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Legitimation Crisis

A time will come when the League of Nations will have to deal with racial 
questions, when it will have to eradicate differences between races which 
manifest themselves in unfair treatment inflicted on certain races, and con-
stitute a menace to the peace of the world.

Dantès Bellegarde, Delegate for Haiti, Second Assembly,  
plenary session, 23 September 1921

The crisis of the mandates system in the 1930s was partly political, for 
once the revisionist powers exited the League, its institutions and 

regimes necessarily became more fragile. But it was also ideological, as the 
presuppositions undergirding the ‘sacred trust’ came under sustained pres-
sure. Of course, the claim that the European powers were guardians of ‘civ-
ilization’ and would train other peoples in its ways had been contested from 
the start, not only by the local communities who petitioned or rebelled 
against their new rulers but also by hawk-eyed humanitarians, anti-colonial 
intellectuals, and self-appointed guardians of League ideals who suspected 
the allies would swiftly slip back into their old imperialist ways. Imperial 
armies had crushed the rebellions, but given those mobilized publics, author-
ity could never be secured through force of arms alone. Instead, faith in the 
mandate project had to be won through words, over and over and over.

We have seen how the Mandates Commission, influenced heavily by 
Frederick Lugard but also driven by the need to contain German and Italian 
criticism, came to articulate a doctrine that both constrained the imperial 
powers and gave them crucial breathing space in the 1920s. This was not 
exactly a full-throated defence of the ‘civilizing mission’, for the Commission 
was concerned more with protection than with rights, with preserving 
‘native culture’ than with developing native capacity. Shielded from rapacious 
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companies, meretricious consumerism, and ‘Western values’, subject peo-
ples were to be given a chance to develop—but in their own way, and at a 
pace that postponed the troubling prospect of them ‘standing alone’ into the 
distant future.

In the 1930s, however, that ‘Lugardian compromise’ came under pressure 
from all directions. Anti-colonialism had become a global movement, 
backed by the Soviet Union, sustained by transnational networks, and 
buoyed by the prestige of an Indian nationalist effort whose leaders’ ‘civili-
zation’ and ethical stature could not be gainsaid.1 European solidarity and 
(still more) claims to moral leadership were crumbling as well. Italy’s war 
against Ethiopia in 1935 especially dealt a blow to imperialism’s ideological 
foundations, not only because it was conducted with particular savagery and 
against a fellow League member, but also because the Italians consciously 
appropriated the language of trusteeship to justify their campaign. Holding 
a terrible mirror up to the liberal powers, they claimed to be intervening 
only to bring law and order to a backwards, warlord-ridden and slave- 
trading land.2 Those claims fared badly against the dignified appeals of Haile 
Selassie and the accounts of Italian perfidy and atrocities filed by the hun-
dreds of foreign correspondents in Addis Ababa at the start of the war.3 
Demonstrations of support and solidarity campaigns sprang up among 
anti-colonial intellectuals and diasporic populations from Harlem to Jamaica, 
Cairo to Natal, but in Britain especially support for League sanctions against 
Italy (although, fatally, not for military involvement) spanned the political 
spectrum.4 Some of the early architects of the mandates regime—especially 
Philip Noel-Baker, now a mainstay of the League of Nations Union, and 
William Ormsby-Gore, soon to become Colonial Secretary in Stanley 
Baldwin’s government—were among those arguing for strong League 
action against Italy; any conciliatory response would, they warned prophet-
ically, create ‘a sense of rankling injustice and bitter anti-white propaganda 
throughout Africa’.5 Selassie’s under-supplied armies and the credibility of 
the ‘civilizing’ project alike reeled under the onslaught of Italian planes and 
poison gas, and then the revelation that the British and French were willing 
to buy a settlement by granting Italy substantial territorial concessions.6

Members of the Mandates Commission were well aware of the depth of 
that ideological challenge. They knew they needed to demonstrate that 
mandatory rule was different—different from the Italians’ brutal rule, surely, 
but different as well from the exploitative and annexationist practices of the 
imperial past. They had always defined that ‘difference’ essentially as a kind 
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298 the guardians

of disinterestedness. Mandatory powers were to protect native peoples with-
out gaining material advantage from that charge. As the world economy 
contracted, however, all empires tried to extract more from areas under their 
own rule. ‘Development’ became a priority not because it could set such 
territories on the road to self-government, or even improve living standards 
and public health, but because it could supply raw materials and markets. 
The Commission, true to its protective ideals, often took a dim view of 
unfettered ‘development’ of this kind. Members criticized labour conditions 
in the Lupa goldfields in Tanganyika and on plantations in Cameroon. They 
expressed strong reservations about indentured and contract labour regimes 
in South West Africa, Rwanda and Burundi, and Mandated New Guinea. 
From the late 1920s too they woke up to the fact that massive Japanese 
immigration into the Mariana Islands and the rapid development of the 
sugar and phosphate industries there threatened to swamp the native 
Micronesian population entirely. The Japanese, however, retorted that the 
Sea Islanders were ‘absolutely indifferent to the idea of their extinction as a 
race’ and kept up their pell-mell settlement. By 1938 the Japanese outnum-
bered Micronesians in the mandated territory and comprised 90 per cent of 
the population of the Marianas.7 With nationalist movements more cla-
mant, the empires more extractive, and the revisionist powers openly flout-
ing the League, paternalism was consistently forced on the defensive.

We can find some signs of what we might call the legitimation crisis of the 
mandates regime in virtually every African and Pacific territory by the late 
1930s. Yet no territory better reveals those dynamics than Mandated New 
Guinea. Of all the mandated territories, New Guinea alone possessed a pop-
ulation that was, in most European eyes, unambiguously ‘primitive’. In the 
1920s the administration had incorporated much of that population into the 
plantation economy through a highly coercive system of indentured labour, 
winning the grudging consent of the Mandates Commission by deploying a 
Lugardian language of cultural preservation. Strict controls on native mobil-
ity, pay, and rights, it was held, would prevent urbanization and commer-
cialization and so preserve New Guineans’ interesting ‘native culture’. In the 
1930s, however, violent clashes between New Guineans and whites, com-
bined with the discovery that the hitherto unexplored highlands contained 
a large population prospering far from ‘civilized’ control, led some members 
of the Mandates Commission to wonder whether ‘protection’—even in 
this anthropologically attuned guise—was much more than a justification 
for exploitation.
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These anxieties did not drive the Commission to develop any new ration-
ale or programme for mandatory rule. It was too set in its ways, its members 
too old and too shaped by humanitarian and ‘civilizational’ ideas. Yet in the 
space opened up by the crisis of the Lugardian faith, new ideas and new 
voices could be heard. If indigenous populations and cultures were actually 
degraded by Western rule, as anthropologists charged, perhaps they should be 
quarantined from ‘civilization’ altogether? Or, alternatively, if the language of 
‘cultural difference’ and ‘separate development’ really only meant ‘permanent 
repression’, as the African American political scientist Ralph Bunche charged, 
perhaps that paternalistic programme had to give way to robust educational 
and technical efforts?8 The mandates system had tried to defer these ques-
tions for as long as possible, but by the late 1930s they were squarely on the 
table. New Guinea, as much as Ethiopia, had put them there.

New Guinea and the anthropological turn

Mandated New Guinea, comprised of the northeastern quarter of New 
Guinea and the islands of the Bismarck Archipelago and Bougainville, was 
one of the larger mandated territories. It was also then (as now) one of the 
most culturally diverse and polyglot places on earth, home to literally thou-
sands of separate communities speaking hundreds of mutually unintelligible 
languages. Australia, like Germany before it, claimed to ‘rule’ that popula-
tion, but its writ in the 1920s really ran only in the islands and along a thin 
coastal strip. Population estimates of around 400,000 in the late 1920s were 
based on the assumption, later proven dramatically wrong, that the interior 
was only sparsely inhabited.

How could the mandate administration headquartered in Rabaul bring 
‘civilization’ to this rugged and unimaginably different world? The obvious 
course would have been to follow the lead of Sir Herbert Murray, from 
1908 the Lieutenant Governor of Papua, the similarly sized southeastern 
quarter of New Guinea also under Australian rule. The two regimes did 
resemble one another in some ways. Both relied on patrol officers to expand 
the reach and enforce the rule of government; both then appointed village 
headmen (luluais) and assistants (tultuls) to carry out basic tasks; both 
depended for revenue on a plantation sector producing copra, the main 
export crop; in both, virtually all New Guinean wage labour was inden-
tured. Yet, already in the 1920s sharp differences had emerged. For Murray 
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300 the guardians

thought of Papuans more as peasants than as primitives and deliberately kept 
the plantation sector small; he also worked hard to limit the level of violence 
that officers could use to bring new or unruly areas under control. As a 
result, when outsiders looked at the two territories in the 1920s, it was 
Papua that seemed to be following ‘mandate’ principles. Murray looked 
very much like Lord Lugard under the Southern Cross.9

In the mandated territory, by contrast, Australia had inherited German 
New Guinea’s much larger plantation sector and was determined to make 
it pay. This proved difficult, for copra prices were low for much of the inter-
war period and the plantations’ new owners, often ex-servicemen given 
mortgages on preferential terms, lacked experience and were soon mired in 
debt. Isolated, embittered, and (if import figures for spirits are any guide) 
heavy drinkers to a man, they had no plan for economic revival beyond the 
demand—repeated with mind-numbing frequency in every planters’ meet-
ing and letter to the Pacific Islands Monthly—that the administration grant 
them the right to flog their workers. Brigadier General Evan Wisdom, the 
territory’s administrator from 1921 until 1932, would not go that far. ‘Paternal 
chastisement’, although widespread, remained against the law. But Wisdom 
and all subsequent administrators thought it their job to ensure planters, 
traders, and (once gold mining commenced in earnest in the mid-1920s) 
mining companies a copious labour supply.10

In a sense, indeed, the Mandated Territory’s main ‘industry’ was the pro-
duction of indentured labour, a most profitable ‘trade’ that kept hundreds of 
licensed private recruiters in work and the whole territory running. 
Recruiters moved ever further inland as coastal populations were depleted, 
offering payments to village headmen to produce a complement of ‘boys’—
males aged over twelve who were liable for recruiting. (Whites called all 
native men ‘boys’, all native women ‘marys’, all native boys, astonishingly, 
‘monkeys’, and native girls nothing at all.) Workers were delivered first to a 
District Officer to confirm their three-year contract and then to private 
employers for a price of about £10 per head, although when the first big 
gold strike at Edie Creek in the Morobe district drew a motley assortment 
of prospectors and adventurers to New Guinea, that price rose as high as 
£20. Wages, by contrast, averaged around 6 shillings per month or just over 
£10 for the entire term (compared to 10s per month in Murray’s Papua), with 
two-thirds paid on release. In the mid-1920s approximately 25,000 men were 
under indenture in the Mandated Territory, rising to around 30,000 in 1930 
(compared to 9,000 in Papua)—a figure amounting to perhaps a quarter or 
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 leg itimation crisis  301

a third of the adult men living on the islands and in the coastal areas under 
government control.11

Unsurprisingly, the Mandates Commission (with the exception of the 
Portuguese Freire d’Andrade, always eager to put in a good word for forced 
labour) had trouble seeing how that labour regime fulfilled Australia’s obli-
gation ‘to promote to the utmost the material and moral well-being and the 
social progress of the inhabitants of the territory’. Members voiced alarm 
about specific abuses—planters flogging workers, recruiters taking hostages 
in order to force villagers to produce ‘boys’, dysentery and high death rates 
in the goldfields, officials launching punitive raids to crush any resistance—
but they also disapproved of indenture per se and thought the proportion 
of the population under it far too high. Lugard, Rappard, and Grimshaw 
(the ILO representative) proved particularly tenacious interrogators, ask-
ing the Australian representative year after year whether such wholesale 
recruitment would foster disease, population decline, and social disloca-
tion. Kept abreast of local scandals by the League’s excellent newspaper 
clipping service and regular mailings from the Mandates Section, they easily 
outwitted the officials sent to answer their questions—most of whom, 
according to the Rabaul Times, were distinguished by their ‘blissful igno-
rance’ of the territory.12 To the Australian government’s great irritation, 
Lugard also had access to the best of all possible ‘back-channels’, for Papua’s 
Murray, who was highly critical of the mandated territory next door, felt 
quite free to pass along damaging information to his brother Gilbert 
Murray, the Oxford University Professor of Greek and League of Nations 
Union stalwart, who forwarded it privately to Lugard. There was ‘a certain 
amount of discrepancy between the information obtained from official 
sources and that coming from unofficial sources,’ Rappard said bluntly in 
1928. Everything the Commission heard about the Mandated Territory 
suggested that Australia was sacrificing native well-being to satisfy the 
greed of the white population.13

Nonplussed, wrong-footed, and very much on the defensive, Australian 
officials fell back on an old but dated argument about the civilizing virtues of 
work. Plantation work was ‘the most hopeful means of introducing the native 
to civilization’, giving him ‘something to replace the occupations and excite-
ments of his former savage life’, the administration had written in the 1922 
report.14 Beginning in the mid-1920s, however, the mandate administration 
also deployed a rather different language and set of policies that pleased the 
Commission better and blunted its criticism. Perhaps more than any other 
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302 the guardians

colonial power, Australia turned to anthropology, professing its commitment 
to ‘think black’ (as one official put it) in order to better adapt its administration 
to native life.15 In 1924 Evan Wisdom followed Hubert Murray’s lead in Papua 
and appointed E. W. P. Chinnery, a former patrol officer who had studied for 
a time with the Cambridge ethnologist A. C. Haddon, as ‘government anthro-
pologist’ (Figure  10.1). Concerned about the low quality of his officers, 
Wisdom also joined Murray in creating a ‘cadet’ scheme under which recruits 
would serve two years in the field and then be sent to Sydney for an anthro-
pology course conducted by the charismatic A. R. Radcliffe-Brown, who had 
been appointed Professor of Anthropology in 1926. The first cadets arrived for 
their special course in 1928, and the scheme continued—although with set-
backs and occasional  lapses—through the 1930s.16

Figure 10.1 E. W. P. Chinnery by a monoplane, 1933.
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Historians examining that early alliance of anthropology and colonial 
administration have disagreed about its significance and particularly about 
Chinnery’s role.17 Kept busy handling ‘all sorts of routine and emergency 
jobs, such as investigating uprisings or a falling birth rate’, Chinnery never 
did much sustained fieldwork, and unlike F. E. Williams, Murray’s appointee 
in Papua, never gained a serious scholarly reputation. His role was more that 
of ‘gatekeeper’, and since he controlled access to some of the most untouched 
and sought-after fieldwork sites in the world, even those (like Margaret 
Mead) who thought nothing of his scholarly credentials went to some trou-
ble to please him.18 The cadet scheme also had a rocky existence, for Wisdom 
restricted participation when funds or manpower were tight, while Murray 
(who came to feel anthropologists were too quick to defend native practices 
that genuinely required suppression) ceased to send cadets in the 1930s.19 
Yet, for the Mandated Territory in particular, the ‘anthropological turn’ was 
important, not only because it helped officers distance themselves from a 
pervasive planter culture that saw ‘the native’ as (in the words of one all too 
representative employer) ‘a child, but . . . also a born thief, liar and black-
mailer’,20 but also because it provided that administration with a language, 
policies, and a person—Chinnery—able to reconcile their labour policy to 
the norms of the ‘sacred trust’.

How, precisely, could what Chinnery termed ‘applied anthropology’ 
do that work? It is important to note, first, that it did not and could not 
limit the exactions of the indenture regime. Indeed, Chinnery, who had 
managed native labour for Papua’s copper mines for three years before 
his appointment in the Mandated Territory, accepted from the outset 
both that the government had an obligation to maintain the labour sup-
ply and that European ‘civilization’ would transform native culture 
beyond recognition. What anthropologically informed administration 
could do, however, was to slow the pace of change and lessen the social 
dislocation that accompanied it. Listening to Chinnery’s statements, it 
becomes clear that his aim was less to understand native culture (‘it was 
never possible to know how a native would react,’ he told the Mandates 
Commission in 1930)21 than to strike a balance between the claims of 
‘trusteeship’ and those of ‘development’, between placating the PMC 
and giving New Guinea’s plantation owners and miners what they 
needed. And viewed from this angle, the indenture system could prove a 
blessing, for by limiting workers’ independence, it preserved the village 
as the appropriate heart of native life.22
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There was a degree of make-believe in all this, of course, for indentured 
labour radically transformed native culture, and the missions—which had 
exclusive control of primary education—worked hard to undermine it fur-
ther. Inevitably, indentured labourers learned skills, grew accustomed to 
machinery and money, and developed a taste for modest consumer goods. 
Shipped far from home, surrounded by speech they could not understand, 
they learned pidgin (Tok Pisin), conversing for the first time with others 
beyond their community and region. Those experiences could not but be 
transformative: indeed, just how transformative became clear on 3 January 
1929 when the white population of Rabaul awoke to find that virtually the 
whole three-thousand-plus native workforce of the town, from Sergeant 
Major Rami who helped plan the action to the lowliest sweeper, had struck 
for higher wages.23 Under pressure from the whites, the administration 
responded harshly, sentencing the ringleaders to three years’ hard labour, 
curtailing New Guineans’ rights to move about Rabaul freely, and posting 
Chinnery off to Geneva to assure the Mandates Commission that labourers 
paid 6s a month had ‘no reason at all for striking’.24 But the strike also 
strengthened the administration’s determination to limit cultural change by 
repatriating workers to their home villages at the end of their contract and, 
especially, by excluding women from indenture almost entirely—a decision 
no doubt intended to protect women from sexual predation but that also 
left them barricaded in the villages, with little access to new skills and goods, 
as men became modern. Revealingly, only Margaret Mead, doing fieldwork 
on Manus in the Admiralty Islands in the late 1920s, had the wit and human 
sympathy to notice the way this ‘new social system’ of male migration and 
female rootedness inscribed gender hierarchy into native life, and to wonder 
what would become of women ‘when all the men speak a common tongue 
and the women still speak a dozen mutually incomprehensible ones’.25

This was not a question Chinnery asked himself. His was very much a 
‘Lugardian’ approach, and the Commission unsurprisingly endorsed it 
wholeheartedly. Members welcomed Chinnery’s appointment, expressed 
great interest in his reports, were delighted when he was sent (at great 
expense and waste of time) to Geneva for sessions in 1930 and 1934, and 
warmly congratulated him on his promotion in 1932 to Director of District 
Services and Native Affairs—a position that put him in charge of a labour 
regime that the Commission assumed would now be run along ‘anthropo-
logical lines’.26 Lugard had always thought native ‘well-being’ should take 
precedence over ‘development’, and ‘tradition’ over change; he was, then, 
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greatly reassured to learn that plantation labour was treated only as an epi-
sode and not as a career. True, he urged that wives accompany their hus-
bands, but this was only because he thought they could act as a prophylactic 
against prostitution, venereal disease, homosexuality, and rape, not because 
he thought women too needed access to money or the common tongue.27 
The labour conditions Chinnery described were ‘excellent’, Lugard said in 
1930. Indenture prevented the emergence of a casual labouring class.28

‘Applied anthropology’ thus did some ideological work, winning the 
Commission’s grudging consent to the only mandatory labour regime in 
which virtually all native labourers were deployed under long-term state 
contracts enforced through the criminal law. But the Commission’s tolera-
tion was always conditional on the administration indeed being in control, 
able to act as the lawmaker and go-between, bending both settlers and 
natives to its will. Even in the 1920s the PMC had doubts on that score, and 
in the early 1930s—when the lust for gold drove prospectors ever further 
into the ‘uncontrolled’ interior—its faith eroded further. Tales of clashes 
between whites and natives were reaching the Commission—of prospectors 
shooting natives, of missionaries and prospectors killed in turn, of officials 
ambushed or carrying out punitive expeditions to reassert control. And hard 
on the heels of those worrying reports came the astonishing news that pros-
pectors pressing into the New Guinea highlands had stumbled across hun-
dreds of thousands of people, living in neat villages and tending lush gardens, 
far beyond administration control. Those revelations not only exposed the 
real limits to the administration’s rule but also called into question the desir-
ability and status of ‘Western civilization’ itself, for the societies discovered 
appeared to be healthy, productive, and well ordered, whereas gun-toting 
prospectors, as Rappard put it drily, were hardly ‘civilizing agents’.29 One set 
of expeditions touched the Commission particularly closely, those led and 
then chronicled by the Australian prospector and explorer Michael Leahy. 
In the Leahy expeditions and the Commission’s awkward response, we 
begin to see that Lugardian consensus—and with it the authority of 
 ‘civilization’—come apart.

Michael Leahy’s excellent adventure

Michael Leahy (always ‘Masta Mick’ to his ‘boys’) was born in 1901 to Irish 
immigrant parents and grew up in rural Queensland, hunting rifle and 
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306 the guardians

fishing tackle ever to hand. He had worked, none too happily, as a railway 
clerk and then a labourer when news of the Edie Creek gold strike broke 
in 1926. Leahy caught the next boat out; over the next few years his brothers 
Daniel, Patrick, and James would join him. Driven and well organized, 
Leahy made some money at Edie Creek, but he was too adventurous a man 
to remain there, especially as operations routinized and mining companies 
bought out individual claims. First with his friend Mick Dwyer, and then 
with various brothers and the backing of the mining companies, between 
1930 and 1934 Leahy made many trips into the ‘uncontrolled’ interior in 
search of a new El Dorado (Figure 10.2).30

On the first trip in 1930, Leahy, Dwyer, and a strong group of carriers 
trekked from Lae up the Markham River and into the Upper Ramu valley, 
panning for gold as they went. They then crossed the Bismarck range and, 
realizing themselves lost but unwilling to turn back, followed the rivers that 
flowed into the Purari and eventually debouched the party into the Gulf of 
Papua on the other side of New Guinea—an astonishing and inadvertent 
cross-island feat reminiscent of C. H. Karius and Ivan Champion’s crossing 
from the Fly to the Sepik three years earlier. The next year Leahy, Dwyer, 
and Pat Leahy contracted with New Guinea Goldfields Limited to explore 

Figure 10.2 Michael Leahy in the Wahgi valley, 1933.
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the tributaries of the Watut and Ramu. Spring and summer 1933 found 
Michael and Daniel Leahy teaming up with Assistant District Officer James 
L. ( Jim) Taylor to take a large and well-armed joint expedition up into the 
Wahgi River valley and to Mount Hagen, building a landing field to supply 
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308 the guardians

a base camp from which they made further forays into surrounding terri-
tory. They also established the first mining operation in the Hagen area at 
Ewunga Creek (named for Mick’s indispensable ‘boss boy’, Ewunga Goiba), 
using local labour. On the strength of that discovery, Mick returned to 
Australia that winter and amassed a group of financial backers (including 
newly retired Evan Wisdom) for further explorations. In 1934 he and Dan 
pressed further into the grassy highlands beyond Mount Hagen (Map 5).31

Although the operation at Ewunga Creek proved viable, and Mick and 
Dan would work it through the 1930s, the rich strike the brothers hoped for 
eluded them. They had been promised £10,000 per dredge for any claim 
that warranted mechanical dredging, but no area they investigated met that 
standard. Mick claimed he didn’t care: ‘it was the search and the thrill of 
exploring new country . . . that had so fascinated me’.32 Leahy was not the 
only white man tramping into the highlands in these years, for patrol 
officers, prospectors, and missionaries were all making incursions, but he 
and Taylor were the first to ‘discover’ the densely cultivated Wahgi and 
Chimbu valleys near Mount Hagen that Taylor estimated contained at least 
150,000 people (Figure 10.3).33 Leahy was the first to photograph and then 
film their lovely fenced villages, thatched houses, ornamented ceremonial 
grounds, ingenious irrigation ditches, and neat gardens, and the first white 
man to communicate—if only by hand gestures—with them. It was the 
defining experience of his life.

In 1935 the brothers sold their Watut stake for £10,000, and Mick and 
his brother Jim headed to Europe for a grand holiday. Mick also wanted to 
defend his claim, contested by Papuan officer Jack Hides, to have been the 
first white man into the Mount Hagen area. In London he persuaded the 
Royal Geographical Society to give him a hearing and that November gave 
a public lecture complete with map and slides.34 As we shall see, that event 
placed him on a collision course with the Anti-Slavery Society and the 
Mandates Commission, but before we anatomize that scandal, it is worth 
asking just what happened in those highland villages when ‘Masta Mick’ 
and his line of carriers and ‘shoot-boys’ walked in. Some of our informa-
tion comes from Leahy himself, for he told his story several times—in his 
lecture, which was published in the Geographical Journal, in a popular book 
co-authored with Maurice Crain in 1937, and once more in a comprehen-
sive account based on his diaries and notes, written in the 1960s and pub-
lished after his death.35 Yet, because Leahy was such a very modern explorer 
indeed, carrying a typewriter and a film camera, he also left an astonishing 
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and now famous visual record—a record that, many years later, inspired two 
other filmmakers to retrace his steps and recover the ‘encountered’ peoples’ 
stories.36 Not all of those sources say the same thing, and if we are also atten-
tive to what Leahy sought to conceal as well as what he confessed, we can 
begin to glimpse an episode of ‘culture contact’ that looks neither like the 
untrammelled exploitation of the Anti-Slavery Society’s fears nor the pro-
tective paternalism of Chinnery’s ‘applied anthropology’ but something 
much more complex, human, and, in a peculiar way, reciprocal (Figure 10.4).

Leahy went into the uncontrolled areas with the administration’s permis-
sion and under regulations established in 1925, when the lust for gold began 
driving prospectors inland. Since many New Guinea tribes were known to 
be warlike, parties were required to be adequately armed. Yet they were also 
to stay out of the way of native inhabitants. They were not to recruit locals 
for portage, not to ask them for food, not to camp within a quarter-mile of 
their villages.37 These rules were sensible enough, for the administration 
could not guarantee the safety of prospectors and did not want to endanger 
its own officers’ lives rescuing them, but the rules were often violated. The 
expeditions Leahy undertook flouted each one. For Leahy did not intend to 
observe the local population and leave. Instead, he saw himself as the advance 
guard of a permanent presence, one that would alter the local landscape and 

Figure 10.3 Jim Taylor making first contact, 1934.
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310 the guardians

culture in irreversible ways. His goal was to find workable deposits of gold. 
If he did so, machines, miners, health officials, and an army of ‘boys’ and 
camp followers would follow. Prefaced by aerial surveillance, sustained by 
base camps and airstrips, and provisioned through trade with the locals and 
by air, these were no fleeting forays but an attempt to establish permanent 
enterprises and solid relations with the native population. Leahy was 
involved in four such relations or ‘trades’—war, the trade in goods, the 
labour market, and the sex trade.

After Leahy returned, it was the first set of relations—the relations of 
force—that attracted the PMC’s attention. Leahy, certainly, paid close atten-
tion to what one might call the military side of things. He chose his ‘boys’ 
for their strength and their fighting skill, brought along several good guns 
and fierce dogs, and always—particularly after his second expedition, on 
which he was clubbed and his brother Pat wounded by an arrow—made 
sure that they could swiftly respond to an attack. Even when villagers were 
friendly, the expedition required their hosts to disarm by releasing their 
bow-strings. Sometimes, they would shoot a pig to make sure the locals 
understood the power of their guns, and they also followed the common 
practice of stringing a line of fish wire around their camp and allowing no 

Figure 10.4 Local people with one of Leahy’s men, 1934.
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native to pass. (Leahy photographed crowds of hundreds watching curiously 
from the wire.) On the march, he kept his ‘shoot-boys’ nearby and always 
slept with a revolver and a flashlight by his pillow. When the party was 
attacked (or, perhaps, seemed about to be attacked), he shot to kill. Leahy’s 
field notes mention forty-one locals killed, but the total was unquestionably 
higher.38

In his books, Leahy presented these measures as no more than essential 
common sense, dictated by New Guineans’ fierce traditions of inter-tribal 
warfare, their skill with the spear and the bow, and their understandable 
desire for plunder. Lack of preparedness was, for him, a crime. Indeed, he 
attributed the recent murders of his friends and fellow prospectors Hermann 
Baum and Bernie McGrath (whose body he had helped to recover) to 
the two men’s naiveté about ‘primitive man’ and to the ludicrous theories 
of  ‘do-gooders’ and ‘armchair administrators’ who had never faced ‘club- 
wielding savages’.39 ‘There is no law among these savages but the law of might,’ 
he insisted; ‘clashes could be avoided only if white men stayed out of the 
country altogether.’40 Leahy thought that impossible, but he was not hypo-
critical enough to pretend that ‘pacification’ would come without a price. 
In The Land that Time Forgot, the account of his travels Leahy co-authored 
with Crain, that ambivalence is expressed in the form of an ongoing argu-
ment between the realist Mick and the idealist brother Dan. Dan, for example, 
will admire the lovely floral borders of a ceremonial ground; Mick will point 
out that the aesthetically gifted gardeners just burnt a neighbouring village 
to the ground; Dan will retort that ‘at least these benighted heathen haven’t 
descended to using poison gas’.41 We are a long way here from the confi-
dence of the Dual Mandate. The march of ‘civilization’ is inexorable, but just 
what natives have to gain from it is not altogether clear.

Yet Leahy did feel that trade could have tangible benefits. Trade was an 
equal exchange, from which all parties could profit. Leahy’s expeditions 
traded mightily for food and for labour, exchanges that brought some satis-
faction—emotional as well as material—to all sides. The explorers traded 
shell and steel knives for pigs, sweet potatoes, beans, and other garden pro-
duce. They persuaded local people to help clear a landing field and filmed 
the dances that flattened the surface down. As locals and explorers grew 
more familiar with one another, locals provided other services—introduc-
tions to the people of the next valley or village, for example—or attached 
themselves semi-permanently to one expedition or another for a time. 
Young men were recruited as carriers, returning to their villages, full of 
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312 the guardians

stories, months later. When the mining operation started up, locals were paid 
in shells for the hard work of breaking rock and washing it for gold. Far 
from the reach of government and with land and gardens to sustain them, 
those ‘workers’ could not be coerced. They came and went as they wished. 
When the first lorry was flown in and assembled, local men were taken for 
rides. One or two were even brought along on a supply flight to the coast. 
Leahy didn’t just record these stories. He named the men and sketched their 
personalities.

He was more reticent, however, about one final trade in which he was 
involved, which we can only call the sex trade. In his talk to the Royal 
Geographical Society, Leahy mentioned the sex trade only in passing and 
only to attribute it to the loose behaviour of the local villagers. The people 
of the Mount Hagen area, he stated, were ‘very immoral’, and ‘the younger 
and apparently unmarried girls spent most of their time around our roped-
off camping area offering themselves to our boys for a few shells’, aided and 
abetted by their men. In a description of a later expedition, he likewise 
mentioned the girls offering themselves and the ‘boys’ ‘picking out their 
sleeping partners for the night and obtaining from us the necessary shells 
with which to foot the bill in the morning’.42 The trade, in other words, 
was  driven by ready supply and by the moral depravity of the native 
population.

Leahy’s later accounts, however, give a somewhat different story. Shells 
were currency in highland New Guinea and prized beyond measure: this is 
why the company carried quantities of them. But the highlanders had noth-
ing to trade for these riches but labour, food (of which the expedition 
quickly had a surfeit), and women. Given those untrammelled desires (for 
bodies, for shell), Leahy concluded he had no hope of stopping the sex 
trade, but since he needed to restrict spending, ‘we had to control the traf-
fic’. He thus insisted that all liaisons be cleared with him. Concerned not to 
antagonize the locals, he also set a penalty—twenty strokes of the cane—for 
rape. Although it was ‘strictly illegal to strike a work boy’, he thought 
it   crucial to convince ‘the kanakas that white men would not tolerate 
injustice’.43

This system, he found, worked well. His ‘boys’, well-fed, well-compan-
ioned, and often with the odd volunteer to carry their load, were having the 
time of their lives, and the incorporation of ‘wives’ into the line of carriers 
reassured other villages that they came in peace. Of course, sometimes dis-
cipline was required. When the father of one Mount Hagen girl protested 
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that his daughter had been raped by three of Leahy’s ‘boys’, Leahy not only 
thrashed all three until even the complainants begged him to stop but also 
gave the father a valuable gold-lip shell and the girl some small shells. This 
was the context of one of the principal demonstrations of ‘immorality’, for 
the next morning, Leahy wrote, ‘the old men brought along all the female 
youth and beauty of the village and said that if we had any more gold lip 
shells we could rape the lot’. But was this not, in fact, the analogue of 
Leahy’s own attempt to ‘control the traffic’? The local fathers clearly agreed 
that the couplings of Leahy’s ‘boys’ and the village girls should occur under 
terms set by older men.44

But even those ‘thicker’ accounts of the sex trade left one crucial fact out. 
This was that Leahy was a customer and not only a regulator of the trade. If 
we had nothing but his writings to go on we would never know this, for he 
censored himself—in this respect (as in his ‘use’ of local women) conform-
ing to white norms. Sexual relations (voluntary and forced) between white 
men and New Guinean women were widespread, although the Territory’s 
administrators tried hard to stamp them out. They were hamstrung, how-
ever, not only by the fact that (as Evan Wisdom complained in one case) an 
officer who procured or raped native women did not always think ‘that he 
had done anything very wrong’, but also by their desire to avoid publicity, 
protect white prestige, and shield officers’ families from the truth. So they 
doctored the record, trying officers who raped local women on other 
charges or offering them a chance to resign.45

Australian archives reveal a fuller story, and in the case of Leahy’s expedi-
tions, his astonishing film footage induced later scholars to take a closer 
look. Some fifty years after those riveting scenes were shot and after Leahy 
himself was dead, the documentary filmmakers Bob Connelly and Robin 
Anderson returned to those valleys to find the villagers whose lives were 
transformed through ‘first contact’. There were plenty who remembered 
that moment. In village after village, locals recalled their fear of the guns, 
their grief when conflicts left family members dead, their amazement when 
an airplane landed with a belly full of cargo. As for the ‘whiteman’ himself: 
some peoples had thought he was a spirit and his carriers were their own 
dead kin, brought back from the dead. But they soon discovered that these 
men had needs and desires like theirs and the goods to pay for them—steel 
axes, knives, and amazing quantities of shells.

Some of the women who were ‘traded’ were at those gatherings, and they 
remembered those transactions perfectly well. ‘We were given to the white 
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314 the guardians

man’s carriers in return for shells,’ one said. ‘As the white men were giving 
out good things for women my husband asked me to go to them,’ said 
another. One can imagine what Lugard and Valentine Dannevig would have 
thought of all this. For Lugard, such sexual contact represented an unforgiv-
able lapse in white civilizational codes, to be punished but never publicly 
acknowledged. For Dannevig, it was simply trafficking, an abuse of male 
power. But those responses were forged in a culture suffused with humani-
tarianism, racism, and romanticism alike, and the women themselves were 
more philosophical. Yes, they had been terrified and had begged their par-
ents to be spared, but they understood the bargain. ‘To get these gifts,’ one 
recalled, ‘I overcame my fear.’ They had been kindly treated, photographed, 
and fed, and there were some lasting compensations. ‘Out of this I bore a 
mixed-race son,’ one stated, ‘which is good.’

And they bought precious knowledge with their bravery, knowledge use-
ful to themselves and their disoriented community. For nothing so punctu-
ated myths of supernatural origin or racial supremacy as those commonplace 
transactions of sex, surely one reason why Lugard found them so reprehen-
sible. Since our colonizing men and the imperial archive alike worked so 
hard to erase these women from our story, as we leave the New Guinea 
highlands and turn to the Genevan response we should let their hard-won 
knowledge stand as the last word.

‘We had sex together then we knew they were men.’
‘That’s right.’
‘That’s right—not spirits—just men.’46

the Lugardian model in crisis

Michael Leahy had used airplanes, guns, film cameras, and trade goods to 
bring the natives where he built his base camps into relations of collabora-
tion if not quite control. His transactions left lasting traces—airfields, a min-
ing operation, new trades and wants, three never acknowledged mixed-race 
sons. Two of those sons, Clem and Joe, would become important coffee- 
growers in the highlands, and Mick’s brother Dan Leahy would remain 
there, raising crops and children with two strong-minded common-law 
New Guinean wives.47

When Leahy first described his explorations to the Royal Geographical 
Society, however, he downplayed those ambiguous and complex relationships 
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to present himself as a modern embodiment of the hero/explorer, bringing 
savage nature and savage people under his control. It was the latter aspect 
that caught the public eye and that shifted attention away from the drama 
of exploration to the problems of ‘contact’ and governance. By November 
1935, with the spectacle of Italy’s brutal war in Ethiopia unfolding, even 
the members of the Geographical Society knew they could not avoid those 
questions. The Vice President, Sir William Goodenough, commended Leahy’s 
achievement but noted that human life had appeared ‘pretty cheap’ and urged 
that ‘these people and their country’ not be ‘in any way exploited’—an 
intervention one scholar sees as marking a decisive shift in attitude.48 And 
if Goodenough expressed reservations, when J. H. Harris of the Anti-Slavery 
Society read Leahy’s account he felt only anger and scorn. Leahy had men-
tioned shooting one or more natives on at least eight separate occasions, 
Harris wrote in a bristling letter to the Australian High Commissioner the 
following June. The Anti-Slavery Society would thus like to know whether 
Leahy had had a permit to enter uncontrolled areas, whether he had reported 
those clashes, whether they were being investigated, and whether the gov-
ernment was likely to prosecute. Four months later, Harris asked the PMC 
to investigate as well.49

The Commission was happy to have Harris’s petition, one of the very 
few ever received about New Guinea, for it had been worrying about pros-
pectors’ untamed behaviour for a long time. As early as 1928, Lugard had 
urged the administration to bring new areas under control before allowing 
prospectors entry,50 and in the 1930s, as the Commission came to grasp how 
much of New Guinea lay ungoverned and how populous those areas might 
be, members grew still more anxious.51 From the Pacific Islands’ press, they 
knew that prospectors were still entering those regions with impunity and 
had heard about the clashes that had led to the deaths of Baum and McGrath. 
Lugard also knew through Gilbert Murray of the brutality of the punitive 
expeditions sent out against tribes thought responsible for murder.52 Indeed, 
at the June 1935 session, well before Harris’s petition but after it was aware 
of the clashes in the Mount Hagen area, the Commission subjected the 
Australian representative to a thorough drubbing for the obvious ineffec-
tiveness of the administration’s regulations and permits, the way prospectors 
were endangering the lives of both the locals and their own carriers, and its 
delinquency in not keeping them under control.53 The highlands should 
be  closed to all but government officials until order had been clearly 
established.
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316 the guardians

The administration, rattled by the number of fatal collisions between 
whites and natives in the uncontrolled areas, had already moved in this 
direction. In 1935 the Uncontrolled Areas Ordinance was amended to 
allow the administration to impose different gradations of control, and the 
Upper Ramu and Mount Hagen areas were closed to new expeditions. 
The following year the administration also took the unprecedented step of 
executing Ludwig Schmidt, a (fortuitously German) prospector who had 
inaugurated a ‘reign of terror’ along the Upper Sepik.54 Some entry was 
still allowed. Miners (including the Leahy brothers) who were already 
working claims in the Hagen area and missionaries in the Upper Ramu 
were tolerated, provided they did not extend their reach.55 But the govern-
ment went to some trouble to contain criticism. It conducted an investiga-
tion into charges by the Anti-Slavery Society; that investigation, entrusted 
to the very Jim Taylor who had led the joint 1933 expedition, unsurpris-
ingly found that the party had always acted in self-defence.56 The govern-
ment also dispatched Colonel Walstab, Superintendent of Police, to Geneva 
to assure the Commission that the administration had closed some areas 
entirely and would issue permits for others only if it was certain that it 
could do so safely.57

Since Australia had already taken these steps, the Commission’s report on 
the Leahy petition, written by Malcolm Hailey (who had just replaced 
Lugard as British member), thus covered familiar ground. The mandatory 
power was obliged to secure the rule of law. All permits should be withheld 
until the administration was firmly in control.58 Yet in the Geneva discus-
sions over Leahy’s explorations we also hear a new theme—the suggestion 
that perhaps ‘primitive peoples’ might be better off without intrusion from 
‘civilization’ altogether. That note was sounded mostly by the woman mem-
ber, Valentine Dannevig, who had by this point served on the Commission 
for about half a dozen years. Dannevig, a progressive and a feminist, had 
hitherto urged the mandatory powers to make ever greater efforts to ‘uplift’ 
and ‘civilize’ native populations; a school director, she was hardly someone 
to favour benign neglect. In this instance, however, Dannevig questioned 
whether ‘contact’ had much to offer the New Guinea highlanders at all, 
instead asking what the government might do to preserve ‘the ethnological 
characteristics of the people, who evidently exhibited a comparatively high 
degree of culture’. She could see little reason to allow anyone save officials 
and anthropologists access to the highlands, and hoped that its peoples 
‘would be left alone for as long a time as possible’.59
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Dannevig’s response to the Leahy petition bears watching, for it signals 
that what we might call the cultural-relativist position was spreading beyond 
academics and travellers to influence liberals and ‘Lugardians’ as well. Indeed, 
just as anthropologists and ethnologists made so-called ‘primitive’ cultures 
appear coherent and sophisticated, European intellectuals were also deplor-
ing the meretricious and commercialized values suffusing mass culture in 
the West. (The Mandates Commission, when asked, unsurprisingly thought 
natives should be protected from the debasing excitements of Hollywood 
Westerns and romantic comedies.)60 In Dannevig’s case, however, that ‘anthro-
pological turn’ produced discomfort with civilizational and moral rankings. 
Thus in 1937 we find her still fulminating against the statements (made 
three years earlier) of Eric Louw, the South African High Commissioner, 
that the Bushmen were ‘a low type, a deteriorating race and rapidly dying 
out’, and that they ‘lived like animals in caves in the ground and . . . were 
not  susceptible either to education or to civilization’.61 To the contrary, 
she said (and the new Dutch member, Baron Van Asbeck, strongly agreed), 
ethnologists had found the Bushmen ‘an interesting people with peculiar 
qualities fitting them for life in the desert and no small culture’. Indeed, they 
might be considered the Southwest African analogue to the Laplanders in 
Norway—and no one, Dannevig pointed out tartly, had suggested that the 
Laplanders be exterminated.62

Yet Dannevig’s new scepticism about ‘contact’ was a sign of something 
more—a growing disillusionment with the mandate project altogether. 
That project’s legitimacy depended, after all, on the claim that the manda-
tory powers were developing native capacities, and not simply native produc-
tivity, so that that population might gradually take control of its own destiny. 
For Dannevig that meant vastly expanding education, the area she had made 
her own life’s work and that was her particular brief on the PMC. Yet espe-
cially in New Guinea and South West Africa, the territories in which need 
might be greatest and natives’ desire for schooling well-documented, admin-
istrations thought native education of no importance at all.63 New Guinea 
in the mid-1930s left virtually all education to the missions and declined to 
subsidize their work; South West Africa spent 90 per cent of its education 
budget on that 10 per cent of children who happened to be white. (Indeed, 
in 1937 the entire education budget for Ovamboland, with its 100,000 peo-
ple, was £200.) Dannevig was far from radical in her advocacy. Like Lugard, 
she favoured vernacular instruction, technical and practical education, and 
village schools. But by the mid-1930s she was tired of hearing that natives 
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318 the guardians

didn’t want education, that they shouldn’t be taught anything that might 
enable them to compete with whites anyway, and that whites—however 
much they profited from African labour—couldn’t be taxed to provide ser-
vices to natives.

Hence her remarkable report, written in 1938, in which she expressed 
most clearly her doubts about the mandatory powers’ good faith. She had 
been tracking educational provision for ten years now, she wrote, and had 
seen little progress. Those powers professed themselves unable to raise 
taxes—but then, she pointed out, those governments themselves forced 
natives ‘to work in mines and on farms for the benefit of the white compa-
nies and settlers for wages which are so low as barely to enable them to pay 
their taxes’. ‘I have often wondered,’ she continued:

what must be the thoughts and the feelings of thinking natives towards the 
European Governments who come and make themselves masters of their land 
and its natural riches for their own benefit, and who have not yet found it 
possible to give the original owners of the land a fair share of the considerable 
profits, for instance, by erecting schools to help them to improve their standard 
of life and further their intellectual development so as to enable them, in a 
future not too far removed, to take an effective part in the management of 
their own affairs and the development of their country, as is, in fact, implied 
by the mandates.64

Thus Dannevig, in her most honest moment. Mandate administrations had 
exploited their position to their own economic benefit; the pledge to put 
native interests first had been broken. Lugard’s vision of colonial administra-
tion as a reciprocally beneficial practice, one that raised European living 
standards and native ‘civilization’ alike, had not been realized—or, at least, 
Dannevig had crossed over into the swelling ranks of those who found it 
hollow. Indeed, just how much that earlier Lugardian consensus had eroded, 
and what was crystallizing in its wake, becomes clear when we look at two 
further expeditions to mandated territories in the 1930s.

Coda: theodoli in Ovamboland,  
Ralph Bunche in Lomé

Nothing exposes more sharply the debased uses to which Lugardian ideals 
could be put than the trip the Marquis Theodoli made at the invitation of 
Prime Minister Hertzog to South Africa and the mandated territory in the 
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summer of 1935.65 For a dozen years Theodoli had been one of South 
Africa’s harshest critics, but as High Commissioner Te Water wrote to 
Hertzog that June, he had ‘metamorphosed his opinions on the native aspect 
of the mandatory system since his own country has become involved in the 
Abyssinian affair’. At the most recent Commission session, Theodoli had 
shocked Dannevig with his dismissive comments about Africans’ primitiv-
ism, and his colleagues were greatly relieved when he made it clear that he 
would travel wearing his ‘Italian’ and not his ‘League’ hat. As Te Water noted 
shrewdly, however, in the eyes of the public unquestionably ‘the Marquis 
Theodoli comes to South Africa as Chairman of the Mandates Commission’, 
his trip transparently an attempt to bring Italy and South Africa—two states 
whose aggressive regional expansionism had left them in bad odour with 
the League—closer together.66

Eager to further that cause, South West African officials corresponded 
intensely about the visit. As Theodoli was known to have interests in mines 
and farms in Italian Somaliland and also to be a keen sportsman, a three-
week itinerary took shape that, by using air travel to ferry him across long 
distances, could show him much of the territory. He was to visit Windhoek, 
Grootfontein, Lüderitz, and Walvis Bay; to see farms, mines, and native 
reserves; to meet Hosea, chief of South West Africa’s Herero people, and 
other notables; and to stop whenever possible to ‘shoot something’. But the 
highlight of the trip was a four-day excursion to Ovamboland, the ‘native 
reserve’ north of the Police Zone that was home to about half of South West 
Africa’s African population and the territory’s showcase for ‘indirect rule’. 
There, the Marquis would ‘sleep in the veldt’, visit the missions and the 
Oruahakana falls, go shooting, and—the pièce de résistance—attend ‘tribal’ 
ceremonies in the company of the area’s Native Commissioner, Major 
C. H. L. Hahn.67

‘Cocky’ Hahn, as he was known to his friends (the Ovambo called him 
Shongola—‘the whip’), presided over Ovamboland for the whole of the 
mandate period. Raised in Cape Province, Hahn had taken part in the South 
African invasion in 1915 and in the campaign to subdue Ovamboland’s last 
Kwanyama king, Mandume ya Ndemufayo, before being appointed Native 
Commissioner in 1920. In that role his task—rather like Chinnery’s in New 
Guinea—was first and foremost to keep the supply of male contract labour 
flowing to the territory’s mines and farms.68 Like Chinnery too, Hahn tried 
to contain the social dislocation that resulted by restricting the mobility of 
women, bolstering the authority of older men, and adopting a Lugardian 
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320 the guardians

language of ethnography and indirect rule. In personality and temperament, 
however, Hahn resembled Mick Leahy much more than Chinnery. Physically 
tough, authoritarian, attached to his dogs and guns, and a gifted amateur 
photographer, Hahn used the camera and the pen as well as taxes and the 
whip to bring Ovamboland’s population under control.69 In the early years 
that control was more desired than real, but at the time of Theodoli’s visit in 
1935, following a period of famine and economic crisis, Hahn was at the 
height of his power. And what he produced for his aristocratic visitor was a 
dramatization of African ‘difference’ that at once effaced and legitimated 
white rule.

We have Hahn’s carefully composed photographs of that event. There are 
rows of bare-breasted young women carrying vessels filled with beer on 
their heads, to be offered as tribute to the Native Commissioner. There are 
the excited participants in the efundula ceremony, the ritual marking female 
initiation. There are group portraits: impeccably dressed Europeans individ-
ualized, front and centre, and the black Africans massed in the background. 
Hahn’s photographs are visually arresting and do important ideological 
work. As Patricia Hayes astutely notes, they ‘construct the space of 
Ovamboland as intensely African’, effacing signs—Western clothing, 
Christian symbols—of the massive social change the territory was undergo-
ing.70 Outside the frame, of course, activities have taken place to produce 
that performance of European civilization. Hahn has mobilized African 
labour to build two landing strips for the white dignitaries’ planes. He has 
flown in brandy and cigars, tinned asparagus and good cheeses, so the 
Marquis can eat as a Marquis should.71 Through these technologies, the 
impresario renders civilizational difference and hierarchy—those fine wines 
in the veldt, recognizable precursors of the luxurious and artfully rustic 
accoutrements of today’s ‘wilderness’ tourism, saying everything that needed 
saying about the location of power and ‘civilization’.

We cannot know what Theodoli thought of all this but it certainly served 
Hahn well, for two years later whom do we find in Geneva but ‘Shongola’, 
now sporting an MBE, accompanying the new High Commissioner 
Courtney Clarke in his first appearance before the PMC. The two were 
there to explain why it would be unwise to try to ‘civilise too rapidly’ South 
West Africa’s interesting native peoples.72 Probably to Hahn’s surprise, how-
ever, the PMC seem not to have found that joint performance very persua-
sive. For while Hahn may have spoken impeccable ‘Lugardian’, Lugard was 
now retired from the Commission and Theodoli absent as well, the expense 
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of his South African adventure wasted. Courtney Clarke and Hahn faced, 
instead, a gathering well informed about those things—the coercive  contract 
labour regime, the utterly inadequate social and educational provision—
that the Ovamboland performances had been designed to occlude. The 
Commission did not speak with a single voice. Its members wanted both 
stronger efforts to safeguard native ‘well-being’ and a less economistic and 
exploitative definition of ‘development’; Dannevig wanted the administra-
tion both to try to preserve the distinctive culture and lifestyle of the 
Bushmen and to meet the Hereros’ demands for more extensive education. 
In that sense the Commission was still ‘Lugardian’, still trying to imagine a 
form of government that would both ‘preserve’ cultural difference and help 
those ‘different’ peoples survive in an ineluctably Western-dominated world. 
Yet its members had become more sceptical of that project, with a few—
Dannevig, Van Asbeck, Palacios—now conscious of the ways in which the 
trope of cultural difference had been deployed to justify repression. The 
Mandates Commission could not really generate that critique. It was too 
European, too white, and much too wedded to the very tropes and language 
some members were beginning to question. But as the Commission grew 
uncertain, other voices and positions became audible and credible.

What makes it possible to see a system whole—to see, that is, the play and 
flow of power, but also to recognize one’s own position in its deployment? 
W. E. B. Du Bois, the brilliant African American philosopher and an early rad-
ical critic of the mandates system, called this capacity ‘double consciousness’, 
attributing it to those who live at once within and aslant a dominant culture, 
who have the training and capacity to speak in universal terms but bear some 
mark, some sign of particularity or difference, that also enables them to discern 
how other particularisms—whiteness, for example—flourish in a ‘universalist’ 
disguise.73 Our second traveller, Ralph Bunche, was one such man. As the archi-
tect of the United Nations’ Trusteeship regime, Bunche would become in a 
sense Theodoli’s successor. In the early 1930s, however, he was simply a young 
albeit supremely talented academic, completing a PhD at Harvard University 
while teaching political science at Howard University in Washington, DC, the 
pre-eminent institution of African American higher education (Figure 10.5). 
Having decided to compare French administration in mandated Togo with 
French administration in the colony of Dahomey, in the summer of 1932 
Bunche set off for Paris, Geneva, and West Africa. He spent some two months 
in Senegal, Togo, and Dahomey, travelling there on a ship along with French 
civil servants returning after a spell of home leave.74
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322 the guardians

Bunche had had some trouble settling on a dissertation topic, and it still 
is not clear just why he chose the one he did. He may have been influenced 
by the philosopher Alain Locke and the historian Rayford Logan, two other 
members of the brilliant coterie of internationally inclined African American 
intellectuals then on the faculty at Howard, both of whom had written 
general studies of the mandates regime in the late 1920s.75 That most influ-
ential American scholar of contemporary Africa, Raymond Leslie Buell, 
whom we have met in Chapter 8, also pushed Bunche in this direction, for 
Buell, who had left Harvard in 1927 to become research director of the 
Foreign Policy Association, was eager to interest ‘American negroes’ in the 
mandates regime. (He had, for example, arranged funding for Locke’s 
research trip to Geneva.)76 Buell lent Bunche materials, helped him to clar-
ify his research design, and especially impressed upon him the importance 
of fieldwork in Africa. And while Bunche could not travel, as Theodoli had, 

Figure 10.5 Ralph Bunche at Howard University, 1932.
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as a distinguished guest (indeed, as a mixed-race scholar, he took the pre-
caution of gathering testimonials about his bona fides from French academics 
before setting off ), the trip was decisive, providing him with a gut-level 
understanding, a kind of moral optic, through which to read the mandates 
regime.77

Bunche’s dissertation, ‘French Administration in Togoland and Dahomey’, 
which was submitted in 1934 and won the Toppan Prize for the best disser-
tation on comparative politics in the Harvard Government Department 
that year, was a meticulous survey of French administrative practices in two 
differently governed territories. On another level, however, it was an 
extended engagement with the ‘civilizational’ justification for empire and 
with arguments about African ‘difference’ articulated—in very different 
ways—by Smuts, Lugard, and even Buell. Indeed, as Pearl T. Robinson points 
out, Bunche clearly wrote his dissertation with Buell’s The Native Problem in 
Africa at his elbow, and while he remained indebted to that work for his 
questions and method, he came to very different conclusions. Both Buell 
and Bunche attempted to specify what difference League oversight made, 
and both concluded that it had established progressive norms and even, to a 
degree, induced mandate administrations to follow them. Yet Bunche was 
far more outspoken about the regime’s limitations. It wasn’t just that he 
found economic policies in colonies and mandated territories alike far too 
exploitative (Buell had too), nor that he caught official reports misrepre-
senting facts (Buell had too), nor even that he thought the Mandates 
Commission sorely in need of powers of on-the-spot investigation, for 
Buell had proposed that as well. It was, rather, that he found the regime’s 
very ideals, which Buell considered progressive and commendable, 
mean-spirited, outdated, and, in a word, racist.78

Those differences came out especially sharply in Bunche’s treatment of 
the relative merits of British and French colonial practices. Buell, recall, had 
been critical of France’s cavalier attitude towards ‘native culture’ and had 
thought the British practice of strengthening the ‘traditional’ authority of 
‘native chiefs’ through ‘indirect rule’ far more progressive. To Bunche, how-
ever, that British solicitude for African difference was at best patronizing 
and at worst a cloak for white supremacy. Smuts’ claim that ‘the African’ 
would always remain something different, ‘a child-type’, ‘mysterious and 
wild’, was retrograde and simply empirically wrong. Only a fool would 
think the Togolese of Lomé, who ‘speak fluently German, English and 
French, as well as their native languages’, less ‘civilized’ than their monolin-
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gual rulers.79 Africa was changing, and that change had to be managed and 
embraced, not—as Lugard proposed—contained within outdated ‘chiefly’ 
structures that educated Africans found profoundly irksome. Bunche was, 
by contrast, genuinely impressed by (and may have exaggerated) the lack 
of  open racial prejudice and easy social mixing he found in the French 
 colonies—the French women serving Africans in restaurants, the African 
and European children and soldiers trained side by side—and by France’s 
willingness to embrace (if in their own interest) an ethos of progress. True, 
France’s more confident ‘civilizational’ approach could make educated 
Africans too francophile, but by breaking down regional and ethnic loyalties 
at least it made national consciousness possible. ‘Detribalization’, anathema 
for Lugard and Buell alike, was for Bunche the precondition of African 
self-determination.

What you see depends on which way you are headed. Theodoli, struggling 
to justify Italy’s claim to Ethiopia, ‘saw’ in Ovamboland confirmation of 
African primitivism. Buell, academic entrepreneur and liberal international-
ist, saw in Tanganyika and South Africa’s ‘native reserves’ a model of govern-
ment that would allow Africans to ‘progress’ in their own way without 
unleashing the spectre of racial antagonism. Bunche, however, went to Africa 
persuaded that ‘knowledge is of a universal character and knows neither race 
nor national boundaries’, and found nothing in Africa to shake that faith. 
Africa was weak—politically, economically—but the ‘natural differences’ 
among its peoples were ‘identical in terms of class, wealth and aspirations 
with those of Western peoples’. With time and technical aid, Africans were 
no less capable than other peoples of exercising the rights of free men.80

Bunche did not think that would happen anytime soon. He too thought 
independence was probably ‘many generations removed from the present 
day’.81 The 1930s were the devil’s decade: the European empires were strong; 
the revisionist powers determined to expand as well. Bunche could not 
know that ten years hence, those empires having almost self-destructed, he 
would be drafting the chapters of the United Nations Charter dealing with 
non-self-governing territories, or that, at the Trusteeship Council a few 
years after that, he would begin planning the steps towards statehood. 
Already in 1934, however, Bunche had broken with the cultural and racial 
reasoning that was a hallmark of the interwar years to cast political develop-
ment more as a matter of technical capacity and education. He was waiting 
in the wings and would not change his mind. The authority of ‘civilization’ 
was ending.
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