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“Does the war really affect Africans? There is a great
sickness behind the minds of ordinary Africans. It is the
idea that this war belongs to the whites only rather than
to them, and that African young men are being used like
machines against their master’ encmies with no good or
better benefit as a result.”’ South Rhodesian African, 1942

If this was the view of manv Africans in colonies all over the British Empire during
the Second World War. then why did so many Africans volunteer to fight in British
armies? Despite so many African enlistments during the war, history has portrayed the
Rhodesian Africans as unwilling to help the British war effort. What has not been
recognized is what policies did the colonial government pursue during the war that helped
or hindered the recruitment of Africans? Lasily, if Africans were responding adequalely Lo
British recruitment, why did the Rhodcsian civil government stop activcly rocruiting
Africans for thc military Africanization program in 1943? Thc Rhodcsian government had
a detrimental impact on recruiting because they wanted to use their African labor force for
domestic purposes only. The discriminatory legislation of the colonial government gave
plenty of reasons for Rhodesian Africans not to join the army. Instead of labelling the
Afiicans as undisciplined, apathetic to the war cause, and disloval, the blame for the
disappointing recruitment of Africans should also be shouldered by the colonial
government.” By examining the recruitment and propaganda methods of the British in
Rhodesia during World War t'wo, why Africans abstained or enlisted in the British military

becomes apparent. When recruited efficiently and efforts were made to involved them in
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the war eftort, Atricans responded and enlisted in the military. The government's decision
to thwan the Briish War Department need for troops and keep the Africans in the colony
as a labor force is why their potential as a fighting force was never realized.

The DBritish had their own ideas about why Africans should support the war effort
and rally to the Union Jack. The British Ministry of Information, who organized
propaganda during the war, warned that a German victory would mean genocidal massacre
and enslavement for many of the African subjects of the British Empire.> However,
historian Peter Mclaughlin proposes that most Africans in Rhodesia who fought in World
War Two did so for other reasons other than defending the British Empire against German
aggression. He claims that while white citizens had a vested interest in fighting for the
Empire. Rhodesian Africans believed they had nothing to gain from a British victory
except the continued abuses by the British colonial administration. In their view, a German
occupation would unlike changed the lived of African Rhodesians. Thus Mclaughlin
argues that Africans would have fought for any colonial master as long as they were paid
for their efforts.”

Yet Africans enlisted in significant numbers in the Rhodesian military. If they were
not fighting for king and country, what did motivate them? Many Rhodesians Africans
fought for traditional reasons which were rooted in the precolonial period. Appeals to
precolonial military traditions alsoencouraged many Africans to enlist. Promises of land for

veterans of the war drew many recruits as well and attractive and steady wages ensured that

military service would appeal to the colonies large migrant labor force..’

3 Rosaleen Smyth, “War propaganda during the Second World War in Northern Rhodesia”™ African Affairs,
83:332 (1984). 353.

¢ P. Mclaughlin, “Collaborators, Mercenaries or Patriots?” 24.

5K M. Goodenongh, “Southern Rhodesia Revisited” 4fican Affairs, 48 (1948) 321.



Military historians have tonded to tocus on Yuropean involvement in the Sccond
World War, and have thus overlooked how Alrican participation. One historian, 1Javid
Killingray, has considored the recruitment of Africans, but his rescarch focuses on the Gold
Coast. In 1970. Christopher Wren wrole a short book on the principle African military
regiments in Rhodesia. the Rhodesian African Rifles that fought in World War Two.
Though he explains how the regiment trained and where they fought, he does not consider
how these troops were recruited, or why they enlisted. Historian P. Mclaughlin described
some methods of African recruitment in his article, “Collaborators, Mercenaries, or
Patriots?” but he did not consider the efficacy of any these techniques.. Rosaleen Smyth
has written extensively on the propaganda efforts in Rhodesia during the war by the
British. But her work focuses mostly on the transmission of propaganda before and during
the Second World War from the European perspective. Rosaleen Smyth’s work is not
conerned with propaganda’s influence on Rhodesian Africans. Propaganda did have an
affect on the Africans in Rhodesia by inducing them to enlist. It did however keep the
African more informed of how the war was going through the new mass media technology
of film and radio.

Background

Northern and Southern Rhodesia (today the countries of Zambia and Zimbabwe)
had been a part of the British Empire since 1890, when a small number of British pioneers
sponsored by Cecil Rhodes staked their out three thousand acre farms on what used to be

African Mashona tribal land.® The colony was divided into distinct Northern and Southern
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sevtons in 1924 when the British South Africa Company was dissolved and taken over by
England and the colonial office. Northern Rhodesia’s economy rested on its mineral
reserws of copper. which was mined by African laborers. The population of the northern
colony in 1939 had about on¢ and half million Africans compared to only fifteen thousand
Europeans.” While the African population in Southern Rhodesia was similar to Northern
Rhodesia in 1939, the 60,000 Europeans that lived in Southern Rhodesia had developed
the colony more than its northern neighbor. Southern Rhodesia had gold and copper
deposits as well as fertile lands that produced supplementary agricultural crops such as
maize and tobacco.® These ore deposits and agricultural crops became increasingly
profitable with the English settlers use of African labor. The gold industry in Rhodesia in
1939 was an eight-million pound business, and bumper tobacco crops produced thirty
millions pounds of tobacco for export each year.’

The demand for labor all over the colonies reduced unemployment in both
Northern and Southern Rhodesia to a minimum. By 1942, there was a shortage of labour
and the colonies business interests vied with the military for increasingly scarce African
labour. Both Europeans and Africans were put to work building new roads, acrodromes,
and filling other jobs left vacant by new recruits in the colonial armed forces..”® Many
Africans were employed to work in the mines, military factories, and as porters of military
supplies. To show the effect the war had on the Rhodesian economies, the annual revenue

of Northern Rhodesia went from 1,500,000 pounds in 1938 to 3,430,000 pounds in
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1945 Full emplovment and rising wages presented the colonial government with a
problem.

The wartime boom transformed the labour situation in the colonies. The
government. which was comprised of white settler farmers, was responsible for supplying
the British war office with African recruits for the militarv. At the same time, the
government faced a white voting public which needed African laborers to run the booming
sconomy. Ultimately, the colonial government had to resort to coercive legislation to insure
that there would be enough African manpower to meet the quotas of the defense
department. To this end they passed the legislation the Compulsory Native Labour act of
1942, This legislation was designed to make Rhodesia self-sufficient in food production,
so Britain could concentrate only on supplying food for the war effort and not to her
colonies which had traditionally imported foodstuffs from Britian. The dilemma of where
to use African labour was an issue the British Defence department and the colonial
government conflicted on throughout the war. The colonial government was able to dictate
the use of Africans during the war this because it appeased the war department’s other
needs by supplving white soldiers and large amounts of materials for the war effort.

When given the chance to fight by the colonial government Rhodesian Africans had
distinguished themselves in various military units that went back almost to Rhodesia’s
inception as a colony. In most cases, Africans had been eager to join local police and
military organizations. The military and police orgamzations were popular among Africans
because they were perceived as an extension of the warrior culture that had been popular

before the colonization of the British. Service in the army carried an aura of prestige
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armimpst the hadional communmes and the abdiiv 10 work with weapons added o this

(mvetlpe  \hicans had served in the local police and delense lurces that patralled the open

platns of hadenia Nlany Rhodesia Alican also served in the Dritish South Alvicon Palice
Vorcw, o lioatier police Torce that potrofled all over Soullh Abica and the Rhodesins. "’
Anuthet police loree, consisting, ol 150 Alvicana lod by whito ofTicors was tho
Matabeleland Native Police that began in 1894."> The role of thia native police force was
1o deal directly with Alrican issucs and concens such as land disputcs, hut tsxes, and
branding catle. The African police force worked with the white Native commissioners for
cach district as an intermediary hetwoen the Africans and the white colonial government. '

Though these local frontier [orces were not part of the British imperial army, these
national guard units were arganized and trained like other imperial forces all over the
empire. Becausc non-imperial army lorces wero nol paid for by the Empire. their cxpensc
was part of the colonial government’s budgel. Native police and territorial unitg werc
alwavs hindored by budget shortfalls in the colonial Rhodesian govornment and were often
thic last in line 1o receive supplics. IFor inslance, Afijoan police oflicers were ofien
cquipped with only makeshifi uniforms and drilled with stioks instead of rifies.'® The poor
provision extended to the Alricans’s pay as well. Tho Matabeleland native officer camod
only thirty pounds a year, while a white officor of a similar police force camed two
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hundred and [ive pounds a year.’® This African wage. was however, still much better than
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the traditional wages that Africans received from working in the mines or on white settler

farms.

World War One marked the first time the British Imperial army emploved African
soldiers in significant numbers. The unprecedented demands for manpower on the western
front led the British to pull all available Europeans from the colonies and mobilize Indian
and African soldiers for use in Asia and Africa. The idea of a native African army, similar
to the already existing Indian army, had been discussed by military officials in London
before World War One, who saw in the African colonies vast untapped resources of
manpower."” The exigencies of the first world war brought these plans to fruition. P.H.
Silbum, who sat on the Defense Committee of Natal, wanted an African Imperial army
composed of “Every available man, irrespective of race, creed or colour.”® His desire was
accomadated in the first world war as over forty African regiments from all of the British
colonies were formed into a division known as tﬁe King’s African Rifles’ Those in favor
of creating an African army expected those warriors taken from African societies like the
Matabele, Zulu, Hausa and Sudanese, with their sirong military iraditions to become
excellent soldiers after British training.” Because of the need for aggressive troops, iribes
like the Shona, which had aquired a docile reputation by the British were not strongly

recruited by the Bntish in either World War One or Two. The colonial government

supported the recruitment of the more aggressive African tribes because they felt it would
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e those militant tribes to the colonial government and would perhaps prevent anymore
Afncan uprisings from these tribes.

Over thinty thousand Africans served in the British King's Afncan Rifles and West
African Fronder Force during the First World War. These units played a significant role in
the East African campaign against the Germans. Rhodesia sent a 500-man force known as
the First Rhodesia Native Regiment to fight against the Germans in East Africa. Major
Colin Harding, who worked with the regiment, remarked that, “Native troops led by British
officers were more adaptable and more mobile than European infantry.”” The
mobilization of African troops was the result of British Indian troops in Africa falling sick
in large numbers. These regiments were primarily responsible for defeating the Germans
in their colonial possessions in East Africa.” Units like the King’s African Rifles and West
African Frontier force were later used in World War two and their Joyal service paved the
way for other native regiments to be mobilized such as the Rhodesian African Rifles. The
recruitment of Africans for these units in World War One was done through
pamphleteering, verbal communication, and newspapers. Briush propaganda to potenual
African recruits emphasized the opportunity to show loyalty to the empire and rewards like
special land grants given to veterans upon demobilization. Propaganda also aimed at the
traditional warrior customns of African socicty by telling African recruits that a special social
status among their African society would be attained because they served in the military

like warriors as their ancestors had done before. .
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