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				Review ESSAY

				Maliehe, Sean M. Commerce as Politics: The Two Centuries of Struggle for Basotho Economic Independence. Vol. 8. Berghahn Books, 2021. ISBN: 9781789209822.

				Hopkins, Antony G. Capitalism in the Colonies: African Merchants in Lagos, 1851–1931. Princeton University Press, 2024. ISBN: 9780691258959.

				The relationship between capitalism and Africa’s long-term economic development has been of interest to economic historians since the 1960s. After a long hiatus, following the 1990s postmodernist turn towards social history, African economic history is experiencing a resurgence.1 Within that current is a rekindled interest in the African entrepreneur as a legitimate historical actor and an economic development agent.2 This review essay examines the work of two economic historians who began their careers at opposite ends of the history of African economic history 

				
					
						1	See E Green and P Nyambara, “The internationalization of economic history: Perspectives from the African frontier”, Economic History of Developing Regions 30 (1), 2015, p. 68; G Austin, “African economic history in Africa”, Economic History of Developing Regions 30 (1), 2015, p 80 and AG Hopkins, “Fifty years of African economic history”, Economic History of Developing Regions 34 (1), 2019, p. 9.

					
					
						2	Over the past decade, important research history on African entrepreneurship has come out. See for example, ME Ochonu (ed.), Entrepreneurship in Africa: A historical approach (Indiana University Press, 2018); CS Chachage, A capitalizing city: Dar es Salaam and the emergence of an African entrepreneurial elite (c. 1862-2015) (PhD, Harvard University, 2018); G Verhoef, “Introduction: Business in Africa”, Zeitschrift für Unternehmensgeschichte 69 (2), 2024, pp. 185-186 and G Verhoef. “Entrepreneurs in Africa – The agenda for business history in Africa: Complexity and Continuity”, Zeitschrift für Unternehmensgeschichte 69 (2), 2024, pp. 187-211.
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				writing and have written books that examine African entrepreneurship. Both tomes, written by Antony Hopkins and Sean Maliehe, draw on their PhD research. In 1960, Hopkins initially wanted to study for his PhD on Lagos’ African entrepreneurs, but, unsure of the sources, he settled for “a safe, pedestrian economic history of the port between 1880 and 1914” (p. xiii). With Capitalism in the Colonies, Hopkins returns to the subject, building on more than half a century of producing benchmark scholarship on African economic history.3 For Maliehe, Commerce as Politics is his first undertaking, a book that follows the now-established early career researcher’s pathway into academia, based on his PhD thesis. Their case studies are just as contradictory, located on either side of the equator of the African continent. While Hopkins examines the West African port city of Lagos, connected to global commerce via the Atlantic Ocean, Maliehe studies the tiny Kingdom of Lesotho, a landlocked country encircled by South Africa.

				Structurally, Hopkins and Maliehe divide their books into three parts. Written over nine chapters, Maliehe’s book is the shorter of the two. The first part of the book covers the precolonial period from the 1820s to the 1890s, which witnessed the formative years of the Basotho nation as it battled the Mfecane/Lifaqane wars and resisted Afrikaner and British colonialism. The result was a loss of economic independence and a negotiated capitulation to the British. The second part of the book examines “colonial commerce” and highlights the Basotho attempts to participate in business and secure concessions from the colonial state. The third segment of the book explores the postcolonial period, deconstructing the role of Basotho entrepreneurs within the volatile political landscape of independent Lesotho, in the context of the emergence of Chinese commercial capital and the new market role of mobile money in the twenty-first century. In addition to being compact with densely packed chapters, Hopkins’ monograph has twice the number of chapters as Maliehe’s. However, his periodisation does not stretch as far as the postcolonial period, starting on the eve of colonial encroachment and ending during the economic slump of the 1930s. Hopkins segments the book into three global economic and political shocks that reverberate throughout Lagos and greater Nigeria, affecting the fortunes of African entrepreneurs. The first shock occurred in 1851 when the British established a consulate in Lagos, which set in motion the shift from slavery to legitimate trade. The second shock occurred in 1892 when the British decided to formally colonise Lagos, including the greater part of present-day Nigeria. The impact of these actions was to entrench further capitalist relations, such as the land market, 

				
					
						3	See, for example, T Falola and E Brownell (eds.), Africa, empire, and globalization: Essays in honour of AG Hopkins (Durham, NC: Carolina Academic Press, 2011).
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				which Saro entrepreneurs exploited. The third and final shock followed the outbreak of World War I in 1914, which disrupted the international trade networks that the African entrepreneurs of the port city of Lagos relied on for their business.

				Commenting on the business history source material for West Africa and Southern Africa, Morten Jerven notes that, “more material from West Africa is discussed than from other regions, quite simply because the development of commerce between Europeans and Africans is better documented for this region”.4 This truism holds when pitched against the business historiography of African entrepreneurship in Africa in general, and when comparing these latest books discussed here. The books employ a rich array of archival material. For example, Commerce as Politics draws on collections from the Lesotho National Archives, the National University of Lesotho, and the Lesotho Chamber of Commerce archive. This allows Maliehe to write a concise business history of Lesotho’s indigenous entrepreneurs. Similarly, Hopkins’ Capitalism in the Colonies draws on the national archives in London and Ibadan, as well as those of the local government in Lagos. However, it is in the private records held by the families of over half a dozen Lagos African entrepreneurs that the story of African entrepreneurship comes to life in rich texture. Both authors also employ oral sources, a staple of African History research, with dexterity, thus producing a diverse story of African entrepreneurship. For instance, Hopkins uses oral histories from children and acquaintances of prominent Saro merchants that he collected during the 1960s while pursuing his PhD studies. These rich oral histories, collected from the second generation Saro, would have been difficult to collect at the time of the book’s writing because, as Mazarire rightly notes, memory “is inhibited by a number of factors that are all subject to human shortcomings involving in most cases forgetting and/or memory lapse.”5 This reason accounts for the almost absence of oral sources in Maliehe’s account of African commerce in Lesotho during the nineteenth to early twentieth centuries. Instead, oral histories form part of the building blocks for his coverage of the late colonial to the post-colonial period, where he had access to informants. 

				A review of these two texts provides the opportunity to answer specific questions about the emergence of capitalism in Africa, its role in colonial development, the positionality of African entrepreneurs and the writing of their 

				
					
						4	M Jerven, “The emergence of African capitalism”. In: L Neal and JG Williamson (eds.), The Cambridge history of capitalism: Volume 1, The rise of capitalism: From ancient origins to 1848 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014), p. 432. 

					
					
						5	GC Mazarire, “Oral traditions as heritage: The historiography of oral historical research on the Shona communities of Zimbabwe: Some methodological concerns,” Historia 47 (2), 2002, p. 423.
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				history. For example, why did the indigenous entrepreneurs in Lagos achieve relative success in business compared to their counterparts in Lesotho? What role did the property rights question play in African entrepreneurs’ fortunes under different colonial settings? How did Africans interested in business mobilise capital, and what was the extent of their participation in the global economy? How and with what sources can historians write about African entrepreneurship? Evidently, the two countries followed starkly contrasting economic histories. With the British Empire’s ideas on trade built on the international division of labour, where comparative advantage trumped diversification, Lagos positioned itself as a producer of export agricultural commodities. At the same time, Lesotho developed as a labour reservoir for the gold mines of South Africa.6 

				Both books open in the turmoil of the nineteenth century, upended by European contact and the demands of global commerce. In the southeastern part of South Africa, the Basotho emerge from the throes of the Mfecane/Lifaqane wars under the leadership of Moshoeshoe, who later negotiates for British protectorate-ship in 1868 and colony in 1884, while in 1851, Kasoko overthrows Akitoye with the aid of the British, followed by the formal colonisation of Nigeria in 1893. During the second half of the nineteenth century, Europe’s appetite for primary commodities drew Lagos and Lesotho into the global economy. The port city of Lagos reimagined itself from its role as an entrepot of the transatlantic slave trade to become a conduit for supplying vegetable oils to Europe. On the extreme southern end of the equator, the South African minerals revolution drew the Basotho into its precarious, if not violent, economic web. 

				The indigenes of Lagos and Lesotho lost no ground profiting from these new market opportunities. The Basotho, as Maliehe shows, quickly established themselves as able farmers, earning Lesotho the moniker “the granary of Southern Africa”. Hopkins demonstrates that Africans in Lagos responded by entering legitimate commerce as farmers and in various roles as merchants. Scholars have pondered the external factors that predisposed some Africans to react favourably to the late nineteenth-century global economy. In Lesotho, Maliehe stresses that it was the Basotho contact with white missionaries during the 1830s that facilitated their adoption of new agricultural methods and, at the same time, cemented “people’s individual rights” (p. 17). The result was that the Basotho embraced capitalist notions such as wage labour and private property, allowing them to successfully produce for profit grains 

				
					
						6	See G Austin, “Capitalism and the colonies”. In: JG Williamson, L Neal, and BBVA Fundación (eds.), The Cambridge history of capitalism: The spread of capitalism: from 1848 to the present (Cambridge University Press, 2015), p. 302.
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				and livestock in demand in Southern Africa, thanks to the mining economy ignited by the minerals revolution. As Joseph Mujere notes, during the early colonial years, the Basotho became agents of change, spreading their gospel of innovation in agriculture and commerce within Southern Africa to places such as Southern Rhodesia, where the colonial state described them as “better natives”.7 Similarly, Hopkins informs us that the prince merchants of Lagos came from the Saro, a class of educated Africans who were either part of or descended from the creole elites of West Africa. In addition to their Victorian lifestyle, they were also very entrepreneurial. They believed in free trade and property rights, which they exploited to grow successful businesses in late nineteenth-century Lagos. Consequently, the Basotho and the Saro shared a common heritage in Western values such as education and adopted Christianity, allowing them to ally with colonial officials. 

				But this is as far as the similarities go. From the beginning of the twentieth century, entrepreneurs in Lagos and Lesotho took divergent paths. We learn from the two books that while the Lagos entrepreneurs, now part of a larger Nigerian colonial economy, diversified their business portfolios, the Basotho lost their competitive advantage in agriculture. At the same time, white traders elbowed the Basotho entrepreneurs in a colonial economy that became a labour reservoir for the gold mines of South Africa. To explain this dichotomy, the two historians engage with the “rise and fall thesis”, which argues that the minerals revolution in Southern Africa and legitimate commerce in West Africa, created prosperous peasants and prince merchants followed by a “decline” during the last decade of the nineteenth-century caused by a crippling shortage of labour in South Africa and the falling terms of trade for vegetable oils in industrial Europe respectively.8 While Mahiele’s history of Basotho commerce confirms the “rise and fall” thesis, Hopkins advises caution, stating that the experiences of the Lagos African merchants were mixed between the 1890s and the start of the First World War. While some successful African exporters had to liquidate their businesses at the beginning of the twentieth century due to a fall in the global prices of palm oil, others diversified by exporting alternative crops such as palm kernels and cocoa. Still others focused on the less risky import business, while others pioneered in producing cocoa and manufacturing.

				In contrast, Basotho entrepreneurs had few to almost non-existent alternatives. Their story followed a familiar template replayed across 

				
					
						7	J Mujere, “Evangelists, migrants, and progressive farmers: Basotho as ‘progressive Africans’ in Southern Rhodesia, 1890–1927”, Journal of Southern African Studies 40 (2), 2014, p. 300.

					
					
						8	See C Bundy, The rise and fall of the South African peasantry (University of California Press, 1979).
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				Southern Africa, where African entrepreneurs remained small and confined to the petty retail trade. While several factors limited the participation of Africans in colonial commerce, business historians generally agree that in Southern Africa, white traders in cahoots with the colonial state employed racialised lawfare weaponised to keep African competition at bay, which allowed them to consolidate their business interests.9 In the case of Lesotho, Commerce as Politics demonstrates that colonial commerce was limited to the importation of manufactured commodities under the monopoly of a few white wholesalers and retailers such as the Frasers, who were connected to the South African commercial hubs of Johannesburg and its port cities. A study examining the prominent role played by South African wholesalers in supplying manufactured commodities to Southern Africa could contribute to our understanding of the experiences of African retailers’ experiences and the success of white commercial firms. 

				Further research is needed on the role of currencies in colonial commerce in Southern Africa. Perhaps, white traders and their Indian counterparts maintained control over the importation of manufactured commodities and their distribution across Southern Africa, including Basutoland, partly because it relied on the Transvaal gold coins in circulation at the time, making it a very lucrative endeavour. Up until 1920, when the South African parliament embargoed the export of specie, the multitude of African migrants working on the Transvaal, who included Sothos from Basutoland in their number, were paid in the Transvaal gold coinage.10 This precious specie in circulation throughout Southern Africa made the wholesale and retail trade profitable, attracting white merchants such as the Frasers who, as Maliehe notes, lost no time consolidating their hold on colonial commerce in Lesotho (p. 58). The period also witnessed an influx of Indian traders into South Africa, known as the “Second Wave” (p. 54). Contrastingly, as Hopkins observes, white traders in Lagos were resigned to the shipping and export trade, leaving the importation of manufactured commodities to Africans who found, “imports were less risky than the produce trade and required less capital because consumer goods could be imported in relatively small quantities and still be traded profitably” (p. 36). While the Transvaal gold coins may have aided white business interests in Lesotho, Hopkins points 

				
					
						9	See TV Chambwe, “‘In native areas, stores have a big influence on the people’: Trading sites and the reorganization of African agriculture, colonial Zimbabwe, 1945–1955”, African Economic History 51 (2), 2023, pp. 1-23.

					
					
						10	A Mseba, “Beyond imperial interests: Settler regimes, capital and Africans in colonial Southern Africa’s currency politics to 1920”. In: K Pallaver (ed.), Monetary transitions: Currencies, colonialism, and African societies (Palgrave Macmillan, 2022), p. 156. 
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				out that in Lagos, African entrepreneurs profited from the circulation of cowrie shells during the last quarter of the nineteenth century. 

				With business connections stretching to Europe, the African entrepreneurs profiled by Hopkins were true globalists. Lagos, described by Hopkins as an, “economic environment shaped by the port city”, gave its African merchants an advantage not enjoyed by African entrepreneurs in other parts of the continent.11 Their direct access to the sea enabled the Saro to participate in opportunities, such as freight shipping, with some ventures intricately connected to continental Europe through financial inflows. The Basotho traders, on the other hand, were separated by hundreds of kilometres from their closest ports, including Cape Town, Durban, Port Elizabeth, and East London in South Africa, as well as the port of Lourenco Marques in Mozambique.12 Consequently, trade was monopolised by white and Indian traders with the connections and capital to import through these ports. Commercial capital played a crucial role in the economic history of Southern Africa through the supply of manufactured goods. Regardless, very little is known about the economic histories of these essential Southern African port cities and their relationship with white and Indian entrepreneurs. 

				The private ownership of property undergirds capitalism as a system, and the failure of African businesspeople under colonial conditions has often been tied to their exclusion from freehold title.13 In explaining the relative success of African entrepreneurs in Lagos, Hopkins notes that they benefited from a British West African colonial land tenure pattern that enshrined African rights to land. By meticulously going through the records of the Lands Office, Hopkins demonstrates how an organic land market evolved in Lagos immediately following the establishment of British rule. African merchants, especially the Saro, innovatively created an intricate “mortgage system” through which “short-term credit for commercial purposes” was made available (p. 65). It was this land market, Hopkins convinces us, that unlocked value and capital for African traders, which they used to borrow, lend, and finance their entrepreneurial ventures. Contrastingly, Lesotho’s African entrepreneurs suffered from a Southern African colonial political economy characterised by land dispossession.14 Although Commerce as Politics notes that, “Moshoeshoe and his chiefs would grant traders ‘permission’ and land to establish their businesses”, this never developed into a land market 

				
					
						11	Mseba, “Beyond imperial interests”, p. 8. 

					
					
						12	CH Feinstein, An economic history of South Africa: Conquest, discrimination, and development (Cambridge University Press, 2005), p. 261.

					
					
						13	Austin, “Capitalism and the colonies”, p. 305.

					
					
						14	See RH Palmer and N Parsons (eds.), The roots of rural poverty in Central and Southern Africa (University of California Press, 1977).
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				like that of Lagos (p. 54). These precolonial rights to land were upended following the British annexation of Basutoland. Consequently, raising the collateral to bankroll entrepreneurial ventures remained a key challenge for Basotho entrepreneurs. 

				Although often excluded from the dominant nationalist narratives, African entrepreneurs were also ardent political operators, as argued in Capitalism in the Colonies and Commerce as Politics. Using the life stories of Josiah Doherty and Samuel Pearse, Hopkins illustrates a complex narrative of how African entrepreneurs participated in the politics of the day in Lagos. Whereas Saro merchants such as Samuel Pearse collaborated with the colonial state for their own advantage, Josiah Doherty used his means to fuel his dissent against colonial injustice. In the befittingly named Commerce as Politics, Maliehe notes that in Basutoland, and later after independence, politics was a means of galvanising support for Basotho traders and even for canvassing for regime change as demonstrated by the activities of Lesotho’s business associations, which were very clear about where their political affinities lay. 

				Business historians of African entrepreneurship have concentrated mainly on the colonial period, with the post-colonial period remaining understudied. Hopkins ends Capitalism in the Colonies around the 1930s and is ill at ease with the rapidly vanishing sources of the history of African entrepreneurship, but also “astonished” by the complete “transformation” of Nigeria’s contemporary business scene (p. 512). It is in the mapping of the post-independence business landscape of Lesotho where Commerce as Politics shines. Maliehe succeeds in inserting African entrepreneurs into the political history of Lesotho by ably demonstrating the role played by rival business associations, the Association of Traders in Lesotho and the Lesotho Chamber of Commerce and Industry, in the fraught post-independence politics of Lesotho, characterised by political intrigue and military coups. Chapter Nine concludes Commerce as Politics by noting the increasing role of Chinese Capital and Mobile Money in Lesotho’s commerce. 

				In summary, these are two critical books on African entrepreneurship that offer fascinating insights into the varying historical experiences of African entrepreneurs. For example, the historical spatial differences between Lesotho and Lagos help explain why West African entrepreneurs fared better than their Southern African counterparts. In addition, the two authors’ experiences as historians and the kind of primary sources at their disposal also provide interesting perspectives on writing the histories of African entrepreneurship. Hopkins’ access to a broader repertoire of archival sources enabled a story of the business history of Lagos that revisited the circumstances of African entrepreneurs before World War I, for example. On the other hand, 
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				Maliehe’s account confirmed the colonial marginalisation of African traders. Furthermore, a comparison of the two works demonstrated the centrality of credit in the success of entrepreneurship. Where it was lacking, such as in Lesotho, the Basotho entrepreneurs struggled, and where it was available, backed by access to land titles, the Saro merchants flourished. But there were also similarities between the Basotho and the Saro that predisposed them to success in entrepreneurship. Both groups adopted Christianity and western education, attributes which the likes of James Davies used to evangelise and innovate in cocoa farming. At the same time, the Basotho led in the proselytisation and “modernisation” of agriculture in Southern Africa. Overall, these two books are a refreshing addition to the growing historiography of African entrepreneurship and are a must-read for both general readers and the business historians of Africa. 
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