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			Book Presentation: The Fate of Africa by Martin Meredith

			Book Abstract

			The Fate of Africa is Meredith’s analysis of the demise of Africa over the past 50 years after gaining independence from colonialism. He looks at the damage done by European colonists who planted the seeds of inequality and violence and focuses on the constant struggles the countries have faced since Africa was handed back to Africans.

			The book is written as a chronological explanation of the state of Africa to shed light on how the continent became a place of constant strife and atrocities. Meredith offers a critical analysis of the corruption of absolute power. He shows how the hope of independence has been eroded to despair as greed and ethnic resentment plunged countries into civil war, political dictatorships brought massive oppression and environmental and health disasters destroyed the spirit of a region that could have been so much more.

			About the Author

			Martin Meredith is a British journalist, biographer and historian. He has written extensively on Africa and its recent history. His previous books include In The Name of Apartheid, Nelson Mandela, Coming to Terms: South Africa’s Search for Truth, Our Votes, Our Guns: Robert Mugabe and The Tragedy of Zimbabwe.

		

	
		
			Summary of The Fate of Africa (Martin Meredith)

			The Scramble for Africa

			At the end of the 19th century, European powers staked their claims on the continent of Africa, bargaining for whatever served their interests. Ignoring the boundaries that already existed, they carved out a new map, ripping through more than 190 cultural groups. Their new plan forced together groups with no common history, culture, language or religion. In the end, some 10,000 African polities had been amalgamated into 40 European colonies and protectorates; the modern states of Africa.

			Episodes of resistance to colonization lasted longer in some colonies than others. The British fought the Kumasi for four months until reinforcements suppressed resistance. In Mandingo West Africa, the empire waged an eight-year military campaign against the French. The Germans annihilated more than three quarters of the Herero people of Namibia for more than four years before gaining control.

			Thin White Line of Control

			It wasn’t long after acquiring Africa that Europe’s colonial powers lost interest. They found there wasn’t easy or quick wealth to be made and the financial viability was discouraging. They took an administrative role, with small governments meant to maintain law and order, raise taxes and create roads and railways. They expected to have hundreds of years to make something of the continent. The governments relied heavily on indirect rule using African authorities to control their people.

			As roads were built, new patterns of economic activity were established and colonies became major exporters of minerals and agricultural commodities grown on farms owned by whites. Missionaries brought literacy and primary education to the region. A small group of black elites found a way against the odds to emerge in the 1920s and 1930s.

			A Change in Africa

			WWII brought profound change to Africa as the continent quickly became a major provider of resources for the war effort. Also, many Africans joined the war. In one of many battles, African units helped defeat the Italians, who had colonized Ethiopia, and restored the land to its former Emperor Haile Selassie.

			The end of the conflict shifted power away from Europe and in favor of America and Russia, anti-colonial powers. Frustration and restlessness began to settle in much of Africa as the growing number of educated elites began to demand political rights and those returning from war believed they earned the right to demand some share in government. In response, whites began to demand more laws solidifying their complete control.

			As the Cold War emerged, the influence of communism is said to have played a part in the beginnings of isolated riots in the colonies. It was around 1949 that members of the British colonies began to suggest that giving Africans more legislative control and even executive power was the only way to avert a violent revolution.

			The Push for Independence

			Although each country in Africa had its own story of gaining independence, much of what happened was similar. The white-led government of many countries saw the need to give blacks some governmental power to avoid chaos, but not self-rule. Many African elites were hand-picked to collaborate with in hopes of getting someone on their side, but the white-led government would quickly come to regret it. Others fought until they had nothing left to fight with and nobody left to fight with them.

			What began as strikes and boycotts in African colonies quickly turned into small riots, larger riots, coup attempts and outright war. As colonial governors attempted to hold on to power, men such as Kwame Nkrumah of Ghana and Gamal Abdel Nassar of Egypt used their considerable skills to build a resistance fighting for immediate self-government. Many of these men would go on to be the first post-independence leaders of their nations and when they came to power, there was great promise throughout Africa.

			The Setting Sun

			The struggle for independence in Algeria was particularly violent as the French were reluctant to let go of the oil rich country. The indigenes were treated with outright disdain and abuse, making fertile ground for militant nationals who began organizing in 1947 and continued to gain strength despite severe reprisals for their actions.

			What began as a series of surprise guerrilla attacks on All Saints Day in 1954, quickly turned into six years of war with an endless cycle of repression and revenge. It was again the men of the hand-picked elites such as Leopold Senghor who began to preach against assimilation that ultimately forced the great General Charles de Gaulle to open peace talks in 1960 and later independence in 1962.

			The Heart of Darkness

			The Congo’s origins as a state were different in that it did not begin as a colony, but rather the property of a monarch, Leopold II, whose lust for territory and wealth in the 1800s is largely responsible for igniting the scramble for Africa. By 1885, he owned nearly 1 million square miles after persuading more than 400 African chiefs to give up their sovereignty. Leopold eventually handed his empire over to the Belgians in 1908.

			The Congo was immensely profitable with its ivory, copper, diamonds and uranium, but the Congolese had no rights of any kind. In 1958, it was Patrice Lumbumba’s Movement National Congolais that sparked the resistance which eventually led to widespread violence and pleas for UN intervention. The Belgians eventually withdrew from the Congo.

			The White South

			While other countries in Africa fought for independence, South African colonists tightened their control. In 1948, to ensure that whites stayed in power, the Afrikaner Nationalists came to power with apartheid, subjecting blacks to control in every aspect of their lives. A militant mood revived the old African National Congress (ANC) with new leaders, including Nelson Mandela, and announced a program of civil disobedience, boycotts and strikes in a mass scale to force change.

			The government responded with violence, mass imprisonment and even more severe laws. Despite the efforts of the ANC, with the support of Indian activists and a group of radical whites, and the growing Western condemnation, the juggernaut of apartheid seemed to only gain momentum. Every move by the ANC was met with more repressive counter-measures and the movement was dealt a severe blow with Mandela’s lifetime prison sentence in June 1964.

			The Birth of Nations

			The honeymoon of African independence was short-lived but memorable. Big plans were made, expectations were high and the task of nation building was met with incredible enthusiasm. The promises made by the men who led the fight for independence were taken to heart by the people and eager Western aid seemed to be able to support the dreams.

			The ambition of Africa was best personified by the formation of the Organization of African Unity in 1963 with 31 participating governments aimed at giving the continent a voice in world politics. Most countries set out to break the bonds of poverty and create economies based on industrialization and a political system based on socialism.

			The Daunting Task

			Although independent, Africa was the poorest, least developed region on earth. Its climate was harsh, its soil was deficient, housing was substandard, sanitation and healthcare services were inaccessible, there was an acute shortage of skilled manpower, almost 85% of the people were illiterate and the population was growing at a rate that government services couldn’t begin to handle.

			Three U.S. corporations, General Motors, Du Pont and Bank of America, had a larger GDP than all of Africa. The economies that did exist were largely owned by foreign corporations. Most of all, African leaders were faced with making a country out of people who possessed no ethnic, class or ideological cement to hold them together.

			Divided We Fall

			It was known that colonial rulers used tribal identities to divide their subjects. The most popular example of this was the Belgian rule in Rwanda and Burundi as they favored the Tutsis over the Hutus and gave privileges to only one group. When violence erupted due to tribal warfare, the Belgians switched sides and the persecution was switched from Hutus to Tutsis. All over Africa, missionaries focused on enforcing tribal pride by creating separate written languages and welfare associations were created to enhance tribal identity; increasing ethnic consciousness to dangerous levels. As the first post-independence elections began, political parties were formed along ethnic and tribal lines.

			The horrific mass killings in Rwanda, and later Sudan, are examples of the extreme madness tribal extremism causes. Ethnic hatred and cleansing has been responsible for the torture, rape and brutal murders of millions based on their clan affiliation.

			The Founding Fathers

			The first generation of nationalist leaders in Africa enjoyed prestige and swiftly took advantage to solidify their control. Kwame Nkrumah’s ambition included plans to achieve for Africa what Marx and Lenin had done for Europe. He created his own ideology called Nkrumahism. Gamal Abdel Nassar created Nasserism, which was nothing more than a policy to rule Egypt by his will alone.

			Hastings Banda’s grip on Malawi wasn’t just over the government and economy, but the moral standards under which the country’s citizens were required to live. He insisted on directing even the smallest details and no one was allowed to challenge his authority. In one country after another, leaders enacted a one-party system where they were allowed to treat with contempt all of the rules and agreements they had sworn to uphold. They focused only on consolidating their own power and building enormous wealth.

			Ostentatious displays of wealth became common as governments spent millions on presidential palaces, conference halls, airports and hotels, while the poor continued to get poorer. The practice of bribery and embezzlement spread from top to bottom throughout Africa. Very soon, every facet of society was permeated by corruption. Governments used arrest, detention and other forms of harassment to control opposition. The destitute state of the people only worsened and their frustration grew stronger.

			When the first upheavals began to occur in 1958, they seemed to be random episodes of violence, but starting in 1965, army intervention in conflicts became increasingly frequent.

			The Coming of Tyrants

			In the first two decades of independence, there were more than 40 successful coups throughout Africa and countless attempts. The results were usually not to restore civil rule, but to replace old generals with new ones. Dictators such as Zanzibar’s Abeid Karume and Jean-Bedel Bokass of the Central African Republic reached extreme levels of greed and violence. Equatorial Guinea enjoyed only 145 days of peaceful independence before a nightmare of brutality followed, lasting more than 11 years under Francisco Nguema.

			In Uganda, Idi Amin’s proclivity for violence led to organized death squads and mass killings of ethnic groups in numbers so large, the bodies couldn’t be buried and had to be dumped in the Nile. As with other dictators, when Amin left Uganda in defeat, he left his country in the same situation most dictators had
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