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HIST252 
Guide to Responding to Units 6 & 7 Reading Questions 

 
1. What were the primary differences between settler colonialism as evidenced in 

South Africa and colonialism in other parts of sub-Saharan Africa? 
 
Notes on responding: 
 

• Settler colonialism was characterized by large groups of Europeans 
establishing permanent residence in Africa.  Most parts of Africa were not 
attractive for European settlers due to their difficult climate and disease 
environments.  Hence, settler colonialism was most prominent in southern 
Africa and the Kenyan highlands. 

• Colonialism is the imposition of foreign rule over a territory and people 
without the people’s consent.  

o In colonies without settler populations, the political and economic 
subjugation was achieved with relatively small numbers of 
European government, military, and business officials. 

o In colonies with large settler populations, the colonial enterprise 
was complicated, or facilitated, through the large presence of 
European settlers.  Colonial administrations had to take the political 
and economic interests of the settlers into account. 

• The presence of large settler populations tended to complicate the  
political landscape of the colonies as settlers pursued their own political 
and economic interests which did not necessarily match those of the 
colonial governments. 

o Settler and African populations competed for land and resources. 
o The exploitation of land and resources in settler colonies could not 

be pursued solely for the benefit of the European power.  Rather, 
settlers also expected to benefit. 

o Settlers formed powerful political blocs that pushed for colonial 
policies beneficial to their interests.  

o In South Africa, the hostilities between Afrikaner and British 
colonialists presented an additional overlay to the effective 
establishment of colonial rule. 

 
 

2. What was apartheid and in what ways did black South Africans respond to it? 
 
Notes on responding: 
 

• Apartheid, or apartness, is a policy of extreme racial segregation.  It was 
instituted by the National Party after its 1948 electoral victory in South 
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Africa.  “It created a highly stratified society in which whites dominated 
politically, economically, and socially at the expense of blacks.”1 

• The institutionalization of racial discrimination brought about a range of 
laws and practices that guaranteed the preferential treatment of whites 
and repressed and discriminated against South Africa’s majority black 
population. 

• The trajectory of black South Africans’ resistance to colonialism in general, 
and apartheid in particular, somewhat parallels African resistance in other 
parts of the continent.  Direct military resistance to colonial imposition and 
rule was followed by the creation of political organizations to confront 
colonial policies. 

• During the early twentieth century, the ANC and other political 
organizations engaged in peaceful petitioning to achieve equal rights and 
justice for all members of South African society.  Many protests were 
geared at specific laws (e.g., 1913 Natives’ Land Act). 

• The solidifying of racial discrimination and the spread of Pan-Africanist 
ideals brought about more radical protest actions such as pass burnings. 

• The formal imposition of apartheid in 1948, coupled with a change in 
leadership and membership in the ANC, led to more radical goals and 
actions in protest to white minority rule. 

o ANC’s 1949 Program of Action asserted self-determination and 
political independence.  It called for more militant protest actions 
such as strikes, boycotts, and civil disobedience.  The unionization 
of black workers became an explicit goal. 

o The 1952 Defiance Campaign witnessed thousands of nonwhite 
South Africans protest against apartheid and disobey the apartheid 
laws. 

o The 1955 Freedom Charter laid out plans for a democratic state 
based on racial equality.  It also called for wide ranging reforms in 
education, land, and economic policies. 

o The 1960 Sharpeville massacre brought about a radicalization of 
resistance activism (violent methods were included) and ANC and 
PAC were banned by the South African government. 

• Resistance took place at all levels of South African society.  It was not just 
political organizations such as the ANC that organized particular protest 
actions; women’s groups and student groups were equally instrumental in 
forging formidable pressure on the South African government.  Also 
important to the resistance movement was the widespread collaboration of 
different racial/ethnic groups; blacks, whites, coloureds, and Indians 
worked together to bring apartheid to its end.  

                                            
1
 “Glossary,” Michigan State University, South Africa – Overcoming Apartheid Building Democracy, 
accessed April 23, 2012, http://www.overcomingapartheid.msu.edu/terms.php#2. 
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• The 1994 multiracial democratic elections are seen as the official end to 
apartheid and the new beginning of a South Africa free from racial 
discrimination. 
 
 

3. What differences account for the varied paths to independence experienced by 
African states?  Specifically, why did some transitions to independence occur 
peacefully while others were accompanied by violence? 
 
Notes on responding: 
 

• Prior to 1957, there were only two independent states (Ethiopia and 
Liberia) in sub-Saharan Africa.  In 1957, Ghana became the first sub-
Saharan African state to achieve independence from colonial rule, 
followed by Guinea in 1958.  The majority of African states became 
independent in the early 1960s. 

• World War II and its aftermath had profound consequences for African 
independence movements.  The fight against fascism in Europe seemed 
antithetical to colonialism; the superpowers that emerged after the war 
were opposed to colonialism; European colonial powers lacked the 
financial resources, and at times political will, to sustain their colonies. 

• Clear differences in the paths to independence exist between French and 
British colonies on the one side and Portuguese colonies on the other 
side. 

o France and Great Britain concluded that maintaining the colonies in 
the altered post-World War II environment was more troublesome 
than beneficial.  Both sides did not easily relinquish power, but they 
did engage the African nationalist leaders in political dialogue.  

o Portugal was not interested in giving up its colonies.  It believed 
that it needed to maintain the colonies for political and economic 
leverage in Europe.  Hence, Portugal refused to engage the 
nationalist leaders in the colonies.  

o Transitions to independence generally did not go smoothly due to 
poor preparations and antagonistic feelings.  However, transitions 
to independence in British and French colonies were generally not 
accompanied by violence while transitions to independence in 
Portuguese colonies were accompanied by violence.  Portugal 
fought a series of wars against liberation movements in 
Mozambique, Angola, and Portuguese Guinea.  In 1975, after the 
collapse of the Portuguese regime in 1974, Portuguese colonies 
obtained their independence. 

• Another clear difference in the paths to independence exists between 
settler colonies and nonsettler colonies. 
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o In colonies with large European settler populations, the transition to 
independence was often accompanied by violence (e.g. Kenya, 
Algeria, Mozambique). 

o White settlers were either opposed to an end of colonial rule or 
insisted on white minority rule upon independence.  Consequently, 
violent conflict was a prominent feature of the liberation struggle in 
settler colonies (e.g., Mau Mau in Kenya). 

 
 

4. In what ways has the colonial era shaped governance in postcolonial Africa? 
Explore the political legacy of colonialism. 
 
Notes on responding: 
 

• Governance in postcolonial Africa clearly has been shaped and influenced 
by the political processes and policies of the colonial era.  The practices of 
colonial rule, however, should not be construed as justifications for Africa’s 
dismal political and socio-economic situation. 

• The undemocratic nature of colonialism, in conjunction with the heavy 
reliance on military and police forces to maintain order, provided models 
that were later emulated by postcolonial African leaders. 

o Decision-making processes by colonial administrations relied on 
“top down” structures that excluded participation by the African 
peoples themselves. 

o The primary objectives of colonial rule were the maintenance of law 
and order to facilitate the exploitation of African resources.  The 
constant threat of violence was a powerful enforcement 
mechanism. 

• In postcolonial Africa, the absence of strong bureaucratic structures, firm 
revenue sources, and experienced leadership, coupled with the need to 
consolidate power in multi-ethnic societies, led to a quick deterioration of 
nescient democracies. 

o Postcolonial Africa lacked strong bureaucratic structures because 
the colonial administrations did not rely on such structures.  Due to 
the minimalist goals of colonial rule, the political apparatus of 
governance was never developed in a sufficient manner to allow for 
the subsequent creation of strong postcolonial government 
structures. 

o Postcolonial governments lacked financial resources because the 
economies of the newly independent states were incredibly weak. 
Colonial governments did not allow for the industrialization of the 
colonies; all economic benefits accrued to the colonial powers. 

o Colonial education policies, coupled with the exclusionary political 
decision-making structures, account for Africa’s inexperienced 
leadership in postcolonial Africa. 
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• The artificiality of state boundaries contributed to the political instability 
and created additional challenges for new African leadership. 

• The politicization of identity in colonial Africa poses distinct problems for 
newly independent African states. 

o Political organizations tend to strongly correlate with ethnic groups. 
o Rights and obligations for individuals and groups tend to be relative 

to the invented identities of such individuals and groups.  These 
identities have been predetermined, to some extent, to meet the 
needs of the colonial governments.  Identities, however, outlived 
colonial political structures and thus continue to exacerbate African 
politics. 

 
 

5. What is the link between foreign aid and neocolonialism? 
 
Notes on responding: 
 

• Foreign aid tended to be seen as a double-edged sword: on the one hand, 
African states needed foreign aid as a revenue source; on the other hand, 
African states were reluctant to accept such aid because of the perceived 
dependence it created. 

o Weak industrial economic sectors and the need to meet domestic 
socio-economic development goals led African leaders to seek and 
accept various forms of foreign aid from individual states as well as 
international financial institutions. 

o Given Africa’s recent historical experiences with colonialism, 
accepting such foreign aid was not easily done.  African leaders 
were cautious to enter into agreements that could incur obligations 
to the former colonial powers and other developed states.  

o Several African states accepted aid for programs or projects that 
were in the best interest of the investors but not necessarily 
beneficial to the African states and peoples.  Thus, neocolonialism 
manifested itself through foreign direct investment from specific 
states. 

o Neocolonialism, then, became the watchword and significant 
concern of emerging African states.  In short, it became difficult for 
African leaders to engage in economic and political agreements as 
truly equal partners with the developed world. 

• The Cold War dynamic added to the conundrum in which African states 
found themselves.  Again, foreign aid had positive and negative 
implications.  On the positive side, much needed capital and technology 
were transferred to African states.  However, the cost of accepting such 
aid was to become entrenched in the escalating tensions between the 
United States and the USSR. 
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o Some African leaders attempted to extract their states from the 
East-West dynamic using one of two strategies: some refused to 
accept any aid from the superpowers in order to maintain their 
nonaligned status; others freely played the superpowers off against 
each other and accepted aid from both sides.  Neither strategy was 
entirely successful.  However, pursuit of such strategies provided 
the catalyst for the creation of the nonaligned movement and, within 
the UN structure, the Group of 77. 

o Proxy wars are perhaps the most notable negative ramification of 
accepting foreign aid.  In several African states, civil wars were 
prolonged and sustained through the provision of financial and 
military aid to both sides of the conflict by the superpowers. 

• The perceived need to accept financial assistance arguably reduced the 
ability of African leaders to engage in independent decision making within 
their own countries. 

 
 

 

 


