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The 1990s witnessed a flourishing of scholar‐
ship about cotton and its role in the European col‐
onization of  Africa.  “Cotton colonialism” histori‐
ography was part  of  a  broader  set  of  questions
about  peasants  and  social  change  in  colonial
Africa that concentrated on historical processes in
agrarian  communities,  and in  particular,  on  es‐
tablishing  causality  with  respect  to  historical
change. The history of peasantries is an especially
Westernized  historiography,  because  although
agricultural  production is  a  universal  phenome‐
non,  the  processes  of  social  change  involving
peasants are often viewed as feeding directly into
industrialization  and  modernization.  Peasant
studies has traditionally been an especially mod‐
ernist discourse. 

In Germany during the mid to late nineteenth
century  there  was  an  upsurge  of  political  and
philosophical interest in expansion and coloniza‐
tion  that  gave  rise  to  agricultural  settlement
schemes. As Polish women moved west to work
on German farms, politicians and social theorists
struggled with how to reverse the trend and move

Germans, and indeed Germany, eastward. Almost
simultaneously,  in  the  postbellum  American
South, in the wake of Reconstruction’s unraveling,
white  and  black  politicians  and  sociologists  ad‐
vanced  competing  schemes  for  modernization
and the amelioration of the socioeconomic condi‐
tion  of  newly  free  rural  African  Americans.  So
whereas  some scholars  will  likely  read Andrew
Zimmerman  for  his  contribution  to  knowledge
about imperial Germany, social theory, or African
American economic and political advancement, I
approach his book with the eye of an Africanist
who has puzzled for over a decade with how to
interpret  Togoland’s  curious  “Tuskegee  Experi‐
ment.” 

Early Africanist historians of colonial agricul‐
ture wrote within the tradition of underdevelop‐
ment  theory,  which  associated  changes  within
peasant societies and their eventual demise with
the colonial conquest. These theories were popu‐
lar in the 1970s, but historians have since moved
away  from  simplicity  and  monocausality  to  di‐
verse social complexity. Peasant societies came to



be seen as far more dynamic, in a constant state
of  fluctuation  from  their  very  origins.  Changes
were interpreted not the result of external forces,
but as an inherent part of local society, character‐
ized by struggles for power and competition over
resources.  The  latter  was  a  key  concern  for
African historians in the 1990s, and it was a co-
progenitor of the emergence of African environ‐
mental history as a distinct subfield (from David
Schoenbrun to Jim McCann).[1] 

Zimmerman’s  important  new book brings  a
fresh perspective to the historiography of cotton
and colonialism, upending much of it in innova‐
tive and compelling ways. He writes with the per‐
spective of  a  European intellectual  and political
historian,  but  is  firmly grounded in  nineteenth-
and early twentieth-century U.S. history. He con‐
nects agricultural history to literature on ethnici‐
ty, race, gender, and the family. In examining how
a  West  African  German  colony  of  relative  eco‐
nomic insignificance was thrust center-stage into
debates about modernity, nationalism, racism, na‐
tive  uplift,  and  colonial  capitalism,  Zimmerman
returns the reader to much earlier framings of the
role of cotton in global movements of ideas, com‐
merce,  and  people.  And  in  so  doing,  he  raises
questions  about  the  continuing  validity  of  area
studies-driven historiography. The book is replete
with insight, novelty, and sophistication. 

Zimmerman examines the context of a short-
lived  agricultural  experiment  in  Togo  whereby
African American educators in Alabama and im‐
perialist bureaucrats and economists in Germany
imagined the transformation of primarily subsis‐
tence rural communities into commercially viable
cotton  farmsteads  and  their  inhabitants  into
sharecroppers. In a nutshell, a small group of Tus‐
keegee agronomists came from Alabama to Togo
to teach cotton-farming techniques to Ewe com‐
munities. The Germans employed various mecha‐
nisms to enforce attendance at the new technical
agricultural  school,  and  created  settlement
schemes in an area that had recently been devas‐

tated by a German-led military invasion. But Ewe
men and women resisted attempts to co-opt them
into the expanded machinery of the German colo‐
nial project in creative ways. 

In  his  analysis,  Zimmerman  taps  a  prolific
vein  of  African  historiography.  From  works  by
Polly Hill in the 1960s, to Sara Berry and Gareth
Austin,  scholarship  on  West  African  indigenous
agricultural systems has been the site of rich and
rewarding theory and empirical nuance.[2] Since
Robin Palmer and Neil Parsons’ collection of es‐
says in the 1970s, the discourse of underdevelop‐
ment theory has broadly contended that sub-Sa‐
haran Africa suffers from underdevelopment as a
result  of  colonial  conquest.[3]  While  they  shied
away from underdevelopment in its crudest form
à la Walter Rodney, they asserted that dependency
theory was useful. Not only did they reject the du‐
alist  model whereby “modern” and “traditional”
economies were in tension, but they also argued
that  many elements  of  precapitalist  society  sur‐
vived and co-existed within the context of emerg‐
ing capitalist economies.[4] 

While  the  model  proposed  by  Palmer  and
Parson  was  extremely  problematic  insofar  as  it
victimized the African peasantry, they paved the
way for  others  to  investigate  how broader  pro‐
cesses,  such as colonial capitalism, shaped peas‐
ants. Colin Bundy took up this challenge and ex‐
plored how the South African colonial state,  de‐
sirous of  a  proletariat,  promoted settler  agricul‐
ture  and  imposed  rents  and  other  fees  on  the
peasantry,  making  farming  increasingly  unprof‐
itable.[5] Bundy’s strangulation thesis argued that
had the markets been left alone, African peasants
would  have  continued  to  prosper,  a  story  later
picked up by Charles van Onselen.[6] It is into this
contentious terrain that Zimmerman wades when
he explores how Togolese farmers responded to
pressures--from physical violence to economic in‐
centives and every conceivable form of coercion
and  leverage  in  between--to  become  export-ori‐
ented agriculturalists  and nuclear domestic  pro‐
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duction units. And we are subtly reminded that,
unlike  peanuts  in  the  South,  or  beets  in  Upper
Silesia, no one eats cotton. 

But for Zimmerman, the West African peasant
farmer  is  not  the  traditional  category  whereby
one explores colonial rule; rather s/he constitutes
a  unit  of  analysis  for  competing  ideologies  and
policies of labor value. Comprising five substan‐
tive chapters, richly in archival research--two set
in the United States, two focused on Europe, and
one in Togo--the book’s structure evokes the rare
and  daring  comparative  frameworks  of  George
Fredrickson and James Campbell.[7] It is in terms
of comparative history that the author makes his
greatest contribution. As a mature work, (and not
a  revised  dissertation),  Zimmerman  has  taken
great pains to elaborate and connect the common
themes that draw three vastly different and previ‐
ously  unconnected  communities  together  in  a
common project.  The  comparative  framework,
however, is, I would venture to say, something of
a  novelty.  Rather  than look  at  how two similar
ideas grew in tandem and experienced processes
of  cross-fertilization--the  foundational  literature
of trans-Atlantic Pan-Africanism comes to mind--
he  carefully  cocoons  a  colonial  case  study  with
the  silk  of  coterminous  American  and  German
narratives about common political and social anx‐
ieties. 

Zimmerman  deftly  deploys  his  central  Togo
chapter as an anchor connecting racist ideologies
in  Bismarck’s  Germany  and  post-Plessy United
States, to industrial education, the civilizing mis‐
sion, and the post-Versailles globalization of seg‐
regation. Whereas Polly Hill’s study of Ghanaian
migrant cocoa growers developed the theme of in‐
digenous  farmers  as  economic  innovators,
demonstrating  how  they  straddled  two  worlds,
Fred  Cooper  and  Allen  Isaacman  encouraged
scholars to adopt terminology that more accurate‐
ly reflected the characters of study.[8] Peasantries
could be the wretchedly poor and the moderately
prosperous, the progressive and the reactionary.

The only  specificity  of  the  term “peasant”  is  its
ambiguity. 

Zimmerman says the imagined peasantry can
also  be  an  interlocutor  in  a  much larger  set  of
overlapping global conversations. If anything, the
focus  on  peasants  in  the1980s,  from Elias  Man‐
dala  to  Meghan  Vaughan,  gave  Africanists  a
strong sense that  African agriculture was never
static.[9] The oral history of the Togolese people,
some of which Zimmerman himself collected, like
those  Vaughn  interviewed  in  Malawi,  depicts
forced  agricultural  change  as  a  social  crisis,  in
which the breakdown of the most basic social re‐
lationships resulted in the suffering of thousands;
and is a social crisis that can only be rendered in‐
telligible by recourse to grander globalizing trans‐
formations. Indeed Zimmerman pushes back the
German-African colonial encounter, both tempo‐
rally and geographically, into post-Reconstruction
Alabama and pre-Bismarckian Poland. 

At its core, Zimmerman’s narrative is one of
the repeated failures of a fleeting Euro-American
hegemonic pact to implement a synthesis of inter‐
nal and external paradigms of colonization from
the U.S. South and Prussian Ost. In Togo, science
and ideology mingled;  German colonizers and a
small group of African American agricultural spe‐
cialists were armed with the knowledge that cot‐
ton could be grown “scientifically.” A central as‐
sumption undergirding the agricultural program,
which  ran  circa  1901-14,  was  that  Togolese
Africans  could  be  reconstructed  as  “Negroes,”
with  a  core  “authentic”  culture  and  biology  (p.
134). Cotton farming was a Volkskultur, and one
that was thus transferable because “black people
imitate  others  more  readily  than  white  people”
(p.  137);  they  were  abounding  in  Bildungs‐
fähigkeit. 

Neither the grand scheme of Germany’s Vere‐
in für Sozialpolitik to turn the Ewe into a Volk of
Ansiedler,  mirroring  the  Prussian  program  of
Sachsengänger,  nor  Booker  T.  Washington’s  and
the  Tuskegee  Institute’s  agenda  to  uplift  Togo’s
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farmers  of  cotton  and  other  market-oriented
products, was effective or relevant. Zimmerman’s
farmers are thusly less the intellectuals of Steven
Feierman’s  majestic  study,  but  more  closely  the
disengaged and recalcitrant small-scale producers
explored by  Richard Roberts  in  French Soudan,
Allen  Isaacman  in  Mozambique,  and  Ousmaka
Likaka in Congo.[10] Notwithstanding, like Feier‐
man,  Zimmerman  richly  demonstrates  how  the
African actors made it all (im)possible, and creat‐
ed and recreated colonial, racist, and moderniza‐
tion discourses. 

Sara Berry famously asserted that peasant so‐
cieties have always been sites of contested access
to resources and struggles over power,  many of
which predate colonialism. Colonial officials, Ger‐
mans included,  knew very  little  about  the  local
dynamics operating in African villages. But as No
Condition is Permanent (1993) is the comparative
analytical product par excellence of area studies
specialization,  Zimmerman’s  approach  raises
questions about the continued validity of prevail‐
ing modus operandi in the discipline. If such cre‐
ative insight  can be brought to bear on African
historical processes without the requisite year or
more in situ, what does the future hold for area
studies  programs,  the  recent  cancellation  of
2011-12 Fulbright-Hayes and SCALI programs not‐
withstanding? 

In spite of the tortured Tuskegee tale, cotton
continues to be an important economic activity in
modern Togo, and a source of important foreign
revenue. Whereas the specific scheme may have
failed  to  materialize  in  the  manner  in  which  it
was envisioned, its ideological and philosophical
antecedents  and its  political  and cultural  conse‐
quences  are  numerous  and  expansive.  Zimmer‐
man  path-breaking  work  shows  that  a  cotton
scheme comprising few Togolese, fewer Germans,
and even fewer African Americans,  set the tone
for attitudes toward Africa, Africans, and African
engagement  with  globalizing  capitalism  in  the
context of  late colonialism for decades to come.

And it is precisely in this way that he reveals that
although  indeed  quite  remote,  Togo’s  past  and
present is exceptionally global.[11] 
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If there is additional discussion of this review, you may access it through the network, at
https://networks.h-net.org/h-africa 
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