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Section 1 - The Effects of World War I  
 

Seemingly, World War I only served to expand Britain’s overseas empire. Britain 

gained ex-Ottoman territories across the Middle East as well as ex-German 

territories. Not least Britain gained Tanganyika in Africa – without extensive local 

treaty-making and without so much as a ‘Scramble’! Britain’s empire was at its 

zenith – at least in terms of land mass - as a consequence of the war.  

 

However, to use a balloon analogy, the empire was at full stretch and, 

consequently, almost at bursting point. Interestingly, Britain’s new colonial 

additions were largely held on trust as League of Nations’ mandates. Britain’s 

supervisory role in new lands was designed to be both temporary and a means to 

bring, specifically, Palestine, Transjordan and Iraq to independence. In this way 

one can recognize a shift in imperial responsibility. More than this, by stripping 

the defeated Central Powers of their colonies, the new post-war world order 

(represented by the League) spelled the end of Europe’s empires. The United 

States’ intervention in Europe’s war heralded a former colony’s input in 

international affairs which was best exemplified by President Wilson’s 14-Points 

speech which urged national freedom and the right to self-government. Sure 

enough, post-war peace settlements saw new nation states gain independence 

across the Balkans and central Europe. Interestingly, in 1917, Britain’s government 

appeared to offer the same with the Montagu Declaration (over India) and the 

Balfour Declaration (over Jewish Palestine.) 

 

Before the war’s end, the Tsarist Russian empire had collapsed, perhaps showing 

how the ordinary masses could overthrow their imperial masters. The Bolshevik 

revolution and regime lent some hope, if not confidence, to nascent nationalist 

movements across Britain’s colonies. The most obvious demands for freedom from 

direct British rule came from its white colonies and from India. Mohandas Gandhi’s 

nationalist campaigns began in earnest in 1920 and involved a variety of methods 

including strikes, boycotts and even cotton-burning.  
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  Mohandas Gandhi 

 

1931 heralded something of a turning-point for the empire when the valuable, 

long-held colonies of Canada, Australia and New Zealand gained self-government 

through the Statute of Westminster. At the same time, constitutional negotiations 

with India were underway in the Roundtable Conferences. 

 

Nevertheless, it was not until World War II’s conclusion that Britain’s relations 

with its colonies shifted dramatically. In the first instance, the war necessitated a 

tightening of imperial control and a strong reliance on the colonies for both 

military and economic support. At the very least, Britain was indebted to its 

colonial populations and, indeed, some form of post-war compensation was 

anticipated. 
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Section 2 - Problems affecting Britain’s Imperial Power 
Matching Exercise 
There are 14 ideas below a-n which undermined Britain’s position in Africa.  
Separate these ideas under the appropriate heading or factor on the following 
page: 

 

a) Britain was pressed into post-war decolonisation by US President Roosevelt 
in August 1941’s Atlantic Charter which allied America to Britain’s war 
effort and aims 

b) For US economic support for the war effort, Britain was forced to surrender 
colonial markets and to abandon imperial trade protectionism, reluctantly 
adopting US-led free trade 

c) 1945’s Colonial Development and Welfare Act committed Britain to 
spending £120 million on colonial development 

d) The post-war East African Groundnut Scheme cost Britain £36 million yet 
failed to provide either work for Africans or margarine for Britain 

e) Britain’s post-war Labour government focussed on domestic spending e.g. 
on housing, the NHS & a nuclear deterrent 

f) Ending of colonial Africa’s wartime commodity boom (i.e. restoration of 
peacetime trade away from Africa) brought resentment & rioting e.g. in 
Accra 1948 

g) Gandhi believed, “When India falls the rest will follow” and India’s freedom 
in 1947 served as a model for African aspirations 

h) 1947’s loss of the (British) Indian Army reduced Britain’s military muscle  

i) 1948 Malayan Crisis – start of Britain’s decade long war with Communist 
forces in Malaya 

j) Historian AJP Taylor argued, “The British did not relinquish their empire by 
accident, they ceased to believe in it.” 

k) 1952 Kenyan Emergency – Britain involved in a 5 year conflict to suppress 
the Mau Mau uprising 

l) ‘African Awakening’ of nationalists on the continent (i.e. Nkrumah, Azikiwe 
& Nasser) 

m) Britain forced to withdraw from Suez Campaign in 1956 following 
international pressure and condemnation – regarded as a victory for Egypt’s 
leader Colonel Nasser 

n) Prime Minister MacMillan’s 1957 cost-benefits analysis showed UK needed to 
seek EEC entry – to improve commercial practices, shifting away from 
colonial preferences to Western European trade 
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Problems affecting Britain’s Imperial Power 

 

Separate the ideas a–n under one of the headings (factors) below: 

 

• Economic considerations…   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• New attitudes towards British imperial control… 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Britain’s declining influence… 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The answers can be found over this page 
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Recommended ‘answers’ to the matching exercise: 

Economic considerations… b, c, d, (e), i, k, n 

New attitudes towards British imperial control… (e), f, g, j, l 

Britain’s declining influence… a, h, m 
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Section 3 - The Suez Crisis 1956 

 
Using the terms in the box below, complete the narrative of events below by 

placing in the appropriate space. 

 

 
Eisenhower        Africans        10%        Kenya        NATO        American 

 
 

In the 1950s Britain was involved in protracted colonial conflict in both Malaya and 

…………………. Further to this, with the onset of the Cold War, Britain had joined the 

American-led ………………… defence alliance and sent troops to Korea to hold back 

the Chinese-backed Communist forces at the 38th Parallel. The best evidence of 

Britain’s declining influence, however, revolved round events in its former 

protectorate, Egypt.  

 

In 1952, the profligate King Farouk was forced to abdicate by army officers: one of 

the leading figures was a certain Colonel Nasser who soon became Egypt’s 

president. As president, Nasser sought to raise funds for his Aswan Dam Project (to 

provide the country with both hydro-electric power and arable farm land.)  

 

To procure such finances, and to serve nationalist ends, Nasser nationalised the 

(British-owned) Suez Canal Company in July 1956 and thus deprived Britain of 

tariff revenues and supervision of a crucial international trade route. 

 

With France, the British hatched a plot to use Egypt’s neighbour and adversary, 

Israel, to launch an attack on Egypt. On the pretext of guaranteeing the canal’s 

security, the British would intervene and help ensure Nasser’s regime was toppled. 

Anglo-French support for the ensuing war against the Soviet-supported Egypt 

brought considerable international opposition from both sides of the Cold War 

divide. In America, Dwight ………………… was seeking re-election as president; the 

last thing his campaign needed was the risk of conflict in the Middle East or a 

proxy war between the superpowers. America duly imposed economic sanctions on 

Britain which was forced to withdraw, humiliated, from Egypt. Nasser’s regime 
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remained intact and his reputation enhanced. Radio Cairo lost no time in 

celebrating Egypt’s moral and propaganda victory: nationalists in Britain’s African 

colonies were no doubt encouraged. 

 

The Suez fiasco marked a last hurrah for the empire and Britain’s loss of power 

status was confirmed: indeed, Britain has not embarked on an independent foreign 

policy venture without prior ………………… support thereafter. If anything, America’s 

wishes have been seen to actively encourage British colonial policy direction not 

least reflected in the Kennedy administration’s mantra of ‘Africa for the 

…………………’. 

 

The 1950s saw Britain face growing international economic competition from the 

likes of Japan and Germany: the decade saw a dramatic drop in Britain’s share of 

manufactured goods production. At home, Suez also prompted domestic criticism 

from the media and from the opposition Labour Party - both of which ensured a re-

evaluation of colonial relations and wider defence expenditure (running at an 

exorbitant ………………… of Gross National Produce.) Eden was replaced as Prime 

Minister by Harold MacMillan who prompted a Cost-Benefits Analysis of Britain’s 

colonies. This 1957 financial review helped determine whether overseas 

commitments were a burden or not and served as a spur to decolonisation. 
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Section 4 - Factors encouraging Decolonisation in Africa 
 

Reasons for Britain leaving its African colonies can be attributed to a number of 

factors or reasons. Such reasons include colonial pressure or nationalism. Indeed, 

colonial pressure for self-government is surely a prerequisite for independence 

and, therefore, must feature as a primary reason for British withdrawal.   

 

Arguably, colonies were largely adopted as a means to benefit Britain or Britons in 

terms of resources or markets for trade. In this way, economics was an important 

driving force for imperialism, yet it can similarly be seen as a factor for 

decolonisation i.e. when colonies were no longer profitable. Equally, economic 

concerns (like inflation) may well have stirred colonial pressures in Africa. In this 

way, one can see how factors link with one another. Moral failings (or situations 

where Britain fails to fulfil its avowed civilizing mission) may also be regarded as 

an encouragement for nationalism if not international pressures or strategic 

concerns.  

 

The above suggests that reasons for decolonisation are interdependent rather than 

separate, independent forces. Students who best convey the linkage between 

factors are likely to produce the strongest essay responses. Besides showing a 

range of factors for the process of decolonisation, students must provide 

supporting evidence. Below is an exercise designed to provide supporting evidence 

for a range of factors behind this process. 

 

 
The following is a range of factors regarded as reasons for British withdrawal 
from African colonies: 
 
Colonial Attitudes 
Economics 
Moral Failings 
International-Strategic Concerns 

 
Try to match the evidence on the following page to the above factors - make 
a table using the above factors as headings. 
 

10



• Post-war British focus on developing welfare state including NHS and council 
housing. 

• Intellectual and Political ‘African Awakening’ of leaders Nkrumah, Azikiwe and 
Nasser. 

• Post-war heavy-handedness sees British culling of Gold Coast cocoa crop 
causing 1948’s Accra Riots. 

• Britain’s NATO membership and commitment to nuclear weapons lessens need 
for colonial manpower. 

• 1949 sees the formation of Kenyatta’s KAU and the Mau Mau ‘Land and 
Freedom’ Army. 

• Tanganyika was held by Britain as a UN Trustee Territory and obliged to bring it 
to self-rule. 

• National Council for Nigeria (NCNC) and the West African Pilot emerge as 
nationalist forums. 

• Post-war Ugandan resistance to Britain over reduced cotton revenues and 
British-settled Asians. 

• In 1950s’ Gold Coast, Nkrumah leads Convention People’s Party with slogan 
‘Self Government NOW!’. 

• Soviet arms and support for Nasser’s Egypt in 1950s.  

• British authorities imprison 80,000 Kenyans suspected of supporting the 
MauMau in early 1950s. 

• Nasser’s nationalization of Suez Canal and propaganda victory as Britain 
withdraws. 

• US pressure and sanctions imposed on Britain over Suez, 1956. 

• British impose Central African Federation with overt white settler political 
dominance over Africans. 

• US pressure for British decolonisation to assure pro-Western African 
governments. 

• Harold MacMillan’s Cost-Benefits Analysis of colonies. 

• Britain joins European Free Trade Association (1959). 

• British policy of locking up African activists including Nkrumah and the ANC’s 
Kaunda and Banda. 

• Tanganyika had little industry and no minerals thus reducing its British interest 
in the territory. 

• Soviet (Communist) foothold achieved in Zaire, 1960. 

• Ugandan political organization in the form of the UPC, the King Only Party and 
the Democratic Party. 

• US President Kennedy’s maxim: ‘Africa for the Africans’. 

• Britain applies for EEC membership in 1961 and eventually joins in 1973. 

The answer can be found on the following page… 
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Factors encouraging Decolonisation from Africa – exemplar response 

Colonial Attitudes 

 

• Intellectual and Political ‘African Awakening’ of leaders Nkrumah, Azikiwe 
and Nasser. 

• 1949 sees the formation of Kenyatta’s KAU and the Mau Mau ‘Land and 
Freedom’ Army. 

• Post-war Ugandan resistance to Britain over reduced cotton revenues and 
British-settled Asians. 

• Ugandan political organization in the form of the UPC, the King Only Party 
and the Democratic Party. 

• National Council for Nigeria (NCNC) and the West African Pilot emerge as 
nationalist forums. 

• Nasser’s nationalization of Suez Canal and propaganda victory as Britain 
withdraws 

• In 1950s’ Gold Coast, Nkrumah leads Convention People’s Party with slogan 
‘Self Government NOW!’ 

 

Economics  

 

• Post-war British focus on developing welfare state including NHS and council 
housing. 

• Harold MacMillan’s Cost-Benefits Analysis of colonies. 

• Britain joins European Free Trade Association (1959). 

• Tanganyika had little industry and no minerals thus reducing its British 
interest in the territory. 

• Britain applies for EEC membership in 1961 and eventually joins in 1973. 

 

Moral Failings  

 

• Post-war heavy-handedness sees British culling of Gold Coast cocoa crop 
causing 1948’s Accra Riots. 

• British authorities imprison 80,000 Kenyans suspected of supporting the 
MauMau in early 1950s. 

• British impose Central African Federation with overt white settler political 
dominance over Africans. 

• British policy of locking up African activists including Nkrumah and the 
ANC’s Kaunda and Banda. 
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International-Strategic Concerns 

 

• Britain’s NATO membership and commitment to nuclear weapons lessens 
need for colonial manpower. 

• Soviet arms and support for Nasser’s Egypt in 1950s. 

• US pressure and sanctions imposed on Britain over Suez, 1956. 

• US pressure for British decolonisation to assure pro-Western African 
governments. 

• Soviet (Communist) foothold achieved in Zaire, 1960. 

• US President Kennedy’s maxim: ‘Africa for the Africans’. 

• Tanganyika was held by Britain as a UN Trustee Territory and obliged to 
bring it to self-rule. 
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Section 5 - Independence from British Rule 
 

The following dates show when Britain’s colonies achieved independent self-

government: 

 

1956  Britain loses control of the Suez Canal, Egypt  
 
 
1957 The Gold Coast becomes independent Ghana 
 
 
1960  Nigeria achieves independence 
 
 
1961  Tanganyika and Sierra Leone achieve self-government 
 
 
1962  Uganda gains independence 
 
 
1963  Kenya and Zanzibar achieve independence 
 
 
1964 Tanganyika merges with Zanzibar to form independent Tanzania 

 Nyasaland gains independence as Malawi  
 Northern Rhodesia gains independence as Zambia 

  
1965 Gambia secures independence 

               Southern Rhodesia declares independence (U.D.I.) from Britain 
 
1966 Bechuanaland becomes independent Botswana   

               Basutoland achieves independence as Lesotho 
 

1980 Rhodesia becomes independent Zimbabwe 
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Experiences of Independence - Uganda and Nigeria 

 

The Case of Uganda 

 

Uganda’s ethnic and regional differences made any post-colonial transfer of power 

incredibly difficult. The map indicates the tribal kingdoms within the country. 

 

 
 

The British proposed a federal system of government following independence; in 

this way semi-autonomous kingdoms with their own parliaments and police were 

formed yet they also had the opportunity to help forge a national coalition 

government. As it was, when Uganda secured freedom in 1962, power was shared 

between the northern, middle class Ugandan People’s Congress led by Milton 

Obote and King Freddie of Buganda. Obote became Prime Minister and the king 

served as Head of State.   

 

In 1966, Obote turned Uganda into a one-party state following a National Assembly 

vote of ‘no confidence’ in his rule. Ugandan politicians had been outraged by 

Obote and deputy Army chief Idi Amin’s involvement in illicit arms trade with 

Congolese rebels. Rather than step down, Obote turned Uganda into a personal 

dictatorship for 5 years before, ironically, being overthrown by General Amin. 
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Even under the firm military grip of Amin, Uganda remained troubled by tribal 

loyalties. The most serious case threatened to dismantle the new state. It was 

Uganda’s colonial legacy which had ensured such problems: Britain had favoured 

Buganda in the nineteenth century by depriving Bunyoro of two territorial 

districts. A referendum saw these ‘Lost Counties’ restored to Bunyoro: anger in 

Buganda prompted the kingdom to withdraw from Uganda! This led to Amin’s 

invasion of Buganda in order to restore Uganda control over the kingdom. 

 

 
Idi Amin 

 

Beyond this, Amin’s regime was characterized by brutality and irrationality – 

evidenced in both military and civilian purges, in the deportation of Uganda’s 

Asian population, by economic collapse and by bureaucratic chaos. Following the 

Ugandan invasion of Tanzanian territory in 1978 – bringing war - Amin was 

eventually removed from power by Tanzanians in 1979. 

 

Students may like to get a flavour of Amin’s idiosynchratic despotism by 

watching the film entitled ‘The Last King of Scotland’. 
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The Case of Nigeria 

 

While Nigeria gained and celebrated independence from British rule in 1960, a 

leading nationalist figure, Chief Awolowo, astutely recognized the problem facing 

the new state: ‘Nigeria is not a nation. It is a mere geographical expression.’ 

Indeed, European imperialists had penned unsympathetic borders between colonial 

territories during the nineteenth century’s ‘Scramble’. Nigeria was such a case in 

point: little regard for either geographic or demographic factors was evident. 

Instead, independent Nigeria was beset by ethnic-regional differences i.e. a 

largely Christian Yoruba-speaking population in the west, a Muslim Hausa 

population in the north & an Igbo community in the east. 

 

 
 

Ethnic differences were soon turned into rivalries as Britain’s had left Nigeria with 

a federal political system whereby two regions would be required to come 

together to rule. This was a colonial legacy of trial and error government. 

(Nigeria’s first independent government was a Hausa-Igbo coalition – excluding 

Christians in the West).  
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Another legacy of colonial rule came in the form of the British-trained military 

which remained a largely intact elite body straddling either side of the 

decolonization process. Unsurprisingly, given the tricky federal balancing act, the 

military became Nigeria’s power brokers. The third, largely Igbo, military-led 

government suffered a northern coup led by Colonel Gowon: seemingly, northern 

Muslims resented the politico-economic dominance of the Igbo and civil war broke 

out in 1967. Igbo were hounded out of the north of the country and were the 

victims of atrocities. In short, Igbo civilians flooded into eastern Nigeria where, 

under the leadership of Colonel Ojukwu, they sought to breakaway from the state 

and declared an independent Biafra. The resulting conflict evidenced ethnic 

cleansing in the heavy-handed process of crushing Biafra to restore Nigeria. 

 

While peace and unity were restored to Nigeria in 1970, power has remained in the 

hands of military figures and the country remains polarized in ethnic-religious 

terms. 

 

Students may like to explore Nigeria and its civil war by reading Chimamanda 

Ngozi Adichie’s ‘Half of a Yellow Sun’. 
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Section 6 - The Legacy of British Rule in Africa 
 
The following constitutes a list of ‘problems’ left behind by Britain.  
 
In pairs or groups, try to rank in order of significance starting with what you 
consider to be the most crucial and, if you can, add specific examples to the 
listed problems. 
 
 

a) Britain left colonies with a Western concept of the nation-state (with artificial 
and unnatural state borders); Britain’s withdrawal only encouraged a tribal (or 
religious) group identity rather than loyalty to  the imposed idea of a new 
nation-state. 

 

b) While Britain had imposed parliamentary democracy and federalism on 
colonies, it very often left behind a poor education base e.g. only 5% literacy in 
Tanzania. 

 

c) Britain traditionally favoured and utilized a local chief or monarch’s authority 
(lending post-independence bias). 

 

d) Arguably, one form of authoritarian-military rule replaced by another once 
Britain withdrew; moreover, local military had largely been favoured, trained 
and armed by British colonial rulers. 

 

e) British acknowledgement of, and collusion with, certain urban elite 
movements, if not white settlers, in run up to independence (e.g. Governor 
Arden-Clarke’s support for Nkrumah). Prior British reliance on Igbo-dominated 
civil service and military brought post-independence resentment and civil war. 

 

f) Overt British imposition e.g. CAF and London-Salisbury collusion to crush (and 
incarcerate) ANC in Nyasaland and Northern Rhodesia 1959. 

 

g) January 1964’s Tanzanian army mutiny saw Nyerere go into hiding yet his 
regime was rescued by Britain: Marines docked at Dar es Salaam and quickly  
restored order. 

 

h) Cold War competition meant powers (including Britain) sought loyal partners 
rather than democracy itself – hence one-party states across ex-colonies. 
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Section 7 – Southern Africa 
 

The Case of Rhodesia 
  
Arguably, Britain’s least successful episode of decolonization occurred in Rhodesia, 

Southern Africa. Not only was a white, republican regime established, 15-years of 

bloody war ensued to boot.  

 

To reduce post-war commitments and costs in Africa, Britain conspired to turn 

three territorial commitments into one catch-all colony. In July 1953, Nyasaland, 

Northern Rhodesia and Southern Rhodesia were squeezed together into the Central 

African Federation (CAF). CAF was designed as a stepping stone to independence. 

If the idea of CAF was to dilute the white population’s dominance however, it 

failed from the start. 

 

 
Territories of the Central African Federation 

 

CAF’s constitution served to provide white-dominated Southern Rhodesia with a 

half share of seats in the new federal parliament; moreover, the federation’s 

capital was located in the colonial (Southern) city of Salisbury. The free trade that 

the northern territories had enjoyed through the Congo Basin Treaty was abolished 

by the introduction of federation customs which served to support Southern 

Rhodesian industries.  
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In 1957, Federal Prime Minister (and ex-boxing champion) Roy Welensky 

introduced voting reforms across CAF which segregated African and white 

electorates (thus protecting the latter). Furthermore, citizens had to meet certain 

criteria before securing the vote – in effect, a means of discriminating against 

black Africans. An interesting demographic development saw a tens of thousands 

of Britons migrate to Southern Rhodesia, favouring a ‘place in the sun’ over 

austerity England. 

 

Such electoral shenanigans ensured a conservative colonial trend in Southern 

Rhodesia. The installation of a hard-line Dominion Party government soon saw 

black political activists in the ANC (African National Congress) imprisoned in great 

number. Similarly, following Nyasaland’s demands for self-government, the British 

authorities clamped down on the ANC throughout CAF and imprisoned its leaders, 

Hastings Banda and Kenneth Kaunda. Britain’s Conservative government was 

criticized for enabling such overt white dominance: locking up African activists 

was neither a practical nor moral solution. Such repression was both undesirable 

and unsustainable; it jeopardised Britain’s avowed strategy of controlled African 

decolonization. Further to this, Prime Minister MacMillan sought to restore British 

diplomatic prestige after 1956’s Suez fiasco. Certainly there was a need to move 

away from the type of repression exercised by the South African government in 

1960’s Sharpeville Massacre. In that year, MacMillan toured the African colonies 

and recognized ‘a wind of change’ was blowing through the continent which 

suggested a readiness for widespread self-government. 

 

A commission was initiated to report on CAF’s political developments and Banda 

was released from jail. The subsequent Monckton Report advised the three 

member territories’ right to reconsider CAF membership: it marked a major climb 

down in British colonial policy. As a consequence, Nyasaland withdrew and became 

independent Malawi while Northern Rhodesia secured an African voting majority 

and, in 1963, became independent Zambia. 
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The white population maintained political sway in Southern Rhodesia, not least 

because Joshua Nkomo’s ZAPU boycotted 1962’s elections. The ultra-conservative 

Rhodesian Front won enough seats to form Southern Rhodesia’s new government. 

Surprisingly, perhaps, the Rhodesian Front government agreed to the dissolution of 

CAF in 1963 but it did so in order to go its way. Indeed, the Rhodesian Front prime 

minister, Ian Smith, asserted the slogan ‘No majority rule in my lifetime’ and 

banned both Nkomo’s ZAPU and Ndabaningi Sithole’s ZANU nationalist parties and 

declared a unilateral declaration of independence (from Britain) in November 

1965.  

 

Interestingly, Britain’s Labour Prime Minister, Wilson, refused the use of force to 

overturn the breakaway white Rhodesian government. Instead, Britain imposed 

economic sanctions. Four years later, in 1969, Ian Smith re-branded Southern 

Rhodesia as simply ‘Rhodesia’ and as a republic too, further distancing itself from 

Britain. Smith’s government also introduced constitutional reforms blocking the 

possibility of majority (i.e. black African) rule. 

 

Rhodesia’s declaration of independence and suppression of its African population 

dragged the country into a 15-year civil war. The exiled nationalists, ZANU and 

ZAPU, engaged in guerrilla war against the government from their bases in Zambia 

and Mozambique. For a while, Rhodesia enjoyed support from the Portuguese 

government of Mozambique and from South Africa. The latter, in particular, 

provided Rhodesia with crucial military supplies. By the late 1970s, however, the 

tide turned against Smith’s government. With the collapse of Portuguese control in 

Mozambique, Rhodesia lost a restraining influence on guerrilla forces but also lost 

trade access through its eastern neighbour’s ports.  There was also a shift in South 

African policy as Prime Minister Vorster sought to open up wider African relations. 

The on-going bush war with nationalist movements proved costly for a recession-

hit Rhodesia suffering with international sanctions. There was also increasing 

British and American pressure on Smith’s government as the Soviet Union had 

enjoyed success on the continent supporting black liberation movements and, in 

particular, with its influence in newly independent Angola. 
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In the end, it was Britain’s new leader, Margaret Thatcher, who wanted to avoid 

British entanglement in Rhodesia and sought solution. Thatcher and the 

Commonwealth Conference pressured for immediate, all-party democratic 

elections in the Lancaster House Agreement. Smith saw the futility of holding back 

the inevitable and, in 1980’s elections, a certain Robert Mugabe led ZANU to 

victory and Rhodesia to independence as the new republic of Zimbabwe.  

  

Rhodesia - Review Questions  

 

1. Why did the Central African Federation seem a good idea to Britain? 

 

2. What did CAF Prime Minister Welensky introduce? 

 

3. Who were Banda & Kaunda? 

 

4. Why did MacMillan change Britain’s approach to CAF? 

 

5. What was Britain’s reaction to UDI? 

 

6. Account for Rhodesia’s confidence in the face of guerrilla war? 

 

7. And what factors undermined Rhodesian confidence &, then, led it into 

negotiations? 
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The Case of South Africa 

 

Arguably, as a result of British heavy-handedness in the Second Boer War 

(exemplified by the disastrous use of concentration camps), the Afrikaner 

population was compensated in two ways. First, the self-governing Union of South 

Africa - with dominion status – was established in 1910; secondly, and significantly, 

white political control of the levers of power was cemented. Apart from restricted 

and short-lived black voting rights in the Cape province, the African population 

was disenfranchised and, therefore, marginalized in their native lands! With 

1931’s Statute of Westminster, Britain abrogated any further role (or responsibility 

for black subjects) in South Africa.  

 

In post-war Africa, colonial self-government, based on majority rule, became the 

norm as British or white settler rule was extinguished across the likes of Sudan, 

Ghana, Nigeria, Kenya, Tanzania, Gambia, Zambia and Malawi. Like Rhodesia, 

however, South Africa endeavoured to hold back African enfranchisement and 

nationalism. As early as 1960, British Prime Minister Harold MacMillan exhorted 

South Africa to move with the times and recognize the ‘wind of change’ blowing 

through the continent. If MacMillan sought to encourage steps towards majority 

rule, both he and the African population would have been severely disappointed 

with the enforcement of pass laws segregating and controlling all aspects of black 

life. Both the inherent racism and repression of apartheid South Africa were 

evidenced by the Sharpeville Massacre which saw 69 unarmed African 

demonstrators shot dead by police.  

 

Not until a further generation had passed was South Africa reformed and its system 

of apartheid consigned to history. A combination of civil unrest, economic and 

international pressures finally told on the ruling Afrikaner Nationalist Party which 

decided to appoint the conciliatory FW de Klerk as president. De Klerk opened a 

dialogue with the ANC (freeing Nelson Mandela from prison) and introduced 

democratic elections in 1994. 
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An End to South African Apartheid 
 
It would be fair to say there are three factors largely responsible for the end of 

white rule in South Africa i.e. internal domestic pressures, economic problems and 

the effect of international changes. Where do the following considerations fit into 

such factors? 

 

• Replacement of white Rhodesian government with independent Zimbabwe. 
 
• South African industry forged links with black businesses. 
 
• Soweto riots, Inkatha Freedom Party and African National Congress mobilize 

black population. 
 
• Reduced risk of Soviet-supported nationalism after collapse of Soviet Union. 
 
• South African public opposition to military intervention in Mozambique in 

1980s. 
 
• Reduction in white South African prosperity yet increased tax burden to 

support military. 
 
• South African government cooperated with, and armed, Inkatha Party causing 

civil conflict with the ANC. 
 
• South Africa’s military failure in Angola (1989). 
 
• End of Cold War lent more critical focus onto South Africa’s apartheid regime. 
 
 

 
Try to identify and sort the above information under the appropriate factor 

or heading below: 

 
 

Internal Domestic 
Pressure 

Internal Economic 
Pressure 

Shifting International 
Relations 
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Section 8 – Colonial Transition to Independence 
 

Success or failure? 

Below is a list of events and policies evident in post-colonial Africa. 

Identify whether they are signs of success or failure in the table following: 

 

a) Nkrumah’s Preventive Detention Act of 1958 used to suppress both the Ashanti 
and Muslim populations of Ghana. 

 
b) Chief Awolowo maintained, ‘Nigeria is not a nation. It is a mere geographical 

expression.’ 
 
c) Kenyan government successfully redistributed the White Highlands and enticed 

European farmers to maintain both their presence and expertise. 
 
d) Costly economic failures through vanity projects e.g. Nkrumah’s hydro-electric 

power scheme and the TEMA highway besides Nyerere’s collectivization 
(ujamaa vijijini) policy.  

 
e) Nyerere’s 1967 Arusha Declaration nationalized banks, commerce and coffee 

estates thus almost bankrupting Tanzania. 
 
f) Kenyatta suppresses Socialists and Odinga’s Kenyan Political Union from late 

1960s through 1970s. 
 
g) Spate of coups and counter coups for example Uganda in 1966 and 1971. 
 
h) Ghana’s military leadership handover power to democratic civilian rule in both 

1969 and 1979. 
 
i) Kenyan GDP rose by over 6% p.a. in 1960s and 70s. 
 
j) Ghana,  under Dr Busia, suffers 50% currency devaluation in 1970s. 
 
k) Idi Amin expelled Ugandan Asians in 1970s bringing near national economic 

collapse. 
 
l) Kenyatta selected ministers from different tribes and presided over 15-years’ 

of peaceful rule. 
 
m) Military takeovers evident in Nigeria, Sierra Leone and Ghana. 
 
n) Rhodesia beset by 15-years of civil war with loss of 15,000 lives by 1980. 
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Colonial Transition to Independence 

 

The events and policies over page can be regarded as signs of either a successful 

transition to independence or otherwise. Fill in the table below accordingly: 

 

Successful  

Transition to Independence 

Unsuccessful  

Transition to Independence 
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Conclusion 

 

Britain’s relations with colonial Africa proved an important yardstick by which to 

gauge both strategic and international developments, to measure the threat of 

Soviet-sponsored Communism, to trace Britain’s attempts to exploit the 

continent’s resources and, ultimately, to evidence the decline of British power and 

influence. 

 

If World War II and Indian independence marked a shift in colonial focus to Africa, 

it came at a price. In the 1950s Britain was embroiled in the costly Kenyan 

emergency; however, it was 1956’s Suez Crisis which served to indicate how 

nineteenth century gunboat diplomacy had become redundant. British intervention 

in Egypt was roundly condemned in the United Nations General Assembly and rapid 

withdrawal was dictated by both the US and Soviet Union. The world had moved 

on and such imperial adventurism had become an anachronism.  

 

Interestingly, a year after the Suez debacle, the European Economic Community 

was formed. Over the coming years, Britain’s priorities and focus shifted towards 

the northern hemisphere. This is further indicated by Britain’s role as a key 

member of NATO which was an acknowledgement that Britain could no longer 

draw on colonial troops to serve its foreign policy goals but, more so, that Cold 

War concerns superseded any imperial aspirations.  

 

 
Flag of NATO – formed in 1949 
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While Britain’s colonial legacy sowed the seeds of trouble in both Rhodesia and 

South Africa, the very process of the ‘Scramble’ and late Victorian map-drawing 

left independent African states with difficult demographic circumstances, hence 

the problems faced in Uganda and Nigeria to name but two. On a more positive 

note, Britain’s Commonwealth remains a movement for mutual understanding and 

cooperation between the United Kingdom and its former colonies. If anything, it 

ensures Africans have an international forum and a means to remind Britain of 

wider international responsibilities. The Commonwealth is an acknowledgement of 

how past and present are intertwined and, in that way, serves as a useful 

historical metaphor! It can even serve as a celebration as exemplified in Delhi’s 

2010 Commonwealth Games. 

 

 
Delhi 2010 Commonwealth Games 

 

Britain is now at something of a crossroads. The new government and wider 

European Union are seeking to limit non-EU immigration as a means to promote 

European freedom of movement and trade. In short, Britain must favour European 

ties over its colonial past. This calls into question the very nature of what it is to 

be British. Just as post-war West Indian and Asian immigration ensured changes to 

British society, so now the multi-culturalism, vibrancy and heritage of empire 

seem to be at risk of being lost to a wider, amorphous Europe. Only time will tell. 
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