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on March 6, 1957 Ghana became the fi rst sub-Saharan country to 
achieve independence from european colonial rule. over the next 
23 years, most of the other sub-Saharan colonies followed suit. 
expectations on the continent and around the world were high, 
as leaders hoped that sub-Saharan african states would “take off” 

both politically and economically to become viable, independent actors in the 
world community. However, most independent african states struggled almost 
immediately under the weight of protracted political and economic crises. 

africa’s “fi rst wave” of democratization quickly morphed into a wave of 
autocracy as african militaries seized power in the mid-1960s, and multiparty 
systems gave way to authoritarian, one-party regimes. economic stagnation had 
set in by the early 1980s, and african states became increasingly dependent on 
international development assistance, thereby incurring enormous debts. then, 
after the end of the Cold war, western powers began to make their aid to africa 
conditional on the pursuit of good governance and democratization. In the early 
1990s, africa entered a “second wave” of democratization as autocratic regimes 
gave way to new, more democratic constitutions and multiparty systems.

Given africa’s crisis-prone transition from colonialism to independence and 
the many challenges its states have faced, it seems reasonable to ask what africa 
has achieved in the 50 years since the start of the independence movement. Have 
african states moved from the margins of the international community to the 
center? do they now have a stronger voice in the discourse on democracy and 
globalization, or are they as marginal as they were at the time of independence? 
africa undoubtedly faces many challenges today, and it must continue to struggle 
not to lose ground in this age of globalization. Certainly africa is not yet in a 
position to completely overcome these challenges—at least in the short run. 
However, if africa’s leaders want to move the continent forward and create a new 
position within the global community, they must make a concerted effort to begin 
addressing these challenges now.

The Legacy of Colonialism
even though the period of colonial rule was a relatively brief one in africa, 

the european powers profoundly reordered african political space, modes of eco-
nomic production, and social hierarchies and cleavages. the modality of colonial 
rule varied from one colonial power to the next, but the end result was always 
domination, exploitation, and organized repression. despite this, world war II 
coincided with the emergence of african demands for political independence.

with the onset of the independence era, colonial regimes in africa were re-
placed by independent, african-led regimes that were more or less carbon copies of 
their colonizers’ political systems. at a fundamental level, the post-colonial african 
state looked like a top-heavy administrative state. african leaders hoped that this 
model would lead to self-sustained economic development—a hope that unfor-
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tunately was never realized. european powers relinquished 
political control on their former african possessions, but not 
their economic interests and influence. the formal trappings 
of colonialism were replaced by a situation of neo-colonialism, 
in which africa remained heavily dependent on foreign private 
investment and bilateral and multilateral development assis-
tance. the world Bank and the International Monetary Fund 
set the development agenda for africa starting in the 1960s, 
rather than allowing african countries to decide individually 
or collectively how to develop their own economies and so-
cieties. Bilateral donors such as Britain and France benefited 
from their relationships with former colonies and africa’s 
continued dependence on european monetary assistance and 
capital investment. For example, the former colonial powers, 
as well as the rest of the western world, encouraged the export 
of primary products from africa so they could be processed 
in european factories. Such economic relationships, rather 
than encouraging economic self-sufficiency and development, 
generated situations of one-sided economic dependence and 
an over reliance on western support. 

Drift Toward Autocracy
Most african countries were at least nominally demo-

cratic at independence, but by 1990, 60 percent of africa’s 
sovereign states had experienced 
military rule. among the remaining 
civilian regimes, only seven countries 
had competitive party systems: Bo-
tswana, Gambia, Mauritius, Senegal, 
Swaziland, namibia, and Zimbabwe. 
dictatorships generally came in two 
forms: military rule and one-party rule. 
african autocrats claimed that instead 
of democracy, african states needed 
these development dictatorships in 
order to promote economic growth.

In addition to authoritarianism, 
various ideologies came to be seen as 
panaceas that could help states realize 
their development objectives. Some 
african states took on conservative 
ideological positions and practiced 
a form of african capitalism that 
promoted free markets with a major 
economic leadership role for the state. 
In most cases, this strategy failed and 
economies stagnated. on the other 
hand, some states, including tanzania 
and Zambia, adopted what came to be 
known as african populism or african 
socialism, while still others adopted 

various forms of afro-Marxism. african socialism and afro-
Marxism were alike in that they were radical, anti-imperialist 
ideologies, but they differed in that populist socialism was 
highly nationalistic. In contrast, afro-Marxism embraced 
the Marxian methodology and was international, not na-
tionalistic, in its orientation. like afro-capitalism, these 
two approaches advocated various forms of state planning 
to achieve economic growth. Ideology and planning came 
to be seen as magical potions that would lead to self-sus-
tained development. But ideology also tended to mask very 
serious economic weaknesses and enabled leaders to pursue 
ill-conceived development strategies without much account-
ability to the general population or even to the providers of 
development assistance.

the post-independence period in africa also coincided 
with the beginning of the Cold war, in which the United 
States and the Soviet Union both sought to acquire sup-
portive clients in africa by providing military and economic 
assistance in exchange for international political support. 
these clients adopted different approaches to development 
based on their own perceptions of the benefits of close as-
sociation with one superpower or the other. In a few cases, 
patron states could exert some leverage over the political 
decisions of their clients because they provided them with 

Opposite: Soldiers celebrate the 50th anniversary of Ghana’s independence. Above: 
Eritrean soldiers commemorate the anniversary of the liberation of the city of 
Massawa from Soviet Union-backed Ethiopia in 1990. 
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development and military assistance. 
For example, upon displacing the United States as 

ethiopia’s superpower patron, the Soviets wanted ethiopia’s 
Marxist-leninist leaders to create a vanguard party to lead 
the revolution. But this occurred only gradually, and no 
sooner had the worker’s Party of ethiopia been concretely 
established, it was quickly dissolved. In addition, although 
countries like Kenya and Zambia strongly identified with 
western patrons, they often played these patron countries 

off of one another when it came to pursuing development 
assistance. thus, whether the form was direct dictatorship 
or autocracy veiled in attractive slogans of ideology, the con-
tinent witnessed a consistent shift toward authoritarianism 
in the 40 years following independence.

The Development of Underdevelopment
Instead of championing development, african auto-

cratic states tended to preside over the development of 
underdevelopment. these countries were constrained 
in several ways. First, worldwide economic crisis forced 
donors to reconsider the levels of aid they were providing 
to african countries and how it was being used. Second, 
the hardship that african countries underwent during this 
economic crisis led to popular discontent in one country 
after another. Instead of responding positively to this 
unrest, african states tended to isolate themselves from 
any meaningful channels of popular expression. this later 
gave rise to the resurgence of civil society, which led to the 
onset of a second wave of democratization beginning in 
the early 1990s. the trend at the time seemed to be away 
from authoritarian rule and toward free market capitalism 
and liberal democracy. 

Yet this trend must be placed in a proper context. By the 
late 1980s, the ideological competition between the United 
States and the Soviet Union was coming to an end. the So-
viets drastically reduced their economic assistance to african 
clients and totally eliminated their military aid. at the same 
time, the United States and its western allies ended their 
military support of african parties, which had often been 
accompanied by a blind eye toward corruption and economic 
mismanagement. western donors now emphasized “good 
governance,” free-market capitalism, democratization, and 
economic assistance to african states, and aid became linked 

to demonstrated progress in these three areas. 
In addition, the end of the Cold war resulted in differ-

ent relationships between african and non-african donor 
countries and an abandonment of ideological rhetoric. 
african regimes generally committed themselves to turning 
the process of globalization to their advantage rather than 
perceiving themselves as its victims. they realized that in 
order to become effective players on the global stage, they 
were going to have to establish an active presence in organi-

zations such as the world trade organization and the United 
nations. Progress has been made in this direction, but there 
remains an ongoing debate in africa over the merits of the 
globalization process. 

Some argue that the negative aspects of globalization 
far outweigh the positives. Protest groups have emerged 
to publicize the unfair advantage that rich countries have 
over poor ones in the wto when it comes to setting trade 
rules and regulations. the general argument made by these 
globalization opponents is that globalization creates more 
losers than winners. thus, the broad challenge that african 
countries face is to produce more winners than losers. this 
challenge is complex and formidable, but it must be faced by 
african peoples if their countries are to progress.

I suggest that within this globalization challenge, africa 
presently faces four specific politico-economic challenges: 
human security and development, the debt crisis and trade 
issues, domestic and regional conflicts, and democracy and 
human rights. 

Human Security and Development
at a very fundamental level, the challenge facing the na-

tions of africa can be subsumed under the rubric of human 
security. there is ample evidence that political instability 
can easily become transnationalized—threatening national, 
regional, and even international security. this is partly 
due to the fact that when the Cold war competition of the 
superpowers came to a close in africa, the arms that were 
provided by the superpowers remained in use. In fact, the 
number of weapons on the continent expanded, which oc-
curred when private arms traders began to deal with african 
customers directly. Many of these customers used their access 
to mineral resources such as diamonds, timber, and coltan 
to finance their arms purchases. Presently, regions such as 

for better or worse? coUrtinG africa
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the Horn of africa and the eastern democratic republic of 
Congo are saturated with small arms and marked by ongo-
ing civil conflicts.

as in the past, african states are attempting to mobilize 
and reverse the tide of human insecurity. various mechanisms 
designed to achieve this end are now either in place or on 
the drawing board (e.g. the african Union and the new 
Partnership for africa’s development). recent innovations 
such as these make clear the intention of african states to 
do more to solve their own problems. But it remains to be 
seen whether africa can solve its human security problems 
alone. Some observers insist that, given the global dimen-
sions of the dilemma, other actors must become committed 
to its resolution.

Currently, all the major world powers are more moti-
vated by their own perceived national interests than by a 
desire to alleviate african insecurity. For example, in the 
wake of the 1998 US embassy bombings in nairobi and dar 
es Salaam, the United States came to see an improvement in 
african countries’ ability to fight international terrorism as 
in its own national interest. this led to US plans to create 
a new strategic military command specifically centered on 
africa. with the aid of the United States, african countries 
could measurably improve their ability to solve problems of 
peace and security on their own. to be sure, this benefits the 
african countries involved, but the motivation of the United 
States has more to do with its own interests.

The Debt Crisis and Trade Issues
another important challenge lies in the fact that african 

countries must devote a significant portion of their annual 
GdP to debt servicing and repayment, which reduces the 
funds available for tackling the social problems of commu-
nicable diseases, poverty, and underdevelopment. realizing 
the need to reduce these debt burdens, the world Bank 
and the International Monetary Fund launched the Heav-
ily Indebted Poor Countries initiative in 1996 to help these 
countries address their debt crises. the initiative frees up 
resources that african countries can use to tackle some of 
their most pressing problems in public health and social and 
economic development. It targeted 33 african countries for 
debt relief. So far, 19 have received assistance, and another 
7 are receiving interim support. However, critics say that 
these measures are too late and insufficient, and that bolder 
steps must be taken.

the United States in particular has sought to help 
africa integrate itself into the world economy. a significant 
initiative of both the Clinton and Bush administrations has 
been the african Growth and opportunity act, which en-
couraged exports and lowered trade barriers for 33 african 
countries. as a result, two-way trade increased 37 percent 

between 2004 and 2005 to a total of US$60 billion, and 
US imports from sub-Saharan africa increased 44 percent, 
although this was largely due to oil imports. Unfortunately, 
trade in other goods declined. Moreover, cheap products 
and subsidized goods from abroad are displacing african 
traders in their own countries. Under such circumstances, 
weak african economies often become weaker and cannot 
compete with cheaper foreign imports. african countries 
must receive more debt relief and gain more favorable terms 
of trade in the international marketplace, but they must also 
manage their resources more wisely so as to advance their 
developmental objectives.

Domestic and Regional Conflict 
the difficulties of achieving sustainable economic 

development are compounded by the presence of persis-
tent conflicts in the region. the past decade has witnessed 
increasing incidents of intense conflict on the african conti-
nent. the 1990s witnessed a violent civil war in Sierra leone 
involving rebel groups opposed to a democratically elected 
government. It also saw a historically peaceful Ivory Coast 
become embroiled in military coups and its own civil war. 
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sub-Saharan africa totaled 
US$60 billion.
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In spite of Un peacekeeping efforts in Sierra leone and 
French efforts in the Ivory Coast, peace remains tenuous 
in both countries.

In the democratic republic of the Congo, the bank-
rupt government of laurent Kabila enlisted the aid of the 
neighboring states of angola, namibia, and Zimbabwe in 
an effort to resist the attempts of numerous opposition 
groups—aided and abetted by forces from Uganda, Burundi, 
and rwanda—to overthrow his government. the United 
nations eventually brokered a ceasefire and peace talks and 
dispatched a peacekeeping force to the eastern region of 
the country. a transitional Constitution went into effect in 
april 2003, and national elections were eventually held in 
october 2006.

In Sudan, a civil war pitting the arab-Muslim north 
against the largely Christian and animist South finally 
ended in January 2005. the United nations did not di-
rectly intervene, but there was a successful effort beginning 
in 2002 on the part of the Intergovernmental agency for 
development to broker a peace. However, the opposition 
Sudan People’s liberation army was able to hold its own 
and forced a mutually harmful stalemate. even as the civil 
war in the southern Sudan was being concluded, another 
erupted in darfur that has continued until now. For the 

past several years, the african Union has had between 3,000 
and 7,000 peacekeepers in darfur, but this small military 
presence has not been able to do much more than monitor 
the situation. In addition, the broader international com-
munity has attempted to apply various forms of pressure, 
but to no effect. 

In the eastern Horn of africa, the problem since the sum-
mer of 1998 has been a devastating border conflict between 
ethiopia and eritrea. what was unusual and ominous about 
this conflict was that it was africa’s first ever high-tech war. It 
is estimated that at the height of this conflict, which lasted for 
approximately one year, ethiopia was spending about US$1 
million per day on the war effort, for a total cost between 
US$2.9 and US$3.1 billion. the organization of african 

Unity brokered a peace in 2000, and 
the United nations established the 
Un Mission in ethiopia and eritrea, 
a peacekeeping mission that has been 
occupying a buffer zone between the 
two countries. even though both sides 
had agreed to accept the commission’s 
findings as binding, ethiopia has since 
refused to do so, and a stalemate has 
developed over the final demarcation 
of the border zone.

the United nations and the af-
rican Union, along with bilateral aid 
agencies, spend a good deal of time 
trying to figure out how to keep the 
peace in africa. But very little time has 
yet been devoted to building peace. 
this is the challenge for the future: to 
create social and economic conditions 
that steer countries away from both 
internal and regional wars.

Democracy and Human Rights 
In the foreseeable future, the pros-

pects for further democratization of 
african countries are mixed. over the 
past 15 years, there has been a mush-

rooming of at least nominally democratic multi-party systems 
and elections. However, there have also been places where 
democratic reversals have occurred or where incumbent 
elites have perverted the democratic process. For example, 
in 2000, flawed elections in the Ivory Coast and Zimbabwe 
led directly to protracted civil strife. In Kenya, although the 
national rainbow Coalition was able to loosen the Kenya 
african national Union’s grip on the reins of government 
in 2002, it has been unable to agree on a new constitution 
that would give more authority to parliament. 

for better or worse? coUrtinG africa

an election official in Kinshasa, the capital of the democratic republic of the congo, 
tallies votes during the october 2006 presidential elections. the events leading up 
to the election were complicated and required the help of the United nations.
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elections in Ghana in december 2000 and Mauritius 
in July 2005 resulted in peaceful power transfers. In other 
countries such as Senegal, lesotho, and Zambia, there 
were relatively peaceful multiparty elections between 2005 
and 2007, but incumbent parties maintained their grip on 
executive authority. In contrast, in ethiopia’s 2005 elections, 
a peaceful and open political campaign was followed by state-
sponsored violence and a crackdown on the opposition. 

It is hard to say for sure that africa will not return to 
a dominant pattern of autocracy. However, the positive ef-
fects of certain globalization processes suggest that africa’s 
future may lie in the direction of greater democracy. the 

growth in the links between domestic civil society groups 
in africa and similar groups throughout the world, as well 
as advances in information technology and the growing 
emphasis on the need for a free press in africa, are creating 
environments in which democracy and human rights can 
begin to take root. 

New Superpower Dynamics 
despite the necessity for african states to assume the 

principal responsibility for addressing problems on the con-
tinent, other international actors still have significant roles 
to play in helping africa cope with and ultimately overcome 
these challenges. In the immediate aftermath of the inde-
pendence era, two of the three major european colonizers, 
Belgium and Great Britain, stopped intervening in africa 
altogether, except in the form of development assistance 
and private business operations. this left France as the only 
european power to assume a military interventionist role. 
But by the end of the Cold war, France had also lowered its 
physical presence on the continent, following the example 
of Great Britain and the United States, by pursuing policies 
that encouraged economic liberalization and the cultivation 
of environments conducive to democratization. 

now it is China that poses the greatest threat to africa’s 
ability to promote democracy and human rights. For the 
first 40 years following african independence, China had 
maintained a fairly low profile. Ian taylor has argued that 
until 1989, China had largely looked upon africa as “im-
material,” and treated the continent with “benign neglect.” 
Granted, it had attempted to create goodwill by supporting 

various infrastructure projects such as the tanZam railway, 
but this support was for the most part superficial and not 
based upon any sort of long-term commitment to african 
stability or liberalization. 

with the end of the Cold war and China’s new efforts 
to become a major player in the global market, its policies 
toward africa have shifted. China is not interested in african 
democratization and human rights, and instead it is focusing 
on gaining access to the continent’s markets and minerals, 
including petroleum. this has significant implications for the 
prospect of deepening democracy on the continent. China’s 
claim to respect the sovereignty of african states leaves the 

way open for governments to engage in gross crimes against 
humanity in places like Sudan and Zimbabwe. western states, 
such as Great Britain and the United States, see China’s in-
volvement in africa as particularly threatening to concrete 
democratic progress, which they believe to be conducive to 
economic development and poverty alleviation.

Africa’s New Global Position
over the past 50 years, a great deal has changed in 

africa. african countries are represented in international 
organizations such as the United nations and are beginning 
to develop increasingly effective regional and subregional 
political and economic organizations. However, they have 
yet to secure positions equal to those of the more developed 
countries of the world. african countries are increasingly 
valued for their strategic natural resources and potentially 
lucrative goods markets.

at a very fundamental level, the primary challenge that 
african countries confront is to become effective players in 
the globalization game. In other words, they first must halt 
the potential drift toward further marginalization and begin 
to advance the cause of africa relative to other regions of the 
world. there is no doubt that africa and its peoples have 
already benefited from advances in communication, medi-
cine, and transportation, but this has not been sufficient to 
eliminate the scourges of poverty, underdevelopment, and 
inequality. If africa wants to accomplish these long-term 
goals, its leaders, in conjunction with other major world 
players, must begin to develop effective strategies and poli-
cies for addressing these major challenges. 
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