African Nationalist Movements

By the early 20th century, European countries had colonized almost all of Africa.  Some believed that Europe “civilized” Africa, but colonialism actually had a negative effect on Africa. Politically, European governments ignored traditional African leaders and provided authoritarian models of government. When creating colonial borders, the European rulers only took into account their military and economic power and ignored traditional African ethnic borders. Colonial rule in Africa disrupted social systems and governments, and robbed Africa of resources. Many Africans objected, but they did not have enough power to act.  They wanted to control their own governments and the continent’s natural resources.  The only independent countries left were Liberia and Ethiopia.  Liberia was founded in 1822, mostly by black American former slaves.  During the 1920s and 1930s, colonial rulers sent a few Africans to attend universities in Europe and the United States.  These educated young people started to dream of independence and worked to increase nationalism among the peoples of Africa.  In the second part of the 20th century as nationalism grew, African nations began working to free themselves from European control.  Nationalist movements are movements that seek independence for the people living in a country that is controlled by another power.

When World War II ended in 1945, there were only four independent nations in Africa. By 1960 Africa had 27 independent states.  By 1975, the number of independent states had increased to 47. For the most part, the transfer of power in the 1950s and 1960s went smoothly.  Major exceptions included: Algeria, where a war of liberation raged against France; the Belgian Congo, where a civil war was made worse by Belgian involvement; and Portuguese Africa where Portugal refused to give up its holdings.  Below, the independence movements of Kenya, Nigeria, and the Belgian Congo are discussed. 
Kenya

Many Kenyans thought the British had taken their land unfairly.  A group of Kenyans started the Mau Mau, which operated from 1952 to 1960.  The Mau Mau was a secret society that believed force was the only way to win Kenyan rights and independence.  The Mau Mau rebelled against the British.


The British Army mostly defeated the Mau Mau by 1954, although violence continued until 1960.  Thousands of people were killed in the fighting, although only about 100 were European.  However, the Mau Mau movement still had a great deal of support among Kenyans.  Eventually, Kenyan support of the Mau Mau and their nationalist ideas convinced the British they would have to grant independence to Kenya.  The British helped Kenyans hold democratic elections.  Kenyans elected Jomo Kenyatta president in 1963.  Kenya was independent once again.
Nigeria

There were many different ethnic groups in the region now called Nigeria.  At the Berlin Conference in 1884-1885, Britain was given control of the region.  Nigeria was then divided into two colonies, one in the north and one in the south.  Many of the ethnic groups that lived in the region did not want to be part of the same country.  These divisions among the Africans led the British to treat the ethnic groups differently.  The British spent more money building schools and roads in the south than in the north.


By the 1940s, Nigerians had started many groups to fight against British rule.  Some groups shared ethnicity.  Some were youth and student groups.  Some were made up of people who worked in the same type of job.  

Many people in these groups had gone to school in Europe.  They admired European culture, but they believed that the only way for Nigerians to have their rights was to be free of European rule.  These groups became political parties that worked for Nigerian independence.


In the late 1940s and 1950s, the British let Nigerians elect their own people into government.  Abubakar Tafawa Balewa became prime minister in 1957.  Great Britain gave Nigeria independence on October 1st, 1960.  Balewa became the first head of government.  Nigeria did not have to fight for its independence from Britain.
