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Introduction

Arriving in Malawi in late September 1981, I was immediately fascinated by Africa, and have never since broken free – or wanted to.

Walking across the tarmac at Lilongwe’s tiny airport, which struck me as ludicrously small for a capital city, I was presented with sights, sounds, scents and a type of heat I’d never experienced before. I’d already studied Africa for several years as an undergraduate and postgraduate student, and monitored Ghanaian, Nigerian and South African radio broadcasts from Caversham for the BBC Monitoring Service for 18 months, before being posted to Malawi, but I had much to learn. I was there to monitor more southern African stations and report the news, political and economic information, and comment they broadcast.

After my stay in Malawi, I went on to recently independent Zimbabwe to pursue my research on southern African liberation movements and particularly their relations with the Soviet Union, Cuba and China. While there, I met many of the leaders of the liberation movements, including the founder of the Zimbabwe African Union and author of African Nationalism,1 Ndabaningi Sithole. With Sithole I talked not just about Zimbabwe and his own political fortunes, but about the broad thrust of nationalism in Africa.

In the 34 years since that first working trip to Africa I’ve been back most years and reported on major events such as the first fully democratic elections in South Africa in 1994, the demands for greater democracy in Africa in the early 1990s and the human consequences of the civil war in Angola, to name but a few. In nearly four decades of reporting, documentary-making and research in Africa I’ve been in the privileged position of witnessing key events at first hand, interviewing major African decision-makers and ordinary people about these events and being able to debate developments and trends with leading analysts and commentators as well as foreign academics and journalists covering the continent’s affairs and those of specific states. This has offered me a perspective that is often different from those of academics, and by keeping a foot in the academic and journalistic worlds, I’ve had the time to dig deeper than deadlines and editors’ demands permit many journalists to do.

This background and direct experience has moulded my views on Africa over time and led me to expect the unexpected. Most of all, it has taught me that it’s only with the luxury of hindsight and historical analysis that we can begin to identify the circumstances, structures and elements of human agency that combined to produce events that took many by surprise.

An example of this is the peaceful transition in South Africa after the 1994 elections. I had been a close observer of the process of change there as both a journalist and an academic analyst. When I went out in April 1994 to lead the World Service’s South Africa news team, I was equipped with a flak jacket and a local minder, both because of the township violence between Nelson Mandela’s African National Congress (ANC) and the Zulu leader Mangosuthu Buthelezi’s Inkatha Freedom Party (IFP) and because of the threat of violence of far-right Afrikaner nationalist groups. Just after my arrival there were explosions near my hotel in a plush suburb of Johannesburg and in nearby Germiston, set off by these latter groups. But after the elections, reconciliation became the theme of the transition and the feared violence from the far right did not materialise, while Inkatha and Buthelezi were brought into the new ANC-dominated government.

At the same time, the horrific Rwandan genocide was underway, ignored by much of the world’s press and by the UN despite the pleas of people on the ground in Kigali. With the luxury of hindsight, analysts and journalists like me can chart the chilling progress towards the genocide, but at the time it took people by surprise, as did the killing of President Juvénal Habyarimana. I was editing the evening edition of the BBC World Service Newshour programme when the news of his death was first reported. I’d been to Rwanda several years before; I was aware of its history and I knew Habyarimana’s death would lead to reprisals and the likely resumption of war, but never in my worst nightmares had I foreseen what actually happened.

Constant engagement as a journalist and an academic researcher over this long period has made me wary of great theories that purport to explain Africa’s historical development, its political advances and setbacks and its economic development. The journalist in me wants to cover every major event and explain the who, what, where, when, why and how; the academic in me cautions against focusing on events or personalities, and to look for wider themes.

The synthesis of these potentially contradictory approaches is that this account of the contemporary history of Africa will have detailed case studies looking at the who, what and when, alongside a more considered and thematic approach to the how and the why. This book concentrates heavily on the period since the early 1970s, not just because it matches the period of my engagement with Africa first as a student and then as a journalist and an academic, but because it was a period of rapid change in post-colonial Africa. The 1970s saw the end of the last colonial empire in Africa, the Portuguese; the escalation of the struggles against white minority rule in southern Africa; the start of a global economic crisis that would shake the export-dependent economies of Africa to their narrow and vulnerable foundations; the destruction of the monarchy in Africa’s oldest surviving polity, Ethiopia; and the entrenchment of authoritarian, highly personalised regimes and the apparent death of inclusive and accountable systems of government. As the late and much-missed Stephen Ellis has identified in his work on the writing of African history,


If one seeks to identify points of discontinuity in Africa’s history since independence or, to be more precise, in the history of Africa’s insertion in the world, it becomes apparent that many ruptures first became visible in the 1970s, when oil crises, currency instability and a series of related events and trends combined to create a comprehensive change in the prospects for African states and societies, and in the forms of their political life.2



Ellis concurs with Eric Hobsbawm in his analysis of global history that the 1970s was a very important decade of change with the end of a period of optimism of ‘a sort of Golden Age’ and as the lustre of this age rapidly faded, ‘The last part of the century was a new era of decomposition, uncertainty and crisis’, not least for Africa.3

The 1970s and 1980s were the decades of growing dictatorial and personal rule. As a journalist in Malawi, I was very well aware of the personal power of His Excellency the Life President Ngwazi Dr H. Kamuzu Banda. His word was law; no Malawian, even in the most private place, ever criticised him in my hearing. I was also able to experience, albeit from the position of an affluent expatriate, the problems of an economy that was dependent on tobacco and tea exports, was landlocked, and whose transport routes to the sea were affected by South African-backed insurgency in Mozambique. There were frequent shortages of fuel, of consumer goods, even of toilet paper. Ordinary Malawians suffered from the shortages, loss of income due to falling export revenues, and increases in maize prices if harvests were low because insufficient fertiliser could be imported; these things meant not just minor inconvenience, but impoverishment and malnutrition. This in turn meant high child mortality rates and fatal or debilitating vulnerability to illnesses that I had considered uncomfortable nuisances – measles, diarrhoea, and of course, malaria.

My wider experience of African states over the years reinforced but also refined my early impressions and posed a growing number of questions. How did these leaders – Banda in Malawi, Mobutu in Zaire, Moi in Kenya, Kerekou in Benin and Bongo in Gabon, to name just a few – maintain power, and how did they wield such a strong personal influence over their states and peoples? Why have states been unable to break out of the cycle of poor terms of trade and export dependence that prevented broader and deeper economic development? How, in states with such weak institutions, could ruling elites survive while at the same time fail to control the whole of the state territory? How did ordinary Africans survive with minimal welfare and health provision?

I had no answers – and as I came to understand more about the core issues affecting African states and peoples, I was ever more aware that the simple depictions of crises, political systems and economic development provided by the media, of which I was a fully paid-up member, did not provide an accurate picture of the continent and its political, social and economic trends, or provide answers when they blamed things on the incompetence, greed, selfishness or alleged tribalism of African leaders and their followers. This is no less true today, when media explanations of the violence in Kenya in 2007–8, the civil war in Sudan or the conflicts in Nigeria, Mali, the Central African Republic and South Sudan still look for simplistic, easily grasped explanations – tribal hatred, religious differences, irrational greed and violence.

Putting everything down to colonialism doesn’t tell the whole story either, though its lasting influence shows that its effects cannot be ignored. More in-depth studies have shown a better grasp of detail and of some of the recurring themes of post-colonial history, but they often opt for a particular structural explanation or deny structure in favour of agency as a key determinant. Some analysts have looked to personalities, the torrent of events such as conflicts,4 and theories of underdevelopment; others use theories of neo-colonialism and variant Marxisms to put structures of exploitation at the core of their explanations,5 while still others turn to modernisation/development theory, whose strongly teleological approach located Africa in a preordained process of economic and political development from primordial to modern society.6 Linked to these broad and contending approaches to Africa are the ideas that Africa’s problems are a product of the continent’s basic inability to cope with either democracy or economic development.

My experience has led me to question these either/or approaches and to examine the complex and, at times, bewildering interplay between structure and agency, between local and national or continental or global factors rather than trying to find a single theme or hypothesis that explains everything. Africans are not helpless or hopeless; they are not simply passive, powerless pawns at the mercy of structural processes. They fight to exercise their agency. But structural factors, whether Africa’s subordinate and weak position in the international economic system, or the artificiality of state borders and the ethnic composition of modern states, cannot be written off either, since they provide the environment in which agency is exercised.

As Marx identified in his work The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte, ‘Men make their own history, but they do not make it just as they please.’7 African actors are the players in their own drama, but not the sole authors; they act out events in circumstances, locations and a wider environment over which they have little or no control.

An important point to emphasise here is that as the interplay of structure and agency has developed, there has been both continuity and change as Africa progressed from the era of pre-colonial history to colonialism and then independence. This progression does not offer clear-cut beginnings and endings, but is a continual flow that cannot be surgically separated into distinct periods with their own particular characteristics. Taking this view, this book does not treat Africa’s post-colonial development as a complete end of external, colonial power over Africa. Nor do I see it as simply a continuation of that rule, a play written and directed externally with most Africans reduced to walk-on parts, bit players in a drama with a few chosen African ‘stars’ in the heavily-directed leading roles. The institutions and cultural, social and economic structures of pre-colonial Africa were changed by colonialism, but they were not totally swept away. Pre-colonial and colonial history and institutions have had their effect on the present and will continue to do so, but not to the extent that all that has happened since the independence of states can be simply blamed on colonialism and the past.

Of course, it would also be wrong to say that colonial history is a thing of the past and can be packed away like an exhibit in a museum – the relationship is far more complex and multi-faceted then that. Just as there was continuity in many spheres of activity between pre-colonial and colonial periods, so there have been elements of continuity from colonialism to independence right up to the present day. There is continuity and change in the physical environments Africans inhabit. Africans are subject to the power, the structures and the agency of foreign and global forces, but not to the point where they are deprived of all initiative or agency.

In this book, I try to unravel and explain how and why Africa moved from the exhilaration of independence and statehood – what former UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan describes as the ‘days of extraordinary hope and promise, the expectation that Africa was about to take, and that we finally had an opportunity to create for ourselves all that we had accused the colonial power of denying us’8 – to the crisis of expectation and disillusionment, and then attempts to find new solutions. By the 1970s, the hope of creating this new world, with prosperity replacing poverty and the powerless empowered, had gone. Living standards failed to improve for the majority of people, and colonial control was being replaced not by evolving democracy and the accountability of the new governments but by variants of authoritarianism, with strong external influences on economic and political evolution. Economic independence proved to be beyond the grasp of African governments. The global economic crisis of the 1970s demonstrated how deeply African economies were integrated into the world capitalist system, and the extent to which this continued to disempower Africans and distort their states’ political development.

By the 1970s, one-party systems and military governments were the norm rather than the exception. Much of southern Africa and parts of west Africa were still under Portuguese colonial rule or the rule of white minority governments. As a result, liberation struggles of varying scales were in progress in Angola, Mozambique, Guinea-Bissau, Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe), South West Africa (now Namibia) and South Africa. Civil wars had marred the early years of statehood in three of sub-Saharan Africa’s biggest states – Sudan, Congo (Kinshasa) and Nigeria. Somalia had irredentist designs on Somali-inhabited regions of Ethiopia, French-ruled Djibouti and Kenya. These problems, as Annan has pointed out, are intertwined, the ‘coups, the mismanagement of economies, brutal regimes, the continual violation of human rights, and underdevelopment are all mutually reinforcing.’9

The intervening decades between the 1970s and the writing of this book have been marked by conflict, the continuation of authoritarian and unaccountable rule, mounting corruption, the persistence of debilitating or fatal diseases and other threats to health, vulnerability to external intervention and to the power of the global capitalist system. But they have also seen the end of colonial occupation and white-minority rule. Some states have seen appreciable economic development and the maintenance of forms of accountability, but most have struggled economically and politically with little input from the majority of their populations. Change is constant and there are signs that it is now moving in the direction of greater popular participation, a gradual empowerment of women in what had been largely patriarchal societies, economic growth, and improvements in health provision and disease prevention.

But how deep, widespread and sustainable is this change? Is the ‘Africa Rising’ discourse, seized on with alacrity by some African leaders and analysts, a reflection of real change and growth or is it a discourse based on optimism and a desire to represent transitory trends as lasting economic and political progress?10 How much have Africans benefited from the changes of the last four and a half decades? Are they more able to hold their leaders to account? Are they developing political systems that are based on their needs, political cultures and diversity of communities rather than on ill-suited Western models? Are they gaining greater control over their own economies and developing diverse and sustainable economic systems?

I have deliberately framed these as questions about dynamic and continuing processes, rather than just attempts to judge what has happened over the last four decades. This is a historical account, but one that takes history as constantly evolving, not as something that can be just stopped in its tracks and analysed.

In trying to answer the questions posed in this introduction, this book provides a narrative of events, an examination of key areas such as political change, economic structures and policies, the role of external powers and international factors, while providing in-depth case studies of key events and issues. The chapters follow a broadly chronological progression but are not rigidly divided by time alone, and narratives are not truncated or split across chapters purely because they cut across decades. That would get in the way of examining long-term developments and inter-connections between events and regions. A historiographical note is included between Chapter 7 and the postscript amplifying the concepts of the gatekeeper state, extraversion and arguments of structure versus agency.

Although the focus is chiefly on the period of African history since 1970, the opening chapter deals with pre-colonial societies, colonialism and de-colonisation, demonstrating the seamless flow of history and the elements of both continuity and change in both structure and forms of the exercise of agency in that history. The second chapter covers the key themes of the early years of independence. The next four chapters deal with the period from 1970 to the present. The narrative and analysis weave together political, military, economic and social developments, local and regional factors as well as continental and international ones. The final chapter draws together the essential themes of the flow of post-colonial African history.
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1

Continuity and Change

From Pre-Colonial Societies through Colonial Occupation to Independent States

The history of Africa is not one of discrete chapters or momentous ruptures. The contemporary is ‘only a small part of a larger whole … further evidence of the seamlessness of all history.’1 To understand it one must identify the key characteristics of pre-colonial African states in their diverse manifestations from loosely connected village- or lineage-based communities to sophisticated kingdoms or caliphates, depicting the range of political, social and economic structures in place when the colonial powers imposed their own forms of rule which utilised or distorted existing structures. A proper awareness of the nature, consequences and African role in the slave trade is also essential, as is an appreciation of the nature and legacy of colonial rule and its role in the restructuring of key political, social and economic patterns and institutions. I will consider these points in this opening chapter, as well as the enduring impact of decolonisation and the fight for independence or majority rule in those territories where the colonisers or settlers resisted African demands. Ghana and Sudan offer useful case studies in the differing nature of the process in British, French and Portuguese territories and the way that the presence of settlers affected decolonisation in East and Central Africa.

This book is a study in the interplay of pre-colonial, colonial and post-colonial structures and the way they affected and were in turn refashioned by the exercise of agency, particularly as regards boundaries, states and institutions, elite formation and the development of extraverted economic systems.

The pre-colonial inheritance

The history of humankind begins with the evolution of the human species in Africa. Descendants of the first hominids spread across the African landmass and then peopled other continents. The early story is of human adaptation to the environment. From the struggle for survival in specific locations, distinct groups emerged as populations concentrated where food production enabled the growth of larger communities.2 These communities developed their own structures, belief systems and languages – at least 1,500 languages have been identified in Africa. This diversity persists with the evolutionary effects of contact with the world beyond Africa over millennia through trade, imposition or adoption of foreign religions, raiding, conquest and then colonial occupation.

The structures of African communities varied hugely. There was no single, identifiable form of African societal structure. There were diverse ones, with forms evolving according to the nature of the environment and reflecting the need of peoples to have societal forms and hierarchies that accorded with the forms of subsistence most suitable to their region and climate, whether nomadic or settled, based on pastoralism, hunting or cultivation. Absolute monarchies and empires rose and fell, alongside acephalous (headless) structures in which looser forms of community lacking chiefs, kings or strong hierarchies of power developed and persisted.3 In many areas there was no definable state, something which led early European traders and then colonisers to consider Africa a continent without history and irretrievably backward in societal and political terms – rather than accepting or attempting to understand how varying structures developed to meet varying needs. A huge spectrum of forms existed from the loosest communities, through confederations united by language, culture or belief right up to the hierarchical systems of the Mutapa kingdom based on the Shona people of present-day Zimbabwe, or the Ghana, Mali and Songhay empires of the middle-Niger river region, the Bakongo kingdom of northern Angola–southern Congo, the Islamic sultanates/emirates of Sokoto, Kano or Borno in Nigeria, and the Zulu, Swazi, Sotho and Ndebele kingdoms in Southern Africa.

These are but a few examples of the polities that developed and either fell before the era of colonialism or were defeated and dominated by colonial powers. The larger, more structured states had greater population densities enabled by the production of agricultural surpluses or, especially in the case of the Sahel region empires, the benefits of trade. But even the most tightly-governed societies loosened at their peripheries, and because of low population densities across the region and the physical obstacles of forests, rivers, lakes and mountain ranges, they lacked the clearly delineated boundaries between communities or states that characterised state formation in Europe. There was trade, inter-marriage and also shifting or blurred identities, with language, kinship, religion and economic activity (settled agriculture vs. nomadic pastoralism, for example) all affecting how people saw and located themselves within communities and vis-à-vis neighbouring peoples. Identities overlapped and could carry different sets of meanings and values at different times or in changing circumstances, and interactions between peoples were not simply governed by hard and fast identities relating to ethnicity, language or religion.4

Within this diversity, identities were complex. And before colonialism brought a new type of common experience and interaction beyond the local, a sense of Africa as a region or as a distinct set of peoples with common interests or shared identities did not exist. Peoples and states interacted with each other and, across the Sahara and along the Red Sea, Indian and Atlantic Ocean littorals, with non-African peoples. Trade and with it the spread of language (Arabic, in particular) and religion (Islam across the Sahara and on the east coast and, later, along the Atlantic coast, Christianity) were at the heart of interactions with peoples outside sub-Saharan Africa. Islam proved attractive to the rulers and merchants of the Sahel communities and empires, and the religion spread and evolved localised forms across West Africa and along the Indian Ocean Coast. Early on, with the participation of African rulers, the export of people as slaves became an integral and damaging part of trade across the Sahara and on the Indian Ocean Coast.

Conflicts occurred between states or communities, but were rarely about territorial aggrandisement or the establishment of borders. Instead, they concentrated far more on resources such as cattle, gold, access to grazing or water, and on the need for labour in societies with low populations, which limited the scope for economic growth. Slaves were used to boost agricultural production or the mining and smelting of metals, and they became a tradable commodity. The Zaghawa of the Chad/Sudan region, the Tubu of Chad, the states of Kanem and Borno and the empires of the Sahel were all involved in the trade, with slaves taken from communities defeated in warfare or in raids by more powerful neighbours against weaker ones. The trade brought horses and firearms into the area of Africa bordering the Sahara and increased the military power of the trading states.5

It is estimated that in the 14th and 15th centuries between 4,000 and 7,000 slaves were sent north across the Sahara each year, many dying on the way (as they were to on the slaves ships crossing the Atlantic from the 15th to 19th centuries).6 Rulers, merchants and elites on the Indian Ocean coast were also involved in the slave trade, sending captives to the Arabian peninsula. The Saharan and Indian Ocean slave trade lasted from the end of the first millennium AD until the late 19th century and saw as many as 12 million African slaves sent across the desert or seas – comparable to the number taken across the Atlantic by Portuguese, British and other slave traders from 1440 until 1867. In the main period of the slave trade, from 1400 to 1900, 18.5 million Africans were sold as slaves and sent to the Americas, the Mediterranean littoral or the Arabian Peninsula, while another 18.5 million were enslaved and remained in Africa.7 There was huge demand for slave labour in the Middle East and then in Portuguese, Spanish, French and British colonies in the Americas and an inhumane indifference on the part of those capturing, trading or using slaves to the suffering of the enslaved. Slavery became an early example of what Jean–François Bayart calls the extraversion economy, in which African rulers ‘live chiefly off the income they derive from their position as intermediaries vis-à-vis the international system.’8 An early example of the gatekeeper function of African rulers developed in which they were the source of slaves, gold and ivory for export and gained power through the trade and the weapons, manufactures and wealth it brought in. The combination of pre-colonial and colonial gatekeeping and extraversion had a profound effect on the development of the economies and trading relations of independent states. The slave trade helped make Africa a subordinate and subject part of the international economic system. This happened through the development of dependency on exports of primary commodities and labour, and reliance on imported manufactures in exchange, reduced the potential for the development of diversified economies, even before the distorting effects of colonial occupation and exploitation of export commodities.9

Slave traders and their customers outside sub-Saharan Africa created ever more demand for this traffic in people, but relied on African rulers and raiders to supply the human raw material through warfare, raiding or tribute. Such rulers and slave traders were at the heart of the trade and used its proceeds – particularly guns, iron weapons and horses – to increase their own power regionally. There is a very strong argument that ‘the existence of Africans both capable and willing to capture other Africans was crucial to the emergence of the continent as a supplier of slaves.’10 The tragedy of slavery for those enslaved was paralleled by the increased wealth and power it conferred on those in Africa engaged in the trade.

The Atlantic trade developed from the Portuguese contacts with West and Central African communities along the Atlantic coast in the early 15th century. The Portuguese established plantations to grow sugar on the island of São Tomé and purchased slaves from the Bakongo kingdom to work on the plantations. Portuguese development of its Brazilian colony, British colonial plantations on Jamaica and other Caribbean islands, and the expansion of plantations in American mainland colonies led to the expansion of the trade. The Portuguese utilisation of slavery to build its colonial economy, along with trade and the role of Catholic missionaries, built up the Portuguese presence on the coast of what became Guinea-Bissau, Angola and, at a slightly later period, Mozambique, in addition to their occupation of the Cape Verde islands and São Tomé. African states, traders and their European partners were all complicit in the merchandising of misery to meet economic demands in the American colonies. The trade, added to that of the Sahel and Indian Ocean, contributed to the under-population, slow pace of economic development and the subordinate role of Africa in the expanding world economy. It also had strong cultural and ideological effects: emphasising African servitude, as perceived by Europeans and Arab peoples, but also in reverse by many Africans in terms of feelings of inferiority. Europeans justified the enslavement of Africans by referring to their alleged inferiority and backwardness, and this also had a lasting effect on how Europeans viewed and treated Africans when it came to colonialism.

Colonial occupation and rule

The long-drawn-out European penetration of Africa developed from commodity trade to the slave trade and then to the piecemeal establishment of trading ports or small protectorates along the coasts, and culminated in the period of colonial occupation from 1884 to the dismantling of the empires in the late 1950s and early 1960s. The occupation of the vast majority of sub-Saharan Africa after 1884 resulted in the division of sub-Saharan Africa into European colonies, with only Ethiopia and Liberia retaining formal independence. Peoples were thrown together artificially within colonially-defined territories or divided by externally-drawn borders. These borders took no account of existing states, confederations of communities, or the welfare or interests of the inhabitants.

The drawing of the new colonial map of Africa at the Berlin Conference of 1884–5 was at best a haphazard affair where colonial prestige and horse-trading took precedence over everything else – including knowledge of the continent. Speaking at an Anglo-French conference in 1890, British Prime Minister Lord Salisbury admitted that, ‘We have been engaged in drawing lines upon maps where no white man’s foot ever trod; we have been giving away mountains and rivers and lakes to each other, only hindered by the small impediment that we never knew exactly where the mountains and rivers and lakes were.’11

The new map of Africa that emerged from Berlin demonstrated the largely unplanned nature of colonial occupation. The lines drawn by European rulers distant from and with very limited knowledge of Africa were not informed by the realities of life in African regions – their communities, features, or the viability of territories – let alone any planned development in political or economic terms. Exact numbers are not available, but one estimate is that 10,000 communities or polities were reduced down to forty colonial territories whose final demarcation took decades, but even then, borders between colonies ‘were literally drawn onto the map, but left no physical trace … and indeed nothing changed after independence.’12 This negligent and arrogant construction of arbitrary boundaries created a multiplicity of small landlocked states which will always struggle economically, large multi-ethnic states whose population mix is not of the choosing of its inhabitants, and borders that by turns impede trade (cutting across old, established trade routes) and undermine state sovereignty and the hegemony or legitimacy of state institutions within national territories. The problem of inappropriate or unviable borders is not limited to Africa, as the continuing problems of borders in the South China Sea, the Ukraine and Russia, and the Balkans demonstrate, but has been particularly influential there because of the sheer numbers of communities thrown together or split by them. Beyond colonial aggrandisement, there was simply no concern for or interest in the consequences.

From the Berlin Conference to the decolonisation decade of 1956 to 1966, the newly defined territories were progressively occupied. Extractive economies based on primary agricultural produce and the mining of minerals were developed, and the major powers involved – Britain, France, Portugal, Germany, Belgium, Italy and Spain – imposed varying and generally ad hoc forms of colonial rule.

In many areas of life, colonialism only tangentially touched key pre-colonial cultural and societal structures and the institutions (formal and informal) through which people exercised agency over their lives. Those most affected were peoples directly governed or those employed in the cash crop or mining sectors. Colonialism developed new economic structures and practices, and put in place or adapted a variety of forms of government to manage the colonised. The precise nature of colonial administrations and policies differed not only between the colonising powers but also within specific empires and even territories. Most colonial powers used indirect rule where strong, hierarchical states with well-defined forms of authority, administration and legal systems already existed, and where the rulers of those states could be co-opted, bribed or coerced into becoming subordinate kings or chiefs under colonial tutelage. Those who accepted and worked within this system often had their powers enhanced and their area of control extended (as happened with the Tutsi monarchy in Rwanda). They retained authority over their subjects, often added new ones, continued to administer law, and derived income from taxes collected for the colonial government. The lives of such rulers’ subjects often hardly changed: they remained subject to their own chiefs or kings and the administration of justice, land use and other key areas of day-to-day life were not significantly different.

In other areas, where there were stateless societies or very loose confederations, there was more direct rule but chiefs were also appointed to provide conduits for administration and tax collection, to implement systems of forced labour and to administer justice. While in the subjugated states there was resistance before occupation, and in some, after it (for example, Zululand during the Dinizulu and Bambatha revolts of 1883 and 1906), the more decentralised communities in colonial territories often resisted occupation and colonial rule precisely because they had looser systems of authority with elements of popular control. In the Tiv-peopled areas of what is now Plateau State in Nigeria and in eastern Nigeria, the imposition of chiefs and colonial administration was resisted ‘because it went against pre-colonial democratic procedure.’13

In areas like this across colonial Africa – Tiv areas and Igboland in Nigeria, the Dogon, Bete, Kissi and Kru areas of French West Africa, and the Nuer, Luo, Maasai, Langa and Turkana of Sudan and Kenya – the colonial powers created chiefs where they did not exist or increased the powers of selected elders to be the local instruments of rule. In Portuguese colonies they were known as regulos and in British colonies ‘warrant chiefs’. French, Belgian and German rule was more direct, but still depended on chiefs to some extent. Along with chiefs, colonial rule introduced the concept of and the word ‘tribe’ to try to make sense of and label what Europeans saw as primordial forms of societal organisation that did not correspond to European experience or ideals. ‘Often tribes were created on the basis of territorial contiguity as villages were brought together under a single administrative authority. Chieftaincy was similarly manufactured and chiefs were imposed.’14

Though the exact nature of this ‘tribalisation’ and the position of chiefs varied between the territories controlled by different powers, the process bore little relation to local agency or realities, let alone traditions. In Portuguese Guinea, for example, the imposition of a chief from one community over people from totally different communities was common, their qualification having been service in the colonial army or minor officialdom. Haphazard grouping of villages and communities into an administrative unit run by colonial officials through a proxy chief was also normal.15 The process of creating chiefs who collected taxes, administered justice and organised labour to build roads, administrative buildings, bridges and other forms of communications or basic economic infrastructure created new opportunities for the rise of a local elite of ‘big men’. They derived their power and wealth from their positions as the gatekeepers for colonialism in local communities, with the potential to become key figures in networks of power and patronage after the dismantling of colonial rule.

The other distinct area of interaction between the new rulers and their colonised subjects developed in urban areas and in the ports built to serve the export sector and facilitate imports from the metropolitan power. The administrative capitals and towns that grew up around railways, roads, ports or mines acquired very diverse populations as young men came of their own accord or were brought in as labourers, miners, dock workers and railwaymen. Later, with the provision of mission and other forms of basic education, they came to serve as civil servants, traders and teachers – and, in the cases of the few who gained higher educational qualifications, lawyers and doctors.

The traditional rulers had very limited hold over these new populations, which were in areas beyond their control, and the new warrant or other created chiefs had little power in the towns. The colonisers, meanwhile, had no wish to create an educated, ‘detribalised’ African population outside the control of traditional or new forms of chiefly authority, but necessity overrode this. Colonialism was being developed on the cheap, and it was not economically feasible to pay large numbers of European civil servants, teachers, petty traders and other professionals to work in the colonies.

The new class of educated Africans that grew up in urban areas was not inclined to submit itself to traditional authorities – and it was, in most territories, to become the core of the nationalist movements. The colonial administrations at first refused to include them alongside chiefs in bodies they established to assist with the government of the colonies, such as advisory or legislative councils, but this did not stop them developing into what the European powers had least wanted: an educated African political class which largely rejected the authority of chiefs and increasingly demanded self-government and equality.16

One important aspect of this new political elite was that it was generally disconnected from the mass of the population in rural areas and suspicious of or antagonistic towards chiefs and the new big men in local areas. An example of this is Ghana, where nationalists such as the moderate J. B. Danquah and the radical Kwame Nkrumah were both keen to see the educated elite replace the ‘collaborating’ chiefs as the vehicle for an African role in colonial administration and eventually self-government and independence. Experiences were not uniform across all colonies: in Senegal and Ivory Coast there was to be a more organic link between the political elite and the countryside.

In French and Portuguese colonies, there was another route to higher office and future political power: assimilation through the adoption of French or Portuguese language, education and culture. But this was only available to the few rather than the many, and relied on access to secondary and tertiary education and sufficient wealth to undertake it.

The French promoted their language more strongly than the British promoted English, and declared that their form of colonialism was based on the mission civilisatrice (civilising mission). But only small numbers of Africans were able to get education to a secondary level and engage in work that qualified them for the status of évolués, which gave them the same rights enjoyed by French citizens. By 1936, just 2,400 enjoyed that status out of a colonised population of over 15.5 million; approximately 100,000 Senegalese had civil rights as inhabitants of four coastal communes that had been granted full rights by the French in 1848.

In their territories, meanwhile, the Portuguese propagated the theory of Lusotropicalism, which claimed a unique absence of racism in Portuguese colonialism and set out pathways through education for Africans to gain the status of assimilado, or assimilated African, as distinct from the supposedly primitive indigenas.17 But even though it gave greater civil rights to assimilated Africans and to mixed race mestiços, the Portuguese system still barred promotion for all but Portuguese settlers and colonial officials.

What the colonial enterprise did not encourage or even bring about by accident was the development of an African entrepreneurial business class. To a great extent, colonial powers tried to foster the development of a class of traders or entrepreneurs during the construction of economies, but that class was meant to serve the interests of the metropolitan power or of settlers, not to develop sustainable economic systems separate from the colonising powers. Equally, the African partners of the colonial powers had no great interest in the active encouragement of an independent business class that could challenge either chiefly power, where it was significant, or an educated, urban political elite centred on the professions and with its eyes on state power.

This meant economic activity under colonialism was largely state-directed or managed through foreign companies, whose operations helped financially support the colonial system and make it economically sustainable. Value was extracted from the colonies through exports like ivory, palm oil, cotton, tea, coffee, sugar, sisal and tobacco, and minerals such as gold, diamonds, bauxite, uranium, cobalt and copper. In some territories, chiefs and other rural big men were able to accumulate wealth by becoming cash crop farmers, but the export sector was mostly controlled by Europeans, with a major role played by crop marketing boards established by the colonial authorities to organise cash crop production and marketing and ensure levels of production and prices that would benefit the metropolitan economies. Likewise, infrastructural developments such as roads, railways, bridges and ports and the establishment of schools and health services were closely related to the export sectors.

Full-throttle colonialism confronts African aspirations

The Second World War and the period of economic reconstruction in Europe that followed had a profound impact on the colonies in Africa, and stimulated both demands for self-government and what came to be called African nationalism.

During the war, Africans who had been drawn into the evolving imperial economic systems experienced the effects of a massive acceleration of economic activity for the benefit of the colonial powers. This exploitation was expanded and accelerated after 1945 as colonial powers tried to rebuild their own economies after the ravages of war. The African colonies had become vital sources of raw materials, minerals, agricultural produce and cash for the depleted coffers of Britain, France, Belgium and even neutral Portugal, and economic developments in this period wrought even more substantial changes in the structures of economies than had the previous fifty years of occupation.

They also brought about political, cultural and demographic changes that had serious long-term consequences – rapid urbanisation, the creation of a wage-labour force and with it trade unionism, a growing strata of educated clerks, minor civil servants and teachers, and in some territories (such as Ivory Coast) the rise of an elite group of African farmers and traders benefiting from colonial economic growth. Through the agency of both the colonial rulers and the emerging African elites, the extractive, gatekeeping character of accelerated colonialism of the 1940s and 1950s evolved into the political and economic structures that would soon come to characterise independent African states. While colonialism had a major role in creating structures of export-centred economic development and thereby establishing Africa’s subordinate position in the global economic system, the ‘gatekeeper state is neither an African illness nor a European imposition but a Euro-Afro-American co-production with a long history’ that embodied pre-colonial influences, colonial policy and African elite choices.18

The wartime need for raw materials and military manpower turned what had been rather superfluous and even troublesome African appendages into major assets. The economic demands of war and the dislocation of the supply of manufactured goods from Europe led to an economic boom, with import-substitution industries and extractive industries exploding. Between 1938 and 1946, the colonies of British West Africa more than doubled their exports, notably of cocoa, cotton, groundnuts and palm oil.

Economic growth and the rapid development of small industry, mining and the processing of primary produce in turn led to higher demand for labour. Urbanisation was rapid, as many Africans were drawn to towns by the hope of work and pay, but urban development was uncontrolled, and the provision of housing, water or other services did not keep pace. The increased production of cash crops also required labour, and investment in fertilisers and mechanisation. It encouraged large-scale commercial farming and the alienation of land from traditional forms of tenure and usage. Many rural Africans became landless peasants or squatters on land taken for settlers or for large agri-businesses, often foreign-owned. The remaining smallholder agricultural sector, still encompassing the majority of rural populations across Africa, was outside the commercial/export sector and received little if any input or investment from colonial governments or, later, from independent ones, both of which concentrated what investment there was in agriculture on the export sector. Export crop production boomed and prices on global markets were high. To control output, regulate prices, ensure a good return for European commercial buyers and boost the currency reserves of the colonial powers, marketing boards were introduced or existing ones expanded. In the post-war period, colonial Africa became a cash cow and a seemingly inexhaustible source of raw materials.

Colonialism in the 1940s and 1950s established economic structures that left independent Africa ‘with the burden of the cash crop economy, namely the creation by the colonial states of systems of production which were organised around a handful of key commodities, and geared towards the export of those commodities rather than internal consumption and the development of an internal market.’19 The demand for cash crops was met by a combination of plantation-style agriculture owned by settlers or European (or in the case of Liberia’s rubber plantations, American) companies, some larger peasant or rich farmers, who rapidly became part of the African political and economic elite, and by small peasant farmers. The richer farmers were frequently from chiefly families or sections of African society that worked closely with and benefited from colonial government. Small farmers and those in the subsistence sector were effectively marginalised, unable to influence the economic system in which they produced or the political system that governed their lives. Even the more prosperous African farmers producing crops that fell under the colonial marketing boards were tied to the boards’ prices. In theory, the boards would set a price and any surplus generated was available to keep prices paid to farmers stable over time and ensure continued production. But in practice, the pricing policies of the boards enabled the accumulation of a surplus that could be used for infrastructural or other development or went as profit to traders or colonial exchequers – but not to the farmers. This was to continue after independence in most states. The system discouraged entrepreneurship by African farmers or merchants and established a state-centred system that enhanced the gatekeeping role of those who controlled it, whether under colonialism or independence.

The period after the Second World War saw the colonial state expand its role in building a better road network, providing education and health services and even providing basic forms of welfare, generally funded from the surplus accumulated by export crop marketing boards. But provision was not uniform across territories; it was centred on areas of urbanisation and key economic regions, exacerbating the economic imbalance within them and increasing the marginalisation of much of rural Africa. This period of economic and colonial state expansion after the war coincided with, and fed into, a rising tide of demands for self-government from emerging political elites and the growth of anti-colonial feeling that is broadly labelled African nationalism.20

The gradual increase in the provision of education, whether in schools set up by the colonial administration or mission schools, produced a small but increasingly politically active class of educated Africans in urban areas and some of the larger rural towns seeking jobs in government service or the professions. The leaderships of nationalist parties or associations that developed across Africa came largely from those who had received education or studied abroad, or who had been able to benefit from the cash crop economy through social status to build economic, social and ultimately political power. Some were professionals (doctors and lawyers, in particular), others teachers, trades unionists or journalists. Trades unions expanded just before and after the war, and strikes or demonstrations by trades unionists became an important means of pressurising colonial governments and a crucial tool for those calling for self-government or independence.

Some of the leaders of nationalist movements were urban-based radicals, like Kwame Nkrumah in Ghana, or trades unionists, like Ahmed Sehou Toure in Guinea. Others were developing ideas of African socialism, like Julius Nyerere in Tanganyika; still others, like Jomo Kenyatta in Kenya or Félix Houphouët-Boigny in Ivory Coast, were more conservative and had stronger roots in rural areas and a closer affinity to chieftaincy systems. Both the radicals and the conservatives tried to harness the support of urban workers and the urban unemployed, or to represent rural grievances, but they had to do so without being organically part of a genuine mass movement. Some were quite open about this and about the role they thought that the educated elite should play. As the Nigerian nationalist Chief Obafemi Awolowo said in 1947, ‘Only an insignificant minority have any political awareness … It must be realised now and for all time that this articulate minority are destined to rule the country.’21

Many of the nationalist leaders, such as Nkrumah, Kenyatta, Kaunda, Nyerere and Senghor, had studied or worked in Britain, France or the United States, where their growing desire to free their countries from colonial rule received support through their contacts with Africans from other colonised territories and with Afro-Caribbean or Afro-American diaspora leaders, who had begun to develop ideas of Pan-Africanism or black cultural liberation. Some of these ideas were practical, based on the need for joint struggle, co-operation and moves towards unity in a future independent Africa; others were grounded less in reality and more in an idealised view of pre-colonial Africa, imagining a unity that had never existed. But even the romanticised ideas ‘were politically enlightening and were important critiques of European colonial arrogance and is legacies. They debunk European cultural dominance discourses.’22 Afro-centric discourses were developed that were questionable in their provenance and applicability and did not necessarily lead to a realistic view of Africa’s legacy or opportunities for unity.23 Some of the leaders, such as Nkrumah and Nyerere, encountered and incorporated European socialist thinking into their approach to independence and development, though they nonetheless developed their own concepts of African socialism. Many of these Africanist and African socialist ideas were important ideological tools for developing a discourse of liberation from colonial rule and psychologically empowering Africans. They were also to play a role, as is outlined in the following chapters, in the launching of development programmes and bids for greater African unity.

One important influence on the development of demands for equality and freedom of Africans under colonial rule was the wartime experience of Africans. Over 1.3 million Africans fought in the war or served in some capacity in the British, French, Italian, Belgian and Ethiopian armies. African soldiers fought in Europe, Ethiopia, North Africa, the Middle East and Asia. They were told they were fighting for freedom and democracy against fascism and totalitarianism. Those who served had travelled to parts of the world (notably India) where nationalism was breaking down colonial rule, and saw first hand that colonialism could be challenged. This new generation would not let the colonial powers, and especially Britain, forget that the Atlantic Charter, issued by Winston Churchill and Franklin D. Roosevelt on 14 August 1941, said that a major aim of the war was to reassert the right of all peoples to choose the form of government under which they live. A Nigerian private with the Royal West Africa Frontier Force, Theo Ayoola, wrote from India in 1945 to the Nigerian nationalist Herbert Macaulay, ‘We have been told what we fought for. That is “freedom”. We want freedom and nothing but freedom.’24

If there was a more assertive mood among African nationalists and an acceleration of economic exploitation, which created more grievances and gave rise to unions and protest movements, there was also a new international order in which colonialism looked increasingly unviable and anachronistic. The formation of the United Nations, with its expanding membership soon to include anti-colonialist India as well as Liberia, Ethiopia, Pakistan and other states outside Europe and North America, created a hospitable environment for real progress towards independence. The global balance of power, with a communist, anti-imperialist Soviet bloc set against the capitalist Western powers, led by a United States that was not going to risk lives and spend resources to preserve what American politicians saw as an anachronistic system of imperial rule, was no longer conducive to the maintenance of colonial empires.

The Cold War between East and West had contradictory effects when it came to nationalism and anti-imperialism in Africa, with the fight against communism a key determinant of Western states’ African policies. At times, the Cold War helped accelerate moves towards African independence as the West tried to short-circuit Soviet backing for the anti-imperialist cause, but at others (as in the Portuguese colonies) the Cold War prolonged colonial rule, as the West tried to thwart anti-colonial movements it perceived as Soviet allies. A report written by the CIA in 1948 said that while the USA could not but support calls for self-determination, it had to ensure that in so doing it did not weaken its allies. Emphasising that this would have to become a key area for US policy, it warned that:


The colonial independence movement, therefore, is no longer purely a domestic issue between the European colonial powers and their dependencies. It has been injected into the larger arena of world politics and has become an element in broader problems of relations between Orient and Occident … and between the Western Powers and the USSR.25



In 1945 there were just three independent states in sub-Saharan Africa: Ethiopia, Liberia, and white-ruled South Africa, a self-governing dominion of the British Empire in which the majority non-white population was deprived of equality and effective political, civil or economic rights. The vast majority of Africa was under colonial rule, with Britain and France controlling huge swathes of territory and Portugal, Belgium, Italy and Spain having smaller empires or single territories. Several territories had been taken from Germany after the First World War and placed under the control of Britain, France, Belgium or South Africa as mandated territories of the League of Nations, a system replaced in 1945 by the United Nations trust territory status. Britain had responsibility for Tanganyika and parts of Cameroon and Togo; France for the rest of Cameroon and Togo; Belgium for Ruanda–Urundi; Italy for Italian Somaliland; and South Africa for South West Africa.

Between 1956 and 1966, the majority of sub-Saharan African territories achieved independence, with only the Portuguese colonial empire, French Somaliland (Djibouti) and Spanish Equatorial Guinea still under European rule. In Southern Africa, Rhodesia, South West Africa (Namibia) and South Africa remained under white minority rule.

Colonialism and decolonisation have often been thought of as clear-cut beginnings and ends of eras in African history, with African nationalism seen as an essentially uniform force operating across colonial Africa that successfully pushed European colonialists into withdrawal, was ready to take over the government of territories, and had a common ideology or set of policies built on comparable aims despite the individual histories of colonised territories. But active or sustained support for nationalists campaigning for self-government or independence varied between and within the territories controlled by the colonial powers. There were major differences in the aims and objectives of the nationalist leaders – the divergent nationalisms of Ghana, Guinea, Ivory Coast and Senegal being good examples.

The diversity of territories, colonial experience and nationalist movements is so extreme that generalisation obscures far more than it reveals. A closer look at particular experiences under the different colonial systems and in the different territories controlled by them can tell us much more about the process of decolonisation.

Britain: Accelerated colonial development, then rapid retreat from empire

Britain had the most diverse and extensive empire in sub-Saharan Africa, stretching from the Anglo-Egyptian condominium in Sudan to Cape Point in South Africa and from Gambia in the West to British Somaliland in the east. In some areas, colonial rule was more than a century old by the mid-1960s, but in others (such as Darfur in Sudan), physical control had been in place for barely three decades.

The systems of rule Britain imposed differed not only between regions but also within territories. So in both Uganda and Nigeria, for example, long-established kingdoms or sultanates had considerable autonomy under the system of indirect rule (through defeated or compliant traditional rulers) but the non-Buganda areas of Uganda and the south-west and south-east of Nigeria were ruled more directly by colonial administrators, having less hierarchical or acephalous forms of societal structure. In many areas, existing hierarchies of chieftaincies retained power and influence; in others, tribes and chiefs had been created by amalgamation and appointment for ease of administration. These diverse characteristics gave rise to very different responses from the colonised and a great variation in the origins and characters of anti-colonial or nationalist movements. That would in turn greatly determine the nature of politics and government in independent states – even though they all had variants of the export-dependent extroverted economic structure with the colonial authorities as gatekeepers.

Britain emerged from the war with a weakened economy and massive debts to repay. Leading members of the newly-elected Labour Party government were avowedly anti-imperialist, but as so often with parties that are radical in opposition, in power the Labour government was willing to rebuild and reform Britain at the expense of its African colonies. Cash crops and mineral production were vital to British policy, alongside a vigorous campaign to encourage settlement in Kenya and Southern Rhodesia. Eastern, Central and Southern African territories produced important crops and minerals: tea and coffee in Kenya and Uganda; tea, coffee and sisal in Tanganyika; tea, tobacco and sugar in Nyasaland (Malawi); copper in Northern Rhodesia (Zambia); and tobacco, coal and other minerals in Southern Rhodesia (Zimbabwe). In West Africa, there was little settlement but important economic resources – notably palm oil and cocoa – that could be exploited to aid Britain’s economic recovery.

All the regions had developing nationalist movements based on the new urban, educated elites, though in Nigeria, Kenya, Uganda, and to a lesser extent Sierra Leone and Ghana, there were also more conservative elites linked with chiefs or surviving kingdoms and emirates. These groups were directly competing for a greater say in their own government. The paths of these regions’ nationalist movements were to be diverse with a range of very different dynamics, including in some areas the complicating presence of settlers, who wanted to stay put and stay in power.

But the first British colonial territory to move from occupation to independence was one whose statehood was to prove among the most contested and costly in terms of human life and suffering on the continent: Sudan. Because of the nature of conflict in Sudan and its effects on neighbouring African states, it is worth looking at the decolonisation process there more closely.

Sudan as an independent state emerged from the complex relationship between Britain and Egypt in the closing decades of the 19th century. At the time, Britain was fighting to ensure its hegemony in Egypt in order to control the Suez Canal, a vital shipping route to India and other British possessions in East Asia. Egypt claimed sovereignty over Sudan but needed substantial British military assistance to defeat the Sudanese nationalist forces of the Mahdiya state, which had freed itself by military force from the clutches of Turkish-Egyptian Rule. The British-Egyptian occupation of Sudan was formalised in the 1899 condominium agreement, establishing joint control. The British were militarily and economically the senior partners, and saw Sudan and the Nile as a way of linking British possessions and interests across East and North-East Africa.26 Control of Sudan was about security and communications, though it was to become an economic asset, too, with the development of the vast Gezira cotton-growing project on the Nile providing a major source of cotton for Britain’s huge textile industry.

There was serious tension in the arrangement because of Britain’s political and military hegemony over Egypt and the two countries’ divergent ambitions in Sudan. Egypt claimed sovereignty over Sudan, but the British governed it and tried to reduce Egyptian influence there. The situation came to a head with the growth of a northern Sudanese unification movement pushing for union with Egypt, which had become formally independent from Britain in 1922 (though still under British tutelage, and with substantial numbers of British troops and officials posted there). Protests and mutinies by soldiers in some Anglo-Sudanese military units culminated in November 1924 with the assassination of the Governor-General of Sudan, Lee Stack, in Cairo. Britain blamed Egyptian nationalists for inciting Sudanese resistance, and used its power over Egypt to force the withdrawal of all Egyptian troops – leading to further mutinies among Sudanese forces. From here on, the British became absolutely determined to prevent any future Egyptian-Sudanese union and to keep the nationalist movements in the two countries separate. They were assisted in this by many Sudanese nationalists from among the emerging Nile Valley elite, who increasingly resented Egyptian claims to Sudan.27

Britain’s efforts to keep the territories separate resulted in the deliberate and consistent development of a northern Sudanese elite, and the encouragement of Sudanese nationalist rather than pro-unification sentiments. The British provided education to dominant groups in the Nile Valley around Khartoum and the north, with the resulting recruitment of educated Sudanese from this region to government service and into the army as NCOs and junior officers. The Arabic-speaking north was also the focus of economic development around the Nile Valley and the cotton scheme. The south of Sudan, meanwhile, was administered separately from the north. These were two very different areas in terms of political development, culture, language and aspirations, and Britain’s policy towards them was inconsistent: it ‘wavered between attempts to govern it as a single polity on the one hand and ruling the south as a separate entity on the other.’28 Ultimately, the culturally Arabic northern Sudanese elite was politically dominant and came to have increasing administrative and military power under British overall control, while the African south was educationally, economically and politically marginalised.

Pressure for Sudanese self-government came to a head in 1942, when a group of educated northern Sudanese called on a visiting British minister, Sir Stafford Cripps, to recognise Sudan’s right to self-determination. In 1946, the British agreed that Sudan should progress to greater self-government and then independence. This angered the Egyptians, but their objections subsided when the Free Officers’ Movement under General Neguib and Colonel Nasser overthrew King Farouk in July 1952. Egypt’s government didn’t entirely give up its ambition to unify with Sudan, but Nasser’s stress on Arab and African self-determination legitimised Sudanese nationalists’ demands for self-determination.

By the mid-1950s, the British had established a Sudanese Legislative Assembly, covering the north and south but dominated by the Sudanese Arab elite from the Nile Valley. Central and northern Nile Valley groups such as the Jalien, Shaggiya and Dangala dominated politics, the civil service, the professions and business during the rise of nationalism, and they have retained control of politics and the military in the north ever since.29 The political and economic structures of northern Sudan became the dominant ones as the territory moved towards independence, and gave those who controlled them considerable power to implant ideas based on Arabised culture and Islamic belief as the ruling political ideology of independent Sudan.

In contrast, the south was undeveloped economically and politically. British policy there was one of neglect; southerners had little access to education, apart from a few mission schools, or to posts in the civil service. Many southerners joined the Sudanese Defence Force, though the majority of those made officers under the British were from the Nile Valley elite. Few southerners were politically active, and the south was vastly under-represented in the Sudanese Legislative Assembly and in discussions on self-government and independence. There was no great southern secessionist sentiment, but there was a growing fear of total domination by the Islamic, Arabic-speaking north – a fear shared by many other communities in Darfur, Kordofan and the Red Sea coast, who felt politically and economically marginalised in the face of Nile Valley hegemony. This has remained a divisive factor throughout Sudan’s violent 60-year history.

Southern resistance to northern hegemony exploded in August 1955, when southern Sudanese troops based in Torit, Equatoria Province, mutinied after being ordered to deploy in the north. Southern soldiers rose up against their northern officers, and 366 northerners were killed in two weeks of fighting. The mutiny ended when northern army units were flown in by the British, and mutineers who were captured or surrendered were summarily executed. Those who escaped to the bush became an insurgent movement that was to develop into the Anyanya revolt of the early 1960s.

Sudan approached independence a diverse and deeply divided country. When the British handed over power on 1 January 1956, it was to a government led by the Islamic National Unionist Party, dominated by the Islamic Khatmiyya sect and led by Ismael al-Azhari. It contained two southern politicians, both of whom joined the coalition because they hoped to work towards a federation with greater autonomy for the south. They were to be disappointed, and were soon dismissed by al-Azhari.

The new government and those that followed it, both civilian and military, remained dominated by the same small elite and pursued narrow policies that failed to deal with the demands of a very diverse state. The two main parties, the Islamic National Unionist Party and the Umma Party of Sayyid ‘Abd al-Raḥmān al-Mahdī (son of the Mahdī who fought Anglo-Egyptian dominance), were dominated by rival Islamic sects, the Khatmiyya and the Mahdist Ansar, but were both led by members of the Nile Valley elite. Together they established a Sudanese political discourse that revolved around both Islam and the dominance of the elite group over politics, the economy and the army.

Meanwhile, British West Africa was in the vanguard of the nationalist groundswell in colonial Africa. Before the Second World War, articulate voices had been raised in Gambia, Sierra Leone, Gold Coast (Ghana
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