
An introduction to contemporary Sub-Saharan Africa: national construction, democratization and 

development 

Introduction: How to distinguish sub-Saharan Africa from North Africa and how relevant this 

distinction is 

About sub-Saharan Africa, not Africa as a whole. 

Map: Geographical border above geopolitical limits. Maghreb: considered as part of the Arab world. 

What characterizes north Africa is also that there was an over European presence back from the Greeks 

and the Roman Empire.  

 

The relevance of this distinction is really discussed but for the convenience of this course we will still 

apply it: easier to cover the issues and differences faced by sub-Saharan states. 

The denomination of sub-Saharan is not consensual and overused the fact that some states are not 

under the Sahara (Mauritania, Mali, Niger, Chad, Sudan), there are still generally included in this 

denomination. 

To explain how difficult and controversial and politically constructed this distinction is; let’s take the 

example of Sudan (cf. map) because it is sometimes considered as part of North Africa, particularly 

now that South Sudan has seceded.  

  

Map of Egypt under Ali: Britain occupied Egypt but not the south of Egypt. 



Sudan first conquered in the mid-19th century by the Khedives of Egypt and introduced quite 

unpopular measures there that led to riots led by religious leaders (the Madhi) and an Islamic state 

was claimed in 1884-5 and the British that left the Khedives at the time, decided to reconquer Sudan: 

an expedition was sent in the 1890s and Anglo Egyptian troops went on this part of Sudan: this 

reconquest was justified/motivated  by the British by the exchange of international relations at the 

end of 19th century in a context of scrambling Africa: everyone wants its shares. This led to Fashoda 

incident in 1898 between France and Britain.  

 

map of balance of power between France and Britain that shapes the actual borders and limits of 

people and actual states: in red: British expedition to reconquer Sudan with the objective of having 

unlimited territory from The Cape to the Cairo. For the French they started with Congo and they met 

at Fashoda because France wanted a share up to the east, and this shaped the fate of Sudan.  

This exemplifies the random way in which borders have been drawn. Fashoda is today in South Sudan. 

Cf. Conflicts and Tensions zone in the World: chapter about war in Sudan. 

1899: Sudan was reconquered by Britain 

1956: Sudan became an independent state 

2011: South Sudan seceded from Sudan 

But we see there’s an attraction to Arab power: influence of Khartoum at the time and the popular 

issue of former Sudan was a very heterogeneous state but dominated by people that didn’t feel Arab 

but African even those that were Muslims and we had a dichotomy between what the regime wanted 

and the feeling of the population. The secession  of South Sudan after decades of civil wars in the 

immediate aftermath of independence, showed for some people that it would settle the problem of 

heterogeneous identity of people but there is still many issues in Sudan and many people don’t buy 

this government rhetoric of being part of a North African Arabic world. The concentration of people 

who did feel ethnically and culturally African flew a rebellion against Khartoum but the secession didn’t 

settle the differences.  

The case of Sudan as an example to show how difficult it is to define the limits between north Africa 

and south African and how obituary and most of the time irrelevant this geographic borders are.  



The following map of Sahara and Sahel that show the division. We see South Sudan deeply entrenched 

inside what is called sub-Saharan Africa whereas the north was more ambivalent. Nevertheless the 

north shouldn’t be included in Sub-Saharan state. 

 

Since the independence of South Sudan even the UN has tended to class South Sudan as belonging to 

North Africans countries that is also controversial. Covers the old concept of black Africa, as deeply 

connoted with racism: european representation of Africa and of black Africa with a racist connotation. 

On the other geographical hand, some observers also noted that until 1994 (end of apartheid in South 

Africa), South Africa wasn’t considered as south Saharan country, which is politically irrelevant. Some 

people considered that division of Africa is a  Eurocentric concept which is inherited from a colonial 

organization of the continent? These terms are still used and has a geopolitical reality: performative 

dimension., International organization are using it but doesn’t make it right. That’s why we have to 

take this term into perspective and has to be discussed. At the same time, it’s difficult not to use it, 

because it has a quite geopolitical reality. This is why we’re going to use it in the course but we need 

to be very careful in using it. 

Most people in sub Saharan African describes themselves primarily as African which is not as relevant 

in the north.  

Pan Africanism is also something that we need to take into account, the idea of unifying the continent. 

It emerged on the west coast of Africa and the idea of uniting the continent is much a sub Saharan idea 

even though north Africans states are also part of some of these organisations. 

What is commonly known as sub-Saharan African: start in the south of Sahara with the Sahel area, 

geographical terms that corresponds to a large strip of land. It is also a transitional cultural area 

between Arab Muslim world and African world that is more Christian. 

Five states only are considered as sahelian states: Mauritania, Mali, Niger, Chad, Sudan but 

geodemographic as to take into account other countries that have part of their territories in the Sahel: 

Burkina Faso, Senegal, Gambia… and they are facing the dame kind of issues as the sahelian states not 

only on climate issues but also as a transitional area and therefore, even if there’s only a part of their 

territory in the Sahel, they have to face numerous issues that the rest of Africa might not have to.  

There is the G5 Sahel, composed of 5 states: Mauritania, Mali, Burkina Faso, Niger and Chad, all French 

speaking states and coordinates regional coordination in development and security, following the 

events in Mali. It was created in 2014 following the Malian civil war and only involved French speaking 

sahelian states. 



International cooperation in the region where States are facing similar issues, and also have a common 

past which makes it easier to cooperate. Especially in the G5 Sahel is a geopolitical construction that 

has been very much linked to the French military assistance during the Malian crisis. 

Like many regions in the world there is a  geographic and cultural and geopolitical reality. This region 

is therefore at the crossroads and a hub between the desert and tropical areas. The issue of identity is 

far more relevant in these states than in any other part of sub Saharan states. 

Map of religion: mainly divided between Islam and Christianity and Sahel is also at the crossroads, 

transitional area. 

 

Horn of Africa: legacy of spread linked with Arabic peninsula and the eastern coast of Africa. MAP That 

focuses in the Kalahari desert and the desert on the western coast of Namibia. 



 

  

When you mention sub Saharan Africa there is always the connotation of an continent dominated by 

external actors especially Europeans that shared the boundaries in the 19th and before that the 

organized states that were in place. It is not quite true: we had some prosperous empires in the 

swahilian coast trading with Arabia, and also a number of territories which have always been 

independent and Ethiopia is a casing example.  

By the end of 19th century, Ethiopia was flourishing and managed to resist invasion from Egypt, (the 

reconquest of Sudan was also meant to go southern and invade Ethiopia as well) . Emperor Menelik 

the 2nd consolidated its empire by annexing territories to prevent foreign invasion and signed a treaty 

of friendship with Italy in 1889 (treaty of Wichale): Ethiopia’s territory was recognised by Italy. Ethiopia 

recognised Italy’s sovereignty over a part of today’s Eritrea. Furthermore, in 1896: Italy is defeated by 

Ethiopia (battle of Adwa). 

In 1936 the Mussolini Italy tried to claim sovereignty over Italy again but Haile Selassie (regent from 

1916, then emperor 1930-1974) (aka “Ras Tafari”) advocated against colonialism in the then League of 

Nations and the UN. Especially after Italian invasion of 1936 he plegued the member of the League of 

Nations to help him. 

Ras Tafari advocated pan Africanism and considered Haile Selassie as leading the black people of the 

world to freedom. Emerged in Jamaica in 1930? 

Another example of a non colonized African state is Liberia, more ambiguous state: never colonized by 

european , never part of colonial empire but has been colonised by the American Colonisation Agency 

to organise the “repatriation” of the freed slaves and free -born African Americans. 

They bought lands from local tribes that actually had no real choice; These African American population 

were sent to Liberian as colonizers de facto as they formed a community of settlers with few contact 

to local populations that they pushed up to the north, and so on. Their communities was called 

“American Liberians” and still irrelevant category: there is actually little difference between this kind 

of colonization and colonization from Europe (power in the hand of American Liberian elites).  

Liberia was a founding member of the UN and became a global critic of european imperialism 

particularly in Africa. 



These examples are exceptions in the history of Africa but they still, existed and participated in a 

movement of resistance against imperialism and the emergence of an identity that is not only shaped 

in the world by european colonizers. 

Sub-saharan Africa has the highest population growth rate. 

• A population of about 973 million 

• A population growth rate of 2.5% 

• Fertility rate: 5.5 children / woman 

• The population could double in the next 30 years. 

The capacity of poverty to fuel conflicts is not to be neglected and the fast growing population also can 

carry tensions over control of resources and the use of resources such as water, lands etc.  

Africa has one of the highest economic growth tin the world but huge disparities. At the same time, 

sub-Saharan economics are more vulnerable to economic fluctuations and even though they have a 

relatively high economic rate, it decreased and African states might very well meet structural problems 

we had back in the 18s and 19s century? 

Diverse continent with diver politics into it.  

Exam: For really motivated people, possibility to make a presentation before the class that will be 

taken into account in the final grade. In this case, will develop the factsheet and the outline of the 

presentation has to be sent one week before the scheduled presentation time. Alone but also in 

groups up to 4. 

Exam: 2 hours exam: not an essay but an average of 4 questions with at least two of them with very 

short answers and two with more developed answer. 

 

  



I/ The state in Africa: an imported or hybrid concept? 

A) Colonialism and independence 

The Berlin Conference, February 1885 

Convened in 1884 to discuss freedom of trade on the Congo Basin following Belgian King Leopold II ’s 

annexation of a large territory inside the lands of Africa 

 The primary objective was to settle the competition over the mouth of the Congo River 

On this occasion, a definition of the way sovereignty was to be acquired over a territory was specified. 

 

 

 

General Act of the Berlin Conference: 

…being provided with full powers, which have been found in good and due form, [they] have 

successively discussed and adopted: 

1. A Declaration relative to freedom of trade in the basin of the Congo, its embouchures and 

circumjacent regions, with other provisions connected therewith. 

2. A Declaration relative to the slave trade, and the operations by sea or land which furnish slaves 

to that trade. 

3. A Declaration relative to the neutrality of the territories comprised in the Conventional basin  of 

the Congo. 

4. An Act of Navigation for the Congo, which (...) intended to regulate, as between the Signatory 

Powers of that Act, the free navigation of the waterways separating or traversing several States.  

(...) 

6. A Declaration introducing into international relations certain uniform rules with reference to 

future occupations on the coast of the African Continent. 

 

Chapter VI: declaration relative to the essential conditions to be observed in order that new 

occupations on the coasts of the african continent may be held to be effective 

Article 34 

Any Power which henceforth takes possession of a tract of land on the coasts of the African 

continent outside of its present possessions, or which, being hitherto without such possessions, shall 

acquire them (...), shall accompany the respective act with a notification thereof, addressed to the 

other Signatory Powers of the present Act, in order to enable them, if need be, to make good any 

claims of their own. 

Article 35 

The Signatory Powers of the present Act recognize the obligation to insure the establishment of 

authority in the regions occupied by them on the coasts of the African continent sufficient to 

protect existing rights.... 



Colonial empires in Africa, 1914 

 

 

Colonial empires in Africa in 1925 

 



British territories in Sub-Saharan Africa 

➢ West Africa: The Gambia, Sierra Leone, Nigeria, The Gold Coast (Ghana) 

➢ East Africa: Kenya, Uganda, Sudan, British Somaliland (part of today’s Somalia), Seychelles  

➢ Southern Africa: Southern Rhodesia (Zimbabwe), Northern Rhodesia (Zambia), Nyasaland 

(Malawi), Bechuanaland (Botswana), Barotseland (Lesotho), Swaziland, Mauritius 

➢ Territories acquired as mandates of the League of Nations after 1918: Northern and Southern 

Cameroons, Tanganyika (Tanzania), German South West Africa (Namibia)  

➢ South Africa was a self-governing territory inside the Commonwealth. The effective 

administration of Namibia was given over to South Africa 

French territories in Sub-Saharan Africa 

➢ French West Africa / Afrique occidentale française (AOF): Senegal, French Sudan (Mali), 

Mauritania, Ivory Coast, French Guinea (Conakry), Upper Volta (Burkina Faso), Niger, Dahomey 

(Benin) 

➢ French Equatorial Africa / Afrique équatoriale française (AEF): Congo (Brazzaville), Gabon, 

Oubangui-Chari (Central African Republic), Chad 

➢ Southern Africa: Madagascar, Comoros 

➢ East Africa: French Somaliland (Djibouti) 

➢ Territories acquired as mandates of the league of nations (after 1918): Cameroon (AEF), Togo 

(AOF) 

Portuguese territories un Sub-Saharan Africa 

➢ Angola 

➢ Mozambique 

➢ Guinea-Bissau 

➢ São Tomé e Príncipe 

➢ Cap Verde 

Other empires: 

➢ Belgium: Congo (Kinshasa), Rwanda and Burundi (acquired as mandates of the League of 

Nations) 

➢ Germany: Kamerun (Cameroon), German West Africa (Namibia), Tanganyika (Tanzania)  

➢ Italy: Somalia, Eritrea 

➢ Spain: Spanish Guinea (Equatorial Guinea) 

What characterised  Africa’s colonisation? 

“Pre-emptive colonisation” (Frederick Cooper) 

Very quick process 

Colonisation of the hinterlands contracted out to the private sector (chartered companies, private 

explorers) 

Borders set out arbitrarily either through international negotiation (e.g. Southern Africa or Cameroon) 

or inside newly acquired territories (the case of French Sudan) to fit the needs of administration.  



 

 



French Sudan / Soudan français (Mali) 

French Sudan was established in 1890 and abolished in 1899. 

1902: creation of the territory of Senegambia and Niger 

1904: the Western part was detached. The territory was now called Upper Senegal and Niger 

1911: the Eastern part (Niger) was detached (administered as a military disctrict – became a colony in 

1922). 

  

  

Upper Volta / Haute Volta (today: Burkina Faso) 

Created in 1919 (formerly part of Upper Senegal and Niger)  

1932: abolished and re-integrated into Soudan français 

1947: separated from Soudan français and restored as a single territory. 

Map showing the integration of Upper Volta (in grey)  into neighbouring colonies 



 

 

The administration of newly acquired territories 

Once conquered, little was done to develop these territories. In spite of high ambitions justifying the 

scramble. Lack of enthusiasm from public opinions and lack of funds to invest significantly in these 

huge territories 

Basic principle: African colonies were expected to be economically self -sufficient. 

Indirect rule 

“Indirect rule” in Britain / “Association” in France  

The administrative structure relied on the empowerment of traditional elites 

This implied a dual legal system (“native justice”) and dual status  



E.g.: the “code de l’indigénat” in French territories 

Indirect rule in tropical Africa 

Lord Lugard, The Dual Mandate in British Tropical Africa, 1922 

“The formula we suggest is: ‘Develop resources through the agency of the natives under European 

guidance and not by direct European ownership of those tropical lands which are unsuited for 

European settlement.’ As in the sphere of political, so also in that of material progress – teach the 

native to manage his own affairs and better his own methods. (…) The development must be under 

British guidance, without encroaching on native rights, or reducing the African to a state of serfage.” 

(Lord Lugard, p. 506-507) 

“Let it be admitted at the outset that European brains, capital, and energy have not been, and never 

will be, expended in developing the resources of Africa from motives of pure philanthropy; that Europe 

is in Africa for the mutual benefit of her own industrial classes, and of the native races in their progress 

to a higher plane; that the benefit can be made reciprocal, and that it is the aim and desire of civilised 

administration to fulfil this dual mandate.” (Ibid. p.617)  

Consequences: the example of Britain’s policy in Nigeria 

British presence in Southern Nigeria (trade). Formalised in 1880. 

The Royal Niger Company conquered the hinterland then under the rule of the Sokoto Caliphate. 

Britain annexed the North in 1900. The Sokoto Caliphate was defeated in 1903.  

The Northern and Southern parts were amalgamated into Nigeria in 1914. 

But the administration of the two territories was never united: in the North, traditional hierarchies 

were maintained, whereas the South had been more exposed to British influence  

Difficulties to implement indirect rule in places like urban centres where traditional authority was less 

relevant. 

Gap in the level of development between north and south Nigeria in terms of hygiene, schools... 

differences that are still felt today.  



 

That doesn’t mean that in the South there was nothing the British colony also had an influence and 

therefore the structures were far less developed and relevant. 

The systematic implementation of authorities brought some researches to consider that the concept 

of thrive was invented by the colonialist as a justification of the colonial project to justify the way they 

managed the territories.  

The way precolonial societies were actually run and the role of the chief in particular were 

reinterpreted with new rules, their legitimacy that has been strengthened: all this changed the way 

these societies were run. From directly protected and protecting the cultures of these societies. It led 

to new groups with no direct relevance in the organisation of pre colonial societies. 

What is at stake today is that particularly the British feared the detribalised natives that would, in their 

opinion, question the legitimacy of traditional rules and would be likely to participate in the rule-

making. 

“European classifications and inventions of race, or tribe or language in effect 

created a series of empty boxes, with bounded walls but without contents. It was 

all very well to write of the “Ndebeles”, or the “Kikuyu”, but to give meaning to 

that identity was a much more complex and contested business.” 

Terence Ranger, “The invention of tradition revisited: the case of colonial Africa”, 

in Ranger and Vaughan (eds), Legitimacy and the State in Twentieth century 

Africa, 1993 

Double process: traditional societies were reinvented, reinterpreted by the coloniser to further the 

management of their territories and as a feedback effect, African appropriated these new traditions 

so it’s not just an imposition, it triggers also a movement of re-appropriation of these frameworks. 



In British colonies, chiefs were interfaces between the colonial states and the society, they were the 

main instrument of state control. 

Even in urban areas were traditional authorities were less relevant, people were encouraged to 

associate with the coloniser in a  geographical areas that could be associated with a particular ethnic 

groups, thus excluding other groups to make them less legitimate; exclusive sense of identity and 

opposition and had consequences in areas were migrations took places according to the ethnics 

groups. Typical example is Kenya: the settlement of British farmers in Kenya where the Kikuyu lived, 

either in towns or in other parts of the territory and the problem of when it became independent the 

settlers left and the question of land became a problem (and still is) because while the farmers were 

there they employed black people from all the countries not only Kikuyu and once they left Kikuyu 

considered as theirs and so did the others groups.  

The concept of tradition was base of something that was a reality but it gave a meaning to what already 

existed. These differences between groups were reif ied. 

To finish on this point there was a fundamental shift in the role of the chief from pillar of the system 

owing its legitimacy to traditions, to legitimacy given by the power, authority the colonial power was 

giving him. He was legitimate both because he was a traditional leader and because he was an agent 

of colonial power. He received retribution for his services. 

The traditional Chief was at the interface between the colonial state and the society, and was therefore 

a pillar of the system. He  owed his legitimacy to tradition: he was therefore respected by the 

populations. At the same time, under colonial rule, his legitimacy also depended on the role the 

colonial power was willing to make him play => he was legitimate because he was an agent of colonial 

power. 

In some territories, the state, the colonial power renounced to administrate the colony and delegated 

it to third actors, mainly private ones:  

The French experience: they had two main areas of French rule in Africa: French west Africa that was 

directly ruled, much more involved in the government of this area and French equatorial Africa where 

the government delegated it to private companies.  

- The concession regime:  the case of AEF 

From 1899 the territories of Congo Brazzaville, Gabon and Ubangui Chari were divided into 40 

concessions that were given over concessions companies in the hope that investment for 

infrastructures would follow. But it rose a number of issues: the concession were out of the French 

legal system: the law applying in their concessions were decided by private companies that could have 

their own unethical behaviours with the population submitted to hard treatment, hard labour even 

though it was the case about everywhere else in the area. The problem too was that these concessions 

did not actually built the public infrastructure that the French government thought they would and 

companies exploited. In 1910, France created the AEF to regulate what the concessions actually did 

but the system continued as before until WWI and many people denounced the conditions there. In 

AEF territories were given away to rapacious companies which exploited the natives. 

- The British company rule and settler power and chartered companies 

Chartered companies were used to conquer and administer  African territories in the name of the 

Crown. Their rule proved inefficient: the British government quickly annexed the territories and 

implemented indirect rule.  



The only exception: Southern Rhodesia which remained under Cecil Rhodes’ British South Africa 

Company until 1923. (cf. next slide) 

In some territories, Britain relied on White settler initiative for administration and economic 

development (Kenya, Northern Rhodesia, Southern Rhodesia)  

Other companies could come in and exploit but not monopoly on the trading commodities. It got some 

results but basically they were unable to be efficient. Chartered companies usually lasted in the first 

years after the conquest, selling up the basic administrative framework but quickly the British 

administration took the process over. 

The only exception to this was the British southern Africa company which lasted for a very long time. 

Administration was always delegated to companies first and then to the white population in the case 

of south Rhodesia.  

- The special case of Southern Rhodesia 

Conquered by Rhodes’s British South Africa Company from the Cape colony in the 1890s. In Southern 

Rhodesia, company rule ended in 1923 under the pressure of White settlers demanding more  

participation in the administration of the territory. Southern Rhodesia was annexed by Britain in 1923 

only to be granted political autonomy. 

The settlers who in Guinea and Zambia were relied upon provided for the administration of the 

territories so they had a various degrees of autonomy, some of them gained full self governance in 

1923 (south Rhodesia) whereas in north Rhodesia and Kenya the administration retained power. 

Settlers actually worked indirectly for British: not paid for British government, they were just living 

there so they were little regulated. 

- The case of Congo free state 

Congo was rose to international awareness with humanitarian voices raising concerns over the 

exploitation of the colony. It was conquered and administered as the private property, personal 

possession of King Leopold II of Belgium. 

The Belgian government had no influence on his rule of this territories. With powers unchecked the 

King of Belgium unsaturated an autocratic regime. He used Congo as a private source of income 

through exploitation of rubber and ivory and in violation of the principles of free trade agreed upon 

during the Berlin Conference. Million of people died in the process up to a point the situation raised 

international awareness.  

Due to the terrible human situation a British investigation was held in the Congo free state and because 

of the international pressure the Belgian government took over the administration of the territory in 

1908. It became to some extend over-protected because the population was never associated in the 

decision making progress and the government only relied in the private actors, not easy to sustain in 

the 1950. The level of unpreparedness of Congo after its independence is a direct consequence of 

Belgium’s reluctance to rule it.  

- Portuguese Africa 

All this powers relied on a similar tool to actually provide these newly acquired countries some 

infrastructure to make their intervention legitimate. 

1879: slavery was abolished in Portuguese Africa (1833 in British colonies, 1848 in French colonies)  



The administration of the territories was dominated by trading companies 

1899: forced labour was legalised (shibalo system) 

Until 1930 it was mainly foreign companies that were deciding for the territories and in 1899 forced 

labour was legalised to supply slavery, under the pressure of these companies. An African native who 

did not earn a wage was not reliable as worker. African colonies came under strict state control from 

the 1930s on (under Salazar), but a system of forced labour (“contract labour”) was kept.  

Contract labour at the origins meant that Africans had to work for a white employer for 6 months a 

year and under theses conditions could work for his own account for the rest of the year. It left the 

population of total dependence to Portuguese companies and was cheap labour given by the state.   

=> massive migration from Portuguese colonies to neighbouring territories (esp. South Africa)  

More black African from Angola and Mozambique flew to try to find other way to be a bit better 

treated. 

Prestation: attempt to reinvest in the redevelopment of the area and it could reach up to 15 days of 

unpaid work: real discrepancy in the way French east and west Africa were ruled. Again, chiefs were 

key. 

In the British empire we had the system of forced contracts: forced to sign, debts to settle or the system 

implemented providing cheap labour forces to developed infrastructure.  To build railways, the British 

companies and particularly the British government organised this system of forced labour with people 

were paid and some other not, as a repayment of a debt: semi-slavery system. Indentured labour was 

used by the French as well but not massively in Africa. 

The administration of the territories 

Assimilation was one of the original aims of France’s colonial policy. Only concerned a small part of the 

population in the colonies conquered before the scramble .  

Assimilation always has been some kind of objective at least in French narrative of colonisation; It’s a 

French concept, never used by British until interwar years. The objective was the assimilation through 

access of citizenship: it only concerned small parts of the population because of history. This idea of 

civilisation was supposed to be the doctrine, narrative of French, the discourse had to be coherent 

with what was happening. Because of history, since the revolution it was considered that of native 

people were well educated they could be considered as French. It  was applied in certain areas of 

French areas. The rules applying to the four communes of Senegal testifies this ambition: had a special 

status. 

Example of the four “communes” of Senegal (Saint Louis, Gorée, Rufisque, Dakar). All “originaires ” 

could vote in local elections, as well as elect a representative to the French Parliament in Paris.  In 1914 

Blaise Diagne was the first Black African to be elected in the French Parliament. From 1912, Africans 

could obtain French citizenship but high qualifications made it out of reach for many. This policy stood 

in contradiction with indirect rule practices. They were not French citizens but had a French nationality 

and voting rights.  

In 1914 the first black MP was elected. From 1912 Africans could obtain French citizenship under high 

qualification. It means that in these four communes was to extend it but the status of the people were 

different. After the scramble the assimilation is objective even though it was claimed, wasn’t on the 

agenda. The vague choice of the terms of association allowed to cover a variety of meanings and 

realities: misleading here.  



Assimilation through education 

Educated people were the backbones of the French administration. It’s the idea that chiefs and tribes 

could be helpful was a part of the functioning but there was a shift in the 1930s because in France the 

problem was the means of such a policy that were not deployed enough in the territories and the 

results were the same as in British colonies where education was left to missionaries. 

Before WW1, education was mainly provided by missionary schools. A teachers’ training college was 

created in Saint Louis in 1903. It was transferred to Gorée in 1915 (William Ponty school).  

True education plans from the 1920s with in 1922: investment in the establishment of secular schools 

and vernacular languages were banned in schools.  

To be subsidised, missionary schools had to implement the national curriculum and particularly ban 

vernacular language. And from 1923, they had to recruit teachers among the William Ponty graduates 

= French idea of unifying the territory and the national community through education and language. 

Nevertheless, by 1939, only 10% children attended schools in French African territories . 

Assimilation was also a motto for the Portuguese government and the Salazar regime in particular 

boosted this aspect to fully integrate the narrative of new state. The imperial idea was based on the 

acceptance of Portuguese standards. In Portuguese narrative, the African territories were considered 

as provinces of Portugal.  

Salazar’s New State doctrine. Put forward the principle of assimilation of colonial subjects.  There was 

in theory no legal racial segregation (Black Africans could gain “assimilado” status). The African 

territories were not colonies but “provinces” of Portugal (single national community) . 

In practice, there was not many assimilados in Portuguese Africa because people had to speak and 

write Portuguese to reach these standards and only 1% in 1960 had assimilados status. Most Africans 

could not reach the requirements because there were not many schools Coupled with the fact that 

once this status was reached, it was extended to the rest of the family, it says a lot about how many 

people actually managed to pass it. 

B) Construction and formation of the African state: governance and sovereignty in the post-

independence era 

Britain’s strategy: preparing for self-government 

Objective of Britain’s colonial policy in the inter-war years: preparing colonies to self-government along 

British political standards. It implies a shift in alliance from traditional elites to educated peoples. 

Lord Hailey’s report, 1939: “the maintenance of indirect rule is incompatible with the growth of a large 

educated native population”. He advocated “detribalisation” => U-turn from indirect rule principles 

Focus on training Africans to political government. Colonial policy is to encourage and channel social 

change. But no assimilation: African political participation was to be confined to local affairs, it did not 

imply participation into British politics (i.e. to the definition of imperial policy).  

British strategy: what’s happened in the white settlements colonies could very well happen in non -

settlement colonies and therefore these colonies had to be prepared to be autonomous but with still 

keeping a control on them. 



 

Lord Hailey’s report:  An African Survey 

 

Completed with Malcolm MacDonald in the House od Commons the same year: 

 

 

The end of indirect rule in British colonies 

“The ideal towards which we are aiming in the sphere for which the Colonial Office is responsible 

is the same ideal which is found throughout the rest of our dominions, the ideal of self -

government of the country, in so far as they are capable of it”  

(Leopold Amery, Under-Secretary of State for the Colonies speaking at the House of Commons, 

1919). 

“The great purpose of the British Empire is the gradual spread of freedom among all His Majesty’s 

Government’s subjects in whatever part of the world they live. That spread of freedom is a slow, 

evolutionary process. In some countries, it is more rapid than others. In some parts of the Empire, 

in the Dominions, that evolutionary process has been completed, it is finished. In some colonies, 

like Ceylon, the gaining of freedom has gone very far. In others it is necessarily a much slower 

process. It may take generations, or even centuries, for the people in some parts of the Colonial 

Empire to achieve self-government. But it is a major part of our policy, even among the backward 

peoples of Africa, to teach them and encourage them always to be able to stand a little more on 

their own feet.”   

(Malcolm MacDonald, Secretary of State for the Colonies, House of Commons, 7 December 1938)  

There is a further consideration which has been much in the minds of some observers of the system. 

They have felt that the maintenance of indirect rule is incompatible with the growth of a large 

educated native population.  

In their view the educated African will not endure to accept orders from his inferior in civilisation; 

he will not be content to see the government of his country in hands less qualified than his own, 

and he will not tolerate a judicial system that does not give the guarantees of British justice. 

Further, we cannot afford to neglect the material consideration that tribal institutions must 

necessarily afford less opportunity for the employment of educated Africans than would be found in 

the cadres which a direct system would maintain, and that native tribunals have no place for 

advocates trained in European principles of law.”  

(Lord Hailey, An African Survey, chapter IX, section XXI, 1939)  

“We ought during the war to press ahead with the development of Governmental technical and 

social services; but there will be an economy campaign which will conflict with this intention.  

A possible means of combining economy and development is to make far more use of educated 

Africans in responsible posts. We must during the war seize every opportunity for training 

Africans.”  

Malcolm MacDonald, House of Commons, 1939 

 



French strategy:  a centralised “union française”  

Turning point: the Brazzaville conference of 1944 

Process of trying to find legitimacy to the empire but the British ruled out assimilation as it was not 

part of their political imaginary in respect of governing their colonies so direct association was not 

envisaged. 

Egalitarian narrative. 

Colonies were now to be called “overseas territories” 

Tended to rule out the British strategy of self-government at local level in favour of a unified or 

centralised version of the empire. 

In 1945, Africans voted to elect representatives in the French Parliament 

Though representation was not proportional to the population (some 20 MPs)  

Creation of local councils with limited devolved powers (on the model of French “conseils généraux”). 

Speech by Général de Gaulle at the Brazzaville conference, 1944 

« en Afrique française, comme dans tous les autres territoires où des hommes vivent sous notre 

drapeau, il n'y aurait aucun progrès qui soit un progrès, si les hommes, sur leur terre natale, n'en 

profitaient pas moralement et matériellement, s'ils ne pouvaient s'élever peu à peu jusqu'au niveau où 

ils seront capables de participer chez eux à la gestion de leurs propres affaires. C'est le devoir de la 

France de faire en sorte qu'il en soit ainsi. » 

Memorandum of Brazzaville conference 

« Dans le cadre de la France coloniale, il n’y a ni peuples à affranchir, ni discrimination raciale à abolir. 

Il n’y a que des populations qui se sentent françaises et à qui la France veut donner une part de plus en 

plus large dans la vie et les institutions démocratiques de la Communauté française ». 

Egalitarian narrative but France primus inter pares. 

The colonies are now called overseas territories and educated Africans started to be incorporated into 

French institution. This discourse tended to rule out ideas of autonomy and self government at local 

level. Rather than autonomy the French favoured integration over autonomisation on a British model. 

Still a double standards (separate colleges) in the election but still made some progress.  

The influence of new African MPs in French Parliament 

The “code de l’indigénat” was abolished, replaced by the application of French criminal law in the 

colonies 

The Houphouët Boigny law ended forced labour in all French colonies (three years before the timeline 

decided at Brazzaville. 

the Lamine-Guèye law: abolished the categories of citizens and subjects.  

« À partir du 1er juin 1946, tous les ressortissants des territoires d'outre -mer (Algérie comprise) ont la 

qualité de citoyen, au même titre que les nationaux français de la métropole et des territo ires d'outre-

mer. Des lois particulières établiront les conditions dans lesquelles ils exerceront leurs droits de 

citoyens. ».  



This law was entrenched in the constitution of the 4th Republic, in October 1946 (article 80).  

The franchise was still relatively high, but the number of African voters more than doubled after 1946 

(from 45,000 to 130,000).  The number grew steadily until universal suffrage was granted in 1956.  

In 1952 a law unified the labour code given same jobs, wages and working times but at the same time, 

French expected loyalty towards the empire: duty. Explains why in 1947 French government repressed 

a rebellion in Madagascar that asked for autonomy and self government. This was not the way French 

intended to proceed. Colonial policy was dictated only by the French government not really opened to 

any kind of outside influence. 

 

 

II/ Facilitating political change: democratic transitions and consolidation 

A) Democratisation processes: national conferences, multi-party politics, elections 

B) A return to authoritarian politics? 

 

III/ War and conflict 

A) The intangibility of borders: the limits of self-determination 

B) Ethnicity and violence 

C) The privatisation of violence 

D) The expansion of Islamic fundamentalism 

 

IV/ Economic issues: poverty, development, emergence 

A) From post-independence developmentalism to structural adjustement policies 

B) Africa in the global economy: investment, aid and trade 

C) The limits of emergence: the case of South Africa 

D) The “commodity curse”: the case of Nigeria and the DRC 

 

V/ Africa’s international relations 

A) The state of regional integration 

B) The limits of continental (pan-african) integration: The African Union, NEPAD and “African 

solutions to African problems” 

C) The rise of China in Africa 

 


