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In this mil we would exanline the utliql~e and ~~nparalleled statehood experiences and develop~i~ental 
paradig~ils ofa large n~iiiiber of Afiican states, which became independent on a e~iplioric wave of 
Iiope and excitement.in tlie early years of the 1960s. The process had worldwide repercussions for 
never before in tlie living memory had 'sue11 a large  umber of states gained I iberation and statehood 
in such a sliol't span oftime and that too in peace and with goodwilI..When tlie Second World War 
ended there were only three fil I l y independent states in ~fiica-~tlthio~ia, Liberia and South Africa. 
In the followingdecades. timetables for the liquidation ofEurope's African Empires were drawn up 
and France, Britain and Belgium accepted with swifi~iess and ease the need to relinquisli their 11old 
01.1 the territories and peoples whose governance they had acquired in the previous century. The 
process began with tlie independence ofGliana in 1958. It gathered momentum in tlie years hllowing 
and between 1960-64 al I the British occ~lpied territories in East and Central Afiica and the Belgian 
and French colonies on tlie contine~it, except the Port~~guese held territories of Angola and 
Mozanibiq~ie and the White settler regimes in Sorrtliern Rhodesia and South Africa, emerged from 
colonial rule 8s sovereigli independent states. By 1965, Afiica was well on the road to decolonisation- 
adream had come true. But African states had to contend with otlier critical and difficult probleins 
ofstatehood and gavel-~tance-consolidati~~g nation states out of arbitrarily defined colonies and to 
ensure all round economic development that would help overcome widespread poverty and socio- 
econolnic frustrations, besides nianaging external relations including intra-AFrican ties. 

Some ofthese problems, wliicl~ differed from one state to another, as did the African states tl~emselves 
in ternis oftheir ideology, nature and types of regimes, styles of leadership, econo~nic development, 
etc., wo~lld be exal~~ined here. It wo~lld specifically address and analyse, issues reflecting on tlie 
crisis oftlie state-proble~iis ofnationalism and integration and the issues of regime Iegitilnisation 
and leadership. l'liese woi~ld be evaluated in tlie perspective ofthc il~herited colonial sys~cm- 
political structures and fiinctions of statehood-that had been passed on to the post-colonial states 
regardless oftlie reality ofcotnn~unity and accountability in independent Africa. In fact any attempt 
to ~lnderstand co~itemporary Afiican politics should be based on the primary understanding of tlie 



specific historical experiences ofthese states. Such a perspective would place present day African 
politics in proper context and enable an ~lnderstanding of the  complex ways in which African 
societies have developed over til~ie. 

But before talcitig up a11 analysis of post-independence statehood problems, it would be in order to 
evaluate tlie nature of the African state, against an historical perspective. 

4.2 NATURE OF THE STATE IN AFRICA 

4.2.1 Attributes of the State 

Tlie state in Afsica-the post-colo~iial state-had al I tlie strucrural and fiinctional attributes of a 
state, as anywliere else. It had clearlydemarcated territories, state sovereignty and an institutio~ial 
structure ofgovelnance-all ofw1iich Iiad been beqi~eatlied by colonial powers. Most governments 
of tlie newly independent coi~ntries, with a few exceptions, accepted generally the boundaries 
inherited ii-om tlie colonial state even while they Iiad been arbitrarily drawn and cut across and 
divided various ethniclsocial groups. The exceptions were the large and disparate states-Sudan, 
Nigeria and CongoIZaire-wherein dissatisfied ethnic groups threatened territorial integrity. AI I 
experienced long years of civil war. While Sudan suffered continuous civil war fi.om 1964 onwards, 
except during the period 1972-83, in Nigeria tlie secession of BiaIia sparked offa civil war betweell 
1967 and 1970. Afiican leadersliips, liowever, soon real ised that the colonially delineated boundaries 
were Inore a source of support than a threat to tliern or their govc~*nments and they made all efforts 
to abide by them. 

Only four states-Morocco, Somalia, Ghana and 'Togo-challenged their inherited coloniaI 
boundaries. Icing I-lassui 11 of Morocco laid claini to Mauritania11 and Algerian territory derived 
froin the pre-colonial Moroccan lcingdom; tlie Soliialis s~lpportcd selS-de~erniination for tlie ethnic 
Sonialis disbursed llvough Djibouti, Etliiopia ant1 Kenya. Ghana challenged arid callcd for renioval 
ol'all colollial boundnl.ics and tlie establishment ofa continental Ali-icar~ Union and Togo campaigned 
for the restoration to the status oftlie fomier Gerrnari colony divided in 19 19 between France and 
Britain and to bring\ogetbcr tlie split ethnic Ewe community. While Ghana andTogo abandoned 
their claim, Morocco and Somalia contini~cd tlieir str~iggle against the coloriial divisions. Otlier 
states like Rwanda and Burnndi in Ce~itral Afiica and Lesotlio and Swaziland in Southern Africa 
abandoned their claims for rectification ofcololiial boundaries and felt it more prudent not to cliallenge 
their Inore powerfitl neighbours. In another instance, the people who were being transferred. 
abandoned the proposed transfer of Soutli Afsican territory, inhabited by tlie Swazis, to ~waziland 
in tlie face ofopposition. Similarly, both Etliiopia atid Sudan retained their inherited state boundaries 
despite serious clai111s ol'secession by tlie Amharic Christians and the Arabic speaking Moslerns of 
tlie Nile Valley and I<liartoi~ln. 

Overall, it was perceived practical convenience and ~iii~tual recognitio~i of the need not to disturb 
fronticrs. The o ~ d y  exception being tlie case of Esitrea, which sougl~t indepenclent staiehood, and 
finally gained it. 

Sovereignty, the second ilnportatit attribute of a state, arising F~.om t1;e first, was endowed to all 
post-colonial African states. Governments oftliese states exercised soveseig~i j~lrisdiction and were 
tlie filial arbiters of all acliolis within ttie state boundaries that they controlled. Besides, a large 
number ofstates came to indeper;dence under a national leadership that e~i~joyed popular suppol-t 



and conseq~lent sovereignty within its territory. Even in circumstances when tlie dotnestic state 
structu1.e ran into intelnal conflicls, ~iei~libourin[: states did not intervene respectingtheir sovereignty. 
Ethiopia for instance, ruled by Emperor Haile Selassie, who claimed power as being divinely 
sanctioned and who controlled a government structure-unequal and conflictual-never did lose 
sovereigtlty. Similarly i~i Liberia, even thougll tlie government was controlled by a group ofAmerican- 
Liberian ill1mig~.aiits that deprived die ilidigenous Afiican 113ajority of its legitimate rights, it never 
becallle a 1natter ofconcern to the neigl~bouring African states. Other states-Nigeria, Cameroon, 
Ghatla, Mali, Guinea, etc., -also ignored domestic conflict~lal sit~lations on the plea of respect for 
state sovereignty. 

The third attribute ofthe Afiican state is the institutional stnlctuse ofgovernance operating througI1 
the Executive, Legislat~ire and the Judiciary. Tliro~lgh tliese institutions, African states exercised 

jurisdiction within their respective territorial boundaries; and with the state bureaucracy, 
amed forces arid the police it n~aititained law and order and controlled a range of essential firnctions 
prtaining to tlie welfare of its population. The state thus had all the trappiligs of sovereign 
constitutional autlio~.ity and the support structure to govern independently and eficiently within its 
borders. Yet tile reality oftlie African state was very different horn its European counterpart and 
i t  failed lo perf'ortn some of its basic f~~lictions. What are tlie reasolIs lorlhis anomaly? Why did 
African states fail to delivcr satisfactorily and efficiently'? We woc~ld address some of these issues 
in historical and theoretical perspectives o f  the state as it evolved in Africa. 

4.2.2 Theoretical Perspectives of the State 

Althougl~ there is a vast body of literature on the nature ofthe African state, the issue still retuains 
enigmatic, as there is 1-10 single answer or just one ovirall conceptual ~nanifestation ofthe state in 
Afi-ica. There are as nlatiy African states a s  the~:e are Afric~11 co~lnfries that vary in terms oftlieir 
ideology-socialist or capitalist--economic development, style ofleadership, nati~re of'the regime 
i~~power, size of populatio~i, etc. Besides, stnteliood in post-colonial Afiica was an i~nposed concept 
unlike tlie product ofevolutionaly I~istorical processes ofthose who ruled them, The African state 
was not anchored to rlie Afiican socio-political realities as the European modern state was to its 
spcietjes, Ii: in fact was created by colonialis~n and possessed different internal structures tliat 
conformed to the diverse systems ofcontrol of'the ItuperiaI Powers i n  theirrespectivc colonies- 
the Portugnese refusal to decolonise, the Belgian failuse to develop indigenous i~~st i t~~t iol is ,  tlie 
imposition of White settlements in Southern A.f'rica, tlie Britisli systelns of indirect rule and tlie 
distinctive cultural ties tliat France n~aintaitied with its colonies. Given the nature ofgovert~ments in 
Pottilgal, Spain and Italy, it was hardly possible to expect that their colonial administrations woirld 
be more effective. In fact, the systelns ofgoveriiatice in tlie POI-tugilese colonies reflected the very 
backward, incon~petent and a1.13itrary nature ol'~l1e systems tliat prevailed in tlie Iholne state. Fsance 
and Britain, o n  tlie otlier Iiand, maintained better colonial institutions i l l  their Akicnn colonies a~icl 
tlie latter benefited from tlie q~~ali ty of govert~lnent. Generally then, the political systems inherited 
by the $ost-colonial state varied from one cor~ntry to another t~iaking it dificult to define tlie nature 
ofthe state and its 01-igins in,Afi.ica. 

African analysts nevertheless, have interpreted and explained the content and the nature ofthe 
state, its origins and its evol~~tioli tlirough tliree distinct thac~gh partly overlapping I'~lnctiona1 
approaches-the Liberal- developmental, the Marxist and that of tlie overdeveloped state derived 
from colonialism. The Liberal-develop111e11tal concept interpreted tlie state as being virt~lally 
coterminous wit11 the government as the apex of the political syste~n. According to the Marxist 
interpretation, the state was apolitical stn~cture co1itro1led by the e'cono~~iically do~llillant class-an 



outcome of class struggle deter~i~ined by the evolution of the modes of prodi~ction ofsociety. 'l'lie 
state thus was conceived as an arena of class struggle determined by the country's position in the 
capitalist system. The third hypotl~esis perceived the state as being overdeveloped-a legacy of 
the colo~iial state, which was eiidowed with awesome and liri~itless power over its territory and its 
resources. The liolclers ofstate power were overwhel~iiingly Lhe powerf~~l and privileged members 
of the c o ~ n ~ ~ i u ~ i i t y .  This conceptualisatio~i was made as n reaction to tlie previous two postulates 
and was the only one that was historically specific, as only according to it tlie African state, as 
discussed above, derived its genesis f'som the colonial state. Al I tliese concepts drawn from the 
Western experiences fo~rndered in the African context and proved Lo be conceptually and f~lnctionally 
inadequate. 

4.2.3 State in Evolution: Changing Theoretical perspectives 

The evol~~tiun ofthe state and tlie oligoing changes adjusting tlie state fiuzctionirig io tlie political 
and socio-econo~nic realities over tlie last few decades higliliglit ilze usefultiess and the Ii~iiitations 
ofthe three conceptualisations. African states had ~noved to inclepende~zce on a wave of euplioria 
when they accepted without demur tlle inherited political siructures. However, as the euphoria 
waned and diftic~~lties emerged, 111ost Afsican leadersllips took up the challenge and evolved tlieir 
own administrative systems far removed .from tlie Western liberal paradigms oftlze European state 
structure. An itnderstandi~ig of'tliese latter WOLI Id help us to comprehend tlze nature of the African 
state and locate it in the Aliican and the European liistorical perspectives. 

l l i e  most distinctive feature o f ~ l i e  African state as it evolved is that its stri~cture and fi~nctions 
replicated those oftlie colonial states. It inliel.ited tlie colonial states' entire political, econon~ic and 
administrative liegemonic infrastructure, iricl~~ding theover-manned bi~reaucmcy that gave it an 
overdeveloped character. It was the bure;u~cratic machinery tlial had enabled tlie colonial state to 
establish i~npcrial sovereignty over conquered tewitories ancl legitimise its antliority through Force 
and coercion, and this, ~~nli l te the riioderti European state, witlzoi~t beingacco~~litable to the state's 
civil society. Like the colonial state, Afiiccui states ilscd the brlrear,cratic inachil;ery and,thc powerfi~l 
infi 'astr~~ct~~rc of tlie state to implement its policies and to centralise its control. The African 
bureaucracy over the years acquired inin~ense power and enforced its writ wit11 a11 iron hand, At 
the saliie time the state also beca~ne more authoritarian and despotic. I,ike the colonial state it was 
everywliere, controlling and directing tlle administration and the economy. It also shaped the social 
life oftlie peoples by granting and withholding them amenities and oilen constraining tlieir interactions 
with other   SO LIPS. The state further extended its contl-oI by iitilising a ~najor share of its resources 
w1ietIie1- it was for the paymelit of salaries to its personnel, for its own needs in personally directed 
investments and other q~iestio~iable activities. This authoritative and centralising tfend as an organising 
principle of state policy, extended thro~~glioi~t tlie cor~tinerlt lil.0111 the single ordoniinant pasty syndrorne 
state to ideologically conitnitted states and even those that maintained a gefierally preferential 
relationship with the global economy. 

A range ofAfricari countries particularly tlze "Marxist" slates--Angola, Mozambique, Ethiopia 
and Guinea Bissau--conformed to tliese principles. The two radical socialist states-Tanzania and 
S e l t o ~ ~  Toures' Guinea-gave a~iotherpolitical line to centralisation. Both adopted ~nodels that 
stressed the need for state-patty discipline and extended democratic ce~~tralisation through ideological 
appeals and by introducing state economic control tlil-ough publicow~lership of industrial, col~imercial, 
agricult~~re and cooperative orgatiisations. In Guinea for example, the 1111ing Parfi Dclnocratique 
de Guinee (PDG) developed its own l ~ o ~ i ~ o ~ e ~ i o u s / ~ r o ~ r a n i m e  ofnational isation and self-reliance 
that included the introductioti ofits awn currency, training programmes for its intellectual elites in its 



. own polytechnics at Icanltan and Conalwy and large scale h~ l~nan  il~vestnient prograninies that 
were all designed to winoverthe peoples to the state's centralist trends of governance. The regime 
also differentiated itselffiotn its neighbours by stressinga consistent cult~lral nationalist11 that traced 
the country's ancestry to its glorio~ls African past and at the same time adapted a radical pan- 
Africanism for the co~ltinent as a whole. In 1968, an event of great magnitude was organised that 
achieved an eloquent synibiosis of these two thought processes and won widespread support for 
the regime's policies. A major con1il1ernorative function to honour the Fouta Djallon Chief, Alfa 
Yaya, a Iiero of the pre-colonial resistance, was organised with much pomp and fanfare. The 
state's political policies and its developmental strategies werG fact one ofthe few that helped it 
to breaktheeco~loniic hold ofthe for~nern~etropolis. But through its political, econo~nic atid social 
policies, tlie PDG I~asover tlre years extended its contl-01 over the people covering every village, 
every neighbourhood, factory atid office, each having its own Party Corn~nittee. 

In Tanzania, bureaucratic ce~~tralism as inheriled from the colonial system of governance, evolved 
in two distinct ways, giving to the country's political structure a pre-eminent position in decision- 
nialcing and enabled the elite to dominate the bureauc14atic apparatus. Within a decade'of 
independelice, the government agencies and the governme~lt sponsored parastatals accounted for 
an estimated 80 per cent orthe medium and large-scale econo~liic activities and 44 per cent ofthe 
monetary GDP. Eve11 later efforts at decentralisatiori thro~~gli the Ujnmua Socialis~n tlial gave 
considerable fseedom for decision-malting and action at tlie local level to District Coiincils, in 
actuality extended the central lillseaucratic influence tolhe peripliely. Other states-Malawi, Zaire, 
Uganda, Etl~iopia atid Angola-also imposed si~nilar burea~~cratic centralist syste~ns ofgover~iance. 
Ethiopia was Afi-ica's first Co~n~nunist state that evolved a centralised model of pasty organisatioti 
~ ~ n d e r  Mengistu Haile Mariam. It rejected any concessions to the separatist forces and tigliLencd 
the party's control over the administrative apparatus. Si~nilarly in Angola, president Eduardo dos 
Sa~ltos exercised effective control thr-ougli t l~e  central state institutions, including the bureaucracy, 
This policy enabled the governnie~~t to provide stability and resolved the challenges that confronted 
the state. 

The second distinctive feature ofthe Afiicau state system is its patrimonial nature, i.e. a system 
based on patron-clientties, also described by analysts as itprebendal politics" (the politics of allowances, 
etc.). African states iri their search for a systenl that wo~tld enable them to exercise greater authority 
over theil.societies and territories evolved authoritarian, centralised, patrimonial, administrative 
structures that liad liberally drtYw11 from the inherited highly statist colonial ndministri~tive traditions. 
Theail11 was to co~isolidate, even if it was a slow process, political and econoniic authority internally 
and to conibat the colonial legacies of a dependant status-strong linkages to the world capitalist 
system dominated by transnadonal corporations and the pervasive in-fluence ofa  wide variety of 
i~ite~natio~ial organisations-t11e World Bank, IMF, etc. TTlie maill elements ofthe African patrimonial 
system ai6a personalised and centralised exect~tive autllority ~vl~ose position and powe,; is legitirnised 
by,pbtri~libl~ial and legal ratioiial doctrilies atid beliefs. Tlie stateexecutive in sucl~ a system is 
supphted by personally loyal officials-integrated in patron-client networlts. These officers and the 
~ietworl~oftlieirsuppg~t groups controlled tlie adniinistrative state apparatus, which ove~~inie became 
the major avenue of ~~pward iiiobility, stati~s, power and wealth. 

. * 

The patri~nonial state emerged as a second stage in the politics of the post-Independence period . . .. s . 
j i 
, ~ 

wlien governing parties atrophied-and tlie Afican leaders (the elite class) with its client networks , . 

gained power and sought other goals even ifat the cost of the state itseIC Meanwhile they themselves . . i . , 
\ . >  . ? aggrandised or enriched. Such leaders soon becan-ie tlie nor111 tlirougliout the continent. Zaire, . , L . 
, ~ 

: P d 

Kenya and Nigeria, amongst otliels, are typical examples of the palriniot~ial centralised sldrni~iistlative i ; 
i i 



systems that remained weak and soon degenerated politically. Tlie traditional clientelis~n based on 
political participatio~i, developed into a triangular relationship between the tiiultinationals, local 
middlemen and state conipradors. Corruptio~i becamc widespread and over the years acquired 
institutional dimensions that involved tlie government, iricl~lding a large ni~mber of oficials. It became 
adistinct f~lnctioning feature ofthe patrinioiiial state. ,411 ~lnderground economy that indulged in 
hoarding, sniuggling and person-to-person relations soon replaccd the Inore organised open market 
system. 111 co~nt r i es  S L I C ~  as Zaire, Ghana, Uganda, Tanzania, Guinea and even Siersa Leone, 
between one third and two thirds ofall econoniic activities were estiniated to be illegal. At a more . 
personal level several African leaders were known to Iiave deprived their poor cou~~tr ies  of scant 
resoilrces and revenues. M o b u t ~ ~  for example, and his family members were believed to have 
defrauded the country of several billion dollars ofpi~blic money and stashed it in Etiropean banlts. 
Similarly, Haile Selassie of Ethiopia was said to have cheated the coi~iitry ofbillions of dollars 
generated from tlie sales overseas of the country's gold reserves, and Olnar Bongo arid his 
confederates deprived tlie continent's oil and ~nineral rich country-Gabon-of its wealth. All 
tliese developments have ~iaturally been tragic for tlie continent, as it is now rctegated to the 
~nargins of the :nainstream inteniational economy. 

A third salient feature oftlie African state relates to its association with civil society-a relationsliip 
that has marginalised arid liegemonised -the latter. To understand tliis relationsliip it would be in 
order to exaniine tlie two concepts in historical perspective. IJn I ilte in Europe and in other parts of  
the world, where tlie state evolved orga~iically to serve the societal needs ofthe people, in Africa 
it was an "excrescence" that developed in and upon society, riii~ltiplying its functional tools to 
control the people and tlieiractiviti es. Since tlie colo~iial state had itself issued Corn colonial conquest, 
it felt obliged to develop its own p;aradig~iis ofeffective occupation to validate its proprietary title 
during the phase of the "scramble for Afiica". Later in 19th Century, it created mechanisms to 
hegemonically control society with the help of various col laborators (Chiefs, religious missionaries, 
merchants, etc.). Tlie Second world War had achievecl a def n i ~ e  fiameworlc of  dolninance and a 
c o ~ n n ~ a ~ l d  relationship and this very same systerii was bequeathed to its nationalist successors. 
Thus the relationsliip between tlie Af't.ican post-colonial state and its civil society conti~iued to be 
tlie same as before. And though the post-colonial stale Iincl its own natiotialist imperatives oft~l~ity,  
it al'lowed itselfto remain entrenched in the inherited colonial rcuictional s t r ~ ~ c t ~ ~ r e s  that were geared 
to the earlier hegemonic drive to contrcsl and shape society with a view to achieving ~lnrestricted 
domination over it. In this way most: rulers attempted to integrate tlie various social and opposi~ig 
political groups into single move~iients or to indirectly control them and bring them within tlie space 
ofstate do~nir-~ation. Senegal is a'goocl exampIe of such a relationship; the state here acted clirectly 
and used its entire autlioritar.ian nieaus-administrative and ideological-to politically co~~t ro l  the 
urban and the rural masses. 

It was during this period tha! tlie col~cept of civil society enierged i n  Africa as people started 
becoming aware oftheir rights. T'he continuirlg dominant nature ofthe state and its oni11ipotetice 

. played an imposta~it role, as did tlie later growing state-society eco~iomic distol-tions and the increasing 
disparities between the r ~ ~ l e r s  and the people. At the sanie time, tlie conditionalities ofthe Structwral 
Adjustment Program~iies (SAPS) reg i~ i~e  enabled civil society to draw producticn away fro~ii the 
state and deprive the latter of its privileges till now held in nio~iopoly. Consequently, almost everywhere 
the state lost considerable legitilnacy and power Zaire is at1 example, whicli losi: large a ~ i i o ~ ~ ~ i t s  of 
revenue to the psivate sector-the civil society. The r e s ~ ~ l t  has been widespread protest in the 
urban and the rural areas and a ~~atio~ialist  self-assertion tliroi~gli associational ~ietworlcs structul.e 
and for~nalised into varioils for~ils ofsocial niobil isation and widespread denionstratio17s. Civi I society 
the11 gained considerable pre-e~iiinence in tlie state scenario while the centralised and overextended 



state weakened. It is important to ~uiderstand the implications ofthis feature of the state in Africa, 
as it would help to determine the continent's transition to pluralis~n and delnocratisation. 

4.3 CRISIS OFTHE STATE 

4.3.1 Problems of Nationalism and Integration 

Given this perspective, it was not too long when tlic independent African states were confronted by 
a crisis of nationalism. The govenunents liad to handle issues to consolidate nation-states out ofthe 
arbitrarily defined colonies and ensure all round economic development that would I~elp address 
widespread poverty and the fii~strations of its peoples. The ~nain reasons far the crisis were that 
the post-colonial African state was hardly a "natural" nation state. Its geographical boundaries 
were mapped regardless of  the division of ethnic groups brought under state regitnes. Like the 
for~iler colonies fiom which they emerged, these states also were not geographically, etlinically, 
culturally, econo~nical ly, socially or politically homogenous or cohesive. They were rather "amalgams" 
of heterogeneous groups, "incbherent patchworks" that Iiardly qualified for nationhood. Whereas 
  no st European, Asian and Latin American countries had some con~mon historico-cultural, racial 
and linguistic foundations fiom which nationality could evolve, in Africathe liis~orical process had 
beer1 inverted. The construction ofpost-colollial ~iationality began fiom the colonial premise and 
was built on the foundations laid by the colonial state. Besides, even while the nation state is an 
impostant attribute of independence and sovereignty they I~ad conveniently ignored it when the 
colonialists withdrew. This was because the timing of independence in Afiica was politically eminently 
suitable for them. It reflected tlie colonial metropolitan and African politics ratlier than the political 
iniperatives of the nationalists, who if given the time may Iiave evolved their own nationalist co~rntry- 
specific myths. The coloriialists had also ]lever really taken into acco~~nt tlie realities ofpre-colonial I 

Africa or even whether these co~nrnunities would be able to live togetlier. It had 17atIier with scant 
regard for accountability to its peoples who administered and managed these colonies. The sole 
ail11 ofthestate then was to nlaintain stability. Besides, the nationalists' only unifying and binding 
factor at the time of independence and in the immediate post-colonial period was its African 
chgracter-a definite racial category but otllerwise vague ill terms of any affiliation or union. 
Lesotl~o, Swaziland and Cape Verde were tlie only countries that had at the time of independence 
colonial boundaries that c o n f d r ~ ~ ~ e d  to tlie historical logic; it was a reflection ofthe hornogeneoirs 
identity ofthe people ofthese colo~~ies .  All otlier states were at, one tinle or another, plagued by 
divisive ethnic, racial atid regional tendencies. Moreover, these states were also confronted by 
problelns of integrating civil society, problems that originated from the states' inllerited colonial 
legacies of state-society structural distortions, geographical and physical constraints and later 
n~isliandling by state oficials. The very nature ofthe African state appeared to be vulnerable to 
crisis. Beginning in the very early phase of its post-colonial existence, the Afiican state has had to i 
contend with several crisis siti~ations, some of which conLinues even as  new proble~ns enierge. 

I 
They have created for Afiican states a crisis not o111y of nationalis111 but also sovereignty. In this I 

perspective African states undertoolt to evolve their own concepts of natio~~alisln and national 
co~istruction, wliicli would 11lake them viable political units. The task was difficult as tlleeducateci 
and westernised nationalist elit;, generally trained in the metropolitan capitals, derived their notions I 

of nation slate froill tlie Euro,peqn models. Moreover, African states also encountered several 1 
obstacles that varied froln one state to anotlier and proved to be a niajor challenge to nationalist I 

efforts to create a nation state. Nevertheless, it is interesting to note that several ingenuous leaders I 
I 

drew on the continent's own .glorious historical past and espoused and propagated a c~~ltilral 
nationalis117 that attracted its own people. Gililiea for example, espoused a consistent ci~ltural I 



nationalisln that traced its legacy to a p ~ ~ r ~ l y ~ f i i c a n  past ofresistance to colonialism, alongside its 
own concepts of a radical pan.,Afiicanisn~ on tlie continent as a whole. 

The first major challenge to the state lay in its very nature-an inheritance of the colonial state 
managed by a chosen ~~ationalist elite which because of its vested interest in retaining power 
maintained links with the forlner tnetropolitan state, ethnic heterogeneity and regional economic 
disparities. A state with obvious politico-econoniic str~tctural distortiolis that safeguarded the interest 
of a few at the cost of tlie large majority proved to be an incongruity in the African setting. 
Opposition to such a state was not uncommon with sevel-a1 dissatisfied sectiol~s of people dissociatillg 
from the nation state project. This is, however, not to say that these sections of people opposed 
independence or nationalism per se, but that they were not favoi~rably inclined to acpept and 
recognise the legitimacy ofthe "new nationalists", who had been selected to ta le  on the political 
mantle by the departing colonialists after they had won the run-LIP elections to independence. 
Several African chiefs and politically powerful and it~fluential religious leaders, who had earlier 
colla.borated with.tlie colonial state, stl-ongly resetGed and opposed the authority of'the post-colonial 
rulers. Tlieir opposition and challenge was further intensified when the two groi~ps belonged to two 
different ethnic con~munities. In Ghana, for example, the Ashantis, tlie single most important ethnic 
group both in size and wealth, had I ittle sylnpathy forNlw~snah's ruling Convention Peoples7 Party 
government. Later when the chiefs had beeti by-passed by the CPP and feared For their economic 
privileges, they rallied against tlit governinent. Repression by the ruling party consolidated tlie 
~s l ian t i  hostility and they formed themselves into an effective opposition that resisted state 
encroachment. 111 Senegal, the powerfill Cliiefs ofthe Moslem Brotherhoods-the MCII*CI~OLII.Y- 
who had earlier actively coopeiAated with the colonial regime and who conti~iuecl to wield immense 
power and influence over its fol lowers Ilad to be enlisted as coilaborators by the ruling regime so as 
to restrict their potential of obstructing the governnietit. 111 Guinea however the scenario was 
different; the powerfi11 Chieftains ofthe Fouta Djalloli were ctushed when tlieyrallied in opposition 
to the governll~elit. 

Ethnic strife, along with racial, cultural, religious and regional diFi'erences posed otliel-~i~t~jor challellges 
to natio~lalisln and national integration. Except in Tanzania, where the Nationalist Party was n 
genuine nationalist coalition ol'various ethnic gro~~ps,   no st other indcperident states liad to cope 
with its debilitating impact. Chnllenges emerged fro111 the Foula in Guinea, the Ashanti in Gliana, 
the Ibo inNigeria, the Ewe i n  Togo, tlie Ba~nilelte in  Ca~neroon, etc. In the case ofCameroon, only 
a civil war could bring indepeiidence to tile country. The Bagandc? in Uganda, the co~~ntry's most 
powerful ethnic group and one that had been favot~rcd by the colonial regime, also opposed a 
government that they coulcl ndt dominate. Without their support no effective delnocratic national 
government could survive. 111 Nigeria, three clolninant ethnic groups co111pcled for control of the 
new state in the I 960s-the ni!merically superior but econolnically weaker Mosleln I-Iausa Fulani 
that dotninated the political structure, the economically prosperous Christian Ibos in the west and 
the Yorubas inlhe east. Despite several years ofstrife and civil war between these groups atid tlie 
later formation of a Federation, IYigeria still continues to bc confronted by problems ofpolitical, 
cultural and econoniic integration. Silnilarproblelns arisi~ig out ofregional differences surfiiced in 
other countries tnalcing tlie acceptance ofllik new state and its government's legiti~nacy difficult. 
Tlie diffidel~ce to tiationalist integration oftlie soutliernen in Mauritania and Sudan, ofthe Mandinlcas 
in Senegal, Kinlbundus in Angola, tlo~therners in Chad, Mak~la in Mozambique, So~nalis in ICenya, 
etc., is well known. 

In the long tertn, tlie political weight ofthese dissident groups was tremendous and governments or  
I~~dependetice had little choice than to accolnlnodate them in the political structure while not 



necessarily conceding to all their demands. In the case of t l~e  Baganda in Uganda and the marabouts 
in Senegal, who enjoyed considerable political clout since the colonial period, it was difficult notto 
co-opt them into tlie state system but it always catne with a heavy price. 

Another crisis for the state that surfaced in a later phase of African political develop~nent and 
which cllallenged state efforts at integration wasthe conflicts that erupted between state and civil 
society. It is interesting to note that in Africa, the use of the concept of civil society as a term of 
analysis emerged only in the 1980s whereas conflict situations arising fro111 state society structural 
distortions were a legacy of tlie colonial period. These disto 12 ions-pol itical and econom ic-issued 
froln the authoritaria11 and centralised procedures ofpolicy making that marginalised and deprived 
local co~nmunities of a share in state affairs-including econonlic development. Seen in historical 
perspective, for inore than a century over the colonial period, the subjects ofthese states remained 
circi~~i~scribed by state domination while economically they continued to be inere units of  labourto 
be used for surpli~s extraction by the state. Society in the colonial period was subordinated to the 
state. 

hi tlie closing years of tlie colonial pericd there was a relaxation in the process of control and 
domination; political assotiations sprang heralding the birth ofcivil societyasan important component 
oftlle state. But most oftliese associations were aborted by tlie dominant societal projecis ofthe 
nationalist leadership, mis~nnnagement and the power ofthe colonial stale. Similar measures were 
also applied in  Eyadema's Togo, Chad ofthe Tombalbaye regime, Mobwtu's Zaire, etc. 

Af ica's integl.ation illto ihe world economy had fill-ther colnplicated matters; intended to achieve 
higher levels of growtl~, it in fact deprived s great'majority of Africans of better standards of living 
and an jmproveme~it i n  their econolnic levels. The erosion which began in the colonial period, 
resulted in making Africa11 producers, and by implication the African economy. dependent on markets 
orltside and to Iceep econoniic decision-malting beyond tlie African states. TIie outcotne then was 

. that civil society, till now Iieavily dominated by the colonial regimes, was further marginalised in . - 
post-colonial Africa and statc society distortions aggravated the scenario. 

4.3.2 Crisis of Legitimacy 

Evolving African states had also to contend with challenges to its legitimacy. prliere were differences 
in the theory and practice oftheir policies; state policies that should have been welfare-oriented 
instead ofbeing elitist and class-oriented. The state thos had belied the initial expectatiolis that it 
would be the prime ~nover ofall develop~nental eflbl-ts pertaining to agricultural, industrial, educational 
and social welfare oftile society. [nstead, the stale and the post-colonial governments which took 
off from wliere tlie colonial state had left, acquired more and more power and becanle hegemonic 
and patri~~~onial serviiig the individual and class interest o f  a few. 

Since the inception ofAfrican stalehood in the 1960s, cl~allenges to iis legitinlacy 11ave unfolded 
through several distinct phases and state systems have adjusted accordingly. In the first phase- 
tlie immediate post-Independence period ofthe nationalist regimes inherited fiom the fo~nler colonial 
state--challetiges were nominal and general ly easily resolved. These regimes en.joyed more or less 
co~nplete autliority as their legitimacy had been derived fro111 its nationalist credentials following 
their success i l l  the r i t ~ ~  up elections to I~idependence atid also a period ofeuphoriaand the scenario 
was one ofliope and confidence. Oppositioti, ifany, was controlled by absorptio~~/integration into 
the system. Thus for example, in Senegal and Cote d',lvoire, where there were threats to nationalism 
and national unity, opposition was generally overcotlie through persuasion and grant of positions in 



the state institutions. In other instances however, such as in Gliana and Guinea, where legitimacy 
declined over the years and resistance grew, the I,?ttel-was quelled through the use of force. 

This period of uncontested political legitimacy in the nascent ~'li-ican state was however short- 
lived; within a few years the continent was rocked by political convi~lsions that ushered in changes. 
A wave of "left" political orientations in Guinea, Ghana, Uganda, Congo, Tanzania, Mali, etc, 
occurred. Over the same period, a rash of ~iiilitary coz~ps, more than 17, for in some states they 
was more than one coup, ovel-toolc several African states througli the Central African Republ icy 
Congo (Brazzaville), Congo (Zaire), Daliomey, Ghana, Malagasy, Mali, Nigeria, Sierra Leone, Somali 
Republic, Uganda and Burlcina Faso (then Upper Volta). 

At the tliird level, challenges to legitinlacy increased considerably as the r~~ling regimes monopolised 
and centralised state power in ~lnitary systems of governance tliat politically and econoniically 
favo~~red a few at the centre wlzile tlie large majority in the rrrral areas remained deprived. This 
was tlie phase when the state developed patrimo~~iallprebendal cliaracteristics applied through 
widespread networlts ofpatron-client relations, in which tliose belonging to the networlts benefited 
fi-om the patri~nonial largesse ofthe political bosses. Such states soon acquired tremendous power 
and authority; tlie ri~ling elites exploiting it both internally and exter~ially in total disregard ol'society's 
claims and expectations. On th'e political l'sont, tliesc regitlies retained control of~nost ofthe state's 
institutional str~lctures including tlie powerfill bureaucracy and tlie adniinistration. Through these 
latter it was able to do~iiiriate the state infrastructi~re and used its services as per its own needs and 
to its advantage. The African state thus becanle highly politicised and its power of patronage 
through collaboration, goodwill and consent increased. Besides, under this system corr~~ption soon 
became com~nonplace in several countries; deals were concluded and there were instances of 
embezzlement of public funds leading to loss offaith in state actions. Atl.lie same time, politicians 
and other members oftlie ruling elite talcingadvantage oftlie dramatic increase oftlie state revenues 
from the expot-t of minerals did not hesitate to direct billions of dollars to private accou~its. 

Over tirne, the possibilities and avenues for enricl-uiient increased tre~iiendously. Discovery of01 I 
and its exports brought a windfall toNigeria, Gabon and Angola, but a large portion oftlie revenues 
were clandestinely diverted to the pocltets oftlie r~~ l ing  elites. Even in tlie very poor countries of 
Burltina Faso, Mali, Nigel; Sonialia, etc., whose resources were extremely li~nited, the ruling elites 
did not hesitate to divert fi~nds to themselves rather than use it for tlie wellBre of'the poor, Often 
funds for develop~nerit oS tlie rural areas, transferred through tlie bilateral agencics and tlie 
internatio~ial financial institutions-the TMF, tlie IBRD and other developmental agencies-and 
channelised through state agencies were never really utilised for tlie purpose tliat they were provided. 
The consequent skewered patterns ofdcvelop~ne~~t tliat favoured a Few oftlie privileged as against 
tlie large majority ofthe far~ners in the n~ral areas widened the gap between them. And as the pool- 
remained economically deprived the state served tlie class acct~~nulations ofthose wlio had acces:, 
to its itistitutions. There are several instances of investment in unproductive ventures-a car assembly 
plant set LIP for national prestige in Guinea Bissau and an agro-industrial parastatal in Tanzania that 
confornied to the state's socialist ideology. In other states agro-industrial enterprises were set up as 
exterisions ofclientelist politics in Selco~~ To~~re's Guineaand Ghana, during Nkrumah's regime, 
Tliese projects were all intended for political prestige and not as prod~lctive ventures for tlie region. 
Over a1 I, all state developments ofthe period generally were biased towards ~~rban/industriai projects 
while the rural sector reniai~ied neglected. Given this scenario opposition to the state was not 
uncommon. 

As the gap between the expectations and performance of the governments created a crisis of 
governance and legitimacy, it also weakened the links between the state and society, pai-ticularly in 



tlie rural areas. Colisequently the states' writ in tlie areas weakened and eroded its legitimacy. The 
p~tblic that now viewed the stale as an alien institution asserted itselfto secure its legitiinate rights 
and anie~iities, and state-soc iety ititeraction collapsed. 

But the real c11aIlerige to authority and the crisis of goverliance and legitimacy is a more recent 
development, of a contemporary ~iature. Arising from the cuinulatio~i of grievances, political and 
Inore especially econoniic of society, it is at tlie lieart oftlie crisis of political acco~tntability that 
affects tlie legitiinacy ofAfrican governments whatever their political complexion. Seen in historical 
perspeclive, almost from 1975 onwards iiiost African econo~nies started undergoing aslow econornic 
downslide. As tlie ruling reginies persisted to misappropriate the state's scarce resources, 
development received a further setback and states became vulnerable to economic stagnation, 
decay and fragmentation. Tlie 1973 oil crisisniacle worse the econolnic degradation from wliicli 
Iiiariy African states have still not recovered. Large areas oftlie productive sector that remained 
deprived, while tlie few ofthe eliteen.joyed the benefits, leff the fortner disill~~sioned, fr~lstrated and 
witlio~rt faith in tlie ruling regimes and tlie slate institutions. Tlie crisis of indcbted~iess, wliich 
fo I lowed, fusther wealtened African econo~nies and i~~iderscored the inability orthe stales' econoriiic 
structures and oftlie political rulers to satisfy their clients. 

Internal stagnation aridfrag~nentation increased; [he already weak state that liad been str~~gglingto 
retain its power and sovereignty had to confront other challenges-especially the uncettainty of 
dependence internally for unity and power and exter~ially on tlie world capitalist system. By the 
1480s, the wealtened African states gave in to tlie pervasive infl~lence ofthe international fina~icial 
systerns-the World Bank, the Inter~iational Monetary Fund and the Str~lctural Ad.j~lstment Regimes, 
which brought them into the fold oftlie world capital jst systetn. 

The Str~~ctural Adj~~stnient Programme's (SAP) regiiiie addressed African econoruic managenlent 
problelns through a liberal ~narlcet-oriented approacli that advocated plumlism and increased private 

.enterprise. It was subscribed to by a11 Sub-'Saharan African states by 1993. But the conditionalities 
of balancing state budgets by ci~tti~ig government expendit~~res-particularly the rncaswes relating 
to food pricing, removal of food s~~bsidies and health-care benetits liad an advcrse ccc,nolnic impact 
011 tlie poor in  these countries. The willidrawal offood subsidies and other controls on ibodstuTt's to 
~iieet tlie demands of the i~rban constituencies had a detrimental effect on footl prod~~ction, and the 
cultivation.of food crops was abandoned for otlier cash crop c~~ltivation. And as the prices of rood 
grains soared die poor in the ri~ral areas liad to depend on imported food supplies, which 
i~nderstandably were beyoiid their sustenance budgets. TIie withdrawal of health arid educational 

- welfare subsidies f~utl~er aggravated tlie problemsofthe poor. Overall, the SAP'S fo r~ i i~~ la  intensified 
the disparities between the ~lrban elite that sti I I  mairitaitied colitrol over the affairs of the state and 
the deprived lower middle classes in society. 

Civil society in Arrica liad generally been i~nderdeveloped becai~se of the colonial patterns of 
differentiated de;elopment; bow state-society econo~nic distortions worsened this condiliolr 
considewbly. At tlie same tillye, tlie collapse of tlxe patrimonial system foilowilig SAP coriditionalities 
also disenfranchised tlie former clients in the network who tiowjoined with others in civil society 
and challenged state ai~tliority. Civil society had by now beco~iie aware of its rights and privileges 
and sought representatioi in clecision-~nalcing. This scenario Iieralded widespread conff ict situalions 
in tlie ~~rbali  and the rural areas, which erupted in demonstrations and popi~lar protests that cliallenged 
state autliority and legitimacy. 

Zambia and I<enya are examples of two states, amongst otliers, wherein pop~llar sentiment for 
political cliange surged i r i  the 1980s and the 1990s. Both states had distinctly dil'ferentiated palterns 
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of development for its urban and rusal popillacc and wide econoniic dispdrities prevailed between 
the different seciors in each state. The presence ofan active civil society in both countries, as also 
the fact that the contitlent itselfwas advancing towards political liberalisation that accompanied the 
withdrawal of Super Power support fol-client states, made it possible to cliallenge the a~rthority of 
the state. In Zambia, the labour unions linked the econonlic plight of ordinary people with the 
failures ofthe ruling regimes and united social classes to challe~ige state a~lthority and impress on 
them the need for political change. Confrontation between the state and the Copper Belt labour 
unions began in tlie 1980s over reforms to decentl-alise administration, which would dilute the 
quality ofwelfare serviceito be provided to thc minewol-lters, 'I'lie popular rallies peaked in 1990 
wlien ~liaize meal prices were doubled. Similar popular protests in Icenya, which began in 1982, 
challenged the r~lling regitlies developmental policies. By 1990, they called Tor pluralisln ancl 
i~i~prove~nent oftlie welfare ofthe peoples. 

Similar popi~lar uprisings, thro~~gh other countries, that challenged their state ~.egi~iics, made Afsican 
.leaderships aware oftlie need to extend representstion to its peoples, for without representation 
there would be little legitimacy. Widespread social assertion and the desire of society to pat-ticipate 
in decision-mal<ing was another cliallenge to leaderships. 

At the sanx time, following tlie application ofeconomic conditiorlalities ancl tlie exposure to external' 
control, African states that had for lnore than two decades enjoyed total and uncontested political 
sovereignty had also to contend wit11 chal lenges to its authority bdtli internally and externally. As 
stated above, the internal domestic clialleng~s were widespread and i~nidirectional; they called for 
power sharing and regime transfonnatiori extenlally, the state lost tlie n~oral legitinlacy that it had 
so far enjoyed beca~~se of instances of gross and public abuse of power through patronage and an 
obvious violation of Ii~~n~anriglits of its suL?jects. Three rulers i~i particulas, syrnbolised the degradation 
ofpower-Uganda's Idi ~ ~ i i i n ,  Jean Bedel Bolcassa in tlie Central Afsican Republic and Macias 
Nguenia in Eq~ratorial Guinea., 

By the 1990s Iioweves, Afsican leaderships becanie somewhr~t sensitive to tlie tie'eds and demands 
of its constit~lents. Also, the endoftlie Cold War and tlie Organisation for African Unity's (OAU) 
recognition and appsoval througli a declaration oftlie neccl to promote popular participation in the 
govertiriient and to ensure liuman rights, made AlYican regimes also declare the corii~nitmel~t to 
multi-party deniocracy and plumiism. This would strengthen their eroded legitinlacy and resolve 
the growing challenges to their authority. Over tlie next few years se'veral states acceded to multi 
party elections consequent to do~nestic pressures. Mathieu Kereltou in Benin and president Kenneth 
Kaunda in Zalnbia were the first to step down when the lost the elections. Other states surrendered 
to external pressures; Malawi's president 1-I;t~stings Bandri was first persuaded to hold a referendum 
for multi party elections, and then when he lost, lie was asked to step down. Yet others continued 
to cling to power; Cote d'lvoire's president t-louphouet Boigny agreed to hold elections under 
opposition pressure but did so witlio~~t giving tlie latter ti~iie to organise themselves for the contest. 
In other Francophone countries several ruless were able to ward off the oppositiori's cal I .tior elections 
with external snpport. 111 Cameroon, for exan~ple, the ruling regime falsified election res~~lts  with 
the connivance oftlie French lliat feared for the success of an Anglophone presiclent. 
In Togo, president Eyadenia left' no stone llliturned to frr~strate the efforts ofthe newly elected 
goveriinient to run the slate while he enjoyed external support. Similarly, the Nigerian president 
Qabangida held out for ~everal~years despite firm do~nestic political opposition, failure i1.1 electjons 
and all resourcef~~l means. Nevertheless, the most determined and resourceful attempt to stay in 
power has bee11 n~ade by Mob~~tu in Zaire.Nor only did he avoid holding elections butalso s~~rvived 
through opposition efforts to tinseat hini. 



Thus, while ~iiost African states so~rglit ways and means to legititnise and stabilise their cliallenged 
regimes, yet others retained the& hold despite internal and external pressures. It is nevertheless 

. impostant to note tliat tlie challenges to state authority and legitimacy ofthe conte~iiporary period 
did nudge most states out oftheil-co~iiplacency and they have set about to rectify and adopt more 
representative systems of governance for the future. The cliallenges to legitimacy also subsequently 
provided the imperatives for policy reforms and change in the state structures. Ultilnately they 
[lave led to the deniise of statism and the entrencli~iient ofeconalnic and political liberalisation as 
the new developmental pat11 for Africa. 

4.4 SUCMMARY ' 

l'lie slate in Afiica has thus cvolved and come a long way since Independence in the I9GOs 
decade. Fro~ii the status ofa nascent nation-state, insulated, sovereign and secure in its domestic 
environs, tlie African state has transited li.0117 an inherited statist structural franieworlc derived 
from the international power systems of'tlie period and faces today bold political and economic 
challenges from an aware civil society, but has become economically a dependent entity in tlie new 
global systetn. I-Iaving borne patiently through the period oftransition a severe developtnental crisis 
ofcatastrophic pl.oporlions, of poverty and socio-econoniic ineclualities, tlie heavy econotiiic debt 
burdens, SAP conditionalities and the crisis of legitiriiacy, tlie Afiican state cliastened and matured . 
appears now to be suffrcientl~ conditioned to handle the present crisis/chaIlenges oftlie need to 
have a representative systeni of governance tliat would recognise the power of'civil society. The 
challenge is trernendo~ls as Afiican governments move out from tlie liiglily privileged earlier position 
as intertnediaries between their own societies and the external sources ofpower tliat were dependent 
on tliem (Afiican goveniments) to generate tlic necessary resources to enable their economic and 
commercial sustenance. 

Above all, the scenario of internal crisis and challenge and externally of tlie repercussions of 
globa1isatiot1-pervasive and profound-that have seeped deep into tlie body pol ilic of the Afi-ican 
state system lias not only rnarginalised Afsican states but also paved the way for state disintegration. 
It is impostant for African states tiow to overcome tlieir earlier wealcnesses and devisc ~neclianistns 
ofdemocsatic governance, such whicli would be acceptable for regulating their own tenures and 
exercise of power and policies ofpolitical acco~~ntability that would ensure tlieir legitirnacy over its 
peoples. Goveniments should also re-examine their priorities and re-shape their developmental 
strategies relying essentially on local resources for developliiental purposes. 

4.5 EXERCISES 

1) How woilld you analyse the nature o f t l~e  Afiican state? Evaluate the distinct features. 

2) What were the problerns of statehood that confronted African states? 

3) Discuss the inajor clialtenges to nationalisni and integration in Africa. 

4) Assess tlie role ofthe African leadership addressing the proble~ii of political opposition? 

5) Analyse state-society distortions as a challenge to legitimacy in Africa. 




