Trouble, of course, is equally likely if the practical and productive life of a 

society is revolutionised without any systematic effort to enlarge the means of popular knowl-

edge and to adapt the forms of artistic and emotional expression. 

ñBut if social change is co-ordinated so as to provide for these reciprocal balances over the 

whole range of manôs associated life, there is no known limit to the rate at which it may take 

place without causing disruption. This is not to say that the maximum rate is always and every-

where the optimum rate. No doubt, except in crises of the utmost urgency, the optimum rate may 

remain partly at least a matter of taste. But it does mean that the speed limit, and in practice of 

course there always is one, is set not by psychological or cultural difficulties of adjustment, but 

by administrative and technical difficulties of carrying the material alterations into effect. 

Among the administrative difficulties we may count the obstruction of vested-interests. 

ñYour British custom, I fancy, is to conceive of social equilibrium as a static condition. But 

there are many situations in which balance and movement go hand in hand. Balance, as in a 

spinning top, may quite well assume dynamic forms. It may persist unbroken through large-scale 

and rapid historical changes, so long as modification of one factor in the balance is not allowed 

to outstrip modification of the other factors. It is not even true that the slower one marches, the 

easier it becomes to keep step. The one essential thing is that the movements of all the social 

variables involved should be suitably geared to one another.ò 

ñI should like to hear more about this sometime,ò Midhurst said with a tinge of irony. ñBut 

for our present purposeðerðarenôt we getting rather far afield?ò 

ñI am so sorry,ò Vova replied. ñIt is a bad habit of mine to digress. Yon led me astray by 

suggesting that the question of African political responsibility was a sleeping dog which could be 

left to lie for another hundred years or so. Let us return to indirect rule. I have one last query for 

you on that. How does it work out in the economic sphere? Does the N.A. play any part in organ-

ising the people as producers or as consumers? Or is it concerned with them merely in their civic 

capacity as members of the tribe?ò 

 

III  

 

ñHôm, thatôs a bit of a teaser. Let me think a moment. Yes... Well, in the first place, Cameron 

used to insist that N.A.s should never concern themselves with production, marketing, or trade. 

And it canôt be said that there has been any general or consistent policy of extending their au-

thority to such matters. But somehow, in a haphazard kind of way, they do tend to get mixed up 

in them. A good example is the story of the Chagga coffee-growers. Can you bear it?ò 

ñPlease. I am afraid I do not even know who the Chagga are.ò 

ñWell, theyôre a tribe living on the slopes of Mount Kilimanjaro in a district which the Ger-

mans had successfully developed for coffee-growing. When the German planters were packed 

off home at the end of the last war, large numbers of Chagga who had worked for wages on the 

plantations set up as coffee-growers on their own account. They disposed of their crop to Indian 

storekeepers, who acted as middlemen linking the grower with the export market. In one sense 

the industry developed into quite a large-scale affair. At its peak some 30,000 members of the 

tribe were engaged in it. But none of them was by our standards a large-scale grower. 

ñThe Chagga coffee-growers were primarily subsistence farmers. Coffee was for them a use-

ful cash crop, filling much the same purpose in their lives as work for wages had filled while the 

Germans were still with themðthat is to, say, it provided them with the modest purchasing 
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power needed for a few consumption goods, and perhaps a little schooling, medical treatment, or 

witchcraft. But they did much better out of coffee-growing than out of wage-service, since it 

brought them more money at less cost in time, energy, and psychological strain. You can get an 

idea of the scale of the thing from the fact that until the great slump cut coffee prices in half, the 

average sum growers received for their coffee each year was about £4.ò 

ñHow long would it have taken to earn that sum in wages?ò asked Vova. 

ñOh, the best part of a year. You can reckon the average agricultural wage in Tanganyika at 

8s. 6d. to 10.s. for a thirty-day ticket at that time. So the first part of the picture is bright enough. 

The Chagga growers were organised in some thirty primary groups, and these in turn were feder-

ated in a body known as the K.N.P.A. (Kilimanjaro Native Plantersô Association). The Director 

of Agriculture kept on reporting that the K.N.P.A. coffee was of quite as high a quality as the 

coffee grown by Europeans. This means something when you remember that the Chagga co-ops 

were responsible not for the growing alone, but also for pulping, drying, fermenting, and grad-

ing. On the whole, the movement was probably one of the most promising examples of sponta-

neous democratic mass-activity that modern Africa has to show. The trouble was that its very 

success made enemies for it among the white settlers.ò 

ñI thought the white settlers had been packed off to Germany,ò said Vova. 

ñAt first, yes. But when the Germans were thrown out after the war, their estates were simply 

sold by auction to the highest bidders. Of these some were British, some Boers from South Af-

rica, some Indian, some Greek, and so on. Moreover, by 1925 the embargo on land-holding by 

Germans was withdrawn, and after that quite a number of the original plantation owners came 

back. By 1935 there were nearly 3,000 Germans in Tanganyika out of a total white population of 

8,500.ò 

ñIt sounds a pretty mixed crowd,ò Vova commented. ñBut why should they object to the 

K.N.P.A.?ò 

ñWell, there you have the colour bar at work, Iôm afraid,ò answered Midhurst. ñYou see, the 

white settlers in the next-door colony of Kenya had jobbed their Government into banning cof-

fee-growing by Africans. The Kenya settlers thought their own position would be strengthened if 

their opposite numbers in Tanganyika enjoyed a similar monopoly. So they put the point to the 

Tanganyika settlers, at the same time offering some useful hints about the tactics which had 

proved effective in their own case. The Tanganyika gang, nothing loath, moved smartly into ac-

tion. This was in 1925, and it so chanced that Cameron had just arrived as Governor. He not only 

turned down the settlersô demands, but actively helped the Chagga to develop the K.N.P.A., now 

in the fourth year of its life. In this way he put native coffee-growing on a sounder basis than 

ever before. 

ñIt was a good deed, but done unfortunately in a naughty world. It made the settlers of every 

shade of white all over East Africa see every shade of red. They would have burnt Cameron at 

the stake with the greatest joy. For several years the K.N.P.A. flourished like the green bay tree. 

ñBut Cameron was not the only immigrant into Tanganyika in 1925. The Germans too came 

trickling back from that year onwards. And they proved, in this particular matter, even stouter 

allies of the settler party than Cameron was of the Chagga. The settlers, thus reinforced, deter-

mined to torpedo the K.N.P.A., Cameron or no Cameron. Various things began to happen. White 

officials who had the confidence of the tribe and had helped to put K.N.P.A. on its feet, were 

opportunely transferred elsewhere. The Indian storekeepers, who had originally served as the 

marketing channel for Chagga coffee, and to whom K.N.P.A. therefore appeared to be acting in 

restraint of trade, started offering inducements to all and sundry to sell coffee to them again in-
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stead of to K.N.P.A. Members of the K.N.P.A. managing committee were suborned and cor-

rupted. One of them, so it was said, absconded with £1,000 of K.N.P.A. money, though he was 

never put on trial. A small class of professional coffee-stealers mysteriously came into being. 

The tide of confidence in K.N.P.A. turned to the ebb. By 1929 half the crop was being sold out-

side to other agencies. The next year K.N.P.A. piled up on the rocks, and an official receiver was 

put in.ò 

 

IV  

 

ñAnd was that the signal for the Government to prohibit coffee-growing by natives?ò 

ñNo, it didnôt retreat as far as that,ò Midhurst replied. ñBut it did retreat. Its first idea was to 

set up a Government marketing agency for the handling of all coffee, whether grown by Africans 

or by Europeans. But this came to grief because the white settlers stubbornly refused to come 

into any sort of organisation on equal terms with Africans. AS the mandate forbade legal dis-

crimination on grounds of race, something of a deadlock seemed to have been reached. 

ñThis carries the tale as far as 1931ðI hope it isnôt getting too involvedðand now the situa-

tion changes in two ways, both unfavourable to the Chagga. First Cameron leaves, promoted to 

govern Nigeria; and next, the great slump hits Tanganyika good and hard. K.N.P.A. is officially 

óreorganised,ô or in other words forced to transform itself into K.N.C.U. (Kilimanjaro Native Co-

operative Union). The term óco-opô in this connection has always seemed to me a little loose, 

since K.N.C.U. was from the first controlled by a Government-appointed European manager at a 

salary of £700 a year. Incidentally, the salary paid to the chairman of the democratically elected 

management committee of K.N.P.A. had been £120.ò 

ñ1 take it that he was an African?ò 

ñYouôre right, he was. And again, all native coffee-growers were compelled by law to sell 

their coffee to K.N.C.U.ðwhich was another reason why it didnôt strike me as being very genu-

inely co-operative.ò 

ñHow did they manage to apply compulsion to native coffee-growers without applying it to 

Europeans in the same line of business?ò Vova asked. 

ñAh, now in answering that question we come to the answer to your main question about 

how N.A.s link up with economic organisation. It was done by telling the Chagga N.A. to issue 

an order obliging all members of the tribe who grew coffee to sell their crop to K.N.C.U.ò 

ñBut does that comply with the mandateðI mean with the requirement about not discrimi-

nating legally against Africans?ò  

ñNo, as it happens, it doesnôt. I can tell you that, because later on the point was argued in my 

court, and I had to give a judgment on it. But I suppose the administration was a bit desperate- at 

the time, and felt there was nothing for it but to take a chance.ò 

ñIn a case like this,ò Vova urged, ñindirect rule seems rather inconvenient. Would it not have 

been easier for the government to have issued the order itself, instead of using the N.A. as its 

mouthpiece? ñ 

ñBut the N.A. is the government, or rather part of the machinery of government. It is the 

normal channel of communication between the Governor and the tribespeople.ò  

ñWas the N.A. then quite compliant? Was it willing to assist the white man in the struggle 

against the true co-operative movement of its own people?ò 

ñIt may seem unlikely,ò was Midhurstôs reply, ñbut it was. You see, the great crime of 

K.N.P.A., in the eyes of the Chagga chiefs, was that it offered the natural leaders of the people 
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employment which carried higher pay, prestige, and social utility than the jobs the chiefs them-

selves were doing. Consequently, the incidence of nasal dislocation amongst the traditional lead-

ers was high, and they were not at all averse from doing the coffee-growersô democracy any 

damage they could. By lining up with the white manôs government and allowing themselves to 

be used as a key point in its coercive machinery, the chiefs thought, perhaps rather naively, that 

they were asserting their own authority over the coffee-growersô organisation.ò 

ñI began listening to this story as a mild social drama,ò said Vova. ñI see now that its interest 

is less dramatic than musical. Not even your own Elgar could have contrived more enigmatic 

variations on a chosen theme. You start with a discord involving colour privilege. The white 

planters, hungry for monopoly, set out to break their black competitors, while the white govern-

ment stands by the blacks on the óno racial discriminationô ticket. You end with another discord 

involving a conflict of classes within the tribe. The protagonists are now the tribal reactionaries 

(the N.A.) versus the African progressives (the popular leadership of the associated coffee-

growers). Planters and government, in a gradual diminuendo, have faded out.ò 

ñTrue,ò Midhurst replied. ñBut all the same, the white planters have effected their main pur-

pose. Certainly they have not managed to get native coffee-growing made illegal; they have 

failed to cut the whole trouble at the roots. But they have broken the democratic movement, and 

they have put a stranglehold on native coffee at the point of marketing ða second-best perhaps, 

compared with the point of production, but it will serve.ò 

ñYes, I see,ò Vova said. ñAnd the government, for its part, though silently conceding the sub-

stance of the plantersô demands, is not obliged openly to acknowledge defeat at their hands, or 

even to recant explicitly its nominal principle of no discrimination. And henceforward it can rep-

resent the entire issue as a mere squabble between different groups of natives, a little matter of 

intra-tribal discipline. It is a happy ending for the whites. But it looks rather a Machiavellian 

piece of work.ò 

 

V 

 

ñYouôd better hear the finish before making up your mind on that,ò Midhurst answered. 

ñLook at the position in, say, 1932 from the point of view of the Chagga growers. The particular 

local white officials in whom they happened to feel a special trust have gone. The Governor who 

had stood up for them has also gone. Their own democratic organisation, though by no means 

dead, has been prematurely buried. In their capacity of producers they have been brought under 

the authoritarian control of a European marketing-manager and an angry and jealous N.A. Simul-

taneously the great slump has struck, and the average sum received by growers has sagged from 

the 80s. of the palmy days of freedom to a wretched 56s. 6d. (By 1935 it will have crashed to 

27s. 6d.) 

ñThe growers, humanly enough, connect the drop in their income with the loss of their free-

running K.N.P.A. In this they are no doubt unscientific. And I suppose itôs quite likely that 

K.N.P.A. would have foundered in the great slump, white settlers or no white settlers. Still, we 

shall all understand and sympathise with them when they start holding public meetings to ex-

press their widespread discontent, and to call for the exhumation and resurrection of their now 

beatified K.N.P.A. 

ñThe N.A. counters all this by flatly banning the meetings, which are nevertheless held, it 

then arrests, convicts, and imprisons a number of the organisers. The confusion and the rancour 

deepen. The European marketing-manager boycotts the coffee of a local society which has been 
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indiscreet enough to elect an anti-N.A. committee. One of the chiefs kills his brother who has 

ógone overô to the democratic side. 

ñIôm telescoping all this a good deal, of course. Events Iôve outlined in a sentence or two 

were actually spread out over several years. Anyhow, by the middle of 1937 both the N.A. and 

the colonial government had come to be regarded with open hatred and contempt by the mass of 

the tribespeople, including even the women, who normally steer clear of public affairs. So much 

so that the district officer, still uneasy although the whole recognised democratic leadership was 

now under lock and key, felt the need of some striking and exceptional step. He urged the Gov-

ernor to pay an official visit to the coffee-growing area, and address a formal gathering of the 

tribe. 

ñThe Governor came and, sad to relate, proved a complete flop. Soon after his visit, another 

prohibited meeting of coffee-growers was held, at which it was decided to close the store belong-

ing to K.N.C.U. The next morning N.A. police were on the spot to open it againðby force. That 

night an excited crowd burned it to the ground. The government at once chartered all available 

aeroplanes, and flew troops to the scene, drawing on resources as far afield as Nairobi. The 

Chagga offered no resistance. A further 200 of their number were gaoled or fined. Since then 

things have been quieter.ò 

ñThat is an illuminating story indeed,ò said Vova. ñI am greatly obliged to you. But I judge 

from some of your phrases that you do not regard it as altogether creditable.ò 

ñI think itôs a damned bad show all round,ò replied Midhurst with emphasis. ñThat wide, 

spontaneous co-operation of the Chagga started as one of the most hopeful democratic move-

ments of this generation, in the whole length and breadth of Africa. And the best we can do with 

it is to send it up in flames, ruined.ò 

ñYes;ò Vova agreed, ñit seems a pity that such fine blossom should bear so little fruit. Yet 

really there is a pathetic inevitability in the whole sequence, is there not? If your people had hon-

estly wanted to give K.N.P.A. its head, would they not have had to scrap the Chagga N.A. and 

liquidate the white settler, too? And then there was the great slump. Long life and happiness for 

bodies like K.N.P.A. depend on your abolishing world-wide economic blizzards, or at least on 

your giving the Chagga adequate shelter from them. But your administrators seem unaccustomed 

to thinking in such terms. So I suggest that if K.N.P.A. had not fizzled out the way it did, why, it 

would just have fizzled out some other way.ò 

ñWell, you may be right. Native co-ops, I admit, are tender growths. But...ò 

 

VI  

 

ñMr. Midhurst,ò Vova burst in, ñwould you object if I told you what 1 think?ò 

ñOn the contrary,ò Midhurst answered with a broad smile, ñI should object to your telling me 

anything else. Why do you ask?ò 

ñBecause I have observed that nothing is more bitterly resented by Englishmen of the ruling 

class than candour in the discussion of politics or religion.ò 

Midhurst laughed outright at this. ñThen please put me down as an honorary proletarian,ò he 

said. ñFor heavenôs sake say any mortal thing thatôs on your mind. I shanôt care a tuppenny 

damn, whatever it is.ò 

ñI hope you will not regret having licensed me,ò Vova replied, ólaughing too. ñWell, I take 

the plunge. What strikes me at once is that the official behaviour in the Chagga affair was essen-

tially aimless. In fact, aimlessness seems to be the main characteristic of the whole scheme of 
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indirect rule, and even of your conception of trusteeship itself. 

ñYour Chagga position could hardly have cropped up in just that form in my country. But we 

have troubles of our own which resemble it in some ways. For instance, we are very familiar 

with conflicts between reactionary traditional tribal authorities and native leaders of newer and 

more progressive organisations. And we often deal with them just as wastefully and unintelli-

gently as your people dealt with the Chagga. There is this difference, however. Our blunders do 

not arise because we are ignorant of what we want to do. 

ñI had an idea that British colonial administrators were students of Aristotle, or at any rate 

fellow-travellers with Dr. Joad. We in the Soviet Union seldom enjoy such advantages, but we 

are nevertheless better Aristotelians than you. At least we have not forgotten that human conduct 

is directed to ends; that these ends are not independent of one another; that there is a final end to 

which all others are subordinate; and that the art or science which undertakes to realise the final 

end is Politics, the social art or the social science. 

ñFor ourselves we have already discovered and defined this final end. Put very briefly and 

crudely, it is complete political, economic, and social equality among a population of nearly 200 

millions, comprising nearly 200 distinct ethnical groups in widely different phases of culture. 

The soviet government, therefore, is obliged to conceive its task as the building of a new civilisa-

tionða civilisation which we, in our curious jargon, call socialist. This in turn means enrolling 

for the labour of construction millions of men and women of different talents, temperaments, and 

training; it means guiding them to recast the economic and social life of the entire community, 

and in recasting it to change in many far-reaching ways their own habits, occupations, beliefs, 

and desires.ò 

ñI hope that later on you will tell us something about the efforts you have made towards this 

final end.ò 

ñYou are very kind. At the moment, however, I simply point out that our having chosen and 

defined that end greatly simplifies for us the problem of choosing between other ends which are 

subordinate to it. 

ñTake your Chagga situation as an example. Here there were at least four distinct ends striv-

ing with varying degrees of vigour for realisation. One was the claim of the European settlers to 

be treated as an exclusive group entitled to certain monopolistic privileges. Another was the 

freedom of certain African producers to associate spontaneously in a co-operative business en-

terprise. A third was the official preference for avoiding open and acknowledged racial discrimi-

nation. And the fourth was the official inclination to maintain the authority of the Chagga N.A. 

in the general interests of the policy of indirect rule. 

ñNow a soviet administrator would have no difficulty at all with what I may call the theoreti-

cal aspect of the problem thus presented. He would refer each of the four ends to his final end, 

and decide which of them was compatible with it and which not. The incompatibles he would 

reject out of hand; and the compatibles he would rank in an order of precedence on a scale rang-

ing from positive furtherance of the final end to mere non-repugnance to it. His practical problem 

would then be to assist the realisation of the compatibles in accordance with this scheme of pri-

orities. 

ñFor a British administrator no part of such a process is possible, simply because he has no 

final end in terms of which subordinate ends can be valued. All ends therefore remain, from his 

standpoint, sheerly incommensurable, and there can be no intrinsic grounds on which he should 

prefer one to another. But since practical exigencies compel him to adopt some scheme of priori-

ties, the one he actually follows is determined by purely external and opportunist considerations, 
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such as the line of least resistance, and so on. Hence the impression which British administrative 

practice so strongly conveys of lack of principleðof being ready to behave in any way whatever, 

not excluding the most shameful and the least consistent with solemn declarations, provided it 

yields the minimum of all-round friction and disturbance.ò 

ñI donôt want to interrupt your flow, Mr. Korolenko,ò Midhurst put in, ñbut wouldnôt Aris-

totle feel bound to remind you that, in charging the British administrator with want of a final end, 

you are speaking somewhat loosely? All human behaviour he would say, wouldnôt he, is in fact 

determined by reference to some final end or other?ò 

ñOf course, yes. You are perfectly right. The real question is: What is the concealed final end 

that operates to produce the appearance of aimlessness? What is the unstated major premise on 

which British official thinking about colonial affairs depends, and why does it express itself in 

policies that seem to exhibit no coherent principle?ò 

ñWell,ò challenged Midhurst, ñwhat is this mysterious x? Have you got a hunch?ò 

 

VII  

 

ñThere is no great mystery about it really,ò was Vovaôs answer. ñIf it appears to work in a 

mysterious way, that is simply because it governs your colonial policy without being concerned 

with conditions inside your colonics. I suggest that the British colonial system has always been 

and still is fundamentally uninterested in the internal state of social health among colonial peo-

ples. Your empire is a trading empire. Your dominant interest in the countries of which you 

make imperial use is the extra-territorial rights that you have carved out for yourselves thereð

the iron frame within which trade (and latterly industry as well) could be preferentially carried 

on. To the problems of the various societies among whom that trade and that industry went for-

ward your attitude has been one of superb indifference. 

ñPlease do not think that any moral reproof is implied here. I am discussing the psychology 

of imperialism, not its ethics, and my submission is that what lies at the root of all your colonial 

dealings and gives them a certain consistency, beneath their superficial opportunism, is the con-

ception of extra-territoriality. 

ñThis means that China, Persia, Egypt, Iraq, are the prototypes of British colonies.
1
 Your ba-

sic formula for empire is concessions, foreign settlements, extra-territorial rights. Administrative 

responsibility you avoid as far as possible, and when you assume it, you do so with reluctance 

and for the primary purpose of creating stable economic and political conditions for profit-

earning co-operation between British capital and native labour and natural resources. In tropical 

Africa you have added administration to your other worries in just this way. But the dependen-

cies which you actually govern are secondary forms derived from the extraterritorial prototype to 

meet special circumstances. Government is conceived as a regrettable but sometimes necessary 

outgrowth from extra-territoriality, and is felt as something whose scope it is always advisable to 

restrict to the minimum. 

                     
1
 Vova is evidently describing the actual behaviour of British adepts, official and unofficial, in these countries, 

and not the legal basis of that behaviour. 

Thus his judgment is not necessarily invalidated by the fact that on January 11th, 1943, Britain formally abro-

gated the treaties with China which had given legal expression to British extra-territorial rights there. The legal basis 

of British dealings with the Chinese is changed; how far the character of the dealings themselves will change re-

mains to be seen. 

It may be recalled here that extra-territorial rights in China had been relinquished as long ago as 1930 by the 

U.S.S.R., Germany, Austria, Poland, Finland, Greece, Czechoslovakia, Persia, Mexico and Bolivia. 
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ñI think this hypothesis is capable of accounting for all the characteristic features of British 

imperialism. First of all, your fondness for working through native rulersðMalayan sultans, In-

dian princes, African chiefs, and so on. Then what to soviet eyes is your incredible aloofness 

from the native peoples, your lack of contact with them beyond what is involved in the master-

servant relation, the absence in you of any active sense of responsibility for their troubles, your 

lack of free and equal community with them, and of any impulse to establish it. Next, your in-

ability to lead them towards nationhood, or to conceive that native self-government could be in 

any realistic sense an advantage either for them or for you. 

ñAgain the grotesque discrepancy between your paper principle of óno racial discriminationô 

and your extremely thorough practical elaboration of the colour bar in industry, trade, law, edu-

cation, public and social services, property ownership, political representation, and entry into 

government service. Yet again your anxiety that natives should develop on their own lines, in 

order that they may become good Africans and not bad Europeans, as though there were some 

sinister peril in making them the heirs of an ecumenical civilisation. And finally your shrinking 

from any positive or constructive role in colonial affairs, your profound conviction that the art of 

government consists in bringing about some kind of balance of pre-existing social forces and in-

terests, while declining all effort to impart a consciously chosen direction to the social process as 

a whole.ò 

 

VIII  

 

ñJust a moment, please,ò Midhurst put in. ñYou say that we have no active sense of responsi-

bility for the troubles of native peoples. Does this mean you consider the principle of trusteeship, 

which we like to think of as the foundation of our colonial policy, to represent a fraudulent claim 

on our part?ò 

Vova made a deprecating gesture. ñFraudulent is a very damaging term, is it not? No, I 

should relate the trusteeship principle to the extra-territoriality principle in this way. Trusteeship 

arises as a secondary feature of policy in what 1 called the secondary type of dependencyðthe 

type of dependency, I mean, in which you do assume direct administrative responsibility. Let me 

illustrate. 

ñIn the last two or three generations Britain, and indeed every advanced country, has been 

driven to introduce universal compulsory education, a complicated system of social insurance, 

and a wide-range of social services, in order to maintain the working population at the level of 

technical efficiency required to enable the ruling groups to pursue the art of power politics with 

some hope of success. In the same way and for very similar reasons there comes a stage, as 

world economic relations grow more closely integrated, when even the iron frame in the colonies 

has to be padded and upholstered a little, if the natives who toil within it are to be kept sweet and 

made competent to carry out the technical tasks which world economy imposes on them. 

ñNaturally enough, the standards observed in colonial areas are less exacting than those in 

metropolitan areas. Education in the colonies is not compulsory, and it is far from being univer-

sal; the social services and public utilities are incomplete and fragmentary in the extreme.ò 

ñDo you wish to write off the work of our missionary societies in the educational field, our 

medical missions, our departments of Public Health, Veterinary departments, Agricultural de-

partments, and so on?ò 

ñNot at all,ò Vova proceeded. ñAll this certainly represents in the aggregate a considerable 

human effort, and it has certainly helped the people whom it was meant to help. If you wish to 
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indulge in a little national self-congratulation about it, please do not let me deter you. You should 

not, however, expect soviet observers to be particularly impressed, since in my country construc-

tive human effort is of a different order of magnitude. You measure your social advance in yards, 

feet, and inches; we measure ours in light-years. 

ñIn trying to appraise your whole colonial situation, one has to see this trusteeship question in 

proportion. To begin with, the zone of the effective operation of trusteeship is evidently small by 

comparison with the total social area involved; your trusteeship measures actually touch only a 

little minority of the population. The indices of literacy and of infant mortality, to take two ex-

amples at random, are enough to show that. 

ñSecondly, for some months even after the present war had started, you were still clinging 

desperately to the principle that each dependency should be self-supporting from the standpoint 

of public finance. This means that until the early summer of 1940 you were committed to a 

mainly negative and passive interpretation of trusteeship. Well, that sort of atomic self-

sufficiency has now been abandonedðnominally. Your authorities announced in 1940 that fi-

nancial assistance for development and welfare schemes in the colonies would be granted up to a 

maximum of £5 million a year. What is the total population of your dependent empire?ò 

ñI donôt remember the exact figures,ôô Midhurst answered. ñSomewhere about 60 million, I 

should guess.ò 

ñThen the British government has now stated its readiness to spend 1s. 8d. per colonial head 

per year on implementing the trusteeship principle. But in practice it does not do this. My 

Economist records that the total financial assistance given to the colonies under the new scheme 

was just over £800,000 up to the end of 1941ðabout one-tenth of what should have been spent if 

the rate of £5 millions a year was being maintained. 

ñIn other words, on your new óactivistô interpretation of trusteeship, you have allocated from 

central funds over a year and a half about 3d. per bead of the colonial population for welfare and 

development. This effective rate of 2d. a year does not suggest that the improvement in condi-

tions at the colonial end is likely to be very striking. Nor does it present the people and govern-

ment of Britain to the mindôs eye as a forceful and resolute group, determined to live up- to their 

declarations on trusteeship or perish in the attempt. The Economist mentions, by the way, that the 

chairman of the committee, which settles these allocations has another full -time job, and can 

spare only an hour a week to the committeeôs business.ò 

ñAh,ò was Midhurstôs comment, ñyou mustnôt believe all you read in the newspapers, you 

know.ò 

ñHas not the Economist a reputation for accuracy?ò 

ñWell, I suppose itôs fairly reliable on points of fact. Its views are sometimes pretty erratic.ò 

 ñI am not concerned with its views. If its version of the facts is accurate, those responsible 

for the administration o£ the Colonial Development and Welfare Act are, according to soviet no-

tions, wreckers and saboteurs. In my country they would be arrested, put on trial, and if con-

victed sentenced to a fair slice of imprisonment. With you, however, they remain undisturbed in 

posts of consideration and influence, and apparently give satisfaction to the highest authorities. 

We in the Soviet Union would infer from this that the highest authorities are themselves wreck-

ers in spirit, so far as trusteeship is concerned. But then we have been brought up to expect a 

pretty strict correspondence between the declarations of the authorities and their actual policy, 

and also between their policy and the behaviour of subordinate officials. Does that seem to you 

very naive of us?ò 

ñI should have thought the attitude likely to lead to a certain disenchantment.ò 
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ñBut seriously, Mr. Midhurst. This is one of the greatest differences that I notice between the 

mental climate of your country and mine. When Stalin speaks, he appears as just one of our-

selves telling us simply and straightforwardly something he wants us to know. When I listen to 

your political leaders, I feel that I am intercepting a number of code messages to which I lack the 

key. People applaud fine sentiments, but no one seems to mind at all whether or not the plain 

meaning of what is said tallies with the actual substance of what is done. That makes me feel that 

the real meaning of what is said cannot be its obvious surface meaning.ò 

ñThe old yarn about British hypocrisy again, eh?ò Midhurst grunted. 

 

IX  

 

Vova smiled. ñOh, no, I am trying to track down something more deep-seated than hypoc-

risy. However, we had better not go into that now. My main point is that, in considering the prac-

tical significance of the trusteeship principle, one has to remember first that its benefits extend 

only to a small minority or the colonial population, second that it was a negative principle until 

1940, third that, since then, your official agents have indeed pursued it in its positive form, but in 

a remarkably half-hearted manner and on a remarkably diminutive scale, and fourth that most of 

your unofficial agents, such as settlers, mine-owners, banks, and big trading concerns, do not 

make even a pretence of pursuing it in either form. 

ñThis last matter is important, I think, as the great bulk of the active relations between your 

British society and the native societies of the colonies are conducted by these unofficial agents. 

The impact made by the officials and their policies is altogether less extensive, less sharp, and 

less continuous. Trusteeship, in short, is a speciality of officialdom, and is a far less vital influ-

ence than the unofficial economic penetration by which it is vigorously and often bitterly repudi-

ated.ò 

Midhurst raised his eyebrows at this. ñAnd what of the missionaries?ò he asked. ñI suppose 

you would rank them as unofficial agents. Does trusteeship mean nothing to them?ò 

ñAh,ò Vova replied, ñonce again you recall the missionaries. On the whole, they have a 

higher conception of trusteeship and more honesty in its observance than colonial governments, 

would you not agree? Certainly they must be reckoned in on the credit side in our calculations. 

But we should not make the mistake of double-counting. We have already made one entry cover-

ing their work when we spoke of education and medical missions. 

ñI want to give you an example of the work of another sort of unofficial agent. I happened to 

see in the shipôs library the other day a book by the ex-Chief Secretary of Burma. According to 

his account, Lower Burma was, until 1930, a land of peasant proprietors. By 1940 more than 

two-thirds of the land had passed from the peasants into the hands of money-lenders, mainly In-

dian; and most of the remaining third was heavily encumbered with debt. The former owners had 

become rent-paying tenants or landless labourers. It is estimated that to buy back the land that 

has changed hands in this way would cost some £37 millions. 

ñThe-peasant owners were first driven to borrow on the security of their land on this disas-

trous scale by the great slump, and, may I add, by the fact that their trustees had taken no effec-

tive steps to protect them from the consequences of the slumpðthe same slump that got your 

poor Chagga friends into such deep water. In Burma, Indian moneylenders were at hand to meet 

the peasantsô pressing needs, and they lent money freely at a rate of interest which seems to have 

averaged about 20 per cent. The odd thing, in the view of a soviet observer, is that the Indian 

money-lenders had previously borrowed the money from British banks in Rangoon at 3 per cent 
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above bank rate. 

ñThe Burmese peasant did not take kindly to all this. In the early days of the slump, in 1931 

to be exact, there was an agrarian revolt which the government had to put down at the cost of 

hundreds of peasant lives. Is there not some want of co-ordination here? Why do you British let 

your unofficial agents, the banks, take action whose consequences your official agents, the troops 

and police, are obliged to counter by shooting down your wards, the-peasants? I do not find it 

easy to bring any part of the process under the rubric of trusteeship.ò  

This was too much for Midhurst. ñI donôt happen,ò he said, ñto have any first-hand acquaint-

ance with the events in Burma, Indeed, 1 have only what you tell me to go on. And not knowing 

what the case for the Burma government may be, I donôt propose to appear as its advocate. No 

doubt it has a case. I can think of several rejoinders which might be made. Are you in favour of 

the freedom of the press?ò 

Vova laughed at this abrupt transition. ñI am in favour of what I mean by a free press,ò he 

said. ñBut I do not imagine what I mean and what you mean are the same thing. I do not mean, 

for example, the freedom of a few rich men to poison and delude the minds of millions of igno-

rant readers.ò 

ñWell, anyway,ò Midhurst went on, ña country which has a free press, whether in your sense 

or mine, must expect to find minority interests sometimes printing matter that the majority would 

disapprove?ò 

ñYes.ò 

ñYet the advantage of everyone, even unpopular minorities, being able to speak their minds 

is held to outweigh the disadvantage of causing occasional annoyance to the majority?ò  

ñI see what you are getting at.ò 

ñWell, in the same way the-general advantage of having a free-moving banking system may 

outweigh the disadvantage of occasional misfortunes such as the one you mention.ò 

ñI follow. The legitimate interests of bankers must not be interfered with, even if they entail 

the ruin of three-quarters of an entire peasant population. If such consequences fall within the 

scope of the banksô legitimate interests, one wonders what their illegitimate interests may be. I 

should have thought, Mr. Midhurst, the whole argument was a hundred years out of date. It re-

minds me of Lord John Russellôs refusal-to allow corn to be carried to Ireland by ships of the 

navy at the time of the Black famine, on the ground that governmental poaching on the preserves 

of private shipowners was intolerable. 

ñIn my country we were lately faced with a position not very different from yours in Burma. 

We have a name for these money-lenders, you know; we call them kulaks. What did we do? We 

made it illegal for the banks to advance money to them, and we then proceeded to put the whole 

kulak class out of business. We had many reasons for doing this, and chief among them that not 

to have done it would have been to wreck our entire scheme for the industrialisation and there-

fore the defence of the country. The labour of a debt-ridden and dispossessed peasantry, follow-

ing obsolete agricultural methods, could never have fed our cities and the Red Army. 

ñMore of the crocodile tears of your humanitarians have been shed over the fate of the poor 

kulaks than over any other instance of bolshevik brutality. What seems inconsistent to us is that 

these same humanitarians do not turn a hair as they watch, or rather wink at, your own people 

liquidating whole classes of peasants in Burma and Bengal. Can you blame us if we take the 

truth of the matter to be, not so much that they prefer humane to brutal dealing, but rather that 

they prefer bankers and money-lenders to peasants and really believe that the former embody 

higher cultural and social values? 
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ñ
If you want a comparison between the two processes in terms of human suffering, I suggest 

that the hardships undergone by your Burmese peasants are at least as great as those undergone 

by our kulaks. If one attempts a calculus in terms of the greatest happiness of the greatest num-

ber, is not the contrast wholly in our favour? Is not the liquidation of one kulak better than that of 

forty peasantsðfor that is about the proportion involved? And you must remember that our 

methods do at least lead to a great leap in agricultural productivity, whereas yours invite stagna-

tion and perpetuate inefficiency.ò 

ñForgive my butting inòðMidhurst hurriedly got his word in edgewaysðòbut what has all 

this to do with trusteeship?ò 

ñThat is, in effect, the question that I was putting to you,ò answered Vova. ñI cannot myself 

see that it has anything whatever to do with trusteeship. Indeed, I was adducing the Burma story 

as evidence that over large tracts of British activity in colonial areas the writ of the trusteeship 

principle does not run at all.ò 

 

X 

 

ñNow, Mr. Midhurst, my Burma story and your Chagga. story, together with all the other 

points we have been glancing at as part of their context, show, I think, that trusteeship, or what 

you are now beginning to call partnership, cannot possibly be regarded as the primary operative 

principle in your colonial policy. It cannot be so regarded even if you restrict the meaning of the 

term ócolonial policyô to the behaviour of colonial governments and missionaries. In point of 

fact, however, there is no warrant for such a restriction. I suggest that the proper operational 

definition of ócolonial policyô is the dominant trends observable in the totality of the relations 

between your British society and the societies of the colonies. It is in this sense that I use it. 

When the term is so used, the linkage between your colonial policy and the trusteeship principle 

is seen to be notably insecure and erratic. 

ñBut the same body of evidence does support the view that the primary operative principle 

has been specially favoured trade based on extra-territoriality. I conclude, therefore, that trustee-

ship means to you British what it has always meant to the many paternal oligarchies that have 

invoked it since the time of PlatoðPlato, who was the first thinker to speak of political power as 

a trust. It means that normally in your dealings with ósubject racesô you have a general feeling of 

benevolence. You do not consciously desire to be brutally self-assertive or ruthless in exploita-

tion. The role of kindly protector is part of the collective persona in the guise of which you as a 

ruling imperial group present yourselves to yourselves and to the world. It expresses a subjective 

attitude which may or may not be reflected in overt behaviour. It is only spasmodically a practi-

cal orientation; it is all the time a way in which you like to be thought about by yourselves and 

by other people. 

ñIn practice it often does little more than cover the broad assumption, which you invariably 

make, that all backward peoples are automatically improved by contact with the British. They 

gain in grace, and they gain in material well-being. Of this you are immovably persuaded. In 

grace, because that notion gives an agreeable formulation to your tranquil sense of effortless su-

periority. The natives touch the hem of your imperial garment, and though virtue may go out of 

you, it damned well flows into them. I have many times admired your power of presenting even 

your most predatory strokes as virtue-transfusions from yourselves to your victims. 

ñIn well-being, too, you claim that the natives are gainers. The claim seems to be grounded in 

an assumption that trade relations never do anyone any harm. How often have I heard your 
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spokesmen repeat that, whatever charges may be levelled at British imperialism, China, India, 

Africa have not been left poorer by trading with British merchants. I find this remark at once cu-

rious and characteristic. In a silent and surreptitious way it seems to admit that there is a differ-

ence between the position of the British merchant and that of the native who trades with him. 

The Briton gets richer; the native is left not poorer. This is as close as you ever come to ac-

knowledging that the terms of trade may be favourable to one party and unfavourable to the 

other. 

ñBut such a possibility would at once dispose of your theory of automatic reciprocal advan-

tage. No general and categorical judgment could be made. It would become necessary to ask 

whether in a given case the advantage was one-sided or two-sided, and the question could be set-

tled only by an examination of specific transactions. 

ñWhile it is not valid to argue that imperial trade is in general absolutely advantageous or ab-

solutely disadvantageous for the native participants, it is valid to say that it is in general disad-

vantageous for them relatively to the British participants. The analysis of market processes dem-

onstrates that there is no tendency for the various buyers and sellers to make an equal or equita-

ble gain from the price at which they buy or sell. The needs, and therefore the bargaining 

strength, of those who meet in a market are never the same, either as between buyers and sellers, 

or as between buyers and buyers, or as between sellers and sellers. Markets, whether competitive 

or monopolist, are intrinsically unfair modes of distribution. Your own J. A. Hobson taught us 

that a long time ago. 

ñNow the history of colonial trade affords abundant evidence that the terms of exchange are 

normally unfavourable to the native participant, whether he figures as buyer or as seller. Indeed, 

colonies are valued precisely because colonial trade can offer the imperial participant a wider 

margin of advantage and can offer it continuously over a longer period than can trade with sov-

ereign, independent, and, one may add, well-armed countries. Orthodox British spokesmen ap-

pear to overlook all these points when they expatiate on the topic of trusteeship. 

ñOnce again, please do not mistake my meaning. I speak plainly, as you urged me to. But 

there is no suggestion of blame in what I say. I do not judge your purposes; I merely describe 

them as they are manifested in your behaviour. That behaviour, I freely admit, may have been 

well considered and appropriate for the ends you had in view. But it was not calculated to im-

plant in the native peoples any powerful sense of social unity with yourselves. You may have 

been right to follow it; you would be wrong to feel surprised at Malayans not wishing to fight for 

you, or even at Burmese insisting on fighting against you. 

ñConversely, if all-empire social solidarity is what you want, you will have to set about get-

ting it by quite different methods from those which you adopted in the interests of trade and ex-

tra-territoriality. Evidently both ends cannot be realised by the same means. Rulers can only win 

the devotion of the ruled by serving them and sharing power with them. You have not served 

your colonial peoples. You have used them and served yourselves. 

ñNeed I add that this is offered as a statistical judgment, relating to the broad direction of the 

group-behaviour of those classes in British society which have undertaken to deal with colonial 

affairs? It is consistent with the possibility that many individuals of British origin may have ren-

dered selfless service to natives, and that the group-behaviour itself may on some occasions have 

been designed to serve them. But it implies that such possibilities, if they are ever actualised, 

take shape as back-eddies and cross-currents within the main stream of tendency. They modify 

its flow, but not its course.ò 

There was a pause. Midhurst, who had been growing more and more restive under Vovaôs in-
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terminable tirade, made haste to assume that the grand finale had now been reached. I could see 

that, in spite of Vovaôs disclaimers about moral condemnation, he felt he was being talked at as 

the symbol and the scapegoat of what Vova saw as the historic failures of British imperialism. 

This he was inclined to resent, yet at the same time he was more impressed by the gist of Vovaôs 

critique than he would have cared to admit. He turned to me with ponderous facetiousness. 

ñWe ought to give Mr. Korolenko a big hand,ò he said. ñHeôs wiped the floor with us prop-

erly. But weôll have our revenge. One day weôll make him tell us about his soviet handling of 

these problems. Then, having listened with polite attention, weôll proceed to tear him into little 

bits.ò 
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CHAPTER III  

 

FROM EMPIRE TO DEMOCRACY 

 

I 

 

The day we got in at Cape Town there was a wicked southeaster blowing. It blew so hard that 

the ship had difficulty in berthing. This made us late ashore, and instead of having four or five 

hours to play about in, we only just had time to get our things through the customs and catch the 

Rhodesian mail. 

As we drove up from the docks to Adderley Street, the ñtableclothò was hanging well down 

over the edge of Table Mountain. The swirling air was full of dust and grit, of which many grains 

made a bee-line for oneôs eyes and lodged there painfully. At the street corners powerful eddies 

formed which would catch up sheets of newspaper from the gutter and hurl them twenty feet 

aloft in a flash, or flatten them adhesively against a wall, as though a billsticker had pasted them 

there. For a pedestrian the price of keeping hat on head was eternal vigilance. The women suf-

fered front skirt trouble, often in rather serious forms. 

The scramble for the train killed my plan for showing Vova the sights. This disappointed me 

more than him. The Cape peninsula is one of the few corners Of the earth that can hold a candle 

to the southern shores of his native Crimea for natural beauty. In the Crimea he and I had first 

met. I remembered having jokingly promised then that one of these days I would display the glo-

ries of the Cape to his astonished gaze. My idea had been to drive him along the upper road past 

Groote Schuur and the lionôs den, with a side-glance at Constantia, and so to Muizenberg for a 

bathe and lunch. That was all off now; and I was sorry. But when I told Vova that he was miss-

ing one of the wonders of the world, I am bound to admit he didnôt seem to mind much. He was 

in no mood to feast the eye on scenery. For the last few days at sea he had been champing at the 

bit, and now that his feet had touched dry land again, he was urgent to press on with his job. 

The train journey to Bulawayo is typical of African travel in thisðthat it is long, hot, tedious, 

and grimy. Once the Hex River pass is left behind, there really is not much to keep a discerning 

eye at the window. The second day, as the train was pottering through the arid wastes of Bechu-

analand, we all three began to get a bit prickly. Midhurst wedged himself into his corner and 

grimly settled down to work through a pile of novels. Vova was restless and fidgety. I had told 

him that if he was going to Rhodesia, he ought to know something about Rhodes. And he was 

now turning over the pages of a biography of that hero with evident distaste. After a while he 

cried out in an agonised kind of voice: ñWhy on earth do you people deify a robber baron like 

that?ò and pitched the book across the carriage. 

Midhurst looked up in alarm. It took him a moment or two to grasp the situation. His eye 

lighted on the dust-cover of the rejected volume. ñAre you talking of Cecil Rhodes?ò he in-

quired, with an inflexion which suggested clearly that he expected the answer No. 

ñYes, I am,ò Vova replied, with vigour and defiance. 

On most days during his leave in London, Midhurst had spent a quarter of an hour before 

lunch drinking his dry Martini under a bronze bust of C.J.R. in the Royal Empire Societyôs 

lounge, without the least feeling of discomfort. Vovaôs point of view seemed entirely novel to 

him. But before he could comment on it, the train pulled up at a wayside halt, and Vova jumped 

out to have a look round. 

There were some rather part-worn natives moving up and down the platform, hawking their 
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waresðkarosses made of the skins of wild animals, crude wood-carvings, bead ornaments, and 

things of that kind. Vova rapidly bought a poker-work tortoise for a bob, and, hatless in the in-

tense sunlight, his eyes screwed quaintly up against the glare, stood laughing and joking with the 

bare-backed and bare-legged bantu. A few moments later he was pacing up and down in earnest 

converse with a huge African who wore shabby European clothes. As they passed underneath the 

window of our carriage, my ears informed me that the African was treating Vova to a fairly de-

tailed autobiographical sketchðand that he was doing it in fluent English. 

Nor was this lost on Midhurst. His whole body stiffened; all his antennae waved with atten-

tive suspicion. Then he leaned forward and tapped me on the knee. His face was clouded with 

the shadow of a fearful surmise. ñMy God,ò he whispered, ñyou donôt think heôll  bring that nig-

ger in here, do you?ò 

To Midhurstôs mind the possibility was evidently more shocking than it seemed to me, and .1 

was ready to smile at his anxiety. But I went on to reflect that I had no idea either how far Vova 

appreciated the virulence of local colour-prejudice, or how far he was willing to defer to it. He 

might even feel he had a duty to flout it. In my mindôs eye there began to take shape violent and 

vexatious scenes, in which Vovaôs African acquaintance was beaten up by our white fellow-

travellers, and Vova himself saved from a similar fate only on being taken into protective cus-

tody by the guard and left behind at some desolate station. 

A whistle blew. There was an answering bustle on the platform, and people began to climb 

back into the train. Vovaôs friend hurried off to his own seat in one of the rear coaches. Clearly 

he knew his place and wasnôt out to be cheeky, The train lurched on; and as Vova rejoined us, he 

said, with a heartiness that grated on Midhurst: ñAn interesting fellow that. He was telling me 

how he used to be secretary to one of the chiefs of the Bamangwato near Lake Ngami, until there 

was some sort of row, and the chief had him flogged in full diwan and driven out into exile. He is 

now returning for the first time since his disgrace, and wondering what sort of reception he will 

get. He is on this train as far as Livingstone, and will then strike across country to Maung.ò 

ñThatôs very reassuring,ò said Midhurst, with an irony that Vova missed completely. 

This was as close as either of us got to reading him a lesson in the etiquette of dealing with 

natives. 

 

II  

 

My fri end Ivor Jones, who met us at Bulawayo, was more direct. Mwanaphutiðfor that 

turned out to be the name of our black fellow-passengerðcame up to say good-bye to Vova, as 

their ways parted here. The pair of them stood talking, while the rest of us collected together our 

various items of luggage. Jones was vaguely disconcerted by the presence of the black man on 

the fringe of the group. On looking into the matter somewhat more closely, he found that Vova, 

to all appearances a white man, was speaking to the black on what were clearly familiar, and 

might even be equal, terms. The social conventions of Rhodesia stood in jeopardy. There was 

just a momentôs hesitation. Then he strode forward, nudged Vova, drew him a little aside, and 

gave him a whispered warning not to shake hands with a native in so public a place as the main-

line platform of Bulawayo station. 

At this Vova swung round and faced him squarely with a stare of cold fury. I began to fear a 

scandal even graver than an inter-racial handshake. But Vovaôs position was not easy. He had 

only just been introduced to Jones. He knew him to be a highly placed official of the Rhodesian 

railways. He knew too that in a general way he had offered to act as guide and host to us during 



  39 

the next few days. Whatever the provocation, on a long view it was obviously bad policy to have 

a row with him in the first five minutes. With an effort Vova took a grip on himself. ñI am 

sorry,ò he said icily. ñI am afraid that some of your customs are still strange to me. In my own 

country it would be a serious legal offence to give the advice you have just given. I must try to 

adjust myself to my new surroundings.ò 

He turned to take his leave of Mwanaphuti. I saw him raise his hand in a grave gesture of 

farewell. He did not place it in that of the African. Thus narrowly were the sentiments of the 

good people of Bulawayo preserved from outrage. 

I had been particularly anxious that my Russian friend and my Rhodesian friend should meet. 

Ivor and I had soldiered together in the last war, and I knew him for the bravest and the best of 

men. He had left his native Wales sometime about 1909 to seek his fortune, and to taste the ro-

mance of a little quiet empire-building; for in those days some people still pictured the empire to 

themselves in romantic colours. After various adventures he found his way into the railway ser-

vice in the vast lands that Cecil Rhodes had acquired. Like so many able-bodied Rhodesians he 

ñwent home for the war.ò But when it was over, Africa claimed him once more, and twenty-odd 

years of industrious efficiency carried him close to the top of the tree in his chosen walk of life. 

My notion was that he, if anyone, would be able to exhibit to Vova in a favourable light the 

kind of life led by the pioneering white communities that had made their homes in Africa. If I 

understood anything of Vova, he would approach these immigrant Europeans with the prejudice 

that they were a peculiarly effective type of kulak, oppressing and exploiting the defenceless 

black man for selfish gain. I knew it to be impossible to fit Ivor at all exactly to such a formula, 

and I hoped he would prove a more attractive figure personally than many of the whites whom 

we should meet on our travels. Indeed, he was the chief reason why we were breaking our jour-

ney at Bulawayo at all. But for him, I should have been inclined to take Vova straight through 

from the Cape to Livingstone, for, after all, our real business began only in Northern Rhodesia. 

So I groaned to see how unpromising a start the acquaintance of these two was making. What 

could I do to give it a fair wind? Luckily recovery did not have to wait upon my initiative. Ivor 

was obviously giving no second thought to the incident; it was all in the dayôs work to him. It 

occurred to me with something of a shock that quite likely he gave similar instruction in the ru-

diments of polite manners to most of the raw visitors whom it fell to him, as the representative of 

White Rhodesia, to welcome. As for Midhurst, he had been fussing about the luggage and had 

noticed nothing. So, as we all piled into Ivorôs car to drive to our hotel, there was much less of 

constraint than I had feared. Ivor was a capital showman, and he babbled away so amusingly 

about the features of the town, as we shot by them, that he soon had us all laughing and joking, 

including Vova. I began to tell myself that the little affair on the platform had not been so unto-

ward after all. 

Next morning after breakfast Ivor called to drive us out to the Matopo hills, the Rhodesian 

Pantheon. ñNo one who visits Bulawayo is ever allowed to get away again without making this 

pilgrimage,ò he told us with a smile, forestalling our protests that we were not rubbernecks. 

The hills are an astonishing jumble of granite tors, often made up of huge bare loaves of 

rock. They remind one of a heap of chippings from the workshop of some divine stonemason. 

The folds and hollows between and among the rocky excrescences are covered with dark green 

scrub, the haunt of baboons and leopards. We saw some of the former on the road. In the flat 

ground where there is some depth of soil, you get park-like country with many fine trees. Some 

of it was marked off by Rhodes fifty years ago to be a more or less formal park, and at his orders 

many exotics, as well as indigenous trees, were planted, and plenty of them are by now grown to 
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great stature. Our route lay through this park, whose limits are marked by iron gates with mas-

sive stone gate-posts. I noticed that the road was sprinkled with the flattened corpses of chame-

leons. Local counterparts of the sparrows, rats, and hedgehogs that lie mangled on our English 

roads in spring, they seem to be deficient in traffic sense, so that the petrol-driven juggernaut 

claims them in large numbers. 

Like trained tourists, we made the climb to Worldôs View, and inspected the Alan Wilson 

memorial, where Vova scored a good mark by speaking his admiration of the craftsmanship of 

John Tweedôs frieze. We stood by the graves of Rhodes, Jameson, and Coghlan, and marvelled 

at the principles on which conventional heroes are selected for canonisation. From this vantage-

point we took photographs of the tossing wild scenery round about. 

 

III  

 

On our way back to Bulawayo, we stopped for lunch at a little lonely hotel overlooking a 

handsome lake. A table was set for us on an open verandah, and in the garden below a tame os-

trich was scratching about much in the manner of smaller poultry. Midhurst, in whom the Eng-

lish love of animal pets was highly developed, could not resist the temptation to make what he 

thought
-
suitable approaches. Ivor warned him that he was courting a rebuff. And indeed the re-

sults he achieved were insignificant. I never saw an animal more unmoved by the presence of 

manða man, moreover, bearing bit of bread and lumps of sugar. Vova alone contrived to get a 

positive reaction from the bird. That was when he insisted on snapping its portrait, with a view, 

as he said, to explaining to friends in Russia that it was a wild ostrich that he had spent days in 

stalking. Then the creature stood still and turned a beady and disapproving eye on the photogra-

pher. By the time lunch was served, we all felt that the ostrich had been tried and found wanting. 

Vova, as we sat down at table, let his eye roam appreciatively over the lake in front of him. 

ñHow well that sheet of water stands out against the parched countryside,ò he said. ñHow did it 

get there?ò 

ñItôs one more monument to the tireless enterprise of Rhodes,ò Ivor answered. ñPart of his 

scheme for the development of water supplies throughout the country. If I remember rightly, the 

clam was built after his death, out of some trust money that he left for the purpose.ò 

Knowing Vovaôs views on Rhodes, I thought it might be safer to steer the talk along more 

general channels. So I waved an arm in a comprehensive gesture and asked: ñWell, Vova, what 

do you make of it all? Are you beginning to get the feel of life in British Africa?ò 

ñI think I am making a start,ò Vova answered; ñand to be frank, it does not greatly appeal to 

me. I cannot help feeling that our soviet arrangements are far better than yours. I fear you will 

think that self-important and conceited of me. Naturally, I do not mean that we have a point-for-

point superiority throughout the whole range of policy and achievement. Such a claim would be 

entirely absurd. A bare twenty years ago Lenin himself told us that we were a beggarly, uncul-

tured people, living on a level of semi-barbarism. óWe should speak,ô he said, óof that semi-

Asiatic cultural backwardness, which we have not yet cast off. The casting-off process has ad-

vanced a good deal since 1921, but, as we are well aware, it is still nothing like complete. In 

many things that make for the good life your best is better than our best, arid your average may 

sometimes be better than our average. On this latter point the advantage generally appears to be 

with you if the 180 millions of the Soviet Union are compared with the 45 millions of Britain; 

and with us, if the comparison is between the 180 millions of the Soviet Union and the 500 mil-

lions of the British Empire.ò 
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ñIn that case,ò Ivor interposed, ñwhat becomes of your superiority? Why, at any rate, speak 

as though it were immeasurable?ò 

ñThe difference between the soviet system and the British system is just this,ò was Vovaôs 

reply. ñWe do the right thing, though at present rather badly; you do the wrong thing rather well. 

Ours is a higher form of life at an immature stage of its individual development; yours is a lower 

form at a mature stage. We are the human infant, you the adult chimpanzee.ò 

ñBeautifully sententious and all that, but as
-
 it stands, obscure. Explain please.ò 

ñThe thought in my mind is this. All the complex social problems of our day radiate, I sug-

gest, from a single critical issueðthe need to democratise big business. 

ñTo-day the essential goods and services which are the means of continuing life are in the 

main produced and distributed by vast monopolistic combines. That is as true of soviet commu-

nism as of western capitalism. It is beside the mark to rail, as some of your liberals do, at mo-

nopoly organisation in itself. Monopoly is necessary, at least in the basic departments of eco-

nomic life, if the best-planned and most productive use of resources is to be made. But in certain 

conditions monopoly can also be used for the opposite purpose of artificially reducing and limit-

ing output, of creating avoidable scarcity, or securing a rise or preventing a fall in prices, and of 

increasing private profits. Amongst yourselves it is notoriously and increasingly so used. In my 

country it has been freed from its connection with private profit and restrictionism.ò 

ñYou mean,ò Midhurst deftly edged his word in, ñthat although the development of produc-

tive activities along the lines of monopoly is to be welcomed, it becomes of vital importance to 

subject that development to control, in order that monopoly may serve the common interest of 

the general public and not the exclusive interest of a small group of influential financiers and in-

dustrialists.ò 

ñExactly;ò said Vova, ñfor in spite of all that short-term compromises can do, in the long run 

there is no genuine reconciliation of a general interest with an exclusive one. In the long run, 

therefore, it is not merely right but also necessary for the exclusive to be sacrificed so that the 

general may be fulfilled. 

ñMonopoly of the means of life, when it is operated for the special benefit of a rich and pow-

erful minority, obviously tends to destroy social unity by setting up extremes of social inequality. 

It is the prime sustainer of class-division, and of the conflict of interest of classes. That division 

and conflict in a societyôs internal relations lead, as throughout history they have always led, to 

power politics in its external relations, and hence to imperialism and international chaos. On the 

other hand, a society which learns to combine monopoly organisation with popular and democ-

ratic control, and to unite expert management of big business with a policy framed in the inter-

ests of the unprivileged, cuts the tap-root of the main social disorders of our time. We in the So-

viet Union have done this cutting once for all.ò 

ñAnd arenôt we engaged, more slowly and deliberately, on the same job?ò asked Midhurst. 

Vova gazed at him blankly. ñMr. Midhurst,ò he said, ñyou must be pulling my leg. Looking 

at the political and social system of Britain and her empire from the vantage-point of the year 

1943, yon cannot possibly imagine that it is moving in the direction of socialism. Why, you in 

your sector of the world have not yet begun to address yourselves to the task of root-cutting. I 

can assure you it is no easy one. You will not mistake it when you do come to it. At present you 

do not even acknowledge that it is the task to which you ought to be addressing yourselvesðthat 

it should be the governing aim of all social and political movements whose work is to be in any 

sense progressive. The great weakness of your so-called progressive movement in the inter-war 

yearsðyour Peace Councils, League of Nations Unions, Federal Unions, Labour Parties,-your 
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pacifism and internationalism in generalð the great weakness of all this lay in .the readiness to 

fight for secondary ends inadequately related to the main purpose of taming the monopolies. The 

result was the dissipation of energy, the disorganisation of resources, the undisciplined squab-

bling, and the loss of effectiveness, which we have all witnessed and deplored. In future you will 

find, I fancy, that would-be progressive activities will have to be much more strictly tested by the 

extent to which they tend towards the resolution of this crucial issue. 

ñAnd since this present war began, you have lost more ground. In Britain the monopoly 

combines have notably increased their power over the community during these last four years. 

Not only are they in supreme command of your economic life; they have in many departments 

assumed political control and taken over the machinery of the state as well. British policy has 

been to invite executives of the cement ring, the iron and steel combine, the chemical combine, 

the oil interests, the tobacco trust, and so on, to operate the official war-time controls of the in-

dustries in which they are interested as private producers. The policy has been carried out with 

remarkable thoroughness over the whole economic field. You call it state control of industry, but 

it is in fact the control of the state by the owners of industryðan entirely different thing. From 

the short-term administrative standpoint such arrangements no doubt have their convenience; 

from the standpoint of democratic politics they are perilous in the extreme. 

ñSo it comes about that at this moment the war policy of your countryðthe direction of your 

whole peopleôs war effortð is in the hands of the very interests whose complacency and blind-

ness, through what I can only call twenty of the most humiliating years in British history, lost 

you the peace. They may not lose you the war; you now have powerful foreign allies. But if you 

do not unseat these gentry before peacemaking begins again, you will be laying up for yourselves 

a store of troubles that will make the last few decades look like childôs play. 

ñIn the Soviet Union their counterparts and all their influence have been eliminated. With us 

monopoly has been submitted to the interest of the whole; industry is subordinated to the univer-

sal advance in civilisation of all the soviet people, without any exclusions whatever. We are the 

only social species which has so far made this decisive biological mutation, and for the moment 

therefore we stand at a higher organisational level than any other human society. It is in this 

sense, and in this sense alone, that I claim our arrangements to be immeasurably superior to 

yours.ò 

 

IV  

 

ñHow is this mutation brought about?ò Midhurst asked. 

ñIn one way only. By placing in communal ownership and control land, minerals, industrial 

plant, and banking and finance. Obviously our having done this does not preclude our being still 

behind you in many details of industrial technique and economic development. Your middle-

class visitors to the U.S.S.R. find, let us say, our consumption goods rather shoddy. We are on a 

ten-cent store standard rather than a Fortnum and Mason one. Quite true.ò 

ñIôve heard that the housing problem is in a serious state with you too,ò Midhurst pm in. 

ñMy dear Mr. Midhurst,ò Vova flashed back at him, ñovercrowding in many of our cities is 

appallingðalmost as bad probably, as it is in Bombay or Calcutta. I assure you that we are just 

as shocked by it as any bourgeois tourist who pounces on its details with a shriek of delight in 

order to discredit socialism. But we remember, what seems to have slipped your mind, that we 

should have coped with it more effectively if your country had not fought against us from 1918-

21, and had not actively assisted Hitler, by selling him arms and lending him money, to build up 
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his war-machine between 1933-38. If your rulers had not thus obliged us to divert about one-

third of our total resources to defence, we should have had more to spare for the housing and 

other constructive purposes on which we should have much preferred to spend it,ò 

ñSorry,ò said Midhurst, ñIôll go back to my basket.ò 

ñNo hurry about that. There is any amount of such ammunition for you to use. Our passenger 

transport, our roads, our drainage, and a dozen other things are primitive still compared to yours. 

We are ill-provided with public lavatories. Even our private ones are seldom finished in glossy 

white enamel, nor do our toilet rolls have little musical boxes inside them to tinkle out óDôye ken 

John Peelô when one tears off the paper. In short, our modal standard of living is still lower than 

yours in Britain (though I remind you again, it is higher than the modal standard of the British 

Empire as a whole). 

ñWe do not worry much about such deficiencies, because we know they are temporary. In a 

very few years of real peace we could put them well behind usðthat real peace of which our 

enemies, including those in Britain, have so far been able to deny us the enjoyment. We know 

too that these deficiencies are only the reverse side of our plan for equality. Do you really think 

that the industrial machine which equipped the Red Army could not have built and stocked a few 

Fortnun and Mason stores, if we had chosen so? We preferred to dispense with the wealthy mi-

nority who might have consumed such luxury goods, and we sought instead to lay the road to 

universal participation in the plenty of a prosperous community. Dispensing with the wealthy 

few meant taking the productive property which was the source of their wealth, and turning it 

over to a central authority which could be trusted to apply it to the well-being of the poor and 

unprivileged. 

ñBecause we did this, we now have a real and not merely a paper identity of franchise in all 

the groups that make up our society. We have equal rights for all in law and in administrative 

practice, without respect of colour or race. We have a fairly close approximation to equality of 

economic and cultural opportunity for all children born among us. We have universal education, 

which is not merely compulsory and over most of its range free, but is also the same for all; we 

do not, like your Eton-and-Magdalen Platonists, favour one education for the rich who rule and 

another for the poor who serve. We offer every one of our 180 million people complete freedom 

from exploitation by financier, landlord, employer, or merchant. And we are able to make a per-

sistent and thorough-going effort to raise our economically and culturally backward peoples to 

the level of the most advanced in the shortest possible time.ò 

ñIôd like to know just what you mean by exploitationòðit was Ivorôs turn to interrupt. ñIs it a 

crime to advance capital for the expansion of industry or for easing the movement of trade 

goods? Am I a crook if I offer employment to those who canôt live without it, or if I help to dis-

tribute commodities from factory to consumers?ò 

ñAn exploiter,ò answered Vova with severity, ñis one who borrows money in order to lend it 

again at a higher rate, or who leases land or buildings for a rental that exceeds the cost of main-

tenance and depreciation, or who buys goods in order to sell them at a higher price, or who hires 

labour in order to make a profit out of it. In my country all these things are crimes, and very seri-

ous ones too.ò 

ñGood heavens! What topsy-turvydom! How do you all live?ò 

ñWe live by standing on our own feet and working: not by riding on the backs of others and 

taking a rake-off from their toil. Our world only seems topsy-turvy to you because you have not 

yet crossed, or approached with any resolute intention of crossing, the great divide between pri-

vate monopoly and socialised monopoly. That also is why you are unable to distribute evenly 
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throughout your empire any of the good things I was mentioning a moment ago. Even the privi-

leged tenth at the pinnacle of your imperial system, I mean the 45 millions of Britain itself, move 

deeper and deeper into cultural collapse under the leadership of groups whose political bank-

ruptcy has been demonstrated time and again through thirty solid years. 

The City, the Lords, and the F.B.I., 

The softer they live, the harder they die... 

You remember that impolite little ditty? It is so impolite that I forbear to quote more of it. 

ñBut I will ask how long people like yourselves, men of experience and understanding, are 

going to be content to dance to the tune called by a handful of soft-living die-hards, whose blind 

guidance has already led you into a series of world-wide calamities scarcely to be paralleled in 

all history, and who are busy transporting you where more and worse calamity attends you. 

ñAre you afraid to sweep them into the limbo where they belong? No, fear is not your trou-

ble. For you will fight, under their direction, any number of the world-wars which they bring 

about from time to time in the pursuit of their class interests. 

ñAre you then too lazy? You need not worry lest the exertion should prove too much for you. 

In the immortal words of The Timesô Malayan correspondent, óOne good push will send their 

structure crashing to the ground.ô You have to know the right way of setting about it, of course. 

Unfortunately you will not take the pains to learn what the right way is. Meanwhile, you become 

more and more irrevocably prisoners of the past; your country slips further and further to the rear 

of civilisationôs marching column; and you resign the future more and more fully to us.ò 

 

V 

 

ñAnd in order to avoid these disasters all we have to do is to give private capitalism the bird. 

Is that it? Sounds a bit text-booky to me,ò 

Vova laughed. ñI do not say that is all you have to do, Mr. Jones. It is only the beginning. I 

am pointing out a sine qua non, not selling you a panacea. What I do say is that until you nation-

alise in some effective way land, minerals, banks, transport, fuel, and heavy industry, you cannot 

begin to move nearer towards equal opportunity, equal pay for equal work, sex equality, or racial 

equality.ò 

ñBut supposing I donôt want all these equalities?ò 

ñWell, in that case you had better go over to the fascist camp without further ado. The sig-

nificance of these equalities is, if soviet experience counts for anything, that they are the only 

means of creating a democratic society with sufficient coherence and vigour to withstand the on-

slaughts of aggressive fascism. Fascism has its own methods of producing social unity of a 

sortða spurious sort, as we think. But, of course if you prefer the fascist variety... Tell me, do 

you believe in slavery?ò 

ñWhy, no.ò 

ñYou are glad it was abolished?ò 

ñCertainly.ò 

ñWhy?ò 

Ivor hesitated a little. ñWell,ò he said slowly, ñ1 suppose because I think freedom better.ò 

ñBetter for whom?ò 

ñFor the ex-slaves.ò 

ñAnd what about the ex-owners? Does emancipating their slaves leave them better off, or 

worse?ò 
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ñI should say better.ò 

ñWhy?ò 

ñHeavens above,ò Ivor was moved to protest, ñanybody would think I was the prisoner in the 

dock and you were the prosecuting attorney.ò 

ñNever mind,ò said Vova relentlessly. ñTell me how emancipation benefits the slaveowners.ò 

óñWell, I can think of two ways. By increasing the aggregate of freedom, it offers them a 

freer society to live in, and thereby enlarges the scope of their own freedom. It also tends to raise 

the quality of social life as a whole, by making for greater tolerance and justice, and so strength-

ening the writ of the golden rule.ôô 

ñThen you admit the authority of the golden rule in social organisation? But I still have 

something else on my mind.ò ñWhat is that?ò 

ñYou remember that the British government, in abolishing slavery in the 1830ôs, compen-

sated the owners in cash to the tune of £20 millions. But when you tell me that abolition did the 

owners good, you make no mention of compensation. Is your view that the benefit would still 

have accrued, even if no compensation had been paid?ò 

ñOh, yes,ò Ivor answered lightly, ñthe £20 millions were just a douceur to soften the blow of 

the apparent affront to the rights of property. The money neither increased nor diminished the 

substantial advantages Iôm talking of.ò 

ñBut this gets worse and worse. You now seem to be arguing not only that abolition was a 

good thing, but also that the confiscation of property is a good thing, if-it has the effect of in-

creasing the aggregate of freedom in society. For then, as you say, it raises the quality of life for 

everyone, including those from whom the property is takenðprovided, of course, that the private 

interest in it is really extinguished and not merely transferred to other hands. Do I interpret you 

aright?ò 

ñYes, I think so.ò 

ñWell,ò said Vova, ñI agree with you, but I am sure the respectable citizens of Rhodesia and 

of Britain would not. They would think you shockingly seditious. But why do you speak of abo-

lition as an apparent affront to the rights of property? Was it not a real interference with them?ò 

ñOnly in form,ò was Ivorôs reply, ñThe slaveowners were also landowners, and emancipation 

didnôt deprive them of their land. So their ex-slaves had to continue to work for them, not indeed 

as slaves, but as what people call free wage-labour. It was soon found that free wage-labour is 

more efficient and productive than slave labour. So even from the strictly economic standpoint, 

emancipation brought a long-term advantage to those who controlled the means of production.ò 

ñThen what you are saying,ò Vova pointed out, ñseems to lead to this conclusion. The argu-

ments in favour of the abolition of slavery are really arguments for abolishing every stage short 

of equality in the employer-worker relation. Emancipation changed the owner-slave relation into 

the master-servant relationðthat is all. The change sufficed in the nineteenth century when the 

main problem was to expand the labour market for an expanding capitalism. But it emphatically 

does not suffice in the mid-twentieth century when you have to face tremendously powerful en-

gines of destruction bent on annihilating every vestige of the democratic movement. Such a 

situation puts unprecedented strains on social cohesion. It makes the hope not of progress alone 

but of sheer survival dependent on promptitude in evolving a system of industrial democracy 

which gives self-employment to the workers, in the same kind of sense in which political democ-

racy gives self-government to the citizens. One is driven to this whether one likes it or not, (a) 

because servant labour is much less efficient and productive than self-employed labour, and (b) 

because the social organism is not close-knit enough to resist the ferocity of fascismôs attack, so 
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long as within it a highly privileged minority confronts a large majority whose portion of avail-

able or producible goods is felt to be seriously unfair. If you can stand it, I will  repeat that in the 

U.S.S.R. alone has such industrial democracy been achieved, not indeed completely, but cer-

tainly in part.ò 

ñThatôs all very fine and large,ò said Ivor. ñBut I find it difficult to see how it applies to us in 

the colonies.ò 

 

VI  

 

Midhurst took him up. ñItôs plain enough, surely,ò he said, ñthat the application here is ex-

actly the same as the application at home. Mr. Korolenko is telling us that, for any society which 

isnôt prepared to go completely fascist, social equality has become a condition of survival. Or 

rather the prospects of survival improve with each closer approximation to equality. And he ap-

pears to regard social equality as identical with individual freedom.ò 

ñYes,ò said Ivor, ñI see thatôs the general doctrine. But how would it work out in the case of 

that muntu, for instance?ò He nodded in the direction of our waiter, who was in the act of retiring 

to the back regions with a pile of plates. ñWhat can social equality or self-employment mean for 

the likes of him? In the context of his life mustnôt they remain mere phrases?ò 

The waiter was a fine-looking fellow. Handsome Zulu type, well built, light-skinned, with a 

decorative beard and a proud carriage. But he was ludicrously clad in a white drill tunic and 

shorts, with a band of red braid at wrist and knee. His bare feet made a curious sibilation as he 

padded across the coco-nut matting. On the whole, he looked singularly unlikely to remould the 

cultural environment of Southern Rhodesia. 

ñWoza, umfana,ò Ivor called to him in a special voice like a motor-horn which he reserved 

for conversations with natives. 

With dignity and deference, but not obsequiously, the African turned and came towards him. 

ñKosana?ò He stood attentive, waiting for Ivorôs orders. 

ñWhat is your name?ò 

The question seemed somehow embarrassing. The waiter, who looked rather like the Em-

peror of Ethiopia appearing before the League of Nations, dropped his gaze, and shifted his 

weight uneasily from one leg to the other. Then in a shy, hesitating voice he said: ñThey call me 

Ugeorge, kosana.ò 

Everyone laughed, and with an expression of pain on his face the African left us. Vova 

moved to meet Ivor on his own ground. ñVery well then,ò he said, ñlet us take a look at Ugeorge. 

Has he any political responsibility?ò 

ñThe parliamentary franchise is open to him on the same terms as to me or any other adult 

British subject living in the colony.ò 

ñOh come, Mr, Jones,ò Vova answered, ñare you trying to sell me that ancient fiction?ò 

Ivor seemed to resent this charge. ñWhat Iôve told you is perfectly true,ò he said stiffly. 

ñThere I cannot agree with you.ò Vovaôs eye had a combative glint. ñFormally correct, yes: 

perfectly true, no. Your statement was, in fact, highly misleading. What is the franchise qualifi-

cation in your country?ò 

ñA property qualification of £150 and an income qualification of £100.ò 

ñHow many adult Europeans does that exclude from the votersô roll?ò 

ñHardly any.ò 

ñAnd how many natives does it admit to the roll?ò 
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ñRegistered native voters numbered fifty-eight the last time I saw any figures.ò 

ñThe total native population isðð?ò 

ñJust under a million and a quarter.ò 

ñNow let us assume that, say, two-thirds of these are adults. That would give an adult popula-

tion of about 833,000, into which 58 goesðlet me seeðin round figures, 14,000 times. So what 

you really mean is that an adult native has one chance in 14,000 of being enrolled as a voter, 

while an adult European has about nine chances in ten. That you call equality of franchise.ò 

ñI didnôt say the franchise was equal,ò Ivor mildly remarked. ñI said it was open to all on the 

same terms.ò 

ñLike the Ritz hotel?ò 

ñExactly.ò 

ñAnd the terms are fixed as nearly as possible at a level within the means of all Europeans 

and beyond those of all natives?ò 

ñYes.ò 

ñSince this colour bar exists in practice, and since you are evidently much concerned to 

maintain it, would it not be franker to admit it in your laws?ò 

ñCertainly it would be franker; but it would also be less politic. You know the old tag about 

hypocrisy being the homage that vice pays to virtue. Well, we are at pains to keep explicit anti-

native discrimination off our statute book when we can. It is an unwilling concession that white 

Rhodesia makes to the negrophiles of Exeter Hall and Downing Street.ò 

ñI see. Then to go back to my original question, the answer is that our friend Ugeorge exer-

cises no effective political responsibility?ò 

ñYes.ò 

ñDoes he play any part in administering the tribal area where his home is?ò 

ñItôs pretty safe to say No. Local administration is in the hands of white magistrates. Theo-

retically itôs possible that Ugeorge might be a member of one of the native councils which have 

been set up in native areas in recent years. But if he were, itôs ten to one he would not be dish-

washing here. In any case, the powers of native councils are very limited and their executive au-

thority, such as it is, is exercised by the white magistrates. The native members really only offer 

the magistrate occasional and rather perfunctory advice, which he is under no obligation to fol-

low. So you can take it that our friend is not burdened with administrative responsibilities.ò 

ñWhat about this hotel? Does he have any hand in running it?ò 

Ivor laughed and shook: his head. ñIf youôd put that question to the proprietors, theyôd have 

spluttered with rage for a couple of days.ò 

ñIs he a member of a trade union?ò 

Ivor laughed again. ñNo,ò he said, ñyou can set your mind at rest about that too. Trade unions 

are ówhiteô institutions.ò 

ñWhere does he spend his money?ò 

ñHeôs got damned little money to spend. But what he has he spends at the local store. He 

probably gets into debt with the storekeeper too.ò 

ñDoes he help to manage the store?ò 

ñNo. The store isnôt run on co-operatic lines. Itôs run by a licensed trader for his own profit.ò 

ñAnd what sort of economic opportunities are open to our poor Ugeorge? Is he free to work 

his way up into skilled employment or into professional status? Can he start an hotel or a store of 

his own?ò 

ñWell, not exactly. The colour bar would rule him out of all that sort of thing.ò 
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ñCan he read and write?ò 

ñPossibly. He may have put in some time at a mission school. But, statistically speaking, 

thatôs not very likely, and even if he had, itôs highly unlikely that he would have reached liter-

acy.ò 

ñIs he a member of the defence forces?ò 

ñCertainly not. We donôt arm our natives.ò 

ñThen what can he do?ò 

ñWhat can he do?ò Ivor repeated, as though the question took some comprehending. ñWhy, 

he can do what heôs told.ò  

ñI thought as much,ò was Vovaôs comment. ñHis function is to do what he is told in the rig-

idly restricted sphere to which it has pleased you white people to call him. He lives and dies a 

waiter, with intervals of subsistence farming when he goes home to his tribal reserve. Neither as 

citizen, nor as producer, nor as consumer, has he any active responsibility for the conditions of 

his own life. How can you expect people so shorn of opportunity to be anything but passengers 

in the social process? It would take forty such men to achieve the energy-output of one fully de-

veloped human individual. 

ñYou whites are for ever moaning about the idleness of natives. Loafers Rhodes called them, 

and so you call them still. Can you not see that they must loaf in the social surroundings that you 

provide for them? There is nothing else, within the law, that they can do. Yon offer them no 

chances, and if they make and seize a chance for themselves, you treat that as a. crime. When 

they agitate for chances in general, you call it sedition. 

ñIf you will not run your show by mobilising the resources of human energy, you are obliged 

to tap the reserves of human apathy. And that is precisely what you are doing with these black 

folk. Not daring to harness their enthusiasm, you take refuge in their puzzled, their reluctant ac-

quiescence. There are more than twenty blacks, they tell me, to every white in your country. That 

means that the whole social machine here is running at a mere fraction of its capacity. The good 

life is not achieved by societies that chug along on one cylinder, nor by the efforts of a five per 

cent minority, however able and devoted they may be. It calls for an unfailing and strenuous en-

deavour by all, with no evasions and no exclusions.ò 

 

VII  

 

ñYou speak with warmth, Mr. Korolenko,ò said Ivor sardonically. ñWhy should you mind so 

terribly about these things? After all, it is we who have made this bed of ours, and we who have 

to lie on it.ò 

ñI mind,ò said Vova, ñbecause waste exasperates me as something evil and destructive. And 

your social order is the very incarnation of waste. In peace-time, of course, one may hardly no-

tice that, because it takes a good deal of insight and imagination to see the full contrast between 

what you are and what you might be. Such powers belong to few. But an advantage of modern 

warðperhaps its only advantageðis that it displays inadequacies of social organisation so viv-

idly that only half-wits can miss them. Now in the case of Rhodesia it is perfectly clear to me 

that a couple of Japanese divisions would go through the country like a knife through butter, and 

would mop up your million and a quarter inhabitants in a fortnight.ò 

ñTheyôve got to get here first,ò said Ivor. 

ñOh, quite, I do not say it is likely to happen, I am not forecasting events. I am testing your 

society for certain qualities of stability and resistance. What is more, I am suggesting that these 
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qualities are not, as it were, independent faculties, but are functions of the general creative en-

ergy available in a social system. In Rhodesia, indeed in all British Africa, and even, I should be 

inclined to add, in the dependent empire as a whole, such energy is low. For that reason no part 

of the colonial empire, if it were put to the test, would be likely to make any better showing than 

Malaya did. 

ñYou see, you and I, in fact all people everywhere, are now obliged to take up some attitude 

or other in relation to fascism. We can go in with it, or we can oppose it. I know that within the 

British social order powerful influences have long sought to go in with it. They seem to be 

somewhat in eclipse at the moment, but they still occupy key positions in your industry, your fi-

nance, and your politics. It would need a bold man to prophesy that they will not even yet, and in 

spite of present appearances, get their way. However, I assume that we here are not of their 

party.ò 

He shot us a questioning glance, and we all solemnly shook our heads. ñFor those who 

reckon themselves opponents of fascism,ò he went on, ñthere are only two possible types of suc-

cessful action. One is to use the methods of fascism itself more effectively than the enemy; the 

other is to use different and better methods.ò 

ñI doubt if youôll ever get much better fascists than the Germans or the Japanese,ò Midhurstôs 

booming voice broke in. ñAnyway thereôs no part of the British Empire that I fancy as a likely 

candidate.ò 

ñI agree,ò said Vova. ñThen that leaves only the different and better methods. You are apt to 

call them democratic methods; we call them soviet methods. The advantage of our term is that 

democratic is a masked, emotional word that may mean anything to anybody, while the content 

of soviet is precise and verifiable. Tell me, Mr. Jonesòðhe turned to Ivorðòwhen Rhodes took 

over this country, he had how many natives to handle? A million?ò 

ñSomewhere about that number,ò Ivor answered. 

ñAnd how did he set about handling them?ò 

ñIn pretty much the same way as we do to-day. As soon as he had killed off Lobengula and 

broken the Matabele power, he divided the country into administrative districts, each in the 

charge of a European magistrate. In the tribal areas these magistrates dealt with the tribespeople 

through the chiefs. To-day in some places we have these new-fangled native councils, but their 

African members have only an advisory function, There has been no real shift of power from the 

magistrate to a genuine native authorityðas there has been in Tanganyika, for instance, hasnôt 

there, Midhurst?ò  

ñTo some extent, yes,ò replied Midhurst. ñOur N.A.s are encouraged to do certain things off 

their own bat. But even with us theyôre given precious little rope really.ò 

ñWell, in Southern Rhodesia a native council hasnôt any rope at all, except in the person of 

its chairman, who is the European magistrate himself.ò 

ñThen we can say, can we?ò asked Vova, ñthat Rhodes had on his hands a million natives 

and a handful of white men. The latter would, he hoped, rapidly increase, by immigration as well 

as by the usual natural processes. The principles on which be organised the two groups into a so-

cial unit were, first, white supremacy, second, non-participation of natives in political or any 

other kind of responsibility, and third, territorial segregation both of white from black and, 

among the black, of Matabele from Mashona. Am 1 right?ò  

ñYes.ò 

ñThese principles still form the basis of Rhodesian society to-day?ò 

ñYes.ò 
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ñAnd what Rhodes meant by white supremacy is meant also by the modern generation of 

Europeans in Rhodesiað namely the permanent political, economic, social, and cultural inferior-

ity of Africans?ò 

ñYou donôt put it very diplomatically. But if weôre going to call a spade a spade, I suppose 

thatôs about what it amounts to.ò 

 

VIII  

 

 ñNow compare the problem confronting Lenin and his associates at the end of 1917. It dif-

fered vastly, of course, from Rhodesôs problem both in scale and in complexity. But in essentials 

it was much the same. They had to set up stable government for perhaps 140 million people in a 

territory bounded east and west by the Pacific and the Baltic, north by the Arctic ocean, and 

south by the Black sea, the Caspian, and the Pamirs, Over the whole region illiteracy amounted 

to about 70 per cent, and east of the Urals to practically 100 per cent. The population formed a 

jumble of races, religions, languages, cultural levels, habits of life, and historical traditionsðall 

in fantastic diversity. At one end of the cultural range were the Marxists with their grasp of the 

historical process as a whole, their synoptic view of society and psychology, their scientific posi-

tivism that embodies, so we think, the maturity of the human spirit. At the other end were the 

food-gatherers and the semi-nomadic pastoralists, who had no written language and who lived, 

like your African tribes, in what Lenin held to be the dark night of animism and witchcraft. Be-

tween, in disorderly profusion, lay every conceivable product of a discredited feudalism and of a 

particularly crude and barbarous type of capitalism.ò 

ñNot very promising material for democracy,ò Midhurst suggested. 

ñNo,ò agreed Vova. ñRhodes would have said, and probably all of you would say, that it is 

absurd even to speak of a democratic system in which every one of such very diverse types 

should enjoy an effective share.ò 

ñSome of us,ò Ivor put in, ñwould call it absurd to speak of the system you bolsheviks actu-

ally set up as a democratic one.ò 

ñNeatly said, Mr. Jones,ò Vova answered with a tinge of sarcasm. ñBut perhaps prematurely 

too. You may wish to revise that opinion by the time you have heard me out. At any rate Lenin 

(and Stalin also, for he was intimately associated with the framing of this phase of bolshevik pol-

icy) applied principles directly opposite to those of Rhodes. 

ñThe first was political activity for all. Every adult citizen regardless of sex, skin-colour, re-

ligion, or cultural condition, was to have a hand in governing the country. And this not merely by 

voting, but also by taking a direct share in the day- to-day administrative business. Marx hit off 

the essence of capitalist democracy once for all when, you remember, he said that it permits the 

oppressed classes every four or five years to decide which particular agents of the oppressing 

class should go to parliament to carry on the oppression. This, you will admit, is precisely the 

right which our friend Ugeorge here would enjoy, if he happened to be one of those fifty -eight 

privileged Africans on your electoral roll. The bolsheviksô initial step was, therefore, to abolish 

the division into oppressors and oppressed, thus creating for the first time the possibility that a 

sovereign assembly might be genuinely representative of the nominal electors. You western 

Europeans consistently underrate the magnitude of this achievement and its immense signifi-

cance in the development of-democracy.ò 

ñBut did you really abolish that division?ò asked Ivor. ñWouldnôt it be truer to say that you 

replaced one set of oppressors by another? Under Tsarism the workers were the underdogs and 
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the owners were the top-dogs. You bolsheviks just reversed the position.ò 

ñThen where are our private owners of land and of industrial plant to-day? Where are our ku-

laks, our merchants, our financiers?ò 

ñI should guess they have either fled the country, or are doing forced labour under the G.P.U. 

on canal construction schemes.ò 

ñAgain you are wrong, my friend. We have no landowners at all, no owners of factories, no 

merchants, no financiers. Such people simply do not exist among us, nor do any of our citizens 

occupy distinctive positions of privilege in relation to the means of production and exchange. If 

these- owning classes do not exist, how can they be anybody elseôs underdogs?ò 

ñNow you are just juggling with words,ò Ivor protested. ñIsnôt it a fact that you reduced the 

owners and financiers of Tsarist times to the position of deprived categories, as you called them, 

and stripped them not merely of their property but also of their citizen rights?ò 

ñI do not quibble, Mr. Jones. It is a point of the first importance that the places of privilege 

once occupied by the people you mention are not now occupied by anybody. It is therefore mis-

leading to suggest that the workers have simply stepped into their shoes. We have not just redi-

vided a packet of swag; we have really effected a structural alteration of society. As for the indi-

viduals composing the various groups of ex-owners, it was always open to them to remain with 

us as citizens enjoying equal status with our workers and peasants. If  some preferred to go 

abroad, that was presumably because they rated social equality as a worse evil than exile. Others 

stayed behind to wage war against our sovereign people and to resist the soviet laws. The law 

depriving them of the suffrage was the soviet governmentôs reply to this resistance. From the 

first it was regarded as a temporary expedient. As early as 1919 Lenin estimated that the de-

prived categories represented no more than 3 per cent of the population and he suggested that 

before many years had elapsed the soviet authorities would find it useful to introduce universal 

suffrage without any limitations; This, as you probably know, was done in the 1936 constitution. 

Since then no special disabilities have rested on the former anti-soviet elements.ò 

ñAnd what good has the vote done them?ò 

ñWell, as much good as it has ever done anyone else. But I must remind you again that Lenin 

was not content to treat the electors as a consultative body making periodical recommendations 

to their governors. He took the most elaborate steps to ensure that as many electors as possible 

should be drawn into the daily tasks of government. Perhaps most important of all, he insisted 

that this activity should relate not only to their lives as citizens, but also to their lives as produc-

ers and to their lives as consumers. Organised as trade unionists or collective farmers, they were 

to discuss and settle the conditions of their work, assuming responsibility for the machinery of 

production. As purchasers of goods and users of services, they were to discuss and settle the 

conditions of their consumption and enjoyment, assuming responsibility for the machinery of 

distribution. In all these ways Lenin carried out a vast extension of the idea and the methods of 

democracy into regions to which you of the west have not yet even dreamed of applying them.ò 

 

IX  

 

ñThen your suggestion isòðMidhurst took up the runningð ñthat there are two types of de-

mocracy. In one the people participate; in the other they acquiesce. And you seem to hint also 

that soviet democracy is of the former type, and British democracy of the latter.ò 

ñYou follow me admirably,ò said Vova, ñthough, between friends, t should add the footnote 

that the first type is a real democracy and the second a sham.ò 



52 

ñHow very civil of you.ò 

ñWell, if you do not care for that, let me try to attract you with Leninôs second principle in 

the process of decolonisationðthe process by which he divested himself of empire. I mean the 

principle of cultural autonomy. This implies the use, in any culturally distinct area, of the ver-

nacular as the official language. It accords an emphatic preference to natives as teachers in 

schools and as administrators in the government machine. Even in industrial enterprises we insist 

that of those employed in every grade of production and management, including the highest, at 

least 50 per cent must be natives. Cultural autonomy also means that governmental authority is 

not directed towards interference with religious services and rites, 

ñAnd finally natives are vehemently encouraged to set up their own theatres and other means 

to aesthetic experience, and to publish books, newspapers, and so on, in their own language; in 

other words, to conduct a campaign of popular enlightenment designed to make primitive minds 

familiar with modern knowledge and modern attitudes, and to carry through an intellectual and 

emotional revolution in orderly fashion, step by step with the planned economic and social revo-

lution.ò 

ñAnd after cultural autonomy comes what?ò 

ñThe principle of working-class supremacyðwhich means, in short, a socialised economy. 

The economic relations embodied in universal industrialisation and collectivism have a tremen-

dous levelling effect; just as private monopoly with you has the effect of a tremendous concen-

tration of social privilege in the hands of a few. With us economic relations unify because they 

equalise; with you they divide because they issue from and result in preferential advantage. 

Working- class supremacy in the soviet sense is therefore not a counterpart of white supremacy 

in the Rhodesian sense. It does not imply permanent inferiority for any group. On the contrary it 

implies universal equality. But during the transition to full communism the interpretation of the 

public good remains the prerogative of the industrial workers; or perhaps more accurately, the 

view officially taken of the public good is conditioned by the objective needs of the industrial 

workers, This is inevitable in a society which has abandoned private ownership of productive 

property, and which intends to create universal prosperity by means of industrial expansion.ò 

ñI donôt know that that helps us much,ò observed Midhurst with distaste. ñWhat else have 

you got?ò 

ñOnly one thing more. The principle of national self-determination. Bolshevism has always 

insisted that a nation has the right to arrange its life according to its own will on the basis of 

autonomy. It has the right to federate with other nations; it has also the right to secede from any 

federation in which it may be included. As Stalin puts it, nations are sovereign and all nations are 

equal.ò 

ñIf we applied that principle here,ò Ivor queried, ñwould the Matabele secede from Southern 

Rhodesia?ò 

ñI do not know if they would,ò replied Vova, ñbut in our view they would be entitled toð

provided, of course, that their society conformed to the definition of a nation.ò 

ñThatôs just the point,ò Midhurst chipped in. ñWhat does one mean by a ónationô?ò 

ñWell,ò said Vova, ñT doubt if you can improve on Stalinôs definition, which is this: óA his-

torically evolved, stable community of language, territory, economic life, and psychological 

make-up, manifested in a community of culture.ôò 

ñI see,ò said Ivor. ñIf the Matabele constitute a nation, they have a right to secede. And if 

they want to, I suppose that as a good bolshevik I should be obliged to support them in the at-

tempt?ò 
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ñNot necessarily,ò Vova answered. ñIt is not always politic that every right to which one can 

lay claim should be exercised. The obligations of socialists, who defend the interests of the 

workers, are one thing. The rights of a nation, which may consist of various classes, are another. 

In any given case the good bolshevik, as you call him, will judge the attempt to secede according 

as it is calculated, or not calculated, to bring the classless society nearer. If it is, he will support 

it; if it is not, he will oppose it.ò 

Midhurstôs legal mind began to quarrel with this account, ñAre you telling us,ò he asked, 

ñthat it is one bolshevik principle to proclaim the right of national self-determination and another 

bolshevik principle to oppose the exercise of that right in particular circumstances?ò 

ñYes. Does that worry you?ò 

ñIsnôt thereòðMidhurst could not quite keep the sneer out of his voiceðòa certain inconsis-

tency..? 

ñI do not think so,ò Vova patiently replied. ñCan you not imagine even a consistent English-

man favouring Indian independence without favouring the Pakistan scheme? All I mean is that 

nations are composite structures and seldom speak with a single united voice, until, at least, they 

have achieved socialism. Any claim to national independence has to be judged in the light of the 

class-interest of the spokesmen who put it forward. If such a claim is made in the interest of a 

few powerful oligarchs, it is unlikely to be advantageous for the majority of the populationðin 

other words, for the workers and peasants who form that majority.ò 
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ñThen, whenever there is a clash between the principle of self-determination and that of 

working-class supremacy, the latter is to take precedence?ò 

ñAs a general rule, yes. Not necessarily always.ò 

ñIn that case why call self-determination a principle at all?ò 

 ñBecause that is the right name for it. It is a principle which we have followed whenever it 

seemed practicable to do so. In deference to it, we have, for example, regrouped the region 

known in Tsarist times as Turkestan into five distinct national republics. Naturally we do not re-

gard the principle as absolute, in the sense of being 100 per cent applicable at all times and in all 

places. There are no such absolute principles.ò 

ñAnd what other considerations can affect the validity of a claim for national self-

government?ò 

ñWell, there is geography, for instance, I remember Stalinôs speech about the draft of our 

new constitution at the special soviet congress in November 1936. He argued then that no part of 

the U.S.S.R. should be given the status of a federal republic unless it bordered on some foreign 

country. What he meant was that such areas alone have in practice anywhere to secede to; the so-

called right of secession could be no more than a scrap of paper for a national area that was an 

enclave entirely surrounded by U.S.S.R. territory.ò  

ñThis all sounds rather reminiscent of Neville Chamberlainôs Spanish policy.ò 

ñIntervening by means of non-intervention? No, I intend something very different from that. 

The bolshevik standpoint is just that a nation is entitled to preserve its oligarchical system, if it 

has one, or any other of its traditional institutions which we may happen to think pernicious. And 

certainly no outsider has any right to break an established peace by destroying such systems or 

institutions by force. But that is no reason why socialists should not agitate against pernicious 

institutions and against inexpedient national demands. Indeed, it is their duty to agitate in these 

ways, and to try to influence the will of a nation so that it may order its affairs after the fashion 

which best suits the interests of the majority.ò 

ñAnd I suppose that once again you want me to identify the majority with the working 

class?ò 

ñNaturally. Industrial workers and farm workers together do comprise the greater part of all 

societies so far known to history, do they not? So it comes to this. National demands are not 

normally to be denied or forcibly resisted; but they are actively supported by communists only 

when they tell in favour of the plain folk, and when geographical conditions permit of their ef-

fective realisation. When this is not the case, they are combated by party persuasion, publicity, 

and propaganda. In this I am simply making a judgment about the relation between the principle 

of national self-determination and the principle of democracy, or, as I called it just now, work-

ing-class supremacy. You may think the judgment inappropriate, but you cannot, I believe, call it 

self-contradictory. If  you find it paradoxical, I suggest that that is because, like so many middle-

class Englishmen, you are unable to make due allowance for the effect of class-stratification on 

the social iii field. Of course, what I have been saying would scarcely apply in a war situation. In 

war it may be essential to over-ride the principle of self-determination in order to prevent a coun-

try from going over to the enemy. The recent joint activities of your country and mine in Persia 

are a case in point with which I am sure you will sympathise.ò 

ñWell, all right,ò said Midhurst a little testily, ñlet that pass. Youôve given us the four main 

anti-colonial principles of Lenin and Stalin. We should like to hear something about the forms 

they assume in practice. In what institutions have they been embodied?ò 
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X 

 

ñIt would be a long job to answer that fully,ôô Vova replied. ñOur soviet institutions are pro-

fusely multiform. But I can take, say, the village soviet, and tell you what it is and what it does. I 

choose the village soviet, because its place in our system corresponds with the place of the native 

council in Rhodesia and that of the N.A. in Tanganyika, Or would you ratherð?ò 

ñNo, please do as you suggest.ò 

ñVery well, Our village soviet is a council of deputies elected every three years by all resi-

dents or occupiers over eighteen years of age. So wide is the franchise that voters do not even 

have to be citizens of the U.S.S.R. The soviet is composed of one member for each 100 of the 

population, subject to a minimum of three members. A further one-third of the number so arrived 

at are elected at the same time as substitutes or alternates for the full members. Now, in spite of 

the great difference in its constitution the village soviet does, as I say, resemble your N.C.s and 

N.A.s in some respects. It is, for example, a primary organ of local government; its responsibility 

is confined to the village, and inside that area it sees to the carrying out of instructions and laws 

issued by other government organs superior to it, whether of district, or province, or federated 

republic, or the whole federal union. Like your N.A.s, it has judicial functions and powers. It is 

not obliged to exercise them, but it may, if it likes, set up village courts to try petty offences and 

civil disputes as to property or conditions of employment. In the economic sphere it is charged 

with keeping an eye on the collective farms, on the state manufacturing concerns and trading de-

partments, and on the consumersô co-operatives in its area,ò 

ñRather like the relation between the Chagga N.A. and the K.N.C.U.?ò queried Midhurst. 

ñYes, in some ways,ò Vova agreed, ñthough I hope the consequences are seldom as unfortu-

nate.ò 

ñWhat exactly do you mean by ókeeping an eye onô?ò  

ñOh,ò said Vova, ñ1 am thinking chiefly of powers of inspection and audit, and, in the case 

of the co-ops, of attempts to keep them up to the mark in stocking the kind of goods the villagers 

want.ò 

ñAnd how much real initiative rests with the village soviet?ò 

ñA good deal. In fact it is here that it differs most from the N.A. Within its own area it is om-

nicompetent, in the sense that it need not seek the approval of any higher authority before taking 

action, nor is its action restricted to any specific list of powers made over to it. It can, of course, 

issue decrees of its own which have the force of law, and it can impose penalties and fines. 

Moreover, its concern, as distinct from its jurisdiction, is by no means confined to the village 

area. It is not merely permitted but urgently requested to inform itself about and to take an active 

interest in the affairs of district, province, republic, Soviet Union, and international world. It of-

ten passes resolutions and recommendations on such matters and sends them forward to higher 

authority where, if enough of them are received to indicate a general consensus, they undoubt-

edly play a part in the formulation of policy.ò 

ñWell,ò Midhurst remarked, ñif every village has so large a capacity as that, how do you pro-

vide for nation-wide consistency and continuity of public policy?ò 

ñIn a great variety of ways,ò Vova answered, ñNothing is ultra vires, as an English lawyer 

might say, for a village soviet; but it remains, of course, a subordinate organ in the mechanism of 

government. In all the hierarchy of soviets from the village to the central parliament of the 

U.S.S.R. our principle always is that the soviets at each rung of the ladder have full authority 
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over all below them and are fully subject to all above them. As the village soviet stands at the 

lowest rung, any of its activities may be disallowed by every superior authority. What the whole 

thing boils down to is thisðthat it must not contravene or obstruct any operative policy or 

known decision or current directive of the soviets above it. Within these limits it is left-free to 

make and to correct its own mistakes, to follow the devices and desires of its own heart, and, as 

you English are fond of putting it, to work out its own salvation. The great thing is that it does 

not have to apply for anybodyôs sanction before making a start.òó 

ñYes,ò said Midhurst, ñbut a mere power of disallowance in the hands of higher authority is 

surely hardly enough to keep a village soviet in line with national policy and in touch with higher 

standards of efficiency than its own.ò 

ñNo, indeed,ò Vova replied, ñOf the other means employed I should say the most important 

are the plan, the party, and the forces. 1 will not weary you with details of how our State Plan-

ning Commission operates. I know that many foreign experts who have worked in the U.S.S.R. 

dislike Gosplan and everything about it. This is specially so when they lack all grasp of the prob-

lems that socialism attempts to solve. Littlepage
1
 speaks of the plan as though it were nothing but 

bureaucratic fussing designed to dry up all enterprise in a desert of red tape. We, on the other 

hand, regard it as the heart of our whole economic life. Not the least of its advantages is this, that 

the continuous discussion from top to bottom and bottom to top of the planôs requirements 

spreads throughout the population an intimate sense of association in a vast co-ordinated nation-

wide constructive endeavour. I have often heard your politicians cry óIf only we could harness to 

the work of peaceful building the unity and intensity of effort that people are so ready to give in 

order to destroy their enemies in war.ô Well, the measurement and publicity which accompany 

the carrying out of the plan really do enable us to generate throughout .the soviet world a creative 

enthusiasm comparable in strength and scope with the devotion with which men will defend their 

country against a foreign foe. Among us therefore there exists a feeling of comradeship between 

local soviets and the central authorities to which your N.A.s and colonial governments are 

strangersða sense of being engaged, jointly and at full stretch, upon a common task.ò 

 

XI  

 

ñIs it the communist party, do you say, that creates this sense?ò 

ñI think, it helps to create it,ò said Vova. ñAt any rate the party, unitary, disciplined, ubiqui-

tous, is in a unique position to play upon it. In no corner of the country, and at no moment from 

one yearôs end to another, does it fail to guide, to stimulate, to persuade, or at need to coerce. I 

dare say you think of the party as a dominant clique that exists to monopolise the plums and the 

spoils of office; many of your countrymen take this view. If so, you merely add one more to the 

toll of your errors where communism is concerned. Actually the party is an organisation of spe-

cial service troops trained to carry out certain particular tasks of engineering in the social field. It 

is a non-hereditary aristocracy of political labour, chosen purely on merit from every race and 

culture in the Union and including-local representatives from every village as well as from every 

factory. It is a unifying influence of the first importance. Without it our socialist society would 

resemble not an army on the march, but random pedestrian traffic jostling to and fro in a street.ò 

ñAnd where does the Red Army come in?ò 

ñIt comes in because service in it supports and reinforces the unifying influence of the party. 

Every year the new age-groups are conscripted, and every year in peace-time hundreds of thou-

                     
1
 See J. Littlepage and D. Bess: In Search of Soviet Gold. 
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sands of men, having served for two years or more, are released to return to their homes and to 

civil life. During the whole of their service these men have all been through an educational 

course in geography and history, economics, political grammar, and music. They have also un-

dergone a great deal of the technical or vocational training which mechanised armies have to of-

fer in astonishing variety. Since the revolution, each village-soviet area between the Baltic and 

the Pacific must have received on the average nearly a hundred of these returned ex-soldiers. 

Young men in the early twenties, with their cultural roots still deep in village life but modernised 

in outlook by stricter training, wider reading, and more varied experience than their fellow-

villagers, they make up a powerful missionary body, a continuing and constantly renewed leaven 

that transforms what Lenin used to call the idiocy of village life.ò 

ñRather like the influence of our native mine-boys, when they go back to their tribal areas af-

ter a spell of work underground,ò suggested Ivor. 

ñWell,ò replied Vova with hesitation, ñof course the method is similarðan infiltration of 

modern influences into the backward countryside, a. diffusion of culture with migrant villagers 

themselves serving as carriers. But there surely the resemblance ends. Your mine-boys carry 

back with them nothing- but disease, a little loose cash, and a few half-baked and entirely hap-

hazard notions about the white manôs world, and usually about its seamiest sidesðnotions which 

no one has attempted to make plain to them and which in any case they are incapable of relating 

to the tribal order.ò 

ñAnd what do your Red Army men take home?ò 

ñFirst a clear conception of national unity, of the communist reading of life, and of the need 

of breaking down the barriers, and eventually removing the distinction, between town and coun-

try, industry and agriculture, workers and peasants. Secondly a great deal of factual material, 

carefully selected as appropriate to their needs both as soldiers and as prospective leaders of vil-

lage life. Since this material is methodically presented to them by instructors trained to expound 

it in a simple and interesting fashion, it is usually remembered and seen to be significant. And so 

the young soldiers bring about genuine stirrings of new thought in the once-deaf villages of 

steppe and forest, and are bearers of real good tidings, which fit in intelligibly with other aspects 

of the cultural revolution that are crowding in from other sources, such as the school, the theatre, 

the film, and the whole business of the collectivisation of agriculture and industrialisation.ò 

 

XII  

 

Vovaôs discursive tendency was always a worry to Midhurst, and I could see he felt that 

these lateral extensions of the argument had been followed up far enough. ñCould we get back 

for a moment to the village soviet itself?ò he suggested. ñI should be interested to hear how it 

goes into action in its executive, its administrative, capacity.ò 

ñI am sorry,ò said Vova. ñI fear I have been wandering again. Let me see. Yes.... Well, the 

soviet, once elected, appoints its chairman and its executive committee. The duties of these offi-

cers are primarily to maintain law and order, to enforce the judgments of village courts, to pro-

tect public property, and to look after the streets, highways, sanitation, and kindred matters. The 

soviet can, of course, charge them with any other functions that it may wish to see undertaken on 

its behalf. 

ñThe executive are chosen in rotation from a panel for a term of two or three months. The 

panel may include not only the members of the soviet itself but any man under fifty, and any 

woman under forty-five, who are on the votersô roll. They may be paid for their term of office, 
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but-more often simply take time off from their normal jobs without loss of pay. 

ñBesides its executive committee the soviet sets up a number of other committees to take 

charge of the several departments of local administration, for example, agriculture, womenôs 

work and interests, education, cultural developments, medical and health services, finance, trade 

and co-ops, and so on. Every effort is made to associate a large proportion of village residents 

with the work of these committees, and the committee members, whether they are elected mem-

bers of the soviet or not, themselves do for nothing many of the jobs which in Britain or Rhode-

sia would be done by paid employees.ò  

ñWhat sort of jobs do you mean?ò asked Ivor. 

ñOh, medical officer of health, sanitary inspector, school attendance officer, village police-

manðthings of that kind.ò  

ñYou mentioned women,ò Ivor went on. ñDo they take much part in these affairs?ò 

ñThe proportion of women elected to village soviets (and other kinds of soviet too, for that 

matter) is increasing all the time. Over the whole country the average is now more than 25 per 

cent. You frequently find women serving as chairmen of their soviet.ò 

ñAnd how about members of the party?ò 

ñDo you mean how many of them are on village soviets?ò 

ñYes.ò 

ñThe ratio is about a fifth. There are roughly a million and a quarter people elected to village 

soviets all over the Union, and of them some quarter of a million are members of the communist 

party. In the urban soviets the ratio is higher, about a half.ò 

ñI can see,ò Midhurst joined in, ñthat in a sense the village soviet is the basis of your democ-

racy. I mean, in it every soviet citizen exercises direct political and administrative responsibility. 

What Iôm not clear about is how far his rights and duties extend beyond this primary level.ò 

ñI can illustrate that,ò answered Vova, ñby going back to our old friend Ugeorge. If Rhodesia 

were part of the U.S.S.R., Ugeorge would find that there were three levels in the soviet hierarchy 

above his village. There would be a Matabeleland soviet, a Rhodesian soviet, and the all-Union 

soviet in Moscow.ò 

ñSo he would vote not only at elections to his village soviet, but at district, republic, and all-

Union elections as well?ò 

ñCertainly. And since the all-Union soviet consists of two chambers, he would help to choose 

his representatives in both. In other words, at an all-Union election, besides voting for a deputy 

in the Soviet of the Union, he would also vote for twenty-five representatives of his republic 

(Rhodesia) in the Soviet of Nationalities,ò 

ñA busy little citizen,ò smiled Midhurst. 

ñYes. Until a few years ago the post-primary soviets were all based on indirect election. But 

the 1936 constitution changed that, and now the direct method of election is followed for every 

grade of soviet.ò 

ñI suppose the spread of literacy made the change possible?ò 

ñAmong other things, yes,ò Vova agreed. ñWell, there you are. That is how we try to com-

bine national unity and centralised power on the one hand with universal popular participation 

and local autonomy and initiative on the other. No one is better aware than we Marxists how far 

we come short of full democracy. But social justice, individual freedom, and an equal appor-

tionment of power and opportunity are not easy things to win, even where there are no interested 

obstructionists blocking the way. People have to be trained up to them; and it is this necessary 

training that we seek to give. 
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ñWe acknowledge our present shortfall quite frankly when we describe our system as the dic-

tatorship of the proletariat, or rather, to use a phrase that accords better with the present relation-

ship of class forces in the U.S.S.R., as state guidance of society by the workers and peasants. At 

the same time we claim to have approached a good deal closer to a true democracy than the Brit-

ish or the Americans, or indeed any other people that have existed in the six thousand years since 

the invention of civilisation broke the social unity of the clan, and split men into classes. For we 

have overcome the fatal and fundamental cleavage of mankind into owners and dispossessed, 

and the leadership of our society quite genuinely is exerted in the name and the interest of the 

majorityð the mass of working people who keep the wheels of the social order moving. Among 

yourselves that material division of classes persists in very blatant forms, and the bosses of fi-

nance and industry enjoy a dictatorship as wide in authority as it is narrowly selfish in aim. This 

dictatorship you often like to deny, but seldom bother to disguise. Its abolition you quaintly hold 

to be undemocratic.ò 

 

XIII  

 

ñI could comment extensively on that,ò said Midhurst, ñbut on the whole I wonôtðjust now. 

Iôll start a different hare instead. The practical administrator, whenever he is told that this or that 

reform is needed, always flies straight to one crucial pointðôShow me how itôs to be paid for.ô 

Now all youôve been telling us about the widespread activities of the village soviet sounds splen-

did, Mr. Korolenko. But such heroic labours cost money. Where does it come from? How does a 

village soviet, or any higher authority in what we would call a native area, acquire the funds 

needed for providing schools for the whole school-age population, for example? There must be 

some other source than the villagersô pockets, mustnôt there? I know that in Tanganyika we 

couldnôt possibly make the native population pay for a system of universal education. There just 

isnôt the taxable capacity in them. I dare say Jones will confirm that that goes for Rhodesia too.ò 

ñPerfectly true,ò agreed Ivor. 

ñAh, yes,ò said Vova reflectively, ñthe money. That is important, is it not? The three Ms, 

men, materials, and moneyðthey are all important. But here we strike another basic difference 

between us. You and I make divergent estimates of their relative importance. You begin by say-

ing óWhat will the job cost? We can do nothing until we know we have sufficient funds to carry 

it outô.ò 

ñWell, we find that if we buy a lot of things we canôt pay for, we get into trouble. Donôt 

you?ò 

ñWe,ò Vova went on, ignoring the interruption, ñstart from the other end. Our first question 

is óAre the necessary men and materials available? If they are not, all the money in the world will 

not help. If they are, it merely remains to bring them together at the right place and the right 

time. Financial transactions are often a convenient way of doing this; but they are not the only 

way. If we use the financial method, and of course we normally do, there is no separate problem 

of raising money to pay for the job. With us the job itself raises the money. The work men do 

creates the wealth that money simply measures. The operative decision is the allocation of the 

appropriate materials and the appropriate labour to a specified task.ò 

ñThere you go again, Mr, Korolenko,ò sighed Midhurst. ñAnother of your juggling para-

doxes. Youôll never persuade me that money doesnôt count.ò 

ñOf course it counts, Mr. Midhurst. That is why we call them counting houses. I was simply 

suggesting that money cannot do more than count.ò 
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Midhurst winced. ñThe paradox was bad enough. Must you cap it with a pun?ò 

ñLet me make amends by assuring you that we do make financial arrangementsðquite care-

ful ones. True, the village soviet is not limited by statute, as small local authorities often are 

elsewhere, either to a specified total expenditure or to specified sources of revenue. But it must 

prepare a budget of local receipts and expenditure in prescribed form, and submit it to the district 

soviet for approval and for inclusion in the district budget. So in practice higher authority can 

cancel specific items of expenditure which a village may propose to incur. On the other hand, if 

the village wishes to increase its expenditure at its own cost, it is normally free to do so by add-

ing a surtax to one or more of the taxes raised in its area by the higher authorities. Once the 

budget figures are settled, they may not be departed from without express authorisation, which, I 

may add, is not readily forthcoming.ò  

ñNow youôre talking a language 1 can understand,ò said Midhurst, much encouraged. ñTell 

us a little about the sources of a village sovietôs income.ò 

ñWell, they differ somewhat in different republics. But in most parts of the country they 

would include first of all the yield from village public property and enterprises. Next, a share of 

the taxes and dues collected within the village area; under this heading would come the agricul-

tural tax, which is a proportion, fixed in advance, of the normal harvest: not less than 20 per cent 

of the agricultural tax is assigned to the village. And finally the self-assessments, as we call 

them, imposed by the village soviet itself.ò 

ñI see. By the way,, what exactly did you mean when you said the village budget was in-

cluded in the district budget?ò  

ñOur method is this. The district authorities, having received the several budgets of the vil-

lage soviets within their territory, proceed to draw up their own budget. This they do by incorpo-

rating the estimates of all the villages, and placing alongside them any revenue which they ex-

pect to receive direct from other sources, and any expenditure which they propose to incur on 

their own account. In the same way, the district budgets are incorporated in those of the appro-

priate constituent republics, having arrived via the budgets of intermediate authorities (provinces, 

autonomous areas, autonomous republics), wherever such intermediate authorities exist; and the 

republics tack on their own revenue and expenditure. In point of fact, these tackings-on, at any 

rate until the republic level is reached, are the less important part of the business; the budget of 

each superior authority consists in the main of what one may call a group-statement of the fi-

nances of all the authorities subordinate to it. I do not mean that every single item of every vil-

lage budget is repeated in the district budget, but the position in each village is shown there un-

der pretty detailed heads. The culmination of the whole process is the incorporation of the repub-

lic budgets in the unified state budget of the U.S.S.R.ò 

ñThe gentle art of passing the buck,ò Midhurst murmured. ñSo in the end the Union has to 

hold all the babies?ò 

ñThat is perhaps even truer than you think,ò answered Vova. ñFor though, roughly speaking, 

local authorities keep a large part of what they collect, collections by no means cover require-

ments, so they all remain largely dependent on grants from above.ò 

ñWhat happens, then, is that local budgets normally show a deficit; the deficits are all passed 

on up to the all-Union treasury; which then has to produce out of a hat a big enough rabbit to re-

store the balance all along the line. Have 1 got it?ò 

Vova nodded. ñYou may think the system cumbersome,ò he said, ñbut we have found that it 

is in fact the simplest way of carrying out our vast equalisation scheme. By making all the locali-

ties financially dependent on the centre, we can vary the subventions made to them in such a way 
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that the more backward areas receive more per head of population than the more developed. We 

thus bring about a rapid levelling-up of standards of living throughout the whole Union. At the 

same time there is no intention of keeping any republic, or indeed any local authority, on too 

tight a financial rein. The communist party, in drafting the 1924 constitution of the U.S.S.R., 

stipulated-that every constituent republic should he guaranteed financial and budgetary rights 

liberal enough to enable it to show its own administrative, cultural, and economic initiative. That 

policy has been consistently followed ever since.ò 

ñAdmirable,ò boomed Midhurst. ñBut you donôt tell us where the all-balancing rabbit comes 

from.ò 

ñIt comes from what you would call the profits of industry. It represents the difference be-

tween the cost price and the selling price of all commodities sold. The U.S.S.R. exchequer de-

pends on the budgets of the republics for only a small proportion of its resources. There flows 

into it also the net accumulation (i.e. profits less allowance for amortisation of capital and all re-

newals and replacements) of the state-owned mines, oilfields, farms, factories, and trading enter-

prises throughout the country. These revenues amount in the aggregate to many times the total 

receipts from taxation. In fact, they represent 85 per cent of all public revenue, A great part of 

these profits are indeed collected by means of what we call the turnover tax. But it is hardly a tax 

in your sense of the term. It is really just the outer framework of the reckoning which has to go 

on between the exchequer and the various state undertakings with regard to the disposal of their 

surplus. 

ñ1 sec,ò said Midhurst. ñThese profits all come in to Moscow for redistribution to the locali-

ties not on-the principle of equal division, but on one which aims at bringing about regional eco-

nomic equality as quickly as possible. The U.S.S.R. budget is the reservoir, and the budgets of 

the authorities lower in the soviet hierarchy provide the reticulation. This means, I take it, that 

the U.S.S.R. budget is employed to direct capital investment to those regions which for historical 

and cultural reasons have suffered most from shortage of it in the past?ò 

ñYes. But the budget is concerned only with the financial aspect, which, as I was suggesting, 

is really secondary. The primary task is performed not by the financial plan, which merely ex-

presses the production plan in money terms, but by the production plan itself, which decides 

what resources are to be developed within each area and makes the allocations of labour and ma-

terials for the purpose.ò 

 

XIV  

 

ñAll right: Iôll concede you that point,ò Midhurst laughed. ñNow letôs look ahead a bit. The 

time will come, wonôt it, when the backward areas which are now getting preferential treatment 

in the matter of capital supply, will have caught up with the rest of the country? What is to hap-

pen then? I suppose you could either stick to the policy of financial centralisation, while substi-

tuting equal sharing for the present system of preference: for the grounds on which preference is 

now justified will then have lapsed, wonôt they? Or you could put through some scheme of re-

gional devolution of financial responsibility. That presumably would mean devolving part of the 

work of planning too. Have you any idea which line is to be followed?ò 

ñWe are quite clear about that,ò Vova replied. ñWe shall widen the financial autonomy of lo-

cal authorities. From the earliest days of the revolution we have sought to realise the principle, so 

dear to your own Colonial Office, of covering local expenditure from local resources. But to ap-

ply such a principle indiscriminately over a country so unevenly developed as the U.S.S.R. of 
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twenty years ago would merely have meant condemning the backward areas to permanent back-

wardness.ò 

ñAs the C.O. policy has in fact done?ò 

ñYou may say that, if you like. For me it is more seemly to say óAs Tsarist policy once did.ô 

That is why we from the first gave the backward areas special assistance from federal funds. The 

basis of the five-year plans has been the even spreading of industrialisation and mechanisation, 

in order that all parts of the country and all racial groups in the population might enjoy equal 

shares in the productivity of the whole. No doubt at the outset of the planning era that involved a 

high degree of financial centralisation. But for a number of years now we have been moving 

steadily in the other direction. The tendency has become very marked for republic and local 

budgets to rely more and more on resources accumulated within their own borders, and less and 

less on grants from U.S.S.R. funds. This growing reliance is, of course, a function of the spread 

of heavy industry over the whole country, followed by the development of local light industries.ò 

ñI imagine this financial decentralisation doesnôt happen in one fell swoop. What sort of 

stages is it to follow?ò 

ñIt is fairly clear, I think, that there will be three main stages. In the first, control of agricul-

ture will be regionalised; in the second, that of light industry; and in the third, that of heavy in-

dustry. The first stage has already been carried a long way. Agriculture is largely regionalised 

both in its administrative and its financial aspects; and local authorities, as I told you, have long 

been accustomed to keep much of the proceeds of the agricultural tax that they collect. We have 

recently taken a far-reaching step in the same direction in the field of light industry. The time for 

dealing with heavy industry on similar lines is not yet, but there is no reason to think that it is not 

on the way.ò 

ñWhat was the new departure in light industry?ò 

ñAt the beginning of 1941 a decree was issued abolishing the centralised planning of the pro-

duction and distribution of locally produced consumption goods. From January of that year-local 

authorities took over the whole work of planning the output of such goods, and the whole man-

agement of local industries engaged in making them. They were empowered to dispose of the 

entire output from local raw materials, and half the output from state-supplied ónon-deficitô raw 

materials; and they were charged with fixing pricks and trade rebates and allowances. Profits 

earned were to remain in their hands and were to be used by them for expanding local light in-

dustry and for housing and general welfare schemes in the neighbourhood.ò 

ñWell now, gentlemen,ò Ivor interposed, ñI hate to break up the party. But Iôm responsible, 

you know, for getting you all back to town in time for seven oôclock dinner. Itôs now nearly five, 

and we ought to be making a move.ò 

ñI wonôt hold you up more than a minute or two, Mr. Jones,ò said Midhurst, ñbut may I shoot 

just one last question at Mr. Korolenko? I want to ask him if he has any data which would help 

us to compare British dependencies in Africa with, say, the Central Asian republics, in point of 

capital investment. If I remember rightly, Hailey says that investment in both Rhodesias together 

works out at just under £40 per head of total population. In British East Africa it averages about 

£8, and in British West Africa less than £5.ò 

ñDo you know the corresponding figure for Britain itself?ò Vova asked. 

ñAbout £300, I believe.ò 

ñThere you are,ò was Vovaôs comment. ñAnd if you work out Rhodesian investment per head 

of the white population only, you would get a figure of over £1,500.ò 

ñWhy should one work it out in relation to the whites only?ò 
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ñWell, it is fairly clear from what Mr. Jones was telling us earlier that capital improvements 

in Rhodesia have been intended to benefit the white man and not the black, and that the negative 

side of this aim has been remarkably successful. Still, I agree that figures per head of the white 

population do not really show the true position, for they ignore another important group of bene-

ficiaries, the absentee shareholders who live in London, Paris, New York, and such like places, 

and who are, apart from their coupon-clipping, entirely functionless so far as the Rhodesian 

economy is concerned.ò 

ñI still donôt quite see the relevance of...ò 

ñMy point is simply that investment per head of population is an unsatisfactory way of com-

paring the effective social improvements that capital development has made in British Africa and 

Soviet Central Asia respectively. And the reason is that, while in the U.S.S.R. the term óhead of 

populationô in this context can be given a fairly uniform meaning, with you it masks the vital dif-

ference between white heads and black heads, and ignores another equally important factor, 

namely the continuous rake-off taken by overseas owners of capital. 

ñHowever, there are two things we can say. One is that, though the U.S.S.R. is no doubt even 

now on the average more heavily capitalised west of the Urals than east of them, the range of 

difference is nothing like so wide as the £300-£5 that you spoke of for Britain and West Africa. 

And we have seen that as between Soviet Europe and Soviet Asia things are tending strongly to-

wards equalisation. The second point is that the cost of building the original Turksib railway (ex-

clusive, that is to say, of recent extensions) was equivalent in English money to about £17½ mil-

lions, or about £1 per head of the total population of the five Central Asian republics. From that 

starting-point you can perhaps build up in your mind a very rough picture of the investment posi-

tion there, if you recall also the expansion of communications by road, air, and telegraph, the 

electrification and irrigation schemes, the cost of agricultural mechanisation, the development of 

coal fields such as Karaganda and of oilfields round the Caspian and in Uzbekistan, the construc-

tion of great combines such as Chirchikstroi, and all the new factories and workshops which con-

stitute light industry.ò 

ñYes,ò said Midhurst meditatively, as he embarked on a rapid bout of mental arithmetic. 

ñYes... Ah well, I suppose youôre right in saying that any comparison involving exact measure-

ment is out of the question. And there we had better leave the subject; partly because with our 

present resources we canôt carry it much further, and partly because Jones is fixing us with a 

baleful glare. If we keep him waiting any longer, he may do something violent.ò 

 

XV 

 

All our rambling talk had sent the sun a long way down the sky. It now stared at us across the 

western end of the lake with an eye hardly less glittering than Ivorôs, and made a track of red fire 

on the water. The tame but sanguine ostrich kept up its food-gathering activities in the garden 

with a patience that I had previously observed in fishermen alone. It made me go a little Words-

worthian to see a living creature so impervious to disenchantment. Perhaps for this reason, per-

haps for reasons of their own, the others too fell silent as we climbed again into the car, and 

drove back at high speed through the coloured air to Bulawayo. 

Our spirits did not droop for long. That night we were Ivorôs guests at a house dinner in the 

Bulawayo club. The guest of honour was the Chief Justice of the country, who had only lately 

been appointed. He and Ivor were old friends, and Midhurst, as a fellow-lawyer working in colo-

nial Africa, was also well acquainted with him. The occasion proved to be informal and highly 
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convivial. Some of the more enterprising spirits began singing songs with the fish, so that by the 

time the port came round things were going with quite a swing. 

Vova, who learned more of white Rhodesia in these few hours than he could have gathered in 

a month of scouring the country, started rather stiffly, and took a little while to get his bearings. 

Indeed, to begin with I found it queer myself to watch the elders of Bulawayo going on like sub-

alterns at a regimental guest-night, or undergraduates at a college smoker. 

ñAnother example of the charming immaturity of the British Empire?ò I whispered to him, as 

the final chord of ñLand of our Fathers,ò noisily rendered for Ivorôs benefit, died away. 

He smiled. ñChronologically speaking it is four hundred years old. But its mental age seems 

steady round about twenty. Does that indicate an I.Q. of 5?ò 

In spite of this early aloofness, the exhilaration of the scene was soon winning its way into 

our systems, as the wine warmed our blood. The Chief Justice made a speech with a few mild 

witticisms at which we all laughed immoderately. He happened to be Scottish by derivation, and 

when at the climax of the evening a handsome stranger marched into the room, clad in a Black 

Watch kilt and white spats and playing a reel on the bagpipes, the uproar and the enthusiasm 

were indescribable. 

Ivor, carried away, slapped Vova on the shoulder. ñEh, yeôll noô have hairrd the paypes 

played beforre this, Mr. Korolenko?ò he asked in a bogus Glasgow accent, with free use of the 

glottal stop and much rolling of rôs. 

ñNo, never.ò 

ñIs it noô the bonny music they make?ò 

Vova leaned towards him. ñI can say this to you, Mr, Jones, since in ordinary life you are a 

Welshman. I realise now how profound was the comment of the old lady in the story.ò 

ñWhat story was that?ò Ivor queried a little thickly. 

ñIt is only by the mercy of God that they do not smell as well,ò Vova quoted. 

Amid thunderous applause the piper bowed his way out. The diners, too, soon rose, and ad-

journed to the lounge. As we passed down the corridor which linked the two rooms, Vova let off 

an oath in Russian. With a surprising knowledge of Anglo-Indian terminology he added: ñThe 

poor bloody punkah-waliah,ò 

There, in a little kind of servery to our left, was a young full-blooded Matabele brave sitting 

on the floor, tugging rhythmically away at a piece of rope that dangled from the ceiling as though 

he were ringing a soundless church hell, The rope was in fact used to operate some flapping fans 

in the dining-room we had just left, and this burly African had no doubt been ministering to our 

comfort thus for the last three hours. 

Vova turned to me. ñBehold,ò he said, with a bitterness of scorn I am unable to reproduce, 

ñbehold the symbol of white supremacy, and the divine right of the British commercial classes to 

enjoy a high standard of living based on cheap coloured labour, Why in Godôs name cannot they 

put in an electric fan?ò 
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CHAPTER IV 

 

DEVELOPING DEMOCRACYôS RESERVES 

 

I 

 

The following evening Vova and I were at our next port of callðthe Victoria Falls. Rather to 

my surprise, for I recalled how willingly he had forgone the scenic intoxicants of the Cape pen-

insula, Vova took to the Falls like a duck to the water. It may have been that the pattern of river 

and veld evoked some fond Russian associations in his mind. Certainly Father Zambesi is a no-

ble stream. Handsome and sleek he looks as he slides between his vivid banks, the one big streak 

of beauty in a waste of wearisome bush that stretches from Mafeking to Broken Hill. 

Vova took a special delight in the fine contours of the gorge below the Falls, in the cliff 

faces, the palm groves, the luxuriant jungle-effect of the rain forest, the flowers, anti the bright 

air studded with the flashing wings of birds, butterflies, and dragonflies; even, too, in terrene 

things like snakes, and little blue land-crabs, and the half-tame baboons that wander about the 

hotel grounds. Under these influences his mind shed care and put on happiness, simple and di-

rect. Beneath the crust of the social investigator appeared glimpses of the poet and the friend. 

I had written ahead to several people in Livingstone, making appointments for Vova to see 

them. One of them, Geoffrey Stewart, was actually waiting to greet us when we reached the Falls 

Hotel from Bulawayo at about eleven oôclock at night. So exacting is the impulse of the white 

man to show hospitality to travellers of his own race. Stewart was in charge of an organisation 

known as the Rhodes-Livingstone Institute, which studies the history, customs, and culture of the 

peoples of British Central Africa. He had with him another intelligent young man who was sta-

tioned in that part of Rhodesia as a Government Labour Officer. But fourteen hours in the train 

had left me so weary, languid, sore-distressed, and dirty that my wants were focused on the nar-

row points of drink, bath, and bed. As Stewart and his companion seemed to stand between me 

and at least the two last, I could not help feeling that bed would have been a better place for them 

too. Beneath the usual outward civilities 1 was ungratefully muttering to myself: 

In the late evening they are out of place, 

And infinitely irrelevant at dawn. 

At what inconvenience to themselves they had put in this polite appearance I neither knew nor 

cared. 

The situation affected Vova in a different and more gracious way. He was charmed that any-

one should have the kindness to motor five or six miles at such a time, for the sake of welcoming 

a couple of unknown strangers to Northern Rhodesia. His release from the train put him in tear-

ing spirits, and, ordering sandwiches and beer, he insisted on sitting down, all unwashed from the 

journey, to engage our new acquaintances in four hoursô animated conversation. When at last his 

fuel began to run low and we were able to retire for the brief remainder of the night, he had a 

clear picture in his mind of native life and labour in Barotseland and the country between Living-

stone and the Kafue river. I consoled myself for my lost sleep with the reflection that he obvi-

ously found a congenial spirit in Stewart, who therefore promised well as a substitute for Mid-

hurst in Vovaôs somewhat argumentative life. Midhurst we were to see no more, as from Bula-

wayo he had made tracks for Beira, where he hoped to pick up a boat for Dar-es-salaam. So it 

struck me as a useful offer of Stewartôs to come with us to Broken Hill and show us round there, 

when we had had enough of Livingstone. 



66 

In the few days we were at the Falls Vova spent every spare hour by the waterôs edge. An an-

cient would have said that the river-god held him in thrall. He seemed to be seized, like a boy, 

with a passion to discover everything that went on beside or beneath the Zambesi. I remember 

the excited interest with which he witnessed an encounter between a long green snake and a 

chameleon. He spoke of it for days afterwards as a major event, and it evidently held some spe-

cial significance for him, though I could not guess what. 

We had spent a morning of amazing peace on a rock by what is locally known as the Boiling 

Potða great vortex in the rapids at the base of the cataract. On the way back to lunch at the hotel 

we were scrambling up the cliff  of the gorge through a palm grove, when we came upon the two 

creatures in the middle of the stony track, The snake darted its head at the chameleon twice in 

quick succession, then withdrew a little and shot out a black forked tongue, as though licking its 

chops. The chameleon showed no presence of mind, and made no active response; he just stood, 

I suppose in the paralysis of fear, taking what was coining to him. We could not, of course, tell 

whether he had already been wounded before our arrival on the scene. 

At any rate, his flanks were of an orange colour when we first saw him, the legs and the ridge 

of the back a greyish purple. Vova brought his camera stealthily up to within some six feet of the 

battle in the hope of taking a snapshot, but the snake slid off and swarmed up a tree when it 

caught sight of him. The chameleon started walking groggily away, but after a few yards 

stopped, trembling and puffing himself out with enormous slow breaths. The orange tint left him, 

and he quickly became grey all over. After a couple of minutes he developed a list to port, sink-

ing fast; in three minutes more, he fell over on his side and lay still in a patch of fierce sunlight 

that streamed down in a funnel through a gap in the trees. Up at the hotel they told us, I donôt 

know how accurately, that the snake would come back and eat the corpse. 

The Zambesi country is hot. It seemed impossible that day to take a dozen steps without 

shedding a pint of rascal sweat. Vova and I were not in training for this kind of thing, and our 

morningôs expedition had run off all our surplus energy. The afternoon, we felt, called for rest 

and reflection, so we repaired to the open-air swimming-bath in the hotel grounds, and lay doz-

ing or chatting on the close-cropped lawn that surrounded it. Every half-hour or so we bestirred 

ourselves enough to swim across the bath before resuming our rest and reflection on the other 

side. 

 

II  

 

Here I lay half asleep and at peace with all the world, when Vovaôs disturbing voice broke in. 

ñYou know, John,ò he said, ñI am quite worried about this funny old empire of yours. It looks 

pretty dead to me.ò 

 ñWell, what are you grumbling at?ô I laughed. ñAre you short of sprigs of yew to strew on 

the hearse? A sound anti-imperialist ought to cry óGood riddance,ô and rejoice.ò 

ñAh, you do not understand. It is true that in future the sun will have less difficulty in setting 

on the British Empire than it has had in the past. For my part I welcome that. Easing the strain on 

the sun may mean that some who have been clamouring for a place in it, will get their needs at-

tended to. For instance, if India and China move out of the shade, the total of human happiness 

will be multiplied several times over. But that is not what I meant. I meant that in these African 

colonies your power cable is cut in several places. The juice just does not get through. The thing 

is dead.ò 

ñWhen you put your mind to it, Vova dear, you simply romp home with every prize for ob-



  67 

scurity that was ever offered.ò 

ñYou yourself, John, are not much below championship class when it comes to slowness in 

the uptake. I see I shall have to help you over the stile by telling you a story.ò 

I gave a defensive grunt, but Vova swept forward. 

ñIt is the story of Bobokalan. Thinking of poor Ugeorge has put me in mind of it. What horri-

fies me in Ugeorgeôs case is not so much that he should be working at a level of virtual serfdom 

in an hotel run by Europeans solely for Europeans. That no doubt is bad enough, from a democ-

ratic standpoint. But hotel waiters render a valuable service to users of hotels, and under proper 

conditions their work is esteemed and rewarded accordingly. It is not inherently unworthy of an 

adult personality and a competent citizen. No, the really horrifying thing about Ugeorge is that 

he is socially prohibited from ever rising above the lowest rung of the ladder in the catering in-

dustry (or any other industry, for that matter), and that his case is typical in the sense that similar 

prohibitions apply to all his compatriots in Southern Africa. 

ñNow, old Bobokalan was a share-cropper of Khodjent in the Tadjik country. He worked 

some irrigated cotton land belonging to one of the local Beys, for whom, as custom required, he 

toiled without pay until his fatherôs debts were cleared. When at last this burden was discharged, 

Bobokalan was a middle-aged man of forty-four. At forty-five he married, borrowing the bride-

price from the same Bey. In return for this accommodation he pledged a further twenty years of 

unpaid labour. At fifty-five he died, without ever having been quit of debt for as much as twelve 

months on end. In all his two score years and fifteen he went barefoot, and he enjoyed perhaps a 

few dozen square meals. In the ten years of his married life, however, he managed to beget four 

sons. 

ñThese sons I met when I first went to Tadjikstan in 1926, the eldest being then twenty-five 

and the youngest about seventeen. Spasmodic civil war had been going on round them for sev-

eral years, but they were all still working for various. Beys. The eldest, like his father before him, 

was working off the paternal debts with his own unpaid labour. The other three sweated from 

dawn to dusk in the cotton fields for a few roubles a month. 

ñTen years later I paid a second visit to Khodjent, which by this time had been re-christened 

Leninabad, and saw these four young men again. What do you think had happened to them? The 

first was water-engineer to a group of millionaire collective farms, an important post in a part of 

the world where most crops are grown under irrigation.
1
 The second was chairman of a big col-

lective farm called the óComintern.ô The third was vice-chairman of the Central Executive 

Committee of the Tadjik Soviet Socialist RepublicðDeputy Prime Minister of the country at the 

age of thirty. And the fourth was leader of the foremost field team of the óCominternô collective. 

This farm started life in 1931 by earning a net income of less than 100,000 roubles; the corre-

sponding figure for the 1936 harvest was over 31 millions.ò 

ñAnd what had become of the Bey?ò I asked. 

Vova seemed to think this was rather a trivial inquiry. ñOhò he said, ñlike most of his kidney, 

he had bolted in order to carry on the anti-soviet offensive from the relative safety of Afghani-

stan and Persia.ò 

He dismissed the Bey with a shrug, and returned to his theme ñThey were a good lot of fel-

lows, those Comintern Farmers/ò he went on in a tone of happy reminiscence. ñI spent a day with 

them, and they took me on a grand tour of the whole estate. For transport we used the farm motor 

truck of which everybody was inordinately proud because it had been presented by the Moscow 

Commissariat of Agriculture for the best all-round farming achievement in northern Tadjikstan. I 

                     
1
 A milli onaire farm is one whose net income exceeds a million roubles a year. 
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remember how in the cool of the evening we sat in a band-carved arbour in the flower garden, 

enjoying the freshness of the pond and discussing all we had seen and doneðthe new dwelling 

houses, the cleanly kept barns, the hundreds of cows, calves, sheep, and lambs which the mem-

bers of the collective had bought out of their earnings as their personal property, the lessons we 

had listened to in the school, the little farm hospital with its four beds, the power house, the tele-

phone exchange, the radio centre, and the steam mill. And of course the new chaikhana; it was 

still only half built, but they already felt proud and excited about it.ò 

ñWhat on earth is a chaikhana?ò 

ñWell, the word means tea-house literally. I suppose you would translate it by club or com-

munity centre. It is the focus of the social and cultural life of the collective.ò 

 

III  

 

ñWhat other contrasts with Rhodesia stick in your mind, Vova?ò 

ñI think chiefly of the incredible difference of atmosphere, of mental climate. Everywhere in 

Tadjikstan there are schoolsðnot only the usual seven-year schools for children, but literacy 

schools for adults, professional schools, technical schools, agricultural schools, state tractor 

schools (these, by the way, were just announcing in 1936 the enrolment of women in the courses 

for tractor drivers, mechanics, and chauffeurs). Everyone is crazy to acquire new skills, to realise 

hitherto undeveloped powers. Just about a quarter of the whole population is on the roll of some 

educational institution or other. As much as five years before the war started, there were in this 

óbackwardô area scores bf trained parachute jumpers, and hundreds of glider pilots, among what 

you would call the natives. The Tadjik schools and institutes, the central air club, the childrenôs 

technological centre, are turning the new generation into anything and everything from machine 

designers to professional musicians. I was introduced to a girl of fifteen who had built a model 

radio-controlled armoured car.ò 

ñDo you really feel that is a suitable preoccupation for the adolescent female?ò 

ñWhy not? Are not armoured cars also a part of life and reality?ò 

ñSome of us think of them rather as symbols of death and illusion.ò 

ñEven when civilisation can be preserved by their means alone? However, I was using that 

case, not to illustrate soviet educational values, but merely to show how fully our native peoples 

share in the work of the vanguard. They are not, like yours in the British Empire, forgotten, ig-

nored, or consigned to a sub-adult level.ò 

ñWell, it all sounds very noble, as you put it, Vovað almost inhumanly so. Your account 

would have a more lifelike ring if you included some stories about things going wrong some-

times. There must be a seamy side, I imagine, to all this rapid growth. Some waste products? 

Some scallywags? Even party members donôt always behave like Marxist plaster-saints? Or do 

they?ò 

ñOh, John, how hard it is to keep the right balance. Our blunders and follies and failures are 

always to the fore in my own mind, and the last thing I want to do is to conceal them from you, 

or to speak as if they do not exist. And I do not think you can really accuse me of representing 

our revolution as a clockwork affair in which every piece slides smoothly into position when the 

Marxist button is pressed. All the same, you are right in suggesting that one tends to overdo the 

light and underdo the shade. I suppose that is because when we talk like this one has to leave out 

something, and what gets left out is what our multifarious enemies are for ever overemphasising. 

Besides, our successes truly are much more significant than our failures.ò 



  69 

ñIôm not going to let you off with generalities like that. Youôve been telling me some of the 

best things that can be said about Tadjikstan. Now I want to hear some of the worst, so as to 

bring the whole into perspective.ò 

ñVery well, then. Imagine yourself in Stalinabad, say a dozen years ago, in 1930. In many 

ways the scene resembles one of those mushroom mining towns that used to spring up overnight 

in goldrush days in America. The nearest African parallels would be Kimberley in the óseventies 

or Johannesburg in the early ónineties. Fantastic defects of organisation, tremendous shortage of 

skilled labour, everyone in a mad feverish hurry. Swarms of foreigners all over the place, many 

of them roguesðand by foreigners I mean non-Tadjiks from distant parts of the USSR. Every 

year since 1925 the population has doubled. The little market village of Tsarist times, which re-

mained a market village without a single European building until 1925, has been laid out anew as 

a large modern town; but under the young plane trees of the still unbuilt boulevards, thousands of 

people camp out in ramshackle shelters tacked together out of packing-cases and kerosene tins. 

The usual troubles of sanitation and water supply; typhus and diphtheria much in evidence; high 

death-rate; standards of seemliness and promptitude in the disposal of the dead appreciably be-

low those of Kensal Green. 

ñHuman life goes on at two levels, one dominated by the legacy of the past, the other reach-

ing out with energy and passion to a new order still just beyond grasp, but already well within 

view. Evidence of the first is the leper-settlement not yet moved from the outskirts; the pervasive 

effects of alcohol and syphilis; the frequent murders, by Moslem enthusiasts, of women who 

throw off the veil and tear down the curtain behind which tradition seeks to segregate them from 

life; the refusal of many among the older men to have any dealings whatever with unbelievers; 

and so on. That was 1930.ò 

ñDo you know, Vova, that helps quite a lot. I get the feel of Tadjik life more intimately now 

you tell me something about the kind of soil out of which the millionaire farms, the glider pilots, 

and the parachute jumpers have grown. Against the background of squalor, drink, disease, and 

the bigotry of Islam, I grasp more sharply what Pilniak means in that book you lent me, when he 

says that, of all the places he had seen or known or heard of, the Stalinabad of 1930 held out 

most hope to the builders of new worlds. I sense the drive, the initiative, the will to work of the 

pioneers, the proletarian inventors, who brought your soviet Atlantis into being there. I can share 

in a way their desperation, their haste, their
-
 sacrifice, their hope, and their triumph.ò 

 

IV  

 

ñYes,ò he said, ñfor those who have eyes to see it displays the sacrament of the revolution in 

all its miraculous power. 

ñAs though our very blood long breathless lain  

Had tasted of the breath of God again.ò 

That is why I called Central Asia alive and Southern Africa dead. I think you see well enough the 

difference between them, John.ò 

ñAt least I understand what you take to be the difference, Vova.ò 

ñWellðforgive me if I tread on delicate ground hereðdo you and your colleagues in the Co-

lonial Office never try to account for it, or to discover how far its explanation may have rele-

vance to your own colonial arrangements?ò 

ñWhat a question to askðafter all Iôve told you about the Colonial Office too! My colleagues 

have plenty of underlying emotional grounds for shutting out any form of soviet experience, 
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from their field of vision. Even if they hadnôt, their minds are not adapted to entertaining notions 

half as radical as those you are suggesting. Obviously they are aware that all is not well in British 

colonies; within their accustomed range of ideas they are extremely intelligent men. But if you 

set up an emotional resistance in them, and then try dragging them by main force outside that 

accustomed range, they merely get fussed and startled and angry, and their mental age drops with 

a bump to the level of the junior school. Hence when they begin hunting for remedies for colo-

nial troubles, their thoughts naturally proceed along such lines as the improvement of N.A.s and 

of the administrative and technical services in the colonies, possibly the gradual admission of 

native personnel to those services, the protection of native labour, the formation of tame trade 

unions, the expansion of health services and education, and matters of that kind. But you are tell-

ing me things that would make their hair stand on end. What was that metaphor you used just 

now? Something to do with electricity?ò 

ñThe power cable?ò 

ñThatôs it. You said that in the British colonies our power cable was cut. Which seems to 

mean that, even if we had a colonial policy, we have no machinery in working order to carry it 

out. And that in turn involves a wholesale condemnation of our entire structure of colonial gov-

ernment. Well, you canôt expect civil servants to listen attentively to such talk as that. Their pri-

mary job is to operate such machinery as their bosses, the politicians, provide.ò 

ñJohn, I will not allow you to get away with that last remark. The idea that permanent offi-

cials are the meek óexecutants of a policy imposed on them from without by the political heads is 

surely a very ancient fallacy. You know as well as I do that officials are often in a better position 

than Cabinet ministers to initiate policy, and that if you and your colleagues really wanted to 

overhaul the machinery by which the colonies are run, quite effective methods are open to you of 

browbeating the politicians into giving you what you want.ò 

This was one of the few topics on which my knowledge was indeed more adequate than 

Vovaôs. I made no reply, but gave him what 1 hoped was an enigmatic smile. 

ñNo,ò he went on, ñyou must not be evasive here. It is perhaps the most crucial point of all. I 

think it was the Webbs who first likened our soviet system of democratic centralism to the gen-

eration and distribution of electric power. We generate the social power needed for government 

in the numberless meetings of electors, producers, consumers, and party members. These meet-

ings, which are respectively the primary organs of political democracy, of the trade union 

movement, of the co-operative movement, and of the profession of leadership, together form the 

foundation of our constitutional structure. In them the turbines of discussion and popular need 

create power which is transmitted to the higher organs, and which drives, as it passes, the ma-

chinery of government in town and village, and at the levels of district, province, and republic. 

Here is the first feature, the prime characteristic, of soviet democracyðan upward stream of 

power continuously generated by mass discussion in multiform mass organisation. All grown 

men and women take part in the discussion and contribute to the stream in three distinct capaci-

ties, which together cover all the basic aspects of manôs associated life.ò 

ñIs this your familiar trinity of citizen, producer, and consumer once again?ò I asked. 

ñIt is,ò Vova answered; ñand I recur to it in order to emphasise anew the fundamental inade-

quacy in modern conditions of any supposedly democratic system that concerns itself with po-

litical representation alone. And do not forget that our trinity is, more strictly, a quaternity, for 

the communist party and the youth movement it directs are also democratically organised, so that 

the profession of leadership properly forms a fourth strand in our power cable.ò 
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V 

 

ñI see. Well, go on about the upward stream.ò 

ñThe next point about the upward stream is that when it reaches the level of the Supreme So-

viet, it becomes converted there into a downward stream ïa stream of laws, directives, and ad-

ministrative orders binding on all grades of the hierarchy below. Nothing unusual, of course, in 

the radiation of orders outwards from the centre; there are few modern groupings in which that 

does not happen. The distinctive thing about our system is that the upward flow of power and the 

downward flow of authority are in reciprocal interaction all the time, and intimately condition 

each otherôs character. The power-circuit being complete, both are indeed no more than sepa-

rately analysable aspects of a single process; and each level in the hierarchy always has direct 

organic links with those above and those below it.ò 

 

 
THE POWER CABLE: DEMOCRACY 

 

ñArenôt you rather exaggerating the difference of principle between your arrangements and 

ours? After all, our N.A.s stand in a simple and direct relation with the district officer, and 

through him with the colonial government. The colonial government in turn is directly linked 

with the Colonial Office in London, and the Colonial Office is organically related to Parliament 

and the electorate.ò 




































































































































































































