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Abstract:

This talk offers a macro-historical overview of labor transformations in Southern and Central Africa from the mid-
nineteenth century to the present, focusing on the transition from colonial to postcolonial regimes. It first examines
forms of “free” and unfree, waged and forced labor during the late colonial period, highlighting both similarities and
differences across regions under British, Portuguese, and Belgian rule, as well as independent South Africa. Particular
attention is paid to labor systems in agricultural production in the Belgian Congo and Portuguese Africa, and to
processes of proletarianization in the mining sectors of South Africa and British Northern Rhodesia. 2 The analysis
then shifts to the postcolonial period, addressing the growing precariousness of labor associated with rapid
urbanization, possible deindustrialization, and the implementation of Structural Adjustment Programs during the
1980s and 1990s. The expansion of informal labor is explored both as a survival strategy and as a space of agency
through which African workers respond to rising poverty and inequality. Ultimately, the talk argues that major
historical ruptures—such as political independence—did not eliminate long-term continuities in labor regimes.
Instead, colonial legacies continue to shape contemporary labor markets, social hierarchies, and forms of economic
organization across the African continent
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