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In the post 9/11 global environment Africa is standing at a crossroads in inter-
national affairs as the combined issues of politics, religion and security attract
renewed interest. While some countries seem to be moving forward with greater
levels of confidence, democracy and stability, others continue to be mired in con-
flict, poverty and religious/ethnic division.

This text focuses on key contemporary issues that the continent faces, provid-
ing a comprehensive introduction of current political, religious, developmental
and security concerns.

Features include:

» Individual chapters devoted to key issues such as health, gender, corruption,
religion and the newly emerging problems of human security.
»  Case studies and detailed analysis of topical issues, such as:

Muslim/Christian clashes: Kano, Northern Nigeria
Conflict, arms and reconstruction: Darfur and Sierra Leone

»  Comprehensive range of countries discussed, including Zimbabwe, Botswana,
Kenya, Ethiopia, Uganda, Lesotho, Somalia, Namibia and Madagascar.

*  Fully up-to-date statistics such as primary research based on interviews
conducted by the author, providing data for both individual countries and the
continent as a whole.

+  Boxed descriptions explaining clearly the ideas in important subject areas,
such as Islamic law and society.

By drawing on the author’s empirical research and situating discussion within the
context of wider debate, Africa Today is designed both to introduce and to develop
a deeper understanding of this rapidly changing continent. It is an essential text
for all students of African politics and International Relations.
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Preface

Why write a book about Africa today? Many scholarly and eminent works have
analysed the anthropology, history, development, socio-political environment and
international dimensions of the continent to much acclaim. What is important,
then, about Africa now and why is it essential that contemporary issues are ac-
knowledged and understood? Well, in the post 9/11 global environment Africa is
standing at a crossroads in international affairs as the combined issues of politics,
religion and security attract increasing interest. African perspectives on peace and
security have received attention at UN level and the US Millennium Development
Goals highlight conflict resolution and good governance along with higher lev-
els of accountability and transparency. Yet the continent is asymmetrical in that,
while some countries may seem to have greater levels of confidence and stability,
others are mired in conflict and religious or ethnic division. Islam has spread rap-
idly over recent years, terrorist attacks have occurred and links have been estab-
lished between al-Qaeda groups/sympathizers and certain countries and political
elites. It is clear, then, that many African states face profound challenges now and
in the decade ahead and those difficulties will be of considerable concern to the
wider international community.

Africa Today presents an analysis of the pressing contemporary issues that
confront the continent now. The chapter topics form a cohesive and interlinking
structure and analyse the critical areas of concern. Although the work draws on
the author’s empirical research it also seeks to situate discussion within the con-
text of wider debate. Consequently, although the chapters concentrate on specific
themes, certain areas have been chosen for special analysis. Equally, particular
case studies are presented which provide the reader with an in-depth focus on an
especially relevant issue. The case studies are used to both highlight and inform.
Chapter 1 considers the past and the present in a brief appraisal that sets out the
themes which continue to connect the historical and contemporary world. Chapter
2 looks at how religion affects the continent and provides a specific case study
on the clashes between Muslims and Christians in Kano, northern Nigeria. As
Islam is such a powerful force within Africa, the chapter’s Analysis focuses on
discourses about Islam, law and society.



xvi Preface

Chapter 3’s issue is development, which continues to be a crucial factor in
the lives and life chances of Africans. The continent’s democratic environment is
the subject of Chapter 4, and Chapter 5 examines gender, an important aspect of
contemporary Africa in that it is acknowledged that women are unfairly disadvan-
taged. Also, the charge has been made that ‘poverty wears a female face’. Chapter
6 deals with corruption, a topic that seems never to disappear from elites and
societies. The combined concerns of disease and human security are the subjects
of Chapter 7, as these two problems have become increasingly pressing.

It would be impossible to write about Africa today and not include a study of
conflict, arms and reconstruction. Consequently, Chapter 8 focuses on the impact
of wars and violence. It also includes a case study of Sierra Leone, a country that
suffered an 11-year war and is seeking to move forward. Chapter 8’s Analysis
looks at Darfur, Sudan and the trajectory of that conflict. Chapter 9 deals with
terrorism and the extent to which it concerns both Africa and the international
community. Although the chapters engage with particular and discrete topics they
are, of course, interconnected, which the concluding Chapter 10 addresses.

Africa Today could not have been written without the research the author has
conducted in the continent since the early 1990s and she would like to thank all
those who have given of their time to help provide information, interviews and
data. However, the views expressed in the book are those of the author alone.

Heather Deegan
London, UK



1 Past and present

Looking back in time

A decade ago an eloquent Namibian intellectual called for more ‘Africanness’ to
be put back into Africa, with whatever consequence (Diescho 1995). But what is
‘Africanness’? Is there an African identity that transcends the differences which
distinguish one African culture from another? Or are there no commonalities over
and above those that have been imposed by one form of domination or another?
In short, is there more that divides Africa than unites it? These are difficult ques-
tions and the possible answers rest upon particular perspectives and time-frames.
Africa’s history as a whole is varied and stretches back through millennia. North
Africa is awash with antiquity from ancient history and buildings and artefacts of
that period appear in other countries. Pyramids and archaeological evidence are
present in Sudan and would be sought out by tourists and travellers if the country
were at peace with itself. Strong links existed between pre-colonial Africa and the
Middle East, especially after the Arab empire extended its conquests in ap 656.
Trade, intermarriage and conversion spread Islam across sub-Saharan Africa,! and
according to Jean-Francois Bayart, as a trans-regional religious movement, was a
‘powerful means of social rapprochement.” In essence, a ‘process of assimilation
between communities occurred’ (Bayart 1992: 177).

European expansion began with the explorations of the Portuguese in the
fifteenth century but was to reach its zenith in the nineteenth and early to mid-
twentieth centuries. D. K. Fieldhouse (1973: 147) viewed the motivation for
nineteenth-century colonial expansion as fiscal or political: ‘The desire of exist-
ing colonies or trading bases to extend the limits of their customs collection to
raise more revenues; . . . and in the special case of Senegal, fear of Islamic power
inland,” together with a desire to increase colonial revenues. When the imperial
powers agreed at the Berlin Conference of 1884 that no new annexations on the
African coast were to be recognized as valid unless they were accompanied by
effective occupation, it is generally acknowledged that the African continent was,
as the phrase goes, ‘carved up’ indiscriminately ‘with casual disregard for the
people whom they thus allocated into one or another colony’ (Clapham 1985: 17).
As Maps 1.1a, b and c indicate, the European colonial penetration of Africa was
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Past and present 3

immense and arbitrary. It was both the scale and the territorial rearranging of the
continent that separated tribal groupings. East Africa, for example, was partitioned
into two areas, one initially under German control, Tanganyika, and the other
land, which included part of Somalia and was later to become known as Kenya,
under the British. However, colonial administrations, particularly the French and
British, were aware of the powerful Islamic communities and cooperated with
established leaders, for example the Fulani Emirs in the northern provinces of the
Cameroons and Nigeria, and the Muslim brotherhoods of Senegal. Arabs and their
African offspring occupied high government offices in Tanganyika and Kenya
and it is alleged that in some cases Arab commercial activities were facilitated by
the improved infrastructure and transport systems established under colonial rule
(Haseeb 1985: 132).

The cultural inheritance of Africans is important in assessing whether or not
peoples have any commonalities. One analyst asserted ‘Whatever Africans share,
we do not have a common traditional culture, common languages, a common
religious or conceptual vocabulary . . . and we do not even belong to a com-
mon race’ (Appiah 1992: 26). Religion has, of course, served to separate groups:
‘the role of religion as a symbolic medium of contact and conflict is striking in
the colonial history of Africa’ (Bayart 1993: 177). Bayart (1993: 190) maintains
that the two monotheistic religions, that is Christianity and Islam, have both had
‘long experience of accommodation with the State,” colonial and other. Certainly,
privilege, power and status were accorded to some ethnic groups and this has
led to discussion of how the “carve-up’ of Africa affected relations between Afri-
cans and Arabs. Did, for example, Arabs, Africans of Arab descent and Africans
of different tribal inheritances share common objectives or were their interests
separate and possibly contradictory? One view supporting the first proposition
suggests that ‘At no point in the long history of Islamic power did a non-African
Islamic ruler succeed in controlling African Muslims.” As such, Islam presented
no threat to the interests of Africans as it ‘allowed for compromise and harmoni-
ous relations with the African way of life, traditions and customs’ (Yousuf 1986:
28). From such a perspective there can be no distinction between Muslim and
non-Muslim Africans. If some powerful Muslim African leaders cooperated with
colonial powers in the administration of truncated territories, it should not imply
a betrayal of the interests of other non-Muslim Africans but should be viewed as
the only available option open to subjugated peoples. Colonial rule would be in
the interests of neither native Africans nor those of Arab descent as it demarcated
territory, imposed administrative structures and introduced a colonial economy
which advantaged European powers through fiscal and trading procedures at the
cost of the colony itself. For some, when the foundations of colonialism were laid
down in East Africa, ‘Arab political control was ended once and for all’ (Salim
1985: 130).

However, if it is possible to consider the interests of African Muslims as dif-
fering from those of other indigenous Africans an alternative picture emerges:
one of complicity with the colonial power to the detriment of the native non-
Muslim African population. The old colonial strategy of ‘divide and rule’, that



4 Past and present

is the privileging of one community over another, would have little meaning in
a society where interests were one and the same. Difference between sections of
society were both perceived and acted upon by colonial authorities, who identified
certain groups as tribes and were actually instrumental themselves in creating
distinctions between peoples (Chazan et al. 1988: 103). Anthropologists have
viewed African societies as consisting of ‘descent groups’ which define the norms
and limits of behaviour and establish lines of authority. Sometimes these groups
would be in competition and would fight each other but, interestingly, if attacked
by a third party, would unite: ‘Brothers could be naturally opposed to one another,
but if a more distantly related third party fought with one of the brothers, the two
brothers would unite to form a single segment and fight’ (E. E. Evans-Pritchard
cited in Grinker and Steiner 1997: 5. See also Falk Moore 1994). So, to put it an-
other way, artificial unity could be achieved at intervals depending on the nature
of the perceived threat, be it European colonisation, neo-imperialism or Western
economic dominance.

Ali Mazrui acknowledges that the ‘interplay of Africa’s indigenous cultures
with Islam on the one side and Western civilisation’ on the other has had not only
political/economic effects, but also ‘cultural and civilisational’ influences. Culture
he defines as a ‘system of inter-related values, active enough to influence and con-
dition perception, judgement, communication and behaviour in a given society’,
whereas civilization embraces a ‘culture which has endured, expanded, innovated
and been elevated to new moral sensibilities’ (Mazrui 1986: 239). These are far-
reaching definitions which require detailed examination of every point. Mazrui
believes the word civilization can be applied to the Western and Islamic as well as
‘indigenous legacies’ but cautions that the term is ‘always relative and somewhat
hyperbolic’. Exactly what constitutes a civilization may be debated, but cultures,
when viewed as different systems of values, can often clash with each other, par-
ticularly if those values are in competition for authority and control. Ultimately,
Mazrui asserts, one culture will establish a ‘clear ascendancy’ which essentially
forces the ‘more vulnerable culture to surrender.” Subsequently, cultural confu-
sion emerges among the dominated culture leading to a process of first ‘cultural
surrender’ followed by “cultural alienation’ and then ‘cultural revival’, meaning
a return to traditionalism. In essence, Africa has a ‘triple heritage of indigenous,
Islamic and Western forces — fusing and recoiling, at once competitive and com-
plementary’ (ibid.: 239, 21).

During the latter years of the colonial period the intellectual political climate
within nationalist movements in Africa was dominated by Marxism, variant forms
of socialism and notions of self-determination.? The path to the future was to be
secular and independent. While some Pan-African Congress resolutions stressed
the need for ‘freedom, democracy and betterment’, others highlighted that Africa
was prepared to fight for liberation: ‘If the western world is still determined to rule
mankind by force, then Africans, as a last resort, may have to appeal to force in the
effort to achieve Freedom’ (Mazrui and Tidy 1986: 22). Essentially, the African
struggles against colonial rule were waged to end European dominance. Goran
Hyden argues that African post-colonial leaders created an ‘informal context’ in
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which they could ignore formal rules by promoting the idea that the “essential
experience during the colonial period was exploitation of the local people’ by
outsiders. ‘Formal rules” would include the performance of certain basic tasks,
such as promoting political freedoms and economic prosperity, but Africa’s new
political elite managed to construct an overarching objective: ending colonial rule
(Hyden 2006: 32). Since the perceived purpose of colonialism was to oppress
politically and to exploit economically, it was expected that decolonization would
bring freedom and prosperity to Africa. It certainly brought freedom of a kind but
prosperity is still awaited by many Africans. Politically, for the masses it often
brought military government, the one-party or no-party state, the dominant ruler
and until quite recently the ‘president for life.” Table 1.1 outlines the political
longevity of some African leaders.

The patriarchal political environment of many African states gave rise to eth-
nic clashes with rival groups fighting for control of government and access to
resources. See Map 1.2 for an outline of some ethnic groups across the continent.
The increasing lack of legitimacy and economic development has led to the po-
liticization of ethnicity. As Patrick Chabal asserts, the incidence of violence in
Africa is often attributable to ‘bad government’ (Chabal 1992: 34). The Charter of
the Organisation of African Unity (OAU) at its inception in 1963 asserted that its
members are ‘Determined to safeguard and consolidate the hard won independ-
ence as well as the sovereignty and territorial integrity of our states and to fight
against neo-colonialism in all its forms.” However, by 1991 the OAU referred to
the need for African states to democratize and take seriously ‘the expansion of
liberalism’ and the adoption of multi-party politics (Deegan 1996: 32). For Nelson
Mandela, who addressed the OAU summit in 1994, Africa had to ‘put its house
in order’: “We must face the matter squarely that where there is something wrong
in how we govern ourselves, it must be said that the fault is not in our stars but in
ourselves that we are ill-governed’ (Deegan 2001: 56).

For Ali Mazrui (1986: 11-12), ‘Africa is at war. It is a war of cultures. It is a
war between indigenous Africa and the forces of Western civilisation. It takes the
form of inefficiency, mismanagement, corruption and decay.’ In fact, the whole
process of attempted modernization is a form of ‘unnatural dis-Africanisation’,

Table 1.1 Political longevity of selected African leaders

Political leader Years served Country

F. Houphouet-Boigny 1960-93 Cote d’lvoire
J. Nyerere 1961-86 Tanzania

M. Traore 1968-91 Mali

A. Ahidjo 1960-82 Cameroon

L. Senghor 1960-80 Senegal

M. Kerekou 1972-91 Benin

D. arap Moi 1978-2002 Kenya

R. Mugabe 1980 Still in power Zimbabwe
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which is effectively tearing Africa away from its indigenous roots. Yet can eco-
nomic progress take place without a massive shift in societal values? And should
improvements in welfare, education and literacy determine a new cultural enlight-
enment?

Traditional theories of culture and development

For over a century the relationship between developmental and cultural change
has been much debated. It was assumed that as countries developed there would
be a shift towards the adoption of scientific knowledge, an evolution from sub-
sistence farming towards commercial production of agricultural goods and a
move towards industrialization. Yet such changes involved great social and cul-
tural alteration. Hence, this process of structural differentiation marked a break in
established norms of social and economic life. Consequently, during periods of
development, familial, kinship, religious and cultural ties would be undermined
and regarded as largely restrictive traditional forces (Smelser 1966: 29). For some
political participation was seen as a key which opened the door to development,
thus distinguishing the traditional society, which separated people ‘by kinship
into communities isolated from each other and from a centre’, from an advancing
modernizing state (Lerner 1958: 48-50). Other analysts, however, believed that
developing nations initially faced a ‘cruel choice’ between rapid, self-sustained
expansion and the introduction of democratic processes. As Western patterns of
capital accumulation were seen as crucial for development, it was argued that
authoritarian states would be more adept at extracting surpluses from their popu-
lations. Economic progress, then, would have to precede moves towards democ-
ratization: ‘development first, democracy later’ was the theme (Bhagwati 1966:
53; see also revised version, Bhagwati 1995). S. M. Lipset (1960: 71) explained:
‘Men may question whether any aspect of this interrelated cluster of economic
development . . . gradual political change, legitimacy and democracy is primary,
but the fact remains that the cluster does hang together.”

Inevitably, attitudes towards social activities and societal change would vary
between different cultures depending on their values and beliefs. Also, socie-
ties were composed of structures whose ‘cultural systems’ exercised organized
patterns of influence over the whole community, sometimes irrespective and in-
dependent of particular individuals (Billington et al. 1991: 4). In general, then,
cultural factors serve an overall integrative function in society. Yet often a com-
plex relationship exists between culture and a social structure. According to Emile
Durkheim, societal values constituted the component which reached the highest
level of generality, for they were ‘conceptions of the desirable society that are held
in common by it