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Fiftieth Anniversary of
Decolonisation in Africa: a moment
of celebration or critical reflection?

SABELO J NDLOVU-GATSHENI

ABSTRACT This article deploys the concept of coloniality of power to critically
reflect on the decolonisation process, using a ‘colonial difference’ perspective
which enables a critical reflection on the limits of decolonisation from the side of
the ex-colonised ordinary citizens of Africa. Three principal arguments are
advanced. First, celebration of the decolonisation process as the proudest
moment in African history obscures the continuing operation of the colonial
matrices of power in maintaining Africa’s subaltern position in global politics.
Second, decolonisation resulted only in politico-juridical freedom, which is often
conflated with freedom for the ordinary peoples of Africa. Third, celebrations of
decolonisation are belied by the fact that ordinary African citizens engaged in
new struggles for freedom soon after decolonisation aimed at liberating
themselves from oppression by the inherited and imposed postcolonial African
state. The article delves into the genealogical, ideological and ethical elements
of decolonisation, alongside its political assumptions and implications. This
facilitates the decoupling of ideas of liberation from notions of emancipation,
which are often considered the same thing. It also enables critical engagement
with the character of the postcolonial African state imposed on Africans without
being fully reconstituted and decolonized institutionally. The article provides a
fresh appreciation of ordinary citizens’ ongoing struggles for liberation from the
postcolonial state exemplified by the current North African popular uprisings
against dictatorial regimes.

This is no time for celebration of decolonisation because of the problems
faced by Africans 50 years after the event. Critical reflection from the
perspective of colonial difference and coloniality of power is desperately
needed because the celebrations authorised by the postcolonial African state
largely obscure the continuing operations of coloniality of power and hide
the myths of decolonisation and illusions of freedom in Africa. Instead of
2010 being reduced to wasteful elite-centred celebrations, it should have been
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a moment of deep African intellectual and political reflection on the political
journey travelled since the 1960s, as well as time for well thought-out
forecasting beyond the ‘murky’ present into the ‘mysterious’ future.
Achille Mbembe has already thrown down a challenge: ‘Here we are in

2010, 50 years after decolonization. Is there anything at all to commemorate,
or should one on the contrary start all over again?’.1 This challenge is
relevant in the context of the very few strides that have been made in the
direction of actual political and economic empowerment of African people in
line with popular expectations of decolonisation. A combination of the
operations of coloniality of power and ineptitude of African leaders helps to
explain the failures of decolonisation. Julius Ihonvbere accused African
leaders of flirting and dining with the same Western countries that kept
colonial matrices of power alive.2

But a broader context of imperial designs produced by processes of the
European Renaissance and Christianisation in the sixteenth century; the
Enlightenment, industrialism and mercantilism in the eighteenth century;
imperialism and colonialism in the nineteenth century; Modernisation and
developmentalism in the mid-twentieth century; Washington Consensus,
neoliberalism and structural adjustment programmes in the late twentieth
century; and the current US- and NATO-driven imperial designs hidden behind
the mantras of humanitarian intervention, fighting global terrorism and
discourses of ‘exporting’ democracy and human rights at the beginning of the
twenty-first century have created a modern world order where decolonisation
has remained a myth.3 Highlighting this emphasises the need for African
vigilance as opposed to complacency in the face of continuing imperial
domination. Antonio Negri noted that today the empire no longer has an
outside and no longer tolerates realities external to itself; this confirms the need
to understand the coloniality of power and its effects on decolonisation
processes.4

Africa is currently entangled within as a racially hierarchised, Christian-
centric, Western-centric, patriarchal, imperial, colonial and hetero-normative
social order.5 At the apex of this world order is the US and the rest of the
European world and at the bottom is Africa and its subalternised people. It is
within this broad context that fresh analysis of the decolonisation process,
aimed at moving the debate beyond the premature celebrations that obscure
the continuation of coloniality of power 50 years after the end of direct
colonialism, should begin.
Three core arguments underpin this article. The first is that, for one to gain

a deeper understanding of decolonisation and its limits one needs to unpack
its grammar from the colonial difference and coloniality of power vantage
point. This exercise requires one to pitch the analysis of decolonisation at the
epistemological, historical and political level simultaneously, so as to
systematically unpack its genealogy, ethical and ideological aspects alongside
its political assumptions and implications. The epistemological intervention
enables one to disentangle liberation from emancipation.
The second argument is that the decolonisation process has only realised a

mere modicum of juridical freedom, albeit of a complicated and deeply
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compromised nature, which has been mistakenly conflated with achievement
of popular freedom for the ex-colonized African peoples. The third argument
is that existing studies of decolonisation have been blinded by elite-oriented
celebratory politics to the extent of ignoring ordinary citizens’ struggles
aimed at liberating themselves from the domination, exploitation and rep-
ression of the postcolonial state. Gustave Massiah identified one of the key
lessons from the uprisings that rocked the Maghreb region in 2011 as the
opening to the possibility of a new phase of decolonisation, and depicted
this new phase as relating to the ‘passage from the independence of states
to self-determination of the people.’6

The structure of the article is as follows. The next section outlines the
theoretical framework informing a critical reading of the decolonisation
process beyond celebrations; the third section engages the problematic of
liberation and emancipation and tries to disentangles the two registers which
underpin the decolonisation project; section four grapples with the question
of the character of the postcolonial African state and makes a strong case for
its reconstitution, if decolonisation is to be fully realised. The next section
deals with the various strategies used by ordinary African people to fight for
popular freedom and the ways of translating juridical freedom into popular
freedom. A final section concludes the article.

Colonial difference, coloniality of power and the myths of decolonisation

The concepts of colonial difference and coloniality of power are useful in
revealing the core myths of decolonisation in Africa and in dispelling the
illusions of African freedom. Colonial difference is a concept that describes a
space where imperial global designs and local histories encounter each other,
resulting in processes of adaptation, adoption, rejection, integration and
other responses.7

Colonial difference facilitates what Walter Mignolo terms ‘border gnosis’ or
border thinking, whose roots are traceable to the time of colonial encounters.
Border gnosis privileges a reading and interpretation of the modern world
system from the ex-colonised people’s position.8 Colonial difference also
constitutes the space where the coloniality of power is enacted and is at work in
encounters and confrontation with local histories and global imperial designs.9

What reproduces asymmetrical global power structure is coloniality of power.
Anibal Quijano coined the concept of coloniality of power to mean the
invisible matrices (colonial power matrices) that involve control of subjectivity
and epistemology, gender and sexuality; authority and power; labour and
economy; religion and rituals as well as all other social aspects of human
existence in favour of the Western world and the needs of white people.10

Coloniality of power captures how the ‘eurocentrification’ of the world was
constructed on the basis of racial social classification of human populations
and how it is being reproduced today.11 African people are today entangled,
woven and entrapped in the colonial matrix of power underpinning the
asymmetrically structured global social order.12 Those scholars who are quick
to join the African elites in celebrating decolonisation often ignore the
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invisible hierarchies and hetararchies of sexual, political, epistemic, economic,
spiritual, linguistic and racial arrangements underpinning imperial global
designs, within which African struggles for decolonisation took place. Ramon
Grosfoguel is correct in arguing that:

Anti-capitalist decolonization and liberation cannot be reduced to only one
dimension of social life. It requires a broader transformation of the sexual,
gender, spiritual, epistemic, economic, political, linguistic and racial hierar-
chies of the modern/colonial world-system.13

The concept of coloniality of power enables critical thinking about
colonialism and decolonisation beyond reductionist approaches that reduce
it to the conquering of power over a juridical-political boundary of a state. To
Grosfoguel one of the most powerful myths of the 20th century was the belief
that the end of direct colonial administrations amounted to the decolonisation
of the world. This myth led to another myth of a ‘postcolonial’ world.14

Grosfoguel elaborated that coloniality of power ‘put in place over a period of
450 years did not evaporate with the juridical-political decolonization of the
periphery over the past 50 years. We continue to live under the same ‘‘colonial
power matrix’’.’ With juridical-political decolonization we move from a
period of ‘‘global colonialism’’ to the current period of ‘‘global coloniality’’’.15

Disentangling ‘emancipation’ from ‘liberation’ in the decolonisation discourse

The ideal starting point to understand the differences between emancipation
and liberation is to explain their different genealogies. Emancipation is genea-
logically rooted in modernity, whereas liberation is genealogically rooted in
colonial difference, where the darker aspects of modernity such as the slave
trade, imperialism, colonialism and apartheid were manifest. The teleology of
emancipation is supposed to be liberal democracy and realisation of individual
human rights, whereas liberation is supposed to lead to decolonisation, social
justice and the birth of a new humanity divorced from colonial modernity.
This intervention is an inverse of Habermas’s ideas, where emancipation is

privileged over liberation. In this line of thinking the decolonisation process is
subordinated to the emancipatory rhetoric of modernity, be it of a liberal or
Marxist genealogy.16 Disentangling the concept of emancipation from that of
liberation is not a mere futile and abstract exercise. The post-1994 South
African situation speaks volumes about how the liberation movement was
disciplined into an emancipatory force that finally celebrated the achievement
of liberal democracy instead of decolonisation, social justice and freedom.17

The other example is that of the black slaves, who were emancipated
rather than liberated to the extent that they continued to languish at the
bottom of racially hierarchised societies like that of the US and had to engage
in further civil rights struggles to try and change their oppression and
domination.
Enrique Dussel made it clear that the concept of emancipation belonged to

the discourse of the Enlightenment and is today a common term used in
liberal and Marxist discourses.18 Historically emancipation is genealogically
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traceable to three historical events, namely the Glorious Revolution of 1668
in England, the American Revolution of 1776 and the French Revolution
of 1789.19 In these three events emancipation became a motive force of
bourgeois revolutions that did not fight against the edifice of modernity but
for reform and class ascendancy within the same capitalist system.
To Mignolo emancipation ‘proposes and presupposes changes within the

system that don’t question the logic of coloniality’.20 The most dangerous
assumption in this thinking is that freedom for the non-Western world had
‘to be planned, dictated, and executed from Europe or the US itself only’.21

This thinking led to such conceptions of decolonisation as the mere seamless
and peaceful transfer of power from white colonialists to black nationalists
without the concomitant structural changes.
The genealogy of liberation is the darker and negative aspect of Western

modernity, such as the slave trade, imperialism, colonialism, apartheid and
neocolonialism. Historically the liberation discourse is traceable to the Tupac
Amaru uprising in Peru of 1781 and the Haitian Revolution of 1804, which
was informed by resisting slavery, imperialism and colonialism.22 The
revolutions in Peru and Haiti challenged the darker side of modernity and its
concomitant logic of slavery, imperialism and colonialism. The clarion call
was for independence, not reform of the system. Liberation is the expression
of aspirations of the oppressed non-Western people who desired to de-link
from the oppressive colonial empires. Its grammar had a double meaning:
political–economic independence and epistemological freedom.23

Liberation is meant to give birth to a new humanity of free citizens and new
beings out of the colonised peoples. But thanks to its emergence within
colonial modernity, the decolonisation project became permeated by both
imperatives of emancipation and liberation coexisting uneasily and tenden-
tiously. The agenda of decolonisation was hijacked by the ‘native bourgeoisie’
and channelled towards emancipation. The ‘native bourgeoisie’, despite it
black colour, was a creation of colonial modernity, had imbibed colonial
languages and embraced Western cultures. It aspired to occupy the posi-
tions monopolised by the white colonial bourgeoisie. Its agenda was limited to
replacing the colonial white bourgeoisie.24

Emancipatory thought was easily embraced by the ‘native bourgeoisie’,
which was not really opposed to the racial exclusivity of colonial modernity
but wanted to be accommodated within the system. Peter Ekeh argued that
the drama of colonisation was characterised by ‘the clash between European
colonisers and African bourgeois class’, whereby the African bourgeois
accepted ‘the principles implicit in colonialism but rejects the foreign per-
sonnel that rule Africa.’25 For example, Ndabaningi Sithole, a Zimbabwean
nationalist and historian of African nationalism celebrated how colonial
modernity eradicated tribalism in Africa and proclaimed that the African
political trajectory was moving from tribalism to nationalism and to mode-
rnity.26 What Sithole and his bourgeois class were fighting for was not very
different from what the British bourgeoisie wanted during the Glorious
Revolution of 1668. The difference was only that colonial modernity had
added the race element to the African situation as a variable.
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The black native bourgeois who spearheaded the decolonisation project
stirred it in the direction of class emancipation rather than liberation of every
black person. As long as decolonisation was conceived in emancipatory
terms, its failure to fulfil Fanon’s expectations of total, complete and
instantaneous substitution of the colonial species and colonial subject with
another liberated and confident African species and birth of ‘new men, new
language and new humanity’ was inevitable. Fanon emphasised that: ‘The
production of the new men is solely a result of their act of obtaining their
freedom.’27 Decolonisation did not result in complete reversal of the order of
society, whereby ‘The last shall be first and the first shall be last’ and the
‘native goes from ‘‘animal’’ to ‘‘human’’’.28

Revolutionary African cadres like Amilcar Cabral became worried about
the ‘ideological deficiency’ of the decolonisation movements. Cabral urged
African liberation movements to pay particular attention to the form of
society they wanted to construct at the end of colonial rule.29 He was clear on
the fact that attainment of political independence was not equivalent to
national liberation and was concerned about the failure of African nationalist
leaders to distinguish between genuine national liberation and neocolonial-
ism.30 Kwame Nkrumah was also very vocal about the dangers of
neocolonialism being taken for African freedom. He was very concerned
about the vulnerability of postcolonial African societies to the ‘extended
tentacles of the Wall Street octopus’.31 Nkrumah visualised postcolonial
Africa as trapped within the snares of ‘neocolonialism’, which to him
constituted the ‘last stage of imperialism’.32

This critical analysis of the myths of decolonisation and its illusions of
freedom takes us to the higher order question of what constitute decolonial
resistance and liberation for African people. In simple terms African
resistance to colonial modernity had to exceed the terms and constraints
imposed on Africa by Western modernity. Such resistance was expected to
create decolonisation as a double operation that involved the liberation of
both the coloniser and the colonised. The end product was to be ‘de-
coloniality’, which involved working towards producing a new being that is
psychologically and physically decolonised.33

Across Africa the majority of those who led the nationalist-inspired
decolonisation process had already displayed signs of capitulation to the
dominant world constructed by Western and colonial modernities. Replace-
ment of white colonial administrators at the state level was celebrated as
independence and as freedom in countries like Zimbabwe and South Africa.
In Zimbabwe they celebrate ‘independence day’ every April and in South
Africa they have celebrated ‘freedom day’ every February since 1995. In both
countries the African political elite proclaimed a policy of reconciliation,
which Ibbo Mandaza dismissed as part of the mourning of the weak, even if
pitched at the high moral ground. Reconciliation served a political function,
facilitating the necessary compromise between the rulers of yesterday and the
inheritors of state power, within the context of incomplete decolonisation.34

Mandaza also emphasised that what is generally celebrated as the
postcolonial state ‘has no life of its own, it has no essence; it is a state
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modeled on the (European) bourgeois state but without a national
bourgeoisie that would otherwise provide it an anchor and even a semblance
of independence’.35 What this analysis underscores is the fact that a
postcolonial world was never born; rather what decolonisation facilitated is
better described as a ‘postcolonial neocolonized world’.36

The post-apartheid South African condition of poverty that is experienced
by the black majority is a clear testimony of the dangers of degeneration of
liberation movements into emancipatory formations concerned with simple
politics of the right to vote and removal of discriminatory legislation from
statute books, without embarking on systematic and radical restructuring of
the apartheid state. South African freedom fighters found themselves cele-
brating not freedom and independence but democracy. Today one of the most
defended things in South Africa is the national constitution, mainly by those
who have benefited from apartheid simply because the celebrated South
African constitution officially adopted in 1996 protects the ill-gotten wealth
concentrated in the hands of the white bourgeoisie and a few black elites.
The constitution of South Africa does not facilitate or enable a radical

redistribution of resources such as land and mines. Ironically those who
belong to the African National Congress (ANC) who fought against apartheid
oppression and brought about the new constitution are now closely guar-
ded as a threat to that same constitution by the right-wing and white-
dominated political formation known as the Democratic Alliance (DA).
South Africa is a typical example of a society where the myths of deco-
lonisation and illusions of freedom are manifesting themselves in broad
daylight in a most detestable form.
Another way of understanding the myths of decolonisation is to engage the

character of the postcolonial states, particularly the issue of why they failed
and are continuing to fail to serve the interests of the African people beyond
the elite clique in power.

Unmasking the postcolonial state

A rich body of critical literature has emerged focusing on the problems
emanating from the character and structure of the postcolonial African
state.37 For example, Claude Ake emphasised how the postcolonial state
was shaped by colonialism into an all-powerful and arbitrary political
formation that set it on a collision course with its citizens from the time of its
birth. The triumphant African nationalist leadership continued the colonial
practice of turning against democracy. This was so because the achievement
of political independence only changed the composition of the managers of
the state, not the character of the state, which remained much as it was in the
colonial era. The state emerged as an apparatus of violence, its embeddedness
within society was very shallow, its rootedness in popular social forces
remained extremely narrow and this made it rely for compliance on coercion
rather than consent.38 Ake’s central argument and observations were also
echoed by Lumumba-Kasongo, who depicted the postcolonial African state
as ‘an institution of domination par excellence’.39
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Crawford Young and Mahmood Mamdani, who closely studied the
colonial state which formed the template for the postcolonial state, noted
that it lacked three essential attributes that were found in other modern
states, namely: sovereignty, nationalism and external autonomy.40 Its crisis
emanated from the fact that the colonial state was imposed by force of arms
on African society. The colonial state did not even pretend to serve the
interests of the colonised people in terms of provision of services. To Mueni
wa Muiu and Martin the colonial state was ‘essentially a foreign construct
that could not possibly take root on African soil’.41 It even destroyed existing
African indigenous civil society that had taken the form of age-set groups
and other forms. The postcolonial state was merely a de-racialised colonial
state that was never structurally decolonised to enable it to suit African
demands and aspirations.
The situation was worse in francophone Africa, where with the exception of

Guinea under Sekou Touré, the postcolonial states were born with diminished
sovereignty as they did not forcefully work to delink from France’s colonial
tutelage. At birth the former French colonies had no control over foreign,
monetary and defence policies.42 In Anglophone Africa the nationalists had to
sign agreements upholding some negotiated neocolonial compromises,
including safeguarding properties accumulated by colonialists such as land
and mines, even before entering new offices.43 Independence constitutions
were written for the African leaders by the departing colonial masters. Mueni
wa Muiu and Martin argued that Duncan Sandys, who became Britain’s
Secretary of State for Commonwealth Relations in 1960, became a notorious
expert in persuading African leaders to sign independence constitutions which
did not favour the aspirations of the black majority by keeping the African
negotiators talking until they signed highly compromised decolonisation
documents out of sheer exhaustion.44 They concluded:

Thus decolonization was just a façade barely disguising the continuation of
colonization by other means and leading to the mere ‘flag’ (or juridical)
independence of utterly impotent and powerless quasi-states lacking the
substance of sovereignty.45

Uncritical approaches to the subject of decolonisation had the negative
impact of silencing ordinary citizens by giving them a false hope that,
through hard work, they would harvest the concrete fruits of freedom that
were denied by colonialism. The postcolonial state itself was not free because
multinational corporations and erstwhile metropolitan governments con-
tinued to control African economies in cohort with African leaders who ran
African affairs on behalf of global capital. African leaders were themselves
‘remote controlled’ by the powerful leaders of Europe and America who
governed the world.
At another level African leaders presided over a leviathan that was active

in suffocating alternative popular struggles for freedom. The first group of
people to react against the postcolonial state was the excluded elite, who
found themselves at the mercy of those who controlled the state. According
to Ake, the excluded elite fought for incorporation. He added that ‘Africa is
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in constant turmoil from struggles between people who must secure power
and those who must access it by incorporation’.46 It was often the excluded
elite that resorted to the mobilisation of ethnicity to build a political
constituency to use in bargaining for power. On the other side were ordinary
masses of peasants and workers who struggled for economic incorporation
and this demand propelled them to seek what became known as ‘second
independence’, not from colonial masters but from the indigenous elite.47

In the face of internal opposition the postcolonial state evolved various
survival techniques. Mbembe’s work focused on the ideological production
of power within the postcolonial neocolonised African world and how this
configuration of political power impinged on the development of relations
between the state governors and the governed (state–society relations).48 But
Mikael Karlstrom criticizsd Mbembe for overestimating the ideological
power of the postcolonial state and for ‘unjustifiably’ creating a pessimistic
portrayal of state–society relations in postcolonial Africa ‘as terminally
mired in inherently dysfunctional political dispositions and practices’.49

Karlstrom argued that ‘the disabling paradoxes of postcolonial politics
identified by Mbembe do not arise out of any inherent pathology of the
African political imagination, but rather out of the postcolonial state’s
tendency to deploy local models and practices of the public sphere in ways
that evacuate them of much of their legitimating content’.50 While Karlstrom
tries to create a positive image of the postcolonial world as characterised by
harmonious state–society relations based on aparticular case study of
Uganda, there is overwhelming counter-evidence that reveals what Mbembe
has uncovered.
The fact that the postcolonial state was not well embedded in society

meant that state–citizen relations were not stable and political elites and
ordinary citizens were constantly engaged in struggles, since those who did
not control the state remained shut out of the economic benefits of
decolonisation. What is clear is that postcolonial state–society relations have
not been characterised by deep and horizontal comradeships running across
interactions of ruling elites and the governed. Tensions, rather than
‘ritualised dialogics’, remained a common factor in state–society relations,
with minimum achievement of consent in only exceptional cases and on very
brief occasions, particularly during the first decade of independence. On the
legitimacy crisis in Africa, Ali Mazrui explained that:

Resentment arises not from a defined social distance but, on the contrary, from
the persistent residual social nearness between these newly opulent and the
power fold from whom they spring. The Africa of the first generation of
independence was an Africa bedeviled by precisely this close interpenetration
between the elite and the masses. (Emphasis in original)51

Mazrui’s intervention is very important as it challenges the common
intellectual wisdom which generally explained tensions between the governed
and the governors (state and citizens) in terms of widening distance between
the ruling elites and the ordinary citizens. To Mazrui the issue of postcolonial
legitimacy crisis must not be sought in ‘social distance’ but in ‘social
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nearness’, which breeds envy among the ordinary members of society and
other elites excluded from the corridors of power.52

But praise-texts that emerged during the independence euphoria were less
critical of the denials of freedom to citizens by the postcolonial state and
contributed to the myths of decolonisation and illusions of freedom.53

Those people who questioned the quality of decolonisation and freedom were
quickly branded as traitors and enemies of the postcolonial state. They were
either forced to flee to exile or were detained, if not liquidated completely.
The earliest targets were excluded elites who were trying to create opposition
political formations and critical intellectuals, who were easily branded as
counter-revolutionaries, as though decolonisation was a revolutionary
enterprise in the first place.
What has preoccupied the minds of those who assumed state power at the

end of direct colonial administration was coaxing ordinary citizens to
celebrate with them what are termed ‘Independence Days’ each year as the
time when freedom was attained. In his studies of how postcolonial power
was institutionalised and performed in Cameroon and Togo, Mbembe
revealed how ordinary citizens were forced to celebrate the ‘taste for
lecherous living’ enjoyed by those in control of the postcolonial state and
how elites constructed a particular official discourse that served to maintain
the fiction of a postcolonial society of happy citizens devoid of conflict.54

Mbembe introduced the concept of the ‘postcolony’, which is useful in
capturing the mind-set of a particular calibre of leadership and a particular
configuration of power and unique mode of postcolonial governance.55

Mbembe emphasised that the postcolony was chaotically pluralistic and
became a stage on which wider problems of subjection and discipline were
played.56 He also described the complex postcolonial state–citizen relation-
ship as ‘illicit cohabitation, a relationship made fraught by the very fact of
the commandment and its ‘‘subjects’’ having to share the same living space
(emphasis in original).’57

Lacking a strong essence forced the postcolony to operate through
coercion rather than consent, opening the way for the World Bank and IMF

to call for a ‘limited state’ where market forces dominated. The state became
a condemned institution that not only threatened people’s freedom but dis-
torted operations of the laws of demand and supply. Thandika Mkandawire
argued that this logic was followed by ‘a period of wanton destruction of
institutions and untrammeled experimentation with half-baked insti-
tution ideas’ in the 1980s and 1990s.58 The state was derided as ‘a giant
theft machine’ captured by corrupt and rent-seeking leadership.59

This logic has changed and the state is again seen as an engine of
development. What is being sought is a particular kind of state that serves the
interests of the ordinary citizens and is thoroughly decolonised. Since the
1960s ordinary citizens have fought for this kind of state. It is within this
context that Foltz’s four-dimensional thesis on the trajectories of the African
struggles for freedom become relevant. Foltz saw the trajectories as running
from freedom for the African state, freedom from the African state, freedom
within the African state to freedom through the African state system.60
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His intervention provides an ideal entry point for critical interrogation of the
core myths of decolonisation from the perspective of ordinary citizens.

From juridical freedom to popular freedom

Since the end of colonisation the struggle for freedom has taken complex
forms that have revealed the limits of decolonisation. The struggles pitted
‘freedom of manoeuvre by the political elite against the freedom for human
rights by the ordinary citizens’.61Freedom for the state entailed admittance
into membership of the international society of sovereign states. Elites in
charge of the young states were concerned about consolidation of the
‘freedom of the state’ into ‘freedom for the state’.62 This thinking developed
within a terrain of emergence of African states as unique ‘quasi-states’, which
were recognised as sovereign by other states within the international system,
but were very unstable internally.63

The state assumed the character of the proverbial goat that grazed where it
was tethered—preying upon the people, capturing, dominating, exploiting
and squeezing the local citizenry. Examples include Ghana and Guinea under
Kwame Nkrumah and Sekou Touré, respectively, which were closely studied
by Azarya and Chazan.64 These two West African states were practising
socialism, which was used to justify extreme forms of centralisation and the
politicisation of every aspect of society. Within centralised states, youth
movements, trade unions, women’s movements and other voluntary associa-
tions became integrated within the ruling parties. At the end of it all: ‘Every
citizen had to be a party member, and every village, neighbourhood, factory,
and office had its party committee’.65 The underlying logic was to bring larger
and larger segments of the population into the state domain of surveillance,
repression, domination and exploitation.
The search for the freedom for the African state in reality became the search

for the freedom of those who were in control of the postcolonial neocolonised
state and their select clients and cronies. It soon became apparent that the
immediate benefit of decolonisation accrued to the political elites in charge of
the state rather than to ordinary citizens. Those who felt excluded from the
state responded by seeking ‘freedom from the African state’.66

Seeking freedom from the state

The failure by the state to deliver material benefits and freedom to ordinary
people resulted in a problematic relationship between state and citizens.
Those in control of the state became the only full citizens, together with their
clients and cronies. The majority of ordinary people became subjects once
more, just like under colonial rule.67 Instead of governing, the elites in charge
of the state became rulers in the crudest sense of the term, whereby their
words became law and they reduced citizens not only to subjects but also to
powerless sycophants and hungry praise-singers.68

Azarya and Chazan identified four common mechanisms employed by
ordinary people to disengage from the state. These are ‘suffer–manage

CELEBRATION OR CRITICAL REFLECTION ON DECOLONISATION IN AFRICA?

81

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

B
ro

ug
ht

 to
 y

ou
 b

y 
U

ni
sa

 L
ib

ra
ry

] 
at

 0
0:

18
 3

0 
Se

pt
em

be
r 

20
13

 



syndrome’, ‘escaping’, ‘creation of systems parallel to those of the state’ and
‘self-enclosure’.69 One can add secession and attempts to seize the state it-
self as other forms employed by the dominated to attain freedom. The ‘suffer–
manage syndrome’ involves constant adjustment to a deteriorating state
performance. It encompasses a coterie of activities of learning to manage life
and survive during moments of depravity and crisis. Activities range widely
from altering diets and adjusting consumption habits to accord with existing
meagre food supplies; urban dwellers cultivating vegetable gardens for home
consumption and conversion of home crafts into cottage industries.70

These survival and suffer–management strategies were recently manifest in
Zimbabwe, where the economy experienced a free-fall from 2000 to 2008.71

Those groups and individuals that failed to extricate themselves physically
from the domain of the malfunctioning state resorted to ‘suffer–management’
as a mode of survival. Suffer–management is a form of coping with crisis and
cannot be seriously considered as amounting to a form of freedom or a form
of disengagement from the state. In Zimbabwe the elites responsible for the
deterioration of the economy, through corruption and implementation of ill-
conceived policies like the fast-track land reform programme, turned around
and advised the suffering citizens to persevere in the midst of extreme scarcity
of basic commodities. The common ‘official jingle’ that became banal on
Zimbabwean television and radio was a song ‘Rambamakashinga’ (remain
resolute and persevere).72

The other common route is that of escaping from the malfunctioning or
oppressive state physically. This takes the form of emigration. This option is
commonly utilised by those who are better educated, such as teachers, nurses,
doctors and academics. This group is usually followed by unskilled and semi-
skilled groups who also experienced unbearable consequences of socio-
economic and political crises. Political activists opposed to those in control of
the state form another layer of those who emigrate.73

During the crisis years under Kwame Nkrumah, 10 per cent of Ghana’s
population exited the country, whereas in Guinea about half the population
moved to live in Senegal and the Ivory Coast, while others went to Sierra
Leone, Liberia, Gambia and Mali. Ghanaians were mainly heading to oil-
rich Nigeria.74 In the southern African region Zimbabweans are a case in
point of a people who have responded to the unprecedented economic and
political crisis through emigration. About three million are estimated to be
living in South Africa and another two million in the UK and other parts of
the world.75 Escaping or migration is one of the oldest strategies employed by
Africans to escape political persecution, economic depravity and other forms
of oppression.
Secession is one of the routes to freedom that has been attempted by some

of frustrated constituencies and groups tired of oppression, domination and
repression. It was the most radical form of claiming political freedom. The
idea was to disengage from the state and attain recognition as a new
sovereign state. The most commonly cited example is that of Biafra in
Nigeria and Katanga in Congo in the 1960s.76 Southern Sudan finally
successfully seceded into a recognised 54th African state in January 2011.
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Foltz has explained the reasons why secessionist movements were few and
had limited success in this way: ‘Secession, of course, ran strictly against the
African state system’s norms of preserving territorial integrity and the in-
herited colonial boundaries’.77 This norm was underwritten by the Organiza-
tion of African Unity (OAU), which institutionalised the principles of
inviolability of existing colonially crafted borders in its Charter. The conseq-
uences of this decision by the founding fathers of the postcolonial states was
that minority groups which were often segregated from employment, excluded
from sharing the national cake and whose history, culture and languages were
deliberately sidelined, had to endure the bondage of boundaries.
The other option that was available to politically motivated military elites

was to try and seize the state itself. This took the form of rebellion and
military coups. The earliest examples included that of the Chadian rebellion
of 1965. This was followed by other examples that culminated in civil wars in
Uganda (1981–86), Angola (1975–2002); Ethiopia (1974–91); Rwanda (1990–
94); and Mozambique (1980–93).78 In countries like Ghana and Nigeria
military coups became the means of changing government and military
strong men succeeded each other via the barrel of the gun.79 The monopoly
of force became a raw material for political power rather than elections and
other softer forms of political bargaining.
Africans also responded to crisis by creating alternative and parallel

systems to those of the state as an outlet for human needs that the state had
failed to fulfil. Examples include informal markets (black markets),
smuggling, corruption and the use of alternative methods of justice. The
logic behind these alternatives is that they override official channels and skirt
the state’s laws.80 This form of disengagement involves attempts at beating the
state systems and laws. In Zimbabwe the late 1990s and early 2000s witnessed
the mushrooming of flea markets that were not fully regulated by the state.
There was also proliferation of informal street money-markets, where hard

currencies were sold and bought. But as the state became more and more
desperate, with the national banks running short of money, it had to act
through a military style Operation Murambatsvina (Operation Clean-Up).81

This involved the demolition of structures and displacement of over 70 000
people as the state reacted against overriding cynicism towards official
structures and widespread non-compliance with its laws.82

Other forms of disengagement from the state have taken the form of
religious conversion to new Pentecostal religious sects and magical cults
where ordinary people seek new spiritual redemption and material security.83

John and Jean Comaroff have drawn our attention to the proliferation of
‘occult economies’ involving ritual killings, use of magic, witchcraft and
zombie conjuring in South Africa. They see these developments as an integral
element of a thriving alternative modernity.84 One of the most striking new
religious movements in South Africa is the Universal Church of the Kingdom
of God, whose roots are traceable to Brazil. It has skillfully deployed the
protestant ethic and combined it with enterprise and urbanity to link spiritual
and material world issues that appeal to the poor.85 This is happening
alongside the proliferation of popular cultures with anti-establishment
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overtones, drawing on both traditional and Western sources. These forms of
popular protest take the ‘soft’ forms of underground press, song, dance,
poetry, theatre and protest literature.86

Ordinary citizens have also used their laughter to ‘kidnap power and force
it, as if by accident, to examine its own vulgarity’.87 For Zimbabwe those in
the diaspora have evolved other forms of kidnapping power and forcing it to
examine its vulgarity by setting up private radio stations and online
newspapers. Examples include the British-based SWRADIO Africa and US-
based Voice of America’s Studio 7, staffed by exiled journalists and DJs. The
most popular online newspaper is Newzimbabwe.com that consistently carries
uncensored writings very critical of the state and its current leadership.
Disengagement has also taken the form of ‘self-enclosure’.88 This involved

attempts to insulate oneself from the state, thereby gaining protection from
its uncertainties. In Zimbabwe the white minority groups practised this
strategy from as far back as 1987 when the 20 reserved seats for them were
scrapped from the voter’s role. They withdrew from national politics and
took refuge in their farms, business premises and gated communities located
in the expensive suburbs.89 Whites only came back to the public political
domain when their land ownership was threatened through the Fast-Track
Land Reform Programme, whose modus operandi was compulsory acquisi-
tion of white-owned farms for the resettlement of black people.90

Seeking to democratise the postcolonial state

Some African people still believe that they can attain freedom through
fighting from within the boundaries of the oppressive state. This involves
struggles to democratise the state. Such a strategy became popular in the
1990s following the collapse of the USSR and implosion of communist
regimes in Eastern Europe. A convergence of local and global voices called for
democracy as the pre-condition for any economic and military support for
African postcolonial regimes. This began in 1990 with the French president,
François Mitterrand, telling the Franco-Africa Summit attended by num-
erous heads of state from francophone Africa that France’s economic
and military assistance would be given to those regimes that were commit-
ted to progress towards democracy.91

The World Bank, IMF and African Development Bank joined the voices
of those fighting for democracy and made financial aid conditional on
progress towards good governance.92 Civil societies became vocal in support
of democratisation and ‘served as a remarkably potent battle cry across the
world’, which ‘reanimates the optimistic spirit of modernity, providing
scholars, public figures, poets, and ordinary people alike a language with
which to talk about democracy, moral community, justice, and populist
politics; with which, furthermore, to breathe life back into, ‘‘society’’’.93 In
Francophone Africa the embers of freedom culminated in what became
known as ‘the National Conference’ phenomenon, which began in Benin as
a convergence zone of those groups fighting for an end to the authori-
tarianism practised by one-party regimes.94
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The results were that some one-party authoritarian regimes crumbled
under the weight of a combination of civil society’s and opposition forces’
resistance. Examples include the regimes of Mathieu Kerekou in Benin, Haile
Mariam Mengistu in Ethiopia, Kenneth Kaunda in Zambia, and Kamuzu
Banda in Malawi. Samuel P Huntington celebrated these changes as the
‘third wave’ of ‘democratisation’.95 Despite the chequered history of the
freedom struggles of the 1990s with some proving to be false starts and others
hijacked by incumbent dictators thirsty for relevance and political rebirth,
they formed a strong background to the current push for transparency,
accountability, predictability, good corporate management and good
political governance. By 2000, a new continental and global consensus had
emerged on the complementarities of democracy and development albeit still
framed by imperial global designs.

Seeking to reconfigure the postcolonial state into an engine of development

Today the call is for new African states that served ordinary people and
promote popular freedom. In some literature this type of state is described
as a democratic developmental state. It is a state that is capable of
working to fulfil the democratic and developmental aspirations of the
majority of the people within its borders. This imagined state is to be
defined by its institutional characteristics, such as embeddedness in African
society and active citizen participation in decision making. Such a state is
expected to be totally freed from the trappings of autocracy of the 1960s
and 1980s.96

This call has been supported by a ‘new generation of African leaders’,
which included Thabo Mbeki of South Africa, Yoweri Museveni of Uganda,
Paul Kagame of Rwanda, Meles Zenawi of Ethiopia, Isaias Afewerki of
Eritrea and Olusengun Obasanjo of Nigeria, who were less authoritarian and
less dogmatic than the founding fathers of the postcolonial states of the 1960s
and the military leaders of the 1970s.97 While the new generation of African
leaders had degenerated into authoritarianism of varying degrees they
remained better than those who presided over the one-party and military
dictatorships of the 1960s and 1970s. They were committed to the recon-
struction of the African state in the direction of fulfilment of popular
demands for economic development and democracy. In combination or as
individuals they engaged with bigger plans for Africa, such as the New
Partnership for Africa’s Development (NEPAD), Pan-African Parliament
(PAP), and the African Peer Review Mechanism (APRM). These pan-African
institutions were meant to create a new moment for Africa characterised by
economic development and democratisation.98 Eghosa Osaghae noted that it
has dawned on many researchers that the state remains the sole anchor for
citizenship. It has also been realised that the state is the only institution that
can carry and drive the distribution of resources.99 The continuing struggle is
over the nature and the type of state that will not be a menace to the people
but a facilitator of economic development and provider of freedom and
security.
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Conclusion

The decolonisation project has remained hostage to the coloniality of power
and entrapment within colonial matrices of power. The fiftieth anniversary of
decolonisation offers a unique moment to take stock of the political journey
travelled by Africa since the 1960s. What is clear is that the African elites who
ascended to political power at the end of direct colonialism played an active
role in mobilising and inviting ordinary people to celebrate the myths of
decolonisation and illusions of freedom. Elites have tried inviting ordinary
African citizens to partake in celebrations of bourgeois class triumphalism
and juridico-freedom as popular freedom. They have criminalised people’s
demands and struggles for popular sovereignty. This elite political strategy
has not managed to silence the ordinary people, as the recent uprisings that
have rocked Tunisia, Egypt and Libya, among other African states, indicate.
This article has also demonstrated how the state has become an albatross of
African popular freedom and how since the 1960s ordinary African people
have not rested on their laurels but have fought for popular freedom on
various fronts and using various strategies and tactics. Their struggles
underline the myths of decolonisation and illusions of freedom in Africa.
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