
Ghana Leads the Way 
The British colony of the Gold Coast became the first African colony south of the Sahara to achieve independence. Following World 

War II, the British in the Gold Coast began making preparations. For example, they allowed more Africans to be nominated to the 

Legislative Council. However, the Africans wanted full freedom. 

The leader of their largely nonviolent movement was Kwame Nkrumah (KWAH•mee uhn•KROO•muh). Starting in 1947, he worked 

to liberate the Gold Coast from the British. Nkrumah organized strikes and boycotts and was often imprisoned by the British 

government. Ultimately, his efforts were successful. 

On receiving its independence in 1957, the Gold Coast took the name Ghana. This name honored a famous West African kingdom of 

the past. Nkrumah became Ghana’s first prime minister and later its president-for-life. Nkrumah pushed through new roads, new 

schools, and expanded health facilities. These costly projects soon crippled the country. His programs for industrialization, health 

and welfare, and expanded educational facilities showed good intentions. However, the expense of the programs undermined the 

economy and strengthened his opposition. 

In addition, Nkrumah was often criticized for spending too much time on Pan-African efforts and neglecting economic problems in 

his own country. He dreamed of a “United States of Africa.” In 1966, while Nkrumah was in China, the army and police in Ghana 

seized power. Since then, the country has shifted back and forth between civilian and military rule and has struggled for economic 

stability. In 2000, Ghana held its first open elections. 

 

Kenya Claims Independence 
The British ruled Kenya, and many British settlers resisted Kenyan independence—especially those who had taken over prize 

farmland in the northern highlands of the country. They were forced to accept African self-government as a result of two 

developments. One was the strong leadership of Kenyan nationalist Jomo Kenyatta. The second was the rise of a group known as the 

Mau Mau (MOW mow). This was a secret society made up mostly of native Kenyan farmers forced out of the highlands by the 

British. Using guerrilla war tactics, the Mau Mau sought to push the white farmers into leaving the highlands. Kenyatta claimed to 

have no connection to the Mau Mau. However, he refused to condemn the organization. As a result, the British imprisoned him for 

nearly a decade. By the time the British granted Kenya independence in 1963, more than 10,000 Africans and 100 settlers had been 

killed. 

Kenyatta became president of the new nation. He worked hard to unite the country’s various ethnic and language groups. Kenyatta 

died in 1978. His successor, Daniel arap Moi, was less successful in governing the country. Moi faced increasing opposition to his 

one-party rule. Adding to the nation’s woes were corruption in Moi’s government and ethnic conflicts that killed hundreds and left 

thousands homeless. Moi stepped down in 2002, and a new party gained power through free elections.  

 

Algeria Struggles with Independence 
France’s principal overseas colony, Algeria, had a population of one million French colonists and nine million Arabs and Berber 

Muslims. After World War II, the French colonists refused to share political power with the native Algerians. In 1954, the Algerian 

National Liberation Front, or FLN, announced its intention to fight for independence. The French sent about half a million troops into 

Algeria to fight the FLN. Both sides committed atrocities. The FLN prevailed, and Algeria gained its independence in July 1962. 

The leader of the FLN, Ahmed Ben Bella, became first president of the newly independent Algeria. He attempted to make Algeria a 

socialist state, but was overthrown in 1965 by his army commander. From 1965 until 1988, Algerians tried unsuccessfully to 

modernize and industrialize the nation. Unemployment and dissatisfaction with the government contributed to the rise of religious 

fundamentalists who wanted to make Algeria an Islamic state. The chief Islamic party, the Islamic Salvation Front (FIS), won local and 

parliamentary elections in 1990 and 1991. However, the ruling government and army refused to accept the election results. As a 

result, a civil war broke out between Islamic militants and the government. The war continues, on and off, to this day. 

 

Freedom and Turmoil for Congo 
Of all the European possessions in Africa, one of the most exploited was the Belgian Congo. Belgium had ruthlessly plundered the 

colony’s rich resources of rubber and copper. In addition, Belgian officials ruled with a harsh hand and provided the population with 

no social services. They also had made no attempt to prepare the people for independence. Not surprisingly, Belgium’s granting of 

independence in 1960 to the Congo (known as Zaire from 

1971 to 1997) resulted in upheaval. After years of civil war, an army officer, Colonel Joseph Mobutu, later known as Mobutu Sese 

Seko, seized power in 1965. For 32 years, Mobutu ruled the country that he renamed Zaire. He maintained control though a 

combination of force, one-party rule, and gifts to supporters. Mobutu successfully withstood several armed rebellions. He was finally 

overthrown in 1997 by rebel leader Laurent Kabila after months of civil war. Shortly thereafter, the country was renamed the 

Democratic Republic of the Congo. 



On becoming president, Kabila promised a transition to democracy and free elections by April 1999. Such elections never came. By 

2000 the nation endured another round of civil war, as three separate rebel groups sought to overthrow Kabila’s autocratic rule. In 

January 2001, a bodyguard assassinated Kabila. 

 

South Africa Under Apartheid 

In South Africa, racial conflict was the result of colonial rule. From its beginnings under Dutch and British control, South Africa was 

racially divided. A small white minority ruled a large black majority. In 1910, South Africa gained self-rule as a dominion of the British 

Empire. In 1931, it became an independent member of the British Commonwealth. Although South Africa had a constitutional 

government, the constitution gave whites power and denied the black majority its rights. 

In 1948, the National Party came to power in South Africa. This party promoted Afrikaner, or Dutch South African, nationalism. It 

also instituted a policy of apartheid, complete separation of the races. The minority government banned social contacts between 

whites and blacks. It established segregated schools, hospitals, and neighborhoods.  In 1959, the minority government set up 

reserves, called homelands, for the country’s major black groups. Blacks were forbidden to live in white areas unless they worked as 

servants or laborers for whites. The homelands policy was totally unbalanced. Although blacks made up about 75 percent of the 

population, the government set aside only 13 percent of the land for them. Whites kept the best land. 

The blacks of South Africa resisted the controls imposed by the white minority. In 1912, they formed the African National Congress 

(ANC) to fight for their rights. The ANC organized strikes and boycotts to protest racist policies. The government banned the ANC 

and imprisoned many of its members. One was ANC leader Nelson Mandela. 

The troubles continued. In 1976, riots over school policies broke out in the black township of Soweto, leaving about 600 students 

dead. In 1977, police beat popular protest leader Stephen Biko to death while he was in custody. As protests mounted, the 

government declared a nationwide state of emergency in 1986. 

Struggle for Democracy 

By the late 1980s, South Africa was under great pressure to change. For years, a black South African bishop, Desmond Tutu, had led 

an economic campaign against apartheid. He asked foreign nations not to do business with South Africa. In response, many nations 

imposed trade restrictions. They also isolated South Africa in other ways, for example, by banning South Africa from the Olympic 

Games. (In 1984, Tutu won the Nobel Peace Prize for his nonviolent methods.) 

The First Steps In 1989, white South Africans elected a new president, F. W. de Klerk. His goal was to transform South Africa and end 

its isolation. In February 1990, he legalized the ANC and also released Nelson Mandela from prison. These dramatic actions marked 

the beginning of a new era in South Africa. Over the next 18 months, the South African parliament repealed apartheid laws that had 

segregated public facilities and restricted land ownership by blacks. 

World leaders welcomed these changes and began to ease restrictions on South Africa. Although some legal barriers had fallen, 

others would remain until a new constitution was in place. First, the country needed to form a multiracial government. After lengthy 

negotiations, President de Klerk agreed to hold their first universal elections, in which people of all races could vote, in 1994. 

Among the candidates for president were F. W. de Klerk and Nelson Mandela. During the campaign, the Inkatha Freedom Party—a 

rival party to the ANC—threatened to disrupt the process. Nevertheless, the vote went smoothly. South Africans of all races 

peacefully waited at the polls in long lines. To no one’s surprise, the ANC won 63 percent of the vote. They won 252 of 400 seats in 

the National Assembly (the larger of the two houses in Parliament). 

Mandela was elected president. Mandela stepped down in 1999, but the nation’s democratic government continued. 

In 1996, after much debate, South African lawmakers passed a new, more democratic constitution. It guaranteed equal rights for all 

citizens. The constitution included a bill of rights modeled on the U.S. Bill of Rights. The political changes that South Africa had 

achieved gave other peoples around the world great hope for the future of democracy. 

South Africa Today In 1999, ANC official Thabo Mbeki won election as president in a peaceful transition of power. As Mbeki assumed 

office, he faced a number of serious challenges. These included high crime rates—South Africa’s rape and murder rates were among 

the highest in the world. Unemployment stood at about 40 percent among South Africa’s blacks, and about 60 percent lived below 

the poverty level. In addition, an economic downturn discouraged foreign investment. 

Mbeki promoted a free-market economic policy to repair South Africa’s infrastructure and to encourage foreign investors. In 2002, 

South Africa was engaged in negotiations to establish free-trade agreements with a number of countries around the world, including 

those of the European Union as well as Japan, Canada, and the United States. This was an attempt at opening the South African 

economy to foreign competition and investment, and promoting growth and employment. 

One of the biggest problems facing South Africa was the AIDS epidemic. Some estimates concluded that 6 million South Africans 

were likely to die of AIDS by 2010. Mbeki disputed that AIDS was caused by HIV. His opinion put South Africa at odds with the 

scientific consensus throughout the world. The New York Times stated that Mbeki was in danger of undermining “all his good work 

with his stance on AIDS.” 
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