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Corruption is considered one of the main contributors to Africa’s
development challenges, but less is known about the determinants
of corruption and why the levels of corruption vary between
countries. A new study �nds that the legacy of colonial rule and its
in�uence on local elites (chiefs) may be part of the explanation. The
authors present empirical evidence that British colonial rule in Africa
may have fostered the corruption of chiefs and undermined
society’s trust in them.
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Our research focuses on chiefs because they remain in�uential on a wide

range of governance issues in contemporary Africa. In their common role

as custodians of land, chiefs often exert in�uence over the allocation of

land and the distribution of land rents. This could have signi�cant welfare

implications in many African societies, due to the dominance of

agriculture and natural resources in the economy. For example, farmers’

patronage network with chiefs is shown to in�uence the security of

property rights over agricultural plots and the level of agricultural

investment.

The accountability of chiefs is also an important source of concern in the

equitable distribution of mining royalties, where chiefs may enter into

deals with mining companies on behalf of rural communities, and often

face serious corruption allegations. Chiefs further engage in a number of

governance roles, such as the administration of justice and contract

enforcement, the collection of taxes, the provision of public goods and the

implementation of aid projects.

In addition to their direct role in local governance, chiefs exert in�uence on

the central state via lobbying as well as mobilising their local networks

and resources for election campaigns. They also interact with the central

state, acting either as substitutes or complements to the central state.

Thus, research focusing on chiefs is well warranted since their

accountability is likely to have considerable implications for the quality of

governance and economic development in many African communities.

British colonialism and the empowerment of chiefs

The existing empirical literature in economics often emphasises

association between British colonial rule and lower levels of corruption.

However, in the historical context of Africa, Britain’s system of colonial
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rule may suggest a legacy of higher corruption among chiefs. In colonial

Africa where the central state was weak, colonial powers controlled the

population mostly through chiefs, instead of through the central state.

Thus, the formal legal systems introduced by the colonial powers were

applicable largely to the central state and had limited relevance to

governing the majority of the population.

The British colonial rule gave greater autonomy to chiefs than they had in

precolonial times, which bolstered their power and undermined their

accountability to the local population. Scholars of African history have

long noted that the legacy of Britain’s system of colonial occupation (as

compared to, for example, that of the French) contributed to strengthening

the power of chiefs in anglophone countries. For example, based on a

detailed historical comparison of chiefs in ethnic groups that were

partitioned by colonial borders in West Africa, political scientist William

F.S. Miles concludes that chiefs under British colonial rule emerged at

independence with greater power and authority vis-à-vis the national

government than did their counterparts in former French territories.

The entrenchment of chiefs’ power under the system of native

administration during colonisation, therefore, raises an important question

of whether the legacy of British rule contributed to an increased level of

corruption among chiefs. This question is addressed in our article recently

published in the Journal of Economic Behavior and Organization. The

focus on chiefs, as opposed to the formal state, is a notable departure

from much of the current literature on the determinants of corruption.

Data and �ndings

To study the legacy of British rule for corruption among chiefs, our main

source of data is the Afrobarometer, which collects microdata from
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nationally representative surveys of adult Africans from anglophone and

francophone countries. Our sample consists of more than 40,000

observations from 21 African countries, of which nine are francophone

countries and 12 are anglophone countries, from two survey waves (2008

and 2015).

We examine two outcome variables from the survey data. The �rst

variable measures the prevalence of corruption among chiefs and is

based on respondents’ perceptions of the extent of corruption by

traditional leaders in their community. The second outcome variable

reveals the level of public trust in traditional leaders, based on the

responses to a question on how much people trust these leaders.

We �nd that corruption among anglophone chiefs is signi�cantly higher

than that of francophone chiefs. We also �nd a signi�cantly lower level of

public trust in anglophone chiefs. The results are robust across alternative

speci�cations and samples. They hold in the sample of all observations in

our data, as well as from the regression discontinuity analysis that

focuses on observations near the borders, where ethnic homelands were

split between anglophone and francophone countries.

These empirical patterns suggest that the empowerment of chiefs under

colonial rule have a more potent legacy than the formal legal system that

colonisers left behind. Our �nding of a positive association between

British rule and the level of corruption among chiefs underscores an

important quali�cation to the empirical patterns in the existing economics

literature on the legacy of British rule on corruption.

About the author



11/18/2020 Did British colonial rule in Africa foster a legacy of corruption among local elites? | Africa at LSE

https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/africaatlse/2020/10/28/what-is-british-colonial-rule-in-africa-foster-a-legacy-corruption-local-elites/ 5/8

Posted In: Development | History | Recent | Society

Leave a Reply 

Enter your comment here...Enter your comment here...

Merima Ali is Senior Researcher at Chr. Michelsen Institute, Bergen,

Norway, and Assistant Professor at the Department of Economics,

Syracuse University, USA.
Merima Ali

Odd-Helge Fjeldstad is Research Professor at Chr. Michelsen

Institute, Bergen, Norway, and Extraordinary Professor at the African

Tax Institute, University of Pretoria, South Africa.

Odd-Helge Fjeldstad

Abdulaziz B. Shifa is Assistant Professor at the Department of

Economics, Syracuse University, USA.

Abdulaziz B. Shifa



11/18/2020 Did British colonial rule in Africa foster a legacy of corruption among local elites? | Africa at LSE

https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/africaatlse/2020/10/28/what-is-british-colonial-rule-in-africa-foster-a-legacy-corruption-local-elites/ 6/8

Read Next
What can we learn from endemic corruption in Burundi?

October 14th, 2020

Related Posts

History

The British founding of Sierra Leone was never a ‘Province of
Freedom’

JUNE 27TH, 2020

Public Authority

How colonial understandings of customary authority skew
policy interventions

FEBRUARY 19TH, 2020 1

https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/africaatlse/2020/10/14/what-can-we-learn-endemic-corruption-governance-burundi/
https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/africaatlse/2020/06/27/british-founding-sierra-leone-slave-trade/
https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/africaatlse/2020/02/19/colonial-understandings-customary-authority-policy-aid-interventions/


11/18/2020 Did British colonial rule in Africa foster a legacy of corruption among local elites? | Africa at LSE

https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/africaatlse/2020/10/28/what-is-british-colonial-rule-in-africa-foster-a-legacy-corruption-local-elites/ 7/8

FEBRUARY 19TH, 2020 1

Economics

Migratory �ows, colonial encounters and the histories of
transatlantic slavery

MAY 9TH, 2017

Economics

The CFA franc reforms are more symbolic than transformative

MARCH 19TH, 2020

https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/africaatlse/2020/02/19/colonial-understandings-customary-authority-policy-aid-interventions/
https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/africaatlse/2017/05/09/migratory-flows-colonial-encounters-and-the-histories-of-transatlantic-slavery/
https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/africaatlse/2020/03/19/cfa-franc-reforms-monetary-policy-symbolic-colonialism/
https://twitter.com/AfricaAtLSE
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCRHuG51imTv7sOu9DX4uMIw
https://www.facebook.com/LSEAfricaCentre/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/firozlaljicentre/
https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/africaatlse


11/18/2020 Did British colonial rule in Africa foster a legacy of corruption among local elites? | Africa at LSE

https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/africaatlse/2020/10/28/what-is-british-colonial-rule-in-africa-foster-a-legacy-corruption-local-elites/ 8/8

© LSE 2020

Bad Behavior has blocked 1541 access attempts in the last 7 days.

https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/africaatlse
http://bad-behavior.ioerror.us/

