Pattern
Ethnic Divisions
European colonial powers had drawn boundaries between their colonies without regard for the territories of the continent’s hundreds of ethnic groups. Most African nations gained independence as a patchwork of peoples with diverse languages and religions. Once freedom was won, many Africans felt their first loyalty was to their own ethnic group, not to a faceless national government. As a result, ethnic and regional conflict plagued many nations.
Dictators Seize Power
Many early leaders established one-party political systems. Multiparty systems, these leaders declared, encouraged disunity. Many one-party states became dictatorships. Dictators often used their positions to enrich themselves and a privileged few.
When bad government policies led to unrest, the military often seized power. More than half of all African nations suffered military coups (kooz). A coup, or coup d’état (koo day tah), is the forcible overthrow of a government. Some military rulers were brutal tyrants. Others sought to improve conditions. Military leaders usually promised to restore civilian rule once they had cleaned up the government. In many cases, however, they gave up power only when they were toppled by other military coups.
Case Studies
Ghana
The first African nation south of the Sahara to win freedom was the British colony of Gold Coast. During the 1940s, Kwame Nkrumah organized a movement for independence from Britain. In 1957, Gold Coast finally won independence. The nation took the name Ghana, after the ancient West African kingdom. The name linked the new nation with an African past.
As president, Nkrumah advocated socialism and nationalized, or placed under government ownership, many businesses. His government built a massive dam for electric power that created Lake Volta, the world’s largest artificial lake, but left Ghana with massive debts. Gradually, his government became more dictatorial and corrupt. In 1966, he was overthrown by the first of several military coups in Ghana.
Ghana’s last coup, in 1981, was led by a young military officer named Jerry Rawlings. Rawlings took steps to strengthen Ghana’s economy, which is based largely on overseas sales of cocoa and gold. Rawlings also restored democracy to Ghana, bringing political stability to the country. He won a free election in 1992, and then peacefully handed over power in 2001 after losing an election to an opponent.
Kenya
In Kenya, freedom came only after armed struggle. White settlers had taken over land in the fertile highlands, where they displaced African farmers. Most of these farmers were Kikuyu (kee koo yoo), Kenya’s largest ethnic group. White settlers saw Kenya as their homeland and had passed laws to ensure their own domination. “The land is ours,” declared Jomo Kenyatta, a leading spokesman for the Kikuyu. “When Europeans came, they kept us back and took our land.” Kenyatta supported nonviolent methods to end the oppressive laws.
In the 1950s, more radical leaders turned to guerrilla warfare. They burned farms and attacked settlers and Africans who worked with the colonial rulers. The British called the guerrillas the Mau Mau. To stop the violence, the British arrested Kenyatta and killed thousands of Kikuyu. The rebels were crushed, but the movement lived on. In 1963, Kenyatta, whose imprisonment had made him a national hero, became the first leader of an independent Kenya.
As president, Kenyatta jailed opponents and outlawed opposition parties. Kenya’s ruling party resisted free elections until violent demonstrations and foreign lenders forced it to move toward democracy during the 1990s. Finally, in 2002, Kenya’s first fair election removed the ruling party from office.
Algeria
In the 1800s, France had conquered Algeria after a brutal struggle. A million French people settled there over time. They were determined to keep the Algerian people from winning independence.
Algerian nationalists set up the National Liberation Front. In 1954, this group turned to guerrilla warfare to win freedom. France, which had just lost its Asian colony of Vietnam, sent half a million troops to maintain its possession of Algeria. France was especially reluctant to lose Algeria after oil and natural gas were discovered there in the 1950s. A long and costly war raged in Algeria. Hundreds of thousands of Algerians were killed. Eventually, public opinion in France turned against the war. Finally, in 1962, Algeria celebrated its freedom.
A coup in 1965 began a long period of military rule. During the late 1960s and 1970s, Algeria nationalized foreign firms and created a command economy based on oil and gas exports. Since the 1980s, the country has returned to a market economy. When the government allowed free elections in 1992, an Islamist party won the most votes. Islamists are people who want government policies to be based on the teachings of Islam. The military rejected the election results. Seven years of civil war between the Islamists and the military left 100,000 Algerians dead. Since 1999, the government has largely stopped the fighting, but the country remains tense. Critics have accused the government of rigging elections.
Democratic Republic of the Congo
The Democratic Republic of the Congo (or the Congo), formerly a Belgian colony, covers a vast region of central Africa, a million square miles of rain forest and savanna centered in the Congo River basin. The huge country contains valuable natural resources, including diamonds and the copper of Katanga province. Belgium sought to maintain control of these resources. In 1960, therefore, it rushed to declare the colony independent, though the Congolese were not prepared for self-government. This enabled Belgian mining companies, working with politicians in Katanga, to retain effective control of the province and its valuable minerals.
The Belgian-backed province rebelled against the Congo shortly after independence. The country’s Congo’s first prime minister, Patrice Lumumba, appealed for Soviet help to fight the rebels. Seeing the appeal to the Soviets as a Cold War challenge, the United States supported Lumumba’s rival, Colonel Joseph Mobutu, later known as Mobutu Sese Seko. Mobutu captured Lumumba, and Lumumba was executed shortly thereafter. The United Nations ended the Katanga rebellion in 1963. In 1965, Mobutu overthrew Congo’s government and ruled as a military dictator.
Mobutu’s harsh and corrupt rule let Congo’s poverty and instability fester. He was finally driven into exile in 1997 by a rebellion based in the eastern part of the country. Civil war ravaged the country for six years, as regional military forces based on ethnic loyalties fought over the country’s mineral wealth. In 2003, a ceasefire brought an uneasy peace, but the country remained divided among regional factions.


