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1

The Ends of European Colonial Empires: Cases and Comparisons provides 
a plural assessment of the ends of the European colonial empires, 
made by some of the leading experts of the growing field – in quantity, 
quality, and scope – of decolonization studies.1 The historiography of 
decolonization is still work in progress, vibrant in its plurality of ana-
lytical approaches, establishing productive conversations with other 
historiographies and disciplinary fields. It is a field of research marked 
by the emergence of novel intellectual concerns, political and ideologi-
cal outlooks and also geopolitical vistas, as John Darwin illustrates in his 
contribution to this volume.2 For example, the intersections between 
the scrutiny of the imperial and colonial endgames and local and global 
researches on the histories of the Cold War, of development, of labour, 
of human rights or of international organizations are being prolifically 
explored.3 The establishment of a critical dialogue between historiogra-
phies of imperial endgames, geopolitical competition, and trajectories 
of globalization, for instance, entails many relevant advantages for each 
domain.4 Of course, these historiographical dialogues may generate 
some problems.5

But whatever the relative importance granted to these historiographi-
cal and thematic intersections – and their political, economic, ideologi-
cal, and cultural manifestations in history – it is crucial to emphasize 
their cross-fertilization (which we do below), illuminating the fertile 
outcomes and challenges they bring about, as many texts in this vol-
ume demonstrate.

Addressing different geographies and taking into account diverse 
chronologies of decolonization, this collection also highlights the spe-
cificities of each imperial configuration and respective colonial situa-
tions. Accordingly, it offers a variegated empirical assessment of almost 
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all European imperial endgames, focusing, with few exceptions, on the 
African continent.6 The importance, indeed the necessity, of endorsing 
the advancement of ampler analytical exercises that can include and 
compare other cases of imperial disintegration – for instance, those 
related to the post-First World War period, to the Japanese and Soviet 
‘empires’ or the ‘American empire’ – must be acknowledged, even 
if the selection of cases in this book does not respond to this need.7 
The chronological and geographical widening and enhancement of the 
comparative study of imperial formations, its emergence, consolidation 
and eventual dissolution, is a crucial endeavour that must be continu-
ously promoted.8

Despite its focus on the post-Second World War years, this volume 
nonetheless highlights inter-war legacies, for instance, of racialized and 
paternalistic outlooks, modalities of imperial reformism or economic 
protectionist preferences. It therefore proposes a cautious use of the 
widespread argument that posits that the Second World War was 
the fundamental critical juncture that entailed the most signifi cant 
changes to the fate of European colonial empires. Notwithstanding that 
war’s unquestionable relevance to the study of 20th-century imperial-
ism and colonialism, which is demonstrated by the majority of the texts 
contained here, a different economy of continuity and change should 
perhaps be pursued in our efforts to understand the multiple and over-
lapping chronologies of decolonization.

With that in mind, this volume offers studies of particular historical 
events and processes that characterized the multiple trajectories towards 
imperial demise, elucidating their connection with wider, global his-
torical processes, and enabling comparative insights into the similarities 
and differences between these events, and the processes and trajectories 
of decolonization. The consideration of historical contingency and local 
particularities is a fundamental correction to general, linear and simplis-
tic narratives of decolonization and its main causes. In this volume, 
the supposed inevitability of the imperial endgame is confronted by a 
multiplicity of competing possibilities, a diversity of options and deci-
sions that were at stake. The polyhedral nature of political, economic, 
ideological, and sociocultural imagination(s) of late colonialism and 
decolonization is recognized, not suppressed or reduced to a single 
analytical dimension (e.g. political or economic). Likewise, the fact that 
imperial endgames were dynamic, often contradictory and unstable 
historical processes that influenced each other to varying degrees is 
acknowledged in this work. For instance, the political, economic, and 
sociocultural continuities and discontinuities between imperial and 
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postimperial and postcolonial regimes must be carefully pondered. 
They must not be taken for granted with hindsight, given the manifest 
result: the transfer of power or sovereignty. The imperial endgames, 
their repercussions and ‘legacies’, are unsuited to reductionist, nomo-
logical, and teleological approaches, or to ideological oversimplifica-
tions, all of which persist inside and outside academia. The ends of 
empire were plural and complex, and the imperial endgame was not an 
inexorable and inevitable process.

Among the many historical subjects held up to critical analysis in 
this volume, let us single out the following, without aiming to be 
exhaustive.

The circulation and diverse appropriation of idioms and repertoires of 
imperial rule is one of the central issues of this volume, including those 
that left their imprint in the nature of the late colonial state.9 The same 
goes for the circulation and diverse appropriation of idioms and reper-
toires of protest and resistance, and self-determination.10 For instance, 
the issue of state-sponsored violence that conditioned the ‘late colonial 
shift’ in many imperial formations merits a special place, marked as it 
was by longstanding modalities of colonial stereotyping, racial discrimi-
nation and civilizational rhetoric.11

Also worthy of attention is ‘developmentalism’. In fact, another 
important historical issue explored in some of these contributions 
relates to the engagement between international doctrines of develop-
ment and modernization and the late colonial period. This historical 
engagement was a central feature of late colonialism. It was certainly 
associated with post-war economic and political imperatives that 
affected the European imperial states,12 whose need to reinvent their 
colonial and international legitimacy as progressive and modern polities, 
confronting the archaism of their administrative apparatus and the mea-
gre social penetration of the infrastructural power of the colonial state, 
was evident.13 It was also related to the local and global interference of 
competing Cold War ‘modernities’, constituting an informative exam-
ple of the postcolonial ‘legacies’ and ramifications of late colonialism 
and decolonizing processes. The persistence of idioms and modalities of 
statecraft and governance (e.g. institutional and constitutional architec-
tures, including an ‘imported State’14); of disciplinary knowledge with 
global impact (e.g. community development or development economics, 
or the growing institutionalization of Social and Human Sciences and 
related engagement with imperial processes15); of experts and epistemic 
communities (e.g. related to aid, agricultural economics or labour16); of 
grand schemes of societal transformation; or of repertoires of violent 
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repression are some examples. Accordingly, this volume deals with the 
‘transfers of power’ but clearly goes beyond its associated traditional 
narrative. It certainly addresses the causes, motivations and contexts 
of the formulation of imperial policies to manage or resist decoloniz-
ing pressures, but it provides a diverse and multidimensional set of 
interrogations that evade the emphasis on strict political-diplomatic 
rationales.

As briefly noted above, renewed interest in the role played by inter-
national and transnational actors is also perceptible in many of these 
contributions, accompanying an historiographical turn that is also 
noticeably rewarding in the assessment of work by bodies such as the 
League of Nations or the International Labour Organization.17 The role 
of the United Nations, for instance, is investigated in many texts.18 
Within this institution, alongside power politics and efforts to national-
ize the international, the emergence of a community of international 
experts – who shared particular normative frameworks and therefore 
mitigated national affiliations – was a crucial process. For sure, posi-
tions that were in favour of the continuation of colonial solutions, 
or that merely pushed for their reform, existed in these international 
organizations. But the ways in which international organizations 
accommodated global decolonization idioms, moments and trajectories, 
and transformed their normative, institutional and policy-making 
frameworks, constitute a crucial context through which to observe the 
plural, circumstantial and often contradictory nature of the imperial 
endgames.

Finally, alongside aspects such as the role of information and 
intelligence – the prolongation and perhaps adjustment of the inter-war 
empires of intelligence19 – or of metropolitan political systems in deter-
mining the strategies of imperial resilience or retreat, aspects which are 
also explored in this collection, another important theme that runs 
throughout many of these contributions is that of the Cold War (and 
other geopolitical undercurrents).20 Despite the need to avoid reducing 
the history of decolonization trajectories to the historical dynamics 
of the Cold War, not least because coincidence is the weakest form of 
causation, the entanglements between both historical processes are of 
undeniable relevance, as several contributions to this volume show. 
Among other aspects, the assessment of the global consequences of the 
transformation of the geopolitical and ideological chessboard brought 
about by Cold War dynamics, with its own intricacies and hard-to-
simplify manifestations, requires moving beyond the ‘tendency to 
imagine decolonization as a bilateral relationship between an imperial 
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power and (one) colonial territory’, as John Darwin notes in his piece. 
The understanding of the intersection between the politico-diplomatic, 
technological, cultural, ideological and artistic economies of the Cold 
War and the plurality of imperial endgames requires refined analytical 
frameworks.21

The contributions to this volume also raise some important methodo-
logical and analytical issues.

On the one hand, the multilayered approach of these texts and the 
diversity of themes and processes they intersect open important com-
parative possibilities, indicating and enabling comparative avenues of 
enquiry. In political formations bursting, then and now, with ideologies 
of exceptionality, the promotion of comparative exercises is perhaps the 
finest corrective available. The attention to common patterns and to 
distinctive paths enables understandings that counterbalance clear-cut 
differentiations between cases and essentialized versions of imperial for-
mations (e.g. planned versus disordered trajectories of decolonization), 
and question the numerous doctrines of exceptionality – of the imperial 
venture and of its demise, sometimes portrayed as the ultimate evidence 
of the putative ‘civilizing mission’ guiding imperial powers – that still 
predominate in the historical, political and sociological assessment of 
the end of European colonial empires (e.g. the British Westminster-
based constitutionalism versus the Portuguese isolationism). Moreover, 
the use of a comparative lens, or the exploration of comparable insights 
that these texts enable, also permits the appreciation of processes of 
interimperial and intercolonial cooperation and competition, there-
fore further questioning singular and exceptional self-serving national 
narratives.

On the other hand, these texts demonstrate, in varying degrees and 
with different emphases, the advantages of integrating discrete scales 
of analysis to understand the trajectories of the late colonial state and 
decolonization, assessing their co-constitution, their interconnections 
and interdependence, and evading, or at least questioning and com-
plicating, the replication of the propensity to emphasize one of two 
prevailing explicative and interpretative decolonization models: the 
metropolitan and the peripheral (or nationalist). In association with 
the mobilization of a multidimensional approach (one which criti-
cally relates the historical dynamism of the colonial situations, of the 
metropolitan circumstances and of the geopolitical and international 
landscapes), an aspect already noted briefly, these texts also show 
the importance of an integrated study of the intersections between: 
international constraints and opportunities (e.g. those entailed by the 
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dynamics of international organizations’ engagement with imperial 
formations or by the changing nature of imperial and colonial sov-
ereignties’ political legitimacy); metropolitan and imperial pressures, 
strategies and decisions (e.g. the evaluation of the political, economic, 
social and cultural costs and benefits of an imperial permanence and 
the related sociopolitical mobilization of domestic constituencies 
regarding imperial and colonial affairs); and colonial situations (e.g. the 
changing aspects of the relationship between imperial authorities and 
plural modalities of colonial rule and colonial societies).22

This book is therefore a plural and multilayered collective effort 
which, alongside the promotion of historiographical dialogue as high-
lighted above, enables the assessment of international, transnational, 
metropolitan, and colonial approaches’ advantages and shortcom-
ings, exploring the variegated analytical possibilities opened by their 
articulation.

The volume has three parts. The first – ‘Competing Developments: 
The Idioms of Reform and Resistance’ – highlights the contextual 
production, circulation, and appropriation of specialized knowledge 
over colonial realities. Here, Frederick Cooper reveals how the need 
to reform French and British imperialism in Africa, already pressing 
colonial bureaucracies before the Second World War, was fundamental 
to the emergence and transformation of the discipline of Development 
Economics and modernization theories. Miguel Bandeira Jerónimo 
and António Costa Pinto reinforce the importance of international and 
interimperial circulation of imperial idioms, but stress the diversity of 
their appropriation, adaptation, and modification by each imperial 
configuration. The particular combination of administrative and eco-
nomic modernization, and resistance to political and civic incorpora-
tion of African populations, characterized the late colonial state in the 
Portuguese Empire. Martin Shipway offers an instructive example of 
the plurality of idioms and repertoires of imperial rule and colonial 
reform that coexisted after the First World War, while demonstrating 
the wide spectrum of possible actions offered to those engaged with 
imperial and colonial affairs in turbulent times. Through the contextu-
alization and interpretation of Robert Delavignette’s shifting perspec-
tives and actions, the ambiguities and complexities of late colonialism 
are illuminated, the associated political and moral quandaries exposed.

In the second part (‘Comparing Endgames: the Modi Operandi of 
Decolonization’), Crawford Young offers a comparison of the tur-
bulent Belgian, Dutch and Portuguese decolonization trajectories, 
stressing the role of symbolic, identitarian and material dimensions 
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in the metropolitan and imperial decision-making processes within 
the broader framework of global politics. Addressing the Portuguese, 
the French and the British cases, Bruno Cardoso Reis aims to demon-
strate the role played by metropolitan ‘political culture’ and respec-
tive ‘myths’ of empire in the definition of imperial strategies. Sarah 
Stockwell explores, with some important comparative insights concern-
ing Mozambique, the role of political and cultural aspects in the dif-
fusion of the Westminster model (which entailed more than political 
institutions, bureaucracies or security services) in order to improve our 
understanding of the apparent institutional stability in the political 
transitions after the transfer of power in the British Empire in Africa. 
Philip Murphy questions the British Empire’s supposedly serene transfer 
of power. He avoids the more obvious cases of insurgency, and focuses 
instead on the case of the Central African Federation, which is nonethe-
less understood comparatively – and demonstrates how the threat of 
violence was a crucial element in the processes of conflict and negotia-
tion between the imperial power and the two most important colonial 
groups: white settlers and African nationalists.

In the third part (‘Confronting Internationals: the (Geo)politics of 
Decolonization’), Ryan Irwin reveals how global and international 
transformations associated with the decolonization moment impacted 
on the ideological debates (for instance, on human rights), the 
organizational cultures, and the political decision-making processes 
in international organizations, particularly the United Nations, in a 
process marked by the moderation of pan-European ideas and interests. 
Exploring the career of Enuga Reddy, the connections between postco-
lonial geopolitics, international solidarities and networks, and interna-
tional politics are illuminated and explained. Dealing with the Belgian 
case, John Kent examines the multiple ways in which Cold War dynam-
ics and decolonization processes intersected. Taking the secession of 
Katanga (due to the combined role of political and economic colonial 
interests) and its international impact, Kent shows how imperial and 
colonial actors gave an instrumental use to the bipolar competition 
and conflict, aiming to further their own ends. Similar aspects are 
explored after the transfer of power. Luís Nuno Rodrigues shows how 
the relationship between Portugal and former imperial states was an 
important element in the definition of Portuguese imperial policies 
and strategies at a diplomatic level, challenging the traditional focus on 
certain traits of Portuguese ‘political culture’ associated with an authori-
tarian regime. The latter have tended to reinforce doctrines of national 
exception, in the Portuguese case one of supposed isolationism.
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Finally, in his ‘Last Days of Empire’, John Darwin provides a critical 
overview of the volume’s main arguments and proposals, highlighting 
some of the most important themes that connect its contributions.
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For scholars, as for the leaders of colonial empires and anti-colonial 
activists, the period of decolonization was a moment of uncertainty. It 
was no longer politically possible to divide the world between advanced 
and primitive beings. Africa would no longer remain the exclusive 
domain of anthropologists, and anthropologists would be obliged to 
rethink what distinguished their domain of research. Historians of 
empire – whose job it had been to make known the accomplishments of 
whites in regions otherwise without history – were increasingly margin-
alized or obliged to convert themselves into historians of Africa or Asia. 
Sociologists, economists, and political scientists, for whom colonized 
territories had previously held little interest, saw opening before them a 
new world to discover – and a lack of theory with which to analyse it.

To understand the intellectual atmosphere of the 1950s and early 
1960s in the various branches of the social sciences, one must first 
grasp the passions of the era: the opportunity to observe a fundamental 
change in world political order and the difficulties of rethinking its over-
turn. It was now possible to imagine a world without racial distinctions. 
Distinctions in level of development persisted, to be sure, but they could 
be overcome. If before the shock of the Second World and its aftermath 
such differences could be used to justify colonial tutelage, from the 
1950s the political impossibility for a European state to continue to 
exercise trusteeship over an African territory became the rationale for a 
new range of interventions by the ‘developed’ world to accelerate the 
social and economic evolution of the ‘underdeveloped’ world.

The process of decolonization – beginning with the independence of 
India and Indonesia in 1946–47 through the independence of Algeria in 
1962, of the Portuguese colonies (1975), and of the last British colonies 
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(Rhodesia/Zimbabwe, 1979) – generalized the sovereignty of nation 
states. This process established, for the first time in history, the formal 
equivalence of political units across the globe. But economic and social 
situations were a long way from such equivalence, and this gap between 
the former colonizers and the decolonizing territories became more 
apparent, more dangerous, and more in need of examination than before.

The subject of this chapter is this moment of possibility and uncer-
tainty. I will describe the new thinking about social and economic issues 
that emerged from the confrontation of colonial regimes and social and 
political movements from the late 1930s to the 1940s, and the response 
of social scientists to the transformed situation. I will concentrate on 
two examples: the foundation of a branch of economics focused on 
development and – at a higher level of generalization – moderniza-
tion theory, including the analysis of ‘industrialization’ as basic to the 
way of life of the modern world. I will have something to say about 
anthropology and ethnographic fieldwork, for in this domain one sees 
a more nuanced history of social science’s approach to the decolonizing 
world, but one which does not contradict the key idea of the era, that 
of modernization. The relationship of social science and social policy 
was ambiguous, for colonial policymakers in the post-war years wanted 
to claim they were acting on the basis of scientific knowledge, without 
the knowledge base being very secure. Indeed, new thinking about how 
to analyse social and economic change in colonial situations emerged 
first not in the academy but in colonial bureaucracies themselves. An 
implicit modernization theory shaped colonial policy making in French 
and British administrations in the 1940s. Scholars soon responded both 
to the new demands for expertise, particularly in economics, and the 
new framing of social problems for them to analyse.

That knowledge-base took time to develop, even as weighty decisions 
about economic and social policy had to be made every day. And schol-
ars did not agree on the details of programmes, or more importantly on 
their political and intellectual significance. At one extreme, moderniza-
tion theory rationalized new forms of power to replace the now suspect 
colonial form: those with scientific knowledge and the experience of 
already accomplished ‘development’ could legitimately guide those not 
so far along the path. At the other end, researchers kept complicating 
the picture of a smooth path from tradition to modernity, revealing the 
conflicts and complexity attendant upon change and suggesting differ-
ent choices might be made, that new forms of human suffering were 
emerging and that power could be exercised in different ways. American 
variants on ‘modernization theory’ epitomise the former tendency, 
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in which change appeared as a self-propelled, all-enveloping process, 
whereas the ‘development’ concept pointed to the need for particular 
actions to bring about change, and hence to the importance of debating 
exactly what those measures should be, who should be empowered to 
decide and whose interests would be served by them.

From today’s perspective, all forms of evolutionary theory are  suspect.1 
But one cannot understand the intellectual passions of the period 
1945–60 without appreciating the importance in the South as well as 
the North of participating in a movement against the obstacles of the 
colonial system and towards opening to the great majority of people 
the possibility of their own actions improving their lives.

I will link my discussion of scholarly work to a narrative of social 
eruption in the late 1930s and 1940s, mounting conflicts in the vital 
economic centres of export-oriented colonies which forced a change 
in the direction of colonial politics. The new policies intended to gain 
control over the situation in turn provoked other sorts of tensions that 
placed increasingly difficult and costly burdens on the guardians of 
empire.

The administrator’s Africa

Within French and British colonial administrations from the conquest 
to the Second World War, interventionist policies alternated with a more 
limited policy of surveillance built around the conservation of the par-
ticularity of African societies. Early in the colonial era came the arrogance 
of the ‘civilizing mission’ of the French Third Republic, the effort of 
missionaries to open the continent to Christianity, and the anti- slavery 
doctrines of British humanitarians; but alongside this came efforts to 
make Africa the object of all sorts of projects to exploit its human and 
material resources – railroads, mines, plantations and the intervention 
of experts in agronomy and medicine.2 By the time of the First World 
War, both French and British officials had learned how difficult it was to 
implement these projects – to reform Africa or to exploit it. In the vast 
spaces of the continent, officials had to co-operate with the very leaders 
who were the object of transformation. Officials had not counted on the 
tenacity of African political structures or the dynamism of social groups, 
capable of deflecting social reconstruction in unintended directions. 
Sometimes, colonial regimes profited from unintended innovations, the 
growth of peanut production by peasants in northern Nigeria, for exam-
ple, when the government had tried to promote cotton cultivation on 
the large plantations of the indigenous aristocracy.
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Important changes in African economies did not await the invention 
of the word ‘development’. But one should note the irony of colonial 
ideology in the 1920s: this was a period when peasant production of 
cocoa, coffee, peanuts and other crops was advancing in several regions, 
yet colonial governments were elevating the non-transformation of 
African societies into the central claim to the legitimacy of their rule. 
The responsible colonizing regime would, or so officials claimed, main-
tain the cultural integrity of African societies while slowly modifying 
them within their own terms. Such policies were consistent with the 
work of ethnographers – which became increasingly influential in the 
1920s and 1930s – on the organization of particular African communi-
ties, but they did not imply the need for theories of evolution or trans-
formation. The impact of medical-technical or ethnographic knowledge 
on the practice of colonial administration was varied and often ad 
hoc, but what counted most in the end was the authority of the white 
administrator who ‘knew his natives’.3

For a time in the early 1920s, some leading figures of British and 
French colonial establishments had argued for a more ambitious colo-
nial policy. In 1923 Albert Sarraut, the minister of the colonies in several 
governments, published a sweeping book, La mise en valeur de l’Afrique 
Noire, proposing a programme of state investment to obtain a more 
rational and more serious exploitation of the continent’s resources. 
His British equivalent, Lord Milner, argued in 1919–20 for a more 
systematic effort to develop the infrastructure and resources of British 
colonies.4 But these two projects, despite the influence of their authors, 
were rejected by their own governments, mainly because officials 
expected higher returns from investments within the metropolis, but 
also because other men of influence, such as Frederick Lugard, opposed 
them for fear that active development would upset the delicate equilib-
ria of Africa societies and the delicate relations between white officials 
and African indigenous authorities.5 It was the politics of ‘indirect rule’ 
that won the day, a colonial doctrine that celebrated the genius of 
colonial administrators to operate within the structures of kinship and 
chieftaincy, gently increasing peasant production while maintaining 
‘customary’ law and ‘customary’ land tenure. In French Africa, policy-
makers followed similar practices, if not the name of this policy. Some 
administrators thought African cultivators could be turned into some-
thing like French peasants via colonisation indigène, their ‘nomadism’ 
tamed by settlement on better land, with French training and supervi-
sion, irrigation and orientation toward marketable crops designated 
by knowledgeable officials. But the most notable such experiment, the 
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Office de Niger, was slow to develop the promised facilities, relied on 
questionable economic and agronomic assumptions, and was unable 
to get Africans to participate willingly, turning to coercion to acquire 
settlers and keep them from running away.6 To the extent that after the 
First World War educated Africans had become more politically active 
in both French and British Africa, as they had in some territories, the 
politics of indirect rule were a reaction, an attempt to enclose Africans 
within cages labelled as ‘tribes’.7 The very people who could have been 
the vanguard of African progress under colonial rule were instead pejo-
ratively labelled ‘detribalized natives’.

The 1920s and 1930s were the golden age of ethnography. It is not 
necessary to reduce the ethnographic scholarship of this era to an annex 
of imperial ideology – ethnographers did their work within the limits 
of the possible, limits that were practical but also those of the imagina-
tion. Some regarded themselves as defenders of the integrity and values 
of African societies against the encroachments of white settlers and 
labour recruiters, but the social order they described – an Africa divided 
into ‘tribal’ units – acquired its own reality, even if this was the reality 
of an historical conjuncture rather than a timeless Africa. The famous 
book on The Nuer by E. E. Evans-Pritchard8 brilliantly described a cer-
tain political organization of an apparently well-defined unit without 
acknowledging the fluidity and variability of its linguistic and cultural 
frontiers or that his fieldwork was done in the aftermath of a rebellion 
whose political effects therefore remained unexamined.9

British anthropology was making itself into a science. The thinking 
of its most notable figure, Bronislaw Malinowski, was more complex 
than the quest for the pure ‘tribe’, and he was interested both in social 
change and in the role anthropologists could play in improving colonial 
administration – something colonial administrators were not necessar-
ily keen to see. The centrality of academic interests and the concerns 
of funders to support a science of humankind – as well as the need to 
tread cautiously in colonial waters – pushed the field towards systematic 
exploration of general principles of social organization and elucidation 
of human diversity. If the scientific spirit was thought to have a ‘depo-
liticizing influence’, as Malinowski claimed it would on his star African 
pupil, Jomo Kenyatta, this did not necessarily turn out to be the case. 
Kenyatta appropriated the language of functionalist anthropology, with 
its emphasis on the integrated way in which societies work, to assert the 
integrity of the Kikuyu people, who had made him into a spokesman 
in conflicts with white settlers and British authorities. Kenyatta was to 
show that a seemingly conservative vision of an ethnically bounded 
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Africa, consistent with the politics of indirect rule, could be turned into 
a language of assertion and critique.10

If academic anthropologists, by a combination of choice and neces-
sity, kept a certain distance from the dynamics of a colonized conti-
nent, some administrators were becoming increasingly concerned with 
the question of knowledge. By 1929, some members of the imperial 
establishment were insisting that ‘the time had come to substitute 
fundamental thinking for aimlessness and drift in the management of 
the Empire’.11 But drift remained a basic characteristic of colonial rule, 
particularly in the revenue-starved Depression years. Nonetheless, the 
monumental survey of Africa, begun under Lord Hailey’s direction and 
published in 1938, at least put the importance of research on Africa 
onto the imperial table. Hailey’s paternalism and the scarcity of on-
the-ground research, particularly into urbanization, wage labour, and 
political mobilization – limited the originality of the project, but not 
the identification of Africa as a place that needed careful examination.12

The knowledge question was posed somewhat differently in inter-war 
France. The work of early French ethnographer-administrators, such as 
Maurice Delafosse, was more open to historical analysis and to regional 
connections, particularly in West Africa, but their point of departure 
remained the particularity of African societies.13 Certain intellectual-
administrators, like Robert Delavignette or Henri Labouret, had a con-
ception of Africans as peasants rather than as members of tribes. Even 
this conception had its romantic dimension – the reflection of a rural 
France that no longer existed – but their peasants were open to the 
market and to interactions, part of a community without being wholly 
enclosed within it.14 But neither the anthropology of ethnic units 
nor this conception of an African peasantry opened to examination a 
fundamental aspect of the inter-war period: the complexity of African 
forms of agricultural production for export markets and the movement 
of workers toward mines in central or southern Africa or towards ports 
and urban centres throughout the African continent.

Certain new departures anticipated what would become stronger 
tendencies after the war, not so much among the most academically 
influential anthropologists as among good observers of social policy in 
action. For example, Modern Industry and the African, published in 1933 
by a team under Merle Davis, sponsored by the Carnegie Foundation and 
the International Missionary Council, revealed the basic contradiction in 
a British policy that preached the conservation of African cultures, but 
risked destroying their ‘integrity and solidarity’ via a badly organized sys-
tem of migratory labour in central Africa. Davis did not ask that colonial 
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regimes simply leave Africans in peace. He advocated a policy of ‘stabili-
zation’ on two levels: first, in the village, the integrity of which should be 
reinforced by the provision of agricultural services and schools; second, 
in the mines and mine towns. Without denying the risks, he saw the 
emergence of a permanent labour force in the mine towns, able to create 
a real family life, as preferable to the perturbations of circular migration.15

The British administration did not want to think about this critique. It 
preferred importing rural chiefs to mine towns – to supervise the affairs 
of ‘their’ people – and repatriating migrants once their contracts were 
over. At this time, almost all scholarly study of this and other regions 
focused on rural societies, but ethnographic fieldwork was beginning to 
shed light on the realities of migration. Audrey Richards published in 
1939 Land, Labor and Diet in Northern Rhodesia in which she asked why 
the Bemba ate badly. She did not quite answer her own question, but 
she asked if the response was located within the framework of the tribe 
or in the absence from the village of young men for part of their lives.16

The anthropologist Godfrey Wilson pushed further. His book of 1940 
used statistics and personal observation to examine a mine town. His 
title, The Economics of Detribalization in Northern Rhodesia, took the 
phrase then used for something that should be avoided to point to 
something that already existed. He showed that 40 per cent of men 
lived in the town with their wives and 70 per cent of them had been 
there for a long time. He insisted that social policy should take social 
reality into consideration: a stabilization policy was necessary to man-
age the tensions and bad conditions associated with the stabilization 
that had already taken place. Two observations are necessary: there was 
little follow-up from anthropologists of the region for a decade, and the 
British administration – in principle concerned with the social prob-
lems of the Copperbelt – did not follow Wilson’s advice until consider-
ably later.17 In spite of the opening of an institution for ethnographic 
research in central Africa, the Rhodes Livingstone Institute, the mines 
forbade researchers from access to their properties, and researchers had 
to turn to rural, ethnically defined units of study. The administration 
would somewhat later – and scholars considerably later – begin to 
speak of stabilization as an official policy, not as a reality created by 
Copperbelt workers themselves.18

The modernization of colonialism

Godfrey Wilson did not convince the government to change its mind, 
but the process he described had its consequences. There was a wave of 
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strikes and urban riots in much of the British Empire after 1935. The 
largest strikes took place in ports, sugar plantations and oil fields in 
Jamaica, Guyana, Barbados and Trinidad (British West Indies), but also 
in the copper mines of Northern Rhodesia in 1935 and again in 1940. 
There were general strikes in Mombasa and Dar es Salaam in 1939, a 
railway workers strike in the Gold Coast and many other places during 
this period. One can read in the archives of the Colonial Office how 
shocked and embarrassed senior officials were by these events. The 
Copperbelt strikes jumped from mine to mine, with the participation 
of town dwellers, including women, beyond the miners themselves. 
The strikes entailed mass demonstrations and led to considerable police 
violence, resulting in deaths among the strikers.19

The first Copperbelt strike solidified the desire of the administration 
to prevent detribalization. But in London, the strike wave, embracing 
the West Indies as well as parts of Africa, was a question of Empire. A 
series of investigating commissions began work, and the Colonial Office 
asked the territorial administrations to think about creating labour 
departments. The Colonial Office struggled to understand the situation 
within the terms of their colonial policy. The model of tribal society 
gave them little indication what to do. The strikes brought to their 
minds another set of images, associated with the working classes and 
underclasses of European cities.

The secretary of state for the colonies hoped to redefine the prob-
lem. He used the anxiety within the government to argue for mak-
ing a gesture, which he saw as opening the door to a more vigorous 
colonial policy. The central concept he invoked was ‘development’, a 
word sometimes used to describe investment in the colonies intended 
to produce a return to British interests, but now linked to the word 
‘welfare’. The new law the Colonial Office proposed would become 
the Colonial Development and Welfare Act of 1940. What was new in 
this act was the use of the metropolitan government’s own budget –
the taxes collected from British citizens – for projects not intended to 
produce profits, for municipal water supplies, for building schools and 
for providing sub-market lodging to workers. The Colonial Office was 
breaking with the old colonial doctrine – the rule in France as well – 
which held that no colony should be a drain on the metropolitan 
budget, that each should pay its own bills. Now the Colonial Office was 
arguing that social improvements should raise productivity in the long 
term, but the development process should proceed without expectation 
of direct return. A top official wrote in private that the argument for 
long-term economic benefits was intended to please the Treasury, but 
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that, ‘I feel, however, that so far as the Colonial Office is concerned our 
real aim should be the more general one of turning the African into 
a happier, healthier more prosperous individual in which case all the 
other subsidiary objects will automatically be attained’. The colonial 
secretary added, ‘if we are not now going to do something fairly good 
for the colonial empire, and something which helps them to get proper 
social services, we shall deserve to lose the colonies and it will only be 
a matter of time before we get what we deserve’.20

The secret paternalists of the Colonial Office obtained their law in 
1940, under the shadow of general strikes and riots. In reality, they had 
to wait until the end of the war for the disbursement of useful quantities 
of funds, but the underlying principles of the development era were in 
place from then on. During the war, each colony received orders from 
London to start planning for a concerted development effort. Planning 
was of fundamental importance to the Colonial Office for two reasons: 
first, given the spirit of rationalism and painful recent experience, the 
anarchy of the market was insufficient to guarantee that the standard 
of living in colonies would actually progress; and second, the state’s role 
in planning was vital to distinguish the government’s intentions from 
the possible interpretation of development as heightened exploitation 
of the colonies. What was less clear was the knowledge-base on which 
planning was to rest. The early plans came from officials in the colo-
nies who were, to all intents and purposes, generalists. The Colonial 
Office itself had some economic talent, such as Sydney Caine, who had 
graduated from the London School of Economics, but by training and 
instincts its orientation was toward laissez-faire economics. During the 
war, it had created a Colonial Economic Advisory Committee, which 
called upon a range of British economists, a few of whom, such as W. A. 
Lewis, had begun to think seriously about the particular conditions of 
underdeveloped economies (see below).21

The French parallel to the Colonial Development and Welfare Act 
came after the war, in the form of the Fonds d’Investissement et de 
Développement Économique et Social (FIDES – Economic and Social 
Development Investment Funds), enacted in 1946. Strikes and urban 
riots in French Africa did not yet have an amplitude comparable to 
the experience of the British Empire, but the development idea was a 
response to the uncertainties of the imperial conjuncture in a somewhat 
different sense. After the failure of the Sarraut plan to garner support, 
the Popular Front proposed its plan, which also never received funding. 
Vichy too had its plan, but it was pure fantasy – a call for a thorough 
remaking of colonial economies, put forward at the very time when 
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French West Africa was blockaded and the economy in a shambles. The 
reality of the political economy of Vichy was sordid and not very new: 
an escalation in the use of forced labour, with not much output to show 
for it.22

At the Brazzaville Conference of 1944, French colonial officials talked 
at length about the need to turn a new page, to reformulate the prin-
ciples of the French Empire. There was high-minded talk of building 
an economy au service de l’homme (at the service of man), of making 
the goal l’amélioration du sort de l’indigène (improving the lot of the 
native) and of une économie dirigée et planifi ée (a managed and planned 
economy), but even the officials present with the most experience of 
economic affairs did not get specific about how an economy was to 
be directed.23 The conference discussed the need to simultaneously 
improve the French economy and raise the standard of living of colo-
nial peoples, but the ideas that emerged were prudent, timid even: the 
texts of debates reveal that officials thought of Africans as peasants to 
the depths of their souls who must remain that way, freed of the abuses 
of forced labour and excessive taxation to produce more effectively 
within the frameworks of their traditional societies. Any support for 
industrialization would be ‘prudent’. Even the plan to improve infra-
structure was justified on the grounds that it would reduce the need for 
manual labour, notably in transport, and hence the size of the working 
class. Forced labour was severely criticized, but officials were so fixated 
on the idea Africans would not work for wages (after a half-century of 
colonial tutelage) that they feared any programme of improving public 
works would fail without it. They gave themselves another five years to 
phase out forced labour.24

The conference was still under the influence of men whose expertise 
was above all in claiming to know ‘the native’.25 The idea of an Africa 
that was very African, very peasant and very traditional, still resonated 
strongly among senior officials, and this idea was a severe constraint 
on their imagination, even when they self-consciously sought to 
articulate a colonial policy they could regard as progressive.26 Some 
officials argued that because the African was necessarily a peasant, the 
government had to act directly to transform him; others agreed that 
the African was necessarily a peasant, but concluded the government 
should therefore leave him alone, in his own milieu, waiting for a gentle 
social evolution.27 From such positions, it was hard to think through 
what a strategy of development would look like.

Two processes helped the administration get out of its malaise. 
First, the political reforms the government initiated with the goal of 
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reinforcing the unity of the French Empire – giving people in colonial 
territories a small number of representatives in the Paris legislature – led 
to electoral campaigns and the election of African deputies, including 
Léopold Senghor and Félix Houphouët-Boigny. Forced labour quickly 
proved unable to tolerate the light of an African electoral campaign and a 
parliamentary debate: the African presence changed the political dynam-
ics. Second came the workers’ presence. The general strike in Senegal in 
January–February 1946 signalled that the idea proletarianization could 
be avoided was impossible. A working class already existed and it was 
capable of acting. Officials, in the midst of the strike, realized they could 
only regain control and authority if they figured out a way of managing 
the presence of such a class and if they could mount a programme of 
development that provided liveable conditions in African cities.28

Whatever the notions of progress of some officials in Paris and 
London, FIDES and the Development and Welfare Act followed upon 
social movements initiated by Africans and represented an attempt to 
seize the initiative. The new approach signalled that the imperialism of 
the post-war era would be an imperialism of knowledge and planning, 
as well as of capital.

It is necessary to pause for a moment to look at the sociology implicit 
in official developmental thinking between 1946 and 1950, and at how 
officials lost control of the implications of that sociology. In the debates 
at Brazzaville, the sociology of Africa was clear enough: the population 
was divided into two categories: peasants and évolués (evolved). The 
category of wage worker appeared only insofar as officials asserted 
the absence of Africans within it. It was this sociological conception 
that proved useless after the strike of 1946 and the social move-
ments  that followed. From then on, two sociological visions were in 
competition. The first was an industrial sociology advocated by the 
Inspection du Travail, whose influence was increased by the resolution 
of the Senegalese strike of 1946. Inspectors were trained at both the 
École Coloniale Supérieure and the ministry of labour, the latter 
the source of their special expertise. They knew the techniques for 
defining the labour problem and regulating labour issues within such 
a framework: the most important part of their training was in the 
experience of European bureaucracies in handling social and economic 
problems as they arose, and the notion that European practices could be 
applied generally. In order to bring the 1946 strike to a close, the labour 
inspector, sent in haste to Dakar, used established formulas as a basis 
for negotiation: a scale of wages with six levels plus an off-scale (hors 
catégorie), an exact copy of the system recently implemented in France.
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The essential task of the labour inspectors after 1946 was to construct 
a working class distinguished from other social categories and differenti-
ated internally. The inspectors were happy to see Africans join unions 
and for unions to negotiate with employers’ organizations. For them, 
the particularity of African cultures had no interest. The inspectors 
regretted the lack of skill in the workforce and the absence of experi-
ence with the world of work, and they wanted the workforce to become 
stable, skilled, and accustomed to the rhythms of industrial work. One 
can read in the annual reports and correspondence of the inspectors the 
hope that if one pretended an African worker was just like any other 
worker, he would become one.29

But if one reads the reports of civil servants in the economic sections 
of the ministry of overseas France, one finds another sort of discourse: 
one about Africans outside the world of wage labour. The cultivation 
methods of Africans are described as nomadisme agricole (nomadic cul-
tivation). Officials complain about the rigidity of land tenure systems 
and the passivity of cultivators. In a conference about economic plans, 
officials insisted one had to teach African farmers everything. A gover-
nor spoke of the archaisms of rural populations, of their resistance to 
change. What is surprising in these reports from around 1950 is that 
another part of the administration was congratulating itself on the 
large increase in cocoa and coffee production in the Ivory Coast. The 
local administration knew African producers – farmers employing wage 
labour and tenant farmers to grow export crops – were responsible for 
this economic success.30 This inconsistency in forms of knowledge was 
at the core of officials’ early frustration with how their development 
project was going: officials with local knowledge could see evidence of 
adaptability and expanded output on the part of African cultivators, 
but officials in Paris were thinking of an agricultural revolution that 
was falling short, given the limits of new resources, shortages of skilled 
labour, and the sheer vastness of the domain they thought had to be 
radically transformed.31

So it was in British Africa as well. Labour officers, a bit ahead of their 
French homologues, deployed a sociology of work based on the idea of a 
working class distinguished from the backward population of the bush, 
benefiting from decreased turnover (stabilization), training, union 
organization, and living with their families in towns, where a new gen-
eration would be born, well fed and watched over by doctors and teach-
ers, and where they would be better able to adapt to the conditions of 
urban capitalism. One sees in their texts the same prejudices about the 
capacity of rural communities to improve their farming techniques, the 
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same view of lack of ambition. The head of the economic bureau of the 
Colonial Office put it this way: 

Broadly, there can be little doubt that the social structure throughout 
most of our African territories acts as a pretty heavy brake on change … 
African systems of land tenure and the cultural routines associated 
with them, if maintained to the full in their traditional form, would 
effectively prevent any rapid technical change, possibly any change 
at all.32

As in France, thinking within the administration was compartmen-
talized: the experts in economic planning ignored the evidence of 
increased cocoa production from smallholders in Nigeria and the small-
scale coffee production of Tanganyika. The colonial secretary instead 
called for a British-led agricultural revolution in Africa.33 Prejudices 
of this sort had serious consequences on the ground: programmes to 
promote soil conservation among supposedly ignorant cultivators in 
Kenya, Tanganyika and Rhodesia, brutally implemented by British 
agronomists, led to rebellions in these areas.

Here we have a central problem in colonial-style developmentalism. 
The concept came from a vision of the future, an ethnocentric notion 
to be sure, but one that was being opened to Africans who wished to 
reform themselves. Development would lead directly from the back-
wardness of the African past to a modern future. What was missing in 
official development discourse in the 1940s was the present, with its 
dynamism and possibilities as well as constraints.

Yet developmentalist thinking in colonial administrations existed in 
an unacknowledged dialogue, particularly with the leaders of African 
social movements. The impetus behind the new departures in industrial 
sociology and economic planning followed upon the wave of general 
strikes and urban confrontations, and once European bureaucracies had 
articulated their new, forward-looking vision, African trade unionists 
seized this language to make their own claims. The idea of the univer-
sal worker represented a useful basis for African union leaders to claim 
wages and benefits equal to those of other workers. That is exactly what 
happened in French West Africa: the labour movement’s slogan became 
à travail égal, salaire égal (equal pay for equal work). Inspectors could not 
deny the logical validity of such claims within their own understanding 
of the place of the worker within the French system; they could simply 
try to soften them, to limit their effects. Labour unions and the Labour 
Inspectorate quickly agreed on the importance of writing a labour code, 
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the former to guarantee certain rights to their members – the 40-hour 
week, the right to strike – and the latter to ensure a rational treatment 
of labour questions, to have clear rules for regulating conflicts and clear 
definitions of those benefits workers were entitled to and what they 
could negotiate for.

Employers – well aware of the danger of raising labour costs – were 
ideologically trapped, linked to the state and its imperial ideology to 
assure its presence in Africa, dependent on the Labour Inspectorate to 
settle disputes, and thus unable to avoid the implications of a univer-
salistic sociology of work, shared by the inspectorate and the unions. 
The employers succeeded in slowing down the drive to write a labour 
code – it passed the French legislature in 1952 – but it could not soften 
its principles. One component of workers’ demands since 1946 had 
been for family allowances for all wage workers without distinction of 
origins – a right obtained by French workers in 1932. Labour inspectors 
accepted the logic of this demand, for they wanted to encourage the 
reproduction of a working class within an urban and industrial milieu, 
not in rural villages. In 1950, African civil servants won equal family 
allocations to those of European French civil servants, and in 1956 a 
system of family allocations for the private sector was instituted, based 
on the structure of the metropolitan system, with rates which, while 
not equal to those in metropolitan France, constituted an important 
addition to the wage packets of workers with children. This system was 
implemented after much discussion within colonial institutions and 
serious mobilizations by the West African labour movement.34

British officials tried to avoid the question of family allowances for 
fear of exactly the kind of politicized debate that occurred in French 
Africa. But the British administration could not ignore the underlying 
issue, for it too wanted to ensure the reproduction of a working class 
far away from the backwardness of rural Africa. The doctrine of family 
wages was a response to this imperative and to the demands of workers 
in places like Kenya. The calculation of minimum wages was supposed 
to take into account family needs. Efforts were made to encourage a big-
ger spread in wage hierarchies, so that more senior workers would earn 
enough to support a family without recourse to cultivation by family 
members.35 The reality was always more complicated than this, for men 
and women did not necessarily want to separate themselves from rural 
Africa even if in some instances they had the means to do so.36

In any case, between 1945 and 1960, wages in most colonies increased 
and material conditions for wage workers improved. The labour move-
ment had made use of a developmentalist ideology to turn a discourse 
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about the necessity of organizing work along European models into a 
series of demands for improving their living conditions.

African political leaders in the 1950s would also turn developmental-
ist discourse in a direction favourable to them. For development to be 
in the interest of African people, they would argue, it was necessary for 
an African government to make the decisions about what development 
policy should be, for if not there was a danger development would 
simply mean an escalation of exploitation. The colonial government’s 
conception of development as a technical problem, best implemented 
by people with the requisite knowledge, was thus answered by a politi-
cizing argument: development as a question of choices to be made by 
those with the most at stake.37

This kind of politics opened up a door in the imaginations of colonial 
officials, a door through which they would in the end pass. When it 
became clear that the post-war efforts to find a new basis for the legiti-
macy of colonial regimes would not end conflict, when the economic 
results expected from development initiatives proved unrealistic and 
when the interventions of colonial states into social questions produced 
more conflict than stability, the universalistic reasoning of development 
thinking permitted the leaders of empire to envisage another sort of 
future.

Development and modernization were at the same time a programme 
to be directed by a government and a meta-historical tendency affecting 
the entire world. African social and political movements had indicated, 
very clearly, their continued interest in economic and social progress. 
It was slowly becoming possible for colonial officials to convince them-
selves Africa could become independent and that the development pro-
ject would continue. What has just been described does not constitute 
an explanation of decolonization, but rather an explanation of how 
decolonization could become imaginable within European bureaucra-
cies. With the dominant idea of the 1920s and 1930s of Africa as an 
ethnographic repository, as the domain of tradition, decolonization was 
not imaginable. Within developmentalist thinking in the 1950s, such a 
change remained difficult but imaginable.38

The other side of official developmentalism was its rigid vision of 
untransformed African society. Here one sees much continuity from the 
ethnographic era, but with one major change. Before the war, the back-
wardness of African populations was a given, but with the new devel-
opmentalist spirit, backwardness became an act of defiance, a sign of 
the ill will of Africans who refused the opportunity now being offered. 
African primitivism became an explanation for why development plans 
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did not work out as well as anticipated. One can read in official archives 
a bitterness towards those who seemed to be refusing the developmen-
talist framework, even where – as in the case of major strikes – officials 
were willing to treat other forms of collective action as falling within 
acceptable frameworks of confrontation and negotiation.

The worst example of such a reaction came with the British response 
to the rebellion among the Kikuyu of Kenya, beginning in 1952, that 
they named Mau Mau. If retrospective explanations of this rebellion 
gave prominence to the rapid economic growth of the late 1940s – 
squatters chased from land by white settlers seeking to exploit it more 
systematically, African landowners not acknowledging obligations to 
take in people from their village returning from the settler farms, peas-
ants victimized by mismanaged agricultural reform efforts – the govern-
ment and the press at the time treated the rebellion as a resurgence of 
African primitivism. There was indeed an anti-modern dimension to 
the rebel movement, but one situated more in a conflict-ridden present 
than in a purely Kikuyu past. The rebellion began at a time when the 
British government was congratulating itself for removing racial restric-
tions on coffee cultivation and for several reform projects: it thought 
it had taken the road towards progress. Its reaction to the rebellion 
was furious: brutal suppression, the use of concentration camps to re-
educate Kikuyu. The irrationality, the excess of this reaction revealed 
the fragility of the ideology of modernization. The other face of colonial 
administrations’ openness to change was this inscription of atavism and 
wilful backwardness on Africans who did not choose the right road.39

Alongside this image of the anti-modern Africa we find another basic 
aspect of decolonization: the refusal of responsibility. The British gover-
nor of Eastern Nigeria during the period (1955) when African political 
leaders were taking charge of budgetary matters as part of the pro-
gramme of self-government reacted this way to cost overruns and finan-
cial scandals in the new government: ‘Inevitably the people are going 
to be disillusioned, but it is better that they should be disillusioned as a 
result of the failure of their own people than that they should be disil-
lusioned as a result of our actions’.40 One finds more such evidence in 
the archives: official awareness that decolonization had not been well 
planned, a calculation that the cost of development in colonies would 
exceed the economic returns, a fear that the failures of development 
and the conflicts to which it led would get out of control, all this in the 
shadow of Algeria and Suez.41

The British and French willingness to devolve power to African  leaders 
in their sub-Saharan territories – decisions made for many of the major 
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colonies by 1956–57 – thus reflected the hope that economic and social 
evolution had already created irreversible ties to Western states and a 
desire to ensure it would be Africans who had to assume the burden 
and responsibility for the failures, disappointments and conflict that 
emerged.42 In economic and social terms, the results of the develop-
mental colonialism of the 1950s were not purely negative. This was a 
period of rapid export growth, of improvement in the wages paid to 
workers in key sectors, of rapid expansions of schools, extension of the 
road network and sharp drops in infant mortality. But the contradic-
tions were evident as well, above all the impossibility of totally trans-
forming social institutions, the disarticulation of African economies, 
and the enormous disparities of opportunity for different people within 
the African continent. It was the project of economic development that 
was especially fragile, with its prefabricated vision of a modern Africa. 
If one begins at the end, one never arrives.

The modernization of the social sciences

Now we turn to the question of the social sciences. It is important to be 
clear about the dates. The break in colonial economic policy comes with 
the development plans: 1940 in the case of the United Kingdom and 
1946 for France. The new labour policy – the attempt to reduce reliance 
on the back-and-forth movement of migratory workers and create a ‘sta-
bilized’ working class living with families in workplace and cities – dates 
to 1946 in French Africa and 1945–47 in British Africa. In this era, one 
finds a variety of projects in the agricultural domain – from the teaching 
of new techniques, to programmes to provide credit, to the formation of 
farmer co-operatives – plus a number of grandiose projects such as the 
ground nut scheme in Tanganyika or the cotton and later rice schemes 
of the Niger Office. That many such projects failed and that the real 
dynamism in agriculture remained with small-scale farmers is another 
question: this was a period of state activism.

It was thus very soon after the war that one sees a push by the French 
and British states towards programmes of modernization. The theory 
of modernization in the academic milieu is an affair of the 1950s.43 A 
curious aspect of this period is that the imperialism of knowledge was 
being pressed even before the knowledge was in place. There were, in 
the 1940s, no experts in development economics, and orthodox econo-
mists were more often than not opposed to interventionist policies in 
colonies, even in an era of Keynesian policy at home. The British policy 
of pushing for family wages, for example, was implemented against 
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the advice of economists in the Colonial Office, and the most forward-
looking economist of the 1940s, W. A. Lewis, resigned from one of the 
Colonial Office’s wartime advisory committees because the orthodox 
considered his ideas ‘political’ rather than ‘economic’.44

As far as fieldwork-based studies of the crucial sites of change in 
Africa are concerned, one has to wait for 1950 to find the birth of urban 
anthropology: there is a ten-year gap between the pioneering work of 
Godfrey Wilson and the development of an anthropological school 
that studied the themes he pointed to.45 That is why I am insisting the 
direction of influence went from the bureaucracy to the academy and 
not the other way around. An implicit theory of modernization grew up 
in colonial administrations before a systematic version was spelled out 
by social scientists, and the key loci for articulating this implicit theory 
were commissions of inquiry into strikes and other events in Africa and 
reports by labour inspectors.

Administrations needed expert advice. They could call on agrono-
mists or public-health specialists with some experience in the tropics, 
and for social engineers they had to turn to people like labour inspec-
tors who had practical experience in Europe. Among economists, it took 
time for the profession to develop the expertise to engage in planning. 
Still, theoretical innovations beginning in the early 1950s would come 
to have great influence on framing knowledge of change in Africa. 
I will emphasize two: a branch of modernization theory that focused on 
industrialization as the key arena of transformation and development 
economics. I will also look at anthropology in the 1950s to show how 
on-the-ground research could complicate the picture being drawn by 
the advocates of modernization.

First, industrialization. I will take as an indicative text the book 
Industrialization and Labor: Social Aspects of Economic Development, by 
the influential American sociologist Wilbert Moore, published in 1951. 
Industrialism, to Moore, meant something more than the organization 
of factories. It was a mode of life. Moore thought industrialization was 
transforming the entire world and that it demanded a response from 
every society, including those he labelled primitive. Industrialization 
demanded a rationalist perspective, sensibility to universal logic, the 
will to adapt to labour markets and systems – necessarily hierarchical – 
of discipline in factories. For Moore, the transition to industrialism 
was necessary but not easy; he acknowledged some people would fail 
to make the transition. ‘The world is not peopled by economic men’, 
he wrote. Adaptation depended on local traditions, and on the means 
by which communities were integrated into industrialization. Primitive 
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societies, however, were not homogeneous, and cracks in their  solidarity – 
the tension between young men and their elders, for example – gave rise 
to motivations for a part of the society to take an interest in industrial 
life. Industrialism for Moore was a package of necessary phenomena 
which he did not wish to take apart: rationalism and hierarchy would 
always be part of the industrial world. Resistance would be futile, even 
if adaptation would yield inequality. Those who did not adapt would be 
poor and marginalized.46

Others went further than Moore. Clark Kerr, considered the doyen 
of the field of industrial sociology in the United States, wrote in 1960: 
‘[W]hether a society has been matrilineal or patrilineal, whether based 
on family or tribal ownership of land, whether responding to the 
Protestant ethic or the Bantu ethic, or whether it goes through a prior 
commercial revolution or not, it ends up following the logic of indus-
trialism’.47 Africa, in such a vision, stood as the epitome of traditional 
and backward: it represented the clay to be made into industrial society.

This universalizing, homogenizing argument was at the core of mod-
ernization theory. At their most ambitious, modernization theorists 
posited that the most important aspects of social life varied together. 
Industrialism was not limited to industry: it was a way of life. Such 
theories owed much to the work of American sociologist Talcott 
Parsons, who developed the notion of pattern variables, whose covari-
ance charged the process of modernization. Modernization proceeded 
along several key axes:

• from a subsistence economy to an economy of exchange and 
industrialization;

• from rural to urban society;
• from a political system of subjects to one of citizens;
• from ascriptive notions of status to notions of status based on 

achievement;
• from extended to nuclear kinship units;
• from religious ideologies to secular ideologies;
• from diffuse, personalized relationships to contractual ones.48

What was strong about such theorization was precisely what was vul-
nerable: the association of the variables with each other, the notion that 
modernity constituted a package.

These arguments were consistent with the structural-functional anal-
ysis then in vogue in both sociology and anthropology. But instead of 
treating a unit, like the tribe, as the universe in question, modernization 
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theory addressed a global system whose structures adapted to perform 
the functions demanded by the integrity of the system.

Such theories may appear to us as arrogant, teleological, and ethno-
centric. A stereotype of the West took the place of dynamic analyses of 
actual on-going societies. As Kerr wrote, ‘the best place to start is with 
a view of the end result; for industrialism is a great magnet which is 
drawing all human life to it and ordering the orientation of this life’.49

In W. W. Rostow’s The Stages of Economic Growth,50 the idea of a passage 
from tradition to modernity is tied to an argument that Western govern-
ments were obliged to promote and sustain such a process, hence the 
word ‘manifesto’ and the opposition between the communist version of 
modernization and one based on capitalism and electoral democracy. It 
was the fall of colonial empires that opened underdeveloped countries to 
this competition between systems, each with its version of modernization.

But in 1951 as in 1960, it is important to point to another aspect 
of such theories: their refusal of racism, their conception of the pos-
sibility of a modernization open to all. For scholars, as much as for 
bureaucrats, the period after 1945 was one of upheaval. Old certitudes 
about the order of the world no longer worked. For sociologists such as 
Moore or Kerr, here was a new domain of inquiry. But what they did 
with this domain was a kind of intellectual pacification. They wished to 
incorporate it into what was already known, to tell formerly colonized 
peoples that they were welcome to the modern world but had to accept 
it as it was. Neither Moore nor Kerr had done fieldwork in Africa or 
other colonial territories, but they relied on reports from the front lines 
of colonial modernization, from labour inspectors, the International 
Labour Bureau, and – although the work was equivocal on the questions 
at hand – on the studies of anthropologists such as Audrey Richards. 
However frail their own knowledge-base, they did not hesitate to tell 
the people of the decolonizing world what their future was.

There is something very American about all this, a disdain for all 
the old obstacles to progress, from tradition to racism, and an absence 
of reflection upon the particularity of this universalistic conception 
of change.51 This tendency reached its apogee with Kerr and Rostow. 
Applied to Africa, the romance of modernization reflected a notion that 
America’s restless urge to remake itself would rub off on a continent 
held by Europeans in bondage and just beginning to open itself to 
participation in an interactive world in which the United States would 
play a shaping role. At a meeting of American elites from business, gov-
ernment, philanthropic foundations and academia, coming together in 
1958 to discuss the US’s relation with Africa, the anthropologist Walter 
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Goldschmidt referred to ‘the slumbering giant of Africa’ that was just 
awakening. ‘America has a moral interest in Africa’, he insisted, an 
interest reflecting the importance of people of African descent to the 
population, but also ‘an interest in the kind of place that Africa will 
become’. Political scientist Rupert Emerson applauded the ‘emergence 
of modern, forward-looking nationalist movements’. Still, Africa was 
just beginning to come out of its ‘tribal’ nature: it was ‘developing’, 
‘emergent’, ‘new’. The assembly’s report applauded ‘self-determination’ 
and stressed the positive role the US could play in the development of 
African economies and the advancement of education.52

But this desire to look towards a new world is also evident in the writ-
ings of French labour inspectors and British labour officers, with the 
difference that Kerr wrote with perfect certitude while colonial officials 
in the 1940s and 1950s saw the world through anxious eyes. And over 
time, the fact that branches of the social sciences, such as sociology and 
political science, had strong traditions of empirical research meant the 
simplistic nature of these theories would be criticized within the schol-
arly tradition that gave birth to them.53

Let me turn now to theoretical work that was crucial to the found-
ing of the sub-field of development economics. The most important 
point is the departure from orthodox economics, with its vision of a 
single universe of transactions. Development economics accepted the 
idea of such a universe, but insisted that it took work to get into it. 
There were certain prerequisites for a functioning market economy. The 
underdeveloped economy would remain a special case until it reached 
a certain level or acquired certain capabilities so that normal rules 
would then apply. A foundational article of development economics 
was Paul Rosenstein-Rodin’s 1943 study on eastern Europe. He set out 
a theory known since as the ‘big push’: it was necessary to concentrate 
resources, more than a capital market would allocate, to a backward 
region in order for it to be able to come out of its structural constraints. 
A version of this theory was part of the first development plans: a push 
had to come from outside to provide the infrastructure and organize 
the human resources that would, in time, enable an underdeveloped 
economy to respond adequately to demand for its products.54

The elaboration of a rigorous theory of transition came later, above 
all with the publication in 1954 of an article by W. A. Lewis, ‘Economic 
Development with unlimited supplies of labor’.55 Lewis first defined a 
backward sector as one in which the marginal product of labour was 
zero or negative, that is where the physical or institutional capacity 
of the sector was such that one could remove a labourer without any 
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reduction in production. Then he posited a capitalist sector. To trans-
fer labour power from the backward to the advanced sector it was not 
necessary to pay the worker the marginal product of his labour, as in 
orthodox theory, but only a wage sufficient for his subsistence plus a 
small supplement to make displacement worth his bother. Ordinarily, 
one would expect that as the capitalist sector began to grow, wages 
would rise with demand. But not in these circumstances. Wages could 
be kept at the same level until the entire labour surplus of the backward 
sector had been absorbed into the capitalist sector. At that point, the 
economy becomes normal and wages follow the marginal product of 
labour. This was a dualist theory, the basic premise of which was a neat 
division between sectors. Progress consisted of eliminating the excess 
of labour power in the backward sector by concentrating resources in 
increasing production in the capitalist sector.

What is striking here is the parallel between an economic argument 
starting with the notion of a marginal product of labour as zero and a 
sociological argument that accepts the notion of a society as primitive. 
Lewis always distinguished capitalist dynamism from colonial planta-
tion economies, which he regarded as another form of backwardness. 
For him, the reinvestment of profits in the capitalist sector drove the 
transfer of labour from somewhere it was under-utilized to somewhere it 
fostered economic dynamism. The dynamic sector was not specifically 
urban. It was not ‘traditional’ and it was not ‘European’, but it was a 
zone of economic modernization within a once colonized society. Lewis 
was careful to distinguish appropriate policies for areas where labour 
was not in surplus, and he saw most of Africa in this light. There, the 
development drive should focus within the rural economy, but the 
thrust of his argument was the same: bringing new techniques and 
resources to a sector where it would do the most good: ‘what we have 
to do for agriculture in Africa is mainly to fertilize African farming; to 
bring it knowledge, tools, water, better varieties, and better organiza-
tion; and to seek the strategic points where these new ideas may most 
easily be absorbed’. This would cost money, and the money to get Africa 
over the hump where it could participate fully in the normal operations 
of a market economy would have to come from outside – from the 
United Kingdom first of all.56 Lewis’s work had much influence in shap-
ing the sub-discipline of development economics, and it became a basic 
tool of economic planners; his career would be crowned by the Nobel 
Prize in economic science in 1979. The theory was especially interest-
ing because of the man who devised it. Lewis was a black man born in 
the British West Indies. He was a student in London in the 1930s when 
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he volunteered his services to anti-colonialist organizations and wrote 
a series of pamphlets denouncing the planter class of the West Indies 
and advocating education and political liberation in the colonies.57 He 
advocated the reduction of global inequality and the incorporation of 
excluded peoples into the world economy. He did not romanticize tra-
ditional cultures: he thought they exhibited a ‘low cultural level’ and 
that their literary or musical accomplishments were of interest only 
to anthropologists. However, he thought people coming from such a 
milieu should have their place in the modern world.58

Lewis, while embarking on a distinguished academic career – the first 
black man to hold a professorship at Manchester University – brought 
his expertise to the situation faced by impoverished colonial regions in 
British Africa and the West Indies. He advised the Colonial Office during 
the war and – despite his severe criticism of its cautious  policies – was 
called upon repeatedly in the post-war years to offer advice. But he 
offered his knowledge and reputation to the first African leaders who 
were edging towards power. Shortly before the publication of his famous 
article, he worked for the government of Kwame Nkrumah, the leader 
of the Gold Coast in its phase of self-government en route to total inde-
pendence, and he produced for it a plan for the industrialization of the 
country. He later returned to Ghana after its independence in 1957 as an 
economic advisor.59 Lewis was a theorist of the end of empire, an advo-
cate of eliminating structures that constrained colonized people’s future 
and of freeing them to enter a modern economy.

If one looks at development as the imposition of Western categories 
on other peoples, what does it mean when the supposed universalism 
of the West is not exactly the invention of Europeans? Are Lewis’s theo-
ries insufficiently exotic or insufficiently revolutionary to be regarded 
as more than derivative of Western social science, even if Lewis has as 
good a claim as anyone to be the inventor of the branch of science in 
question?60 Or should one regard the science to which he contributed 
as a creation of neither the West nor of the ‘South’, but as part of a 
historical process that entailed the redefinition of the categories of 
political life?

Development economics never was the orthodoxy that is now much 
criticized. Even before the consolidation of a new sort of expertise under 
the influence of Lewis and others, a different argument came to the 
fore from Latin American economists, above all from Raúl Prebisch, an 
Argentinian, and his colleagues at the Economic Commission for Latin 
America. At the end of the 1940s they began to argue that growing 
exchange between developed and underdeveloped countries was not in 
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the interest of both parties. Unequal exchange, they insisted, enriched 
the rich and impoverished the poor unless the national economies of 
underdeveloped states followed their own routes.61 Meanwhile, econo-
mists from North America argued over whether ‘balanced growth’ or 
‘unbalanced growth’ should be the goal of development planning, 
whether certain sectors should be promoted over others. Over the 
years, these debates gave rise to discussions about the possibility of 
‘durable’ or ‘sustainable’ development.62 In France, some influential 
economists of the 1950s linked to social-Catholic movements, notably 
Louis-Joseph Lebret, advocated a ‘humanist’ economics and influenced 
the first planners in several African states at the time of independence. 
Other economists took a more social, more demographic approach to 
the development question.63 Meanwhile, economists born in ‘underde-
veloped’ countries, like Lewis, took different positions in such debates, 
some favouring a pure market-driven approach, others being extremely 
critical of the current economic system.64

If Lewis’s writings reveal the different aspirations behind the ideals 
of economic and social modernization, they are not at all ambivalent 
about the contents of modernization: education, improved produc-
tivity, fuller integration into world markets, industrialization, higher 
incomes, more investment. But the complexities and ambiguities of 
modernization were concerns to influential intellectuals and scholars 
in the 1950s. Let me turn to two other interventions, one coming from 
fieldwork-based social science, the other from anti-colonial intellectu-
als, African and European. The texts in question come from the same 
general period as the writings of Moore and Lewis. The first comes from 
a colloquium sponsored by the United Nations Education, Science, 
and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) and held in Abidjan in 1954 and 
published two years later as Social Implications of Industrialization and 
Urbanization in Africa South of the Sahara.65 The anthropologists and 
sociologists who were present, including such leading researchers of 
the 1950s as Georges Balandier, Paul Mercier, Aidan Southall, J. Cyde 
Mitchell, A. L. Epstein and E. Hellmann, accepted the reality of a new 
Africa: urban, in the process of industrializing. But the main themes of 
their work were the instability of employment of unskilled migrants, 
poverty, slums and shanty towns, the vulnerability of women. The 
ideal-type family of the labour inspectors – wage-earning man, woman 
at home – did not correspond to the urbanization they were observing.

The Africanist and anti-imperialist journal Présence Africaine published 
a special edition in 1952 on the labour question, and it shared several 
elements of the critical vision of the sociologists: a focus on the poverty 
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of Africa, on the insecurity of workers, but also on the hopes for equal-
ity and improvement of living conditions on the part of workers and 
their organizations. The founder of the journal, Alioune Diop, also tried 
to place the European model for workplace change in a context: the 
European obsession with exactitude, with the control of time and the 
control of people. This was, in short, a colonizing vision. He was seeking 
a critical engagement with European social thought, not an acceptance 
or a rejection. He was at the same time seeking a basis for improving 
the living conditions of workers and to examine critically the social 
basis of urban life. He advocated the ‘co-responsibility’ of Africans and 
Europeans in the management of urban affairs.66

Both publications contained contributions from the French anthro-
pologist Georges Balandier, who identified with both the scientific work 
of UNESCO and the political project of Présence Africaine.67 Balandier, 
with Paul Mercier, was the pioneer of Francophone urban anthropol-
ogy, as A. L. Epstein, Max Gluckman, and Clyde Mitchell were for the 
Anglophone equivalent.68 We should note the dates. Balandier went 
to Dakar in the late 1940s to conduct a more or less classic study of 
Lébou fishermen. There, he discovered what he later described as an 
Africa different from that of his maîtres ès sociétés primitives (masters 
of primitive societies). He was particularly eager to get away from the 
intemporalité des peuples interrogés (timelessness of peoples in question) 
in the anthropology of his day, including that of the highly influential 
Marcel Griaule. Working within the bounds of the ethnic group, as 
with Griaule’s Dogon, and with the notion of traditional religion or 
philosophy, missed the dynamic situation Balandier saw before him.69 
It was first the intellectuals of Dakar who captured his imagination, then 
the slum dwellers of Brazzaville. In 1951, before the publication of his 
Brazzaville research, he wrote a remarkable article, ‘La situation coloni-
ale: approche théorique’. The lived reality for Africans was the colonial 
situation a political system as particular as that of any African ‘tribe’. 
A central organizing principle of the system was racism.70

What is curious is the faintness of the echoes this intervention had in 
the anthropological literature in subsequent years. Even though colo-
nialism was a central issue of French politics in the years after 1951, 
it was not a central theme of academic study. Even Balandier changed 
direction, making urbanization the focus of his research throughout the 
1950s.71 He cited Wilbert Moore in his own writing, but his focus was 
on precisely what the grand theories of modernization preferred not to 
examine seriously: the precariousness of urban life, the enormous dif-
ficulties of adaptation, and the continued ties between rural and urban 
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milieux.72 This view of profound discontinuity and devastating social 
costs led him to emphasize the distinct problems of the ‘third world’ 
rather than the direct path from tradition to modernity that moderniza-
tion theorists envisaged.73

Anglophone urban anthropology brought out the same themes, 
with a somewhat more optimistic view of them. The timing of urban 
research was similar: early research concentrated on the towns of the 
Copperbelt, with the most important publications emerging after 1957 
and extending into the 1960s. In other words, both French and British 
anthropologists were studying the consequences of the modernizing 
imperialism put in place in the late 1940s and of the way Africans built 
their social worlds in complex dialogue with that vision. Epstein and 
Mitchell used the same word as Balandier did in 1951 – ‘situation’ – but 
they, like Gluckman who had used it earlier still, were more concerned 
with specific local situations than with the notion of a total situation 
that Balandier’s treatment of colonialism entailed.74 The Copperbelt 
anthropologists argued that the African could in certain circumstances 
be a townsman, in others a tribesman, moving between the two with 
difficulty, perhaps, but able nonetheless to find ways of organizing 
social life in these different situations. Urbanism and industrialism were 
not displacing other sorts of life: it was not a question of a movement 
from tradition to modernity. Uncertainty about the direction of change 
and the precariousness of living conditions along the way was much 
greater than modernization theory allowed, but with this complexity 
came the possibility of creating new forms of social and cultural life in 
African cities.75

Conclusion

Now, we can re-read these studies of modernization – complex and 
simplistic versions – with another sensibility. At the time, the language 
of colonial officials, trade union leaders, political activists, and scholars 
expressed a new sense of possibility for the people of the colonized 
world, even if the end point and the process were ambiguous. For social 
scientists, the kinds of social norms that had been the focus of debate 
within Europe over the past several decades – the organization of social 
life to give the large majority of people a chance to attain a socially 
acceptable standard of living, to obtain education, to form families, to 
survive outside the web of familial and village structures – could now 
be made available to people of all origins. And by the 1950s, the most 
important of all victories seemed to be within reach of the populations 



Development, Modernization, and the Social Sciences 41

of French and British colonies: the chance to manage their own political 
affairs. For many city dwellers, especially wage workers and their fami-
lies, the stake in modernizing social organization was quite concrete: 
the possibility of living as a family near a place of work, schools for 
children, health services, and the prospect of a pension on retirement.

By 1955 or 1960 there was much evidence to indicate that the trend 
was towards making such aspirations feasible for at least a portion of the 
African population. There seemed to be a world consensus that it was 
desirable for all people, whether once subordinated to the exigencies of 
colonization or not, to have access to minimal services and maximal 
opportunities. Now, at the beginning of a new century, it seems as if what 
looked in the 1950s and 1960s like a beginning was in fact a high point. 
For a copper-miner in central Africa, the idea of a salary sufficient for 
a family to live decently and a pension sufficient for an honourable 
retirement – once a realistic aspiration – has become a cruel disappoint-
ment, as James Ferguson has shown in his remarkable study of that 
region in the 1990s. The economic crisis of the 1970s and its sequels put 
an end to the possibility of continual improvement. Inflation has eaten 
up the pensions and the savings of those who benefited from the wage 
increases and ‘modern’ social institutions put in place after the 1950s. 
The only hope of retired copper-miners has become a return to the soil 
or petty commerce, now harder to live off than ever. This situation is 
experienced with disappointment and pain by a generation of workers 
who once had confidence – as did the scholars who observed them – 
in the project of reorganizing the colonial labour system, of opening 
opportunities for schooling, of providing health services.76

For scholars today, the question that comes to mind is no longer 
about what kind of social science an era of decolonization demands, 
but what kind of social science is needed for an era that people in Africa 
are experiencing as one of marginalization and despair? The relevance 
of such a question is not simply the consequence of the fact of poverty. 
Its importance follows upon a particular historical trajectory, and it is 
there that the tragedy of contemporary Africa lies. However critical one 
is of the pretensions of social theory in the era of modernization, it 
contained within its divergent strands a sense of possibility of a world 
in which neither race nor dependent political status constrained the 
imagination. This sense of possibility was fundamental to the aspira-
tions of social and political movements across Africa at and immedi-
ately after the moment of independence, and the most observant social 
scientists at the time understood its importance. Already in the 1950s, 
alongside a triumphalist vision of ‘modernization’ spreading around the 
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world, there appeared a more cautious understanding of ‘development’ 
as a process that demanded resources and sacrifice, that could cause 
dislocation and vulnerability as well as give people new options, that 
did not lead all people in the same direction. Most important, political 
actors in the decolonizing world – from political elites, to trade union-
ists, to members of a rural co-operative – could see in the language of 
development a way of making claims and articulating aspirations, 
of challenging local patriarchs or national authorities, and of insisting 
that the benefits of global interaction should come to them. The arrogance 
of the development idea came not from its assumption that one part of 
the world had something to offer another, but from the detachment 
of such a notion from a politics of assertion and transformation, when 
inequality became static hierarchy. Looking at a moment of possibility 
in the era of decolonization can serve to remind us of the importance of 
looking for new openings, in both political and scholarly practice.
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Introduction

The politics and policies of late colonialism in the Portuguese empire 
were characterized by a repressive developmentalism, a particular combi-
nation of enhanced coercive (symbolic and material) repertoires of rule, 
programmed developmental strategies of political, economic and socio-
cultural change, and processes of engineering of socio-cultural differen-
tiation. At its core, as Frederick Cooper noted, was a ‘repressive version 
of the developmentalist colonial state’.1 The late imperial and colonial 
states aimed to co-ordinate policies of imperial resilience in a context 
of widespread evolving colonial and international pressures which were 
contrary to their existence, or pressing for their substantial reform.2 They 
were the institutional loci in which the entangled policies of repressive 
developmentalism evolved, in which there was a coalescence between 
idioms, programmes, and repertoires of colonial social control and coer-
cion (for instance, the schemes of resettlement, civil and military, of the 
African population and the strategies of counter-insurgency) – related, 
but not reducible, to the colonial wars and to the militarization of 
colonial societies; idioms, programmes, and repertoires of colonial devel-
opment and modernization (for instance, the developmental plans of the 
1950s and 1960s); and idioms, projects, and repertoires of imperial and 
colonial  social engineering (for instance, the indigenato regime or the 
nationalized version of the doctrine of welfare colonialism and its lan-
guages and programmes of native welfare and native social promotion). 

As a consequence, the analysis of Portuguese late colonialism must 
rely to a large extent on the understanding of the idioms, institutional 
design, and mechanics that brought the ‘repressive version of the devel-
opmentalist colonial state’ into existence, exploring its multifaceted 
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nature, dynamism, and manifestation from historical and geographical 
perspectives. To do so it is crucial to recognize the importance of inter-
national, transnational, and inter-imperial connections and dynamics –
for instance, the internationalization of doctrines of international 
development, the globalization and localization of Cold War dynamics 
or the role of international organizations in the definition of colonial 
social policies – that interacted with metropolitan and colonial pro-
cesses.3 An understanding of the role played by these international, 
transnational, and inter-imperial connections and dynamics is gener-
ally absent from the analytic framework used to examine the modus 
operandi of Portuguese late colonialism, its moral and political econo-
mies. The rhetoric of imperial exceptionality, constantly promoted 
by the Portuguese political and cultural elites, and the image of the 
regime’s autonomy and international insularity, continually projected 
by Oliveira Salazar’s authoritarian administration, certainly contrib-
uted to the existence of specific types of methodological, analytical 
and historiographical nationalisms – that is, the exclusive focus on a 
single national or imperial analytical framework, guided by an enquiry 
restricted to endogenous factors – which still prevail in the analysis of 
the country’s national and imperial history, and still govern as well the 
traditional historiography of its international relations.4 Beside entail-
ing the understanding of certain metropolitan and colonial dimensions 
(for instance, the impact of the nature of the political regime or the 
particularities and dynamics of local societies), the examination of 
repressive developmentalism – as a form of coercive rule, as a model 
of planned political, economic, and socio-cultural order and change, 
and as a process of engineering socio-cultural differentiation – requires 
scrutiny of the ways in which the regime and its administrative appara-
tus gave instrumental use to significant international doctrines; that is, 
how the imperial and colonial states (its agencies and actors) interacted 
with, appropriated, incorporated, and transformed them for their own 
imperial and colonial political, economic, and socio-cultural ends.5

What were the fundamental doctrines and repertoires of rule devel-
oped and employed by the imperial and colonial states? For instance, 
what kind of new imperial models of legal and administrative orders 
were formulated to address the changing nature of the international 
legitimacy of imperial formations in the mid-20th century, a process 
certainly fuelled by transformations brought about by some intellectual 
and institutional transformations related to the impact and aftermath of 
the First World War?6 In a different but related direction, what mecha-
nisms and institutions of intelligence and information gathering were 
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created and used to enhance colonial rule, especially in three types of 
investigative modalities: survey (e.g. classification of the colony’s natural 
and human resources), enumerative (e.g. censuses) and surveillance (e.g. 
identification, knowledge about, and classification of each indigenous 
group into an array of grids, with a view to determining their tempera-
ment and ability to comply or resist colonial domination or repression).7 

What were the developmental strategies of political, economic, and 
socio-cultural change advocated and implemented by the imperial and 
colonial states? What were the main, modern, scientific, and experimen-
tal schemes of colonial development selected and promoted by them?8 
What were the principal policies of ethnic colonization or the modern 
modalities of population control devised to induce change within the 
colonial worlds? What were the idioms and ready-to-use models of 
imperial social change, born out of revisions of the long tradition of 
imperial statecraft or based on processes of transfer or imitation from 
other polities, imperial or not?9 Finally, what were the key processes of 
engineering of socio-cultural differentiation programmed and deployed 
by the late imperial and colonial states? What were the politics and 
the policies of difference: that is, the strategies of socio-cultural and/or 
ethnic inclusion/differentiation used?10 How did they evolve through 
time and how did they relate to international, metropolitan and colo-
nial conditions, interacting with local and global transformations in the 
grammar of social integration and differentiation? 

How did all these inter-related aspects impact upon the Portuguese, 
political, economic and socio-cultural late imperial strategies? How 
were these imperial strategies instrumental in the creation of politi-
cal, economic, and ideological conditions to resist global decolonizing 
pressures, for instance by increasing the colonial empire’s international 
and colonial projection as a legitimate, progressive, and exceptional 
imperial formation? How did they reflect and interact with interna-
tional, transnational, and inter-imperial connections and dynamics? 
Obviously without aiming to provide an exhaustive assessment of their 
importance or to offer a comprehensive answer to them all, these are 
some of the main questions that this chapter aims to tackle while assess-
ing the main characteristics of Portuguese late colonialism in Africa 
since 1945. The argument for a distinctive repressive developmental-
ism as the main feature of Portuguese late colonialism is therefore an 
attempt to answer some of these inter-related historical problems. It is 
also the main focus of this chapter.11

In the first part, we look at the origins and intents of the political, 
mainly administrative and juridical, reforms that aimed to transform 



54 Miguel Bandeira Jerónimo and António Costa Pinto

the ways in which imperial and colonial affairs were managed at met-
ropolitan and colonial levels. Two of the most important examples are 
addressed: first, the legal end of the colonial empire with the constitu-
tional revision of 1951, which started a process of semantic decoloniza-
tion, which possessed instrumental use at a diplomatic level; second, 
the constitution in 1959 of a new department at the overseas ministry 
to deal with political affairs, the Political Affairs Department (Gabinete 
dos Negócios Políticos, GNP) was a keystone of the new institutional 
network of information and intelligence gathering, which aimed 
to promote a new information empire which was considered more 
adequate in dealing with novel historical conditions. These examples 
demonstrate how an authoritarian political system strove to modern-
ize its institutional architecture and related imperial policies in order 
to cope with the change and to seize the opportunities brought about 
by the post-Second World War international society, namely those 
that impacted, or could impact, on imperial and colonial affairs. They 
also reveal the progressive institutionalization of an ‘imperialism of 
knowledge’, similar to what defined, to varying degrees, the British and 
French Empires.12 The post-Second World War informational redefini-
tion of imperial and colonial politics and policies – which favoured 
planning, interventionist, and modernizing vistas in order to enhance 
social, economic, and political reform overseas and to appease inter-
national and local criticism – was an important aspect in Portuguese 
late colonialism, even if there was no endeavour such as the one under-
taken in An African Survey.13 What was nonetheless clear was the pro-
gressive institutionalization of new forms of scientific and specialized 
knowledge – economic, juridical, political, social, and psychological – as 
favoured tools for imperial consolidation and resilience. These forms 
were related to international, informational, circulatory regimes associ-
ated with international organizations and their normative frameworks, 
as well as with the national, international, and transnational epistemic 
communities that formulated them.14

In the second part, we address the ways in which the doctrines and 
projects of welfare colonialism surfaced in Portuguese late colonialism 
and we investigate the origins and intents of the fundamental economic 
developmental plans ( planos do fomento) devised by the Portuguese 
authorities from the 1950s onward to modernize the colonial empire, 
modernize the colonial empire in economic and socio-political dimen-
sions.15 The development plans marked a significant moment of economic 
planning and tentative modernization of the Portuguese economy, while 
possessing a clear political reasoning and intent. In this second part 



A Modernizing Empire? 55

we also highlight the emergence of schemes of ethnic colonization – 
the colonatos – and of schemes of (forced) native rural resettlement – 
aldeamentos. Both schemes had an encompassing modernizing ration-
ale, integrating political (and military), economic and socio-cultural 
dimensions, and were fundamental to the process of consolidation of 
a developmental late-colonial state, being also related to the counter-
insurgency schemes developed at the time.16

A new state of law, a semantic decolonization

Reinforcing processes visible from the 1930s onwards and following 
tendencies noticeable in other imperial and colonial formations in the 
period of the second colonial occupation (in the Portuguese case we 
might argue that it was indeed the first colonial occupation), the follow-
ing decades were marked by renewed institutional, legal, and adminis-
trative frameworks, and by the intensification of government planning 
and economic intervention by the colonial state. This was visible in the 
establishment of languages and programmes for improved efficiency, 
productivity, and ‘good [imperial and colonial] government’, in the 
establishment of development plans, and in the formulation of new 
modalities of imperial legitimization.17 As a result, and despite differ-
ences in causes, conception, and expected impact within and between 
imperial formations – good government debates could be associated 
with economic considerations (as in Portugal from the 1920s onwards) 
or political legitimation (domestic and/or international), or could be 
related to proposals for indirect rule or direct rule, for instance, as John 
Lee summarized when saying that in the 1930s British administrators’ 
‘most perplexing dilemma was whether to aid the transformation of 
colonial society or to preserve the traditional order’ – a renewed strategy 
of imperial rule emerged.18

The principles and dispositions inserted in the Colonial Act, the 
fundamental imperial legal 1930 framework of the New State, were 
repealed in 1951 with a constitutional revision that followed some 
precepts which had been argued for since the mid-1940s in certain 
political and governmental circles.19 The 1951 constitution stated that 
the colonies were now overseas provinces: the concept of a Portuguese 
colonial empire was abandoned. Notwithstanding important differ-
ences, Portugal now had a version of Greater Britain and of la plus grande 
France, echoing old doctrines of national and imperial vital spaces, now 
reframed as ‘Portuguese space’, ‘greater nation’ or ‘mission-space’, with 
a view to reinvent national identity, reinforce mythologies of national 
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and imperial exceptionality, and, perhaps more important, to counter-
balance decolonizing pressures.20 The principles of political assimilation 
and economic integration were reinforced, and a new era of political 
legitimation of the empire begun, both at home and abroad. Supported 
by a series of administrative and juridical procedures, semantic decolo-
nization began, certainly in response to the accruing internal and 
external pressures that questioned the workings of the empire. As the 
former minister of colonies, José Ferreira Bossa, argued in 1944, during 
the meeting of the National Union (União Nacional),21 a new juridical 
construction of the empire, was a sine qua non for imperial survival in 
new historical circumstances, turning the metropole and the former 
colonies into one single political and economic reality. The new frame-
work should take the new historical circumstances into consideration, 
adapt to its signs, messages, and foreseen threats, and provide the instru-
ments necessary to turn integration into a reality, at least formally.22 It 
should also give substance to a rhetoric of exceptionality: the Portuguese 
empire-that-was-no-more was substantially different from other imperial 
formations. As Salazar stated in 1947, ‘in the context of present convul-
sions we [must] present ourselves as a brotherhood of peoples, cemented 
by centuries of peaceful lives and Christian understanding’.23 Moreover, 
in the Portuguese case, this new juridical construction of the empire 
was promoted as being much more that the verbal reform that char-
acterized the similar operation made by the French in 1946. Contrary 
to what happened in the French case, however, the indigenato regime 
was not abolished and the pillar of the politics of difference within the 
Portuguese overseas provinces remained almost unchanged.24

However, the rhetoric of national (imperial and colonial) unity and 
exceptionality was insufficient and had to be reinforced by other type of 
mechanisms. The constitutional revision of 1951 set the tone, creating a 
putative pluricontinental nation with European and overseas provinces, 
with no colonies and, importantly, with no non-autonomous territo-
ries, an expression promoted at the United Nations (UN) to enlarge 
the reach of its enquiries over the forms of modern colonization.25 The 
constitutional revision and the related Overseas Organic Law (1953) 
had an additional aim. These new juridical constructions were designed 
to create the institutional conditions for the overall modernization of 
the imperial system, stressing the unity of its means and ends and high-
lighting the importance of devising principles that acted in ‘harmony 
with the necessities of the development and welfare’ of the overseas 
provinces, as Article 159 of the constitutional revision stated. The lan-
guage of welfare colonialism was added to the recipe, following early 
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attempts to turn it into a mainstay of colonial programmes and policies 
in the 1940s. The emergence of a modernizing imperial policy sup-
ported by a scientific and technocratic rationale was needed to face the 
novel circumstances and tackle the impact, seen as potentially threaten-
ing, of urbanization, as Marcelo Caetano declared in 1945 while serving 
as colonial minister. Social change needed to be directed and adminis-
tered by technicians with a practical spirit and an efficient will which 
could, among other things, monitor and control social dysfunctions 
while promoting a new type of economic relationship with the native 
population, especially in respect of the recruitment and use of African 
labour, an aspect mentioned as being crucial in the overall project of 
reforming the nature and practice of ethnic interaction in the colonial 
worlds, despite the above mentioned persistence of its long-standing 
discriminatory politics of difference.26

The 1950s also brought about other important changes at metropoli-
tan and colonial levels. At a metropolitan level, the restructuring of the 
colonial ministry, namely the creation of the GNP in 1959, was crucial. 
This department was devised to be the centre of a new order of impe-
rial and colonial information. A new empire of information, not only 
of intelligence, was mandatory. The GNP was designed to be the hub 
of political co-ordination and information-intelligence gathering and 
management. It was also an element of a larger network of departmen-
tal agencies that aimed to govern the colonial world in a new, more 
rational and technical, modern and scientific manner. This network 
comprised the foreign affairs ministry, the regime’s political police – the 
International and State Defence Police (Polícia Internacional e de Defesa 
do Estado, PIDE) – which from 1957 established several agencies in the 
overseas provinces, the Centralization and Coordination of Information 
Service (Serviços de Centralização e Coordenação de Informações) 
and the Tourism and Information Centres (Centros de Informação e 
Turismo). With a wide network of informants, the creation of counter-
insurgency militias (formed mainly by natives) in co-ordination with 
the overseas ministry, the army, and the PIDE (especially from 1961 
onwards) became the backbone of the ‘repressive version of the devel-
opmentalist colonial state’. The figures are noteworthy: in 1954 the 
PIDE had fewer than 100 research and intelligence officers in the colo-
nies; in 1972 it had 1,700. The formation of this institutional network 
aimed to prepare the late-colonial state to cope with the evolving inter-
national and colonial circumstances.27

Another important example was the creation of ‘study’ sections, 
determined by the major ministerial reform of 1957, exclusively focused 
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on the production of specialized knowledge about several imperial sub-
ject-matters, some related to the modernizing projects which had been 
in development since the early 1950s. These were seen as instruments 
of ministerial modernization and would prove crucial in relation to the 
developmental plans we analyse below. In the same vein, as a result of 
the creation of the Portuguese single market in 1961, several important 
departments focusing on economic planning and integration were cre-
ated from the 1950s onwards. In the 1960s they began to have branches 
overseas, as determined by the 1963 Overseas Organic Law that made 
the technical commissions for economic planning and integration 
mandatory.28 Some of these changes were obviously related to the con-
flicts at the imperial periphery, as could be seen at the extraordinary 
meeting of the Overseas Council in 1962, an important body which 
politically and ideologically evaluated the imperial and colonial affairs 
guiding the process of revising the Overseas Organic Law of 1963.29

In the colonies, from the late 1940s, the colonial state gradually 
acquired increased degrees of infrastructural power.30 Before that, par-
ticularly in the interior, its presence was confined to labour recruitment 
and tax-extraction expeditions, despite the efforts made in the 1930s, 
for instance in the creation of a professional colonial civil service with 
inspection and reporting procedures. The forms and mechanisms of ter-
ritorialization of the colonial state’s bureaucratic apparatus multiplied, 
noticeably emphasizing the creation of administrative agencies focused 
on the production of knowledge about colonial realities. These were 
devised to guide the economic developmental projects, as well as to 
boost the traditional aim of increasing tax revenue. The investigative 
modalities of the colonial state – especially in relation to the census, 
enumerative and surveillance modalities – were tentatively enhanced 
and were no mere by-product of the mounting anti-colonial forces or, 
from the early 1960s, of the related process of militarization of colonial 
societies. In 1940, the first general census in the colonial world was 
made, an important moment in the historical process of consolidation 
of state power. In Angola, ten departments were formed focused on 
financial and economic problems (from public works and the organiza-
tion and central coordination of the coffee, cereal, and cotton produc-
tion, to scientific domains such as geology and forestry). In the next 
decades, the state apparatus increased and enlarged significantly.31

The bureaucratization of the colonial world also included the forced 
incorporation of mestiços organizations into para-governmental agen-
cies, thus controlling the process of their expected progression towards 
the constitution of political parties. The political dynamics at a colonial 
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level were also seen as a marker of political development and mod-
ernization, which was determined by the nature of the articulation 
between the politico-administrative institutions of the colonial state 
and the native political and associative organizations.32 The same 
operation was tentatively applied to the Catholic ecclesiastical and 
missionary structures, intending to turn them into the agencies of civi-
lization under the all-encompassing imperial and colonial bureaucra-
cies. However, as Henrique Galvão stated, the ‘variety and multiplicity 
of the organs’ and ‘their dispersal’ did not necessarily entail forms of 
co-ordination, given their ‘constitution as monopolistic compart-
ments’. He was critical of the functioning and efficacy of what he called 
the ‘plethora of bureaucracy’. But he also recognized the need for a new 
order of colonial information and its respective management – a new 
empire of information – that was also crucial to meet the need to foster 
social change at a local level.33 The instructions given to the chefes de 
posto (the most important officials representing the colonial state in the 
interior alongside the village régulos, the government appointed chiefs) 
clearly demonstrated the extent to which developmental principles 
should, in theory, be actively pursued. Indeed, responsibilities for pro-
moting and disseminating agricultural techniques, sanitary standards, 
and gender role models were added to the traditional collection of the 
hut tax and labour recruitment.34

Engineering welfare, preserving inequality, and planning 
resistance 

The rise of welfare colonialism was associated with the promotion of 
a rational colonial bureaucracy, of scientific methods of governance, 
and with the gradual global spread of models of planned and man-
aged economic development and social and cultural modernization. 
It also entailed significant expansion in the scope of activity and 
scale of operation of the colonial state, requiring a significant trans-
formation in the administrative, technical and specialized bodies that 
co-ordinated the colonial empire. In the Portuguese case, this expansion 
was partially justified by the increase in the colonial state’s revenues – 
due to the expansion of the volume of revenues, the enlargement of 
the administration’s geographies of taxation, and the colonial economic 
boom during the war – and by the progressive abandonment of the 
fiscal pact that prevented substantial metropolitan investment in the 
colonial world and required the colonies’ self-sufficiency. Allocations 
to colonial development funds, especially those provided and managed 
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by the empire-state, bolstered a novel phase in the economic role 
and a new appraisal of the economic value of the colonial worlds. 
Notwithstanding differences in scale and resources when compared to 
other empires, the Portuguese case was also characterized by this gen-
eral tendency.35

Simultaneously, the questioning of its legitimacy, both by the mount-
ing anti-colonial nationalist movements and by growing international 
criticism, rose steadily. Indeed, despite signs of an increasing adequacy 
in the new imperial modus operandi, based on the promotion of a mise 
en valeur, welfare and developmental colonialism, according to declared 
discourses and policies,36 and despite the resilience of doctrines of 
national-imperial exceptionality from the late 19th-century version of 
civilizing mission to the 1950s appropriation of Gilberto Freyre’s luso-
tropicalism,37 the Portuguese Empire continued to be confronted by a 
barrage of criticism over its functioning, especially in relation to three 
inter-related issues. First, the condemnation was directed at the policies 
of native labour, which included the central role of the state’s adminis-
trative and coercive machinery in providing it to private employers. Not 
even the legal suppression of forced labour in 1961 and 1962 appeased 
the vocal denunciations coming from states such as Ghana or organi-
zations such as the International Labour Organization or missionary 
societies.38 Second, the criticism continued to focus on the system 
of dual citizenship – the indigenato regime – which was abolished in 
1961. However, the formal abolition did not prevent or halt the social, 
cultural, economic, and political consequences that its long-standing 
existence entailed. Inequality continued to be the (colonial) rule. Third, 
more generally, the overall shortcomings of its native policies, regarding 
education or health services, continued to be deplored. The doctrine of 
political, economic, and cultural integration, influenced by mainstream 
sociological thought, was constantly challenged by the realities of the 
imperial situation, characterized both by anti-colonial demonstrations 
and by demands for greater, local, colonial autonomy. The ‘principles 
and methods to be used by the colonizing state to guide the relations 
with the native population in the colonies’, as Silva Cunha defined 
native policy, a particular constituent of colonial policy, revealed its 
double nature. At the surface it seemed to embrace the tenets of mod-
ern and social welfare colonialism, and its specific languages of gradual 
equality. But it continued to rely essentially upon deep-rooted processes 
of engineering of social difference within the overseas provinces. If the 
civilizing mission was a mechanism for engineering inequality, welfare 
colonialism was in essence a form of managing it. The politics and the 
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policies of multi-racial integration, as proclaimed by Adriano Moreira, 
a master ideologue and administrator of Portuguese late colonialism, 
hardly matched its proclaimed motivations and purposes.39 The rheto-
ric of the Portuguese space, based on similar principles, was not accom-
panied by effective policies and discernible modernizing outcomes.40

Nonetheless, important efforts to transform colonial economies and 
to change their relationship with the metropole existed before the war. 
As a rule, Salazar’s imperial economic policy replicated the basic terms 
of the metropolitan one.41 The reduction of the deficit, the establish-
ment of balanced budgets, and the promotion of self-financing colonies 
were the main goals. Until the late 1930s this was mainly attained via 
scarce investment. In 1935, the Economic Reconstitution Law included 
the development of the colonies as one of the three main pillars of over-
all Portuguese economic policy, side by side with national security and 
metropolitan development. In 1937 and 1938, colonial development 
plans were devised for Mozambique and Angola, based solely on local 
funds. Their main projects were related to public works, to communi-
cations and, importantly, to two irrigation and settlement schemes: 
one in the Limpopo Valley; the other in the Umbelezi.42 In 1947, the 
Portuguese government invested PTE1 billion to encourage the develop-
ment of the Tete Railway, which was crucial to local and regional econo-
mies. But it was not until the 1950s that the regime started to view the 
overseas provinces as spaces for development within a general plan of 
creating a single economic market.43

During the 1950s several developmental plans were devised to mod-
ernize the imperial and colonial worlds. Sharing some aspects of the 
British and French imperial developmental plans, but certainly occur-
ring in different political and ideological circumstances, the formula-
tion of an imperial developmental policy had the six-year development 
plan of 1953 as its first manifestation.44 A smaller part of a developmen-
tal programme that had the metropole as its main beneficiary (circa 
70 per cent of the funds applied), the colonial investments nonethe-
less signalled a major change in the political and economic rationales 
of the promoted imperial integration: the Greater Portugal.45 The first 
development plan was the first Portuguese experiment in economic 
planning, which from the start articulated state-co-ordinated and 
state-controlled economic, political, and social rationales, merging 
factors such as ethnic colonization, labour and community resettle-
ment, moral and spiritual elevation of the native communities (the 
old civilizational rhetoric now supported by modern instruments) and 
the methodical, scientific economic exploitation of the resources of 
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the overseas provinces. At least in theory, it began a comprehensive 
project of managed social change, essentially guided by an economic 
rationale. Three-quarters of the funds invested in the first development 
plans were directed towards basic communicational infrastructures. 
No money was spent in social areas (e.g. education), either in Angola 
or Mozambique.46 No particular section was devised to deal with the 
native communities, a fact justified by the putative existence of an 
egalitarian system, as Sarmento Rodrigues, the overseas territories min-
ister, declared in 1953 during a series of speeches on the subject at the 
National Office for Information, Propaganda and Tourism (Secretariado 
Nacional de Informação, Propaganda e Turismo). The egalitarian rheto-
ric of a Greater Portugal impeded positive discrimination. The rhetoric 
of equality was the crucial instrument for the preservation of inequality, 
which was still legally established and legitimized.47 

The second six-year plan (1959–64), which marked the duplication 
of the money spent in Mozambique (PTE41 million), began to include 
social items, 14 per cent in Mozambique and 6 per cent in Angola. 
However, these figures did not match the percentages being spent at 
roughly the same time in the Belgian Congo (20 per cent, 1950–59) or 
Uganda (22.5 and 25.8 per cent in the two development plans covering 
the same period). The old focus on plantation economies or in intensive 
agriculture, based on unskilled and forced native labour, continued, 
either within the Portuguese colonies or governing the functioning, 
large, regional market of labour migration which directed African 
labourers to the South African mines, to Tanganyika, Nyasaland, or to 
the Rhodesias. The civilizing-mission rhetoric that promoted labour 
as the most efficient social device that could lead the natives to enter 
the ‘civilization guild’ still prevailed. Likewise, colonial education was 
never a priority, except in the domain of ideology and propaganda, 
despite the increasing provincial governmental budgets in Angola and 
Mozambique and the steady increase in their surplus. As we will see, the 
social dimension would be aimed via methods associated with plans of 
rural settlement and the establishment of spaces of development and 
modernization.48

Another point needs to be stressed here: foreign investment was cru-
cial to the colonial economy and to the series of developmental plans 
being devised. Contrary to what is frequently stated and oft repeated, 
the importance of foreign investment in the imperial and colonial 
worlds predates the 1965 law that regulated it.49 The Benguela Railway, 
the Angola Diamond Company (which accounted for 5 per cent of the 
local government’s revenue in 1966), the Sena Sugar States and the 
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Niassa Companies were under the control of British, South African, and 
Belgian interests. Moreover, as the Economic Survey of the Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) of 1966 con-
cluded, the modernization and development plans and processes in 
Angola and Mozambique were scarcely related to Portuguese private 
capital and were products of state and foreign financing. In 1959, the 
constitution of the National Development Bank (Banco de Fomento 
Nacional), which replaced the National Development Fund (Fundo de 
Fomento Nacional), created a financial institution exclusively focused 
on the development of the metropole and the overseas provinces (where 
the first branches were opened in 1960), reinforcing the local financing 
system, especially in Angola, where the existing Angola Development 
Fund was complemented by the creation of the Bank of Angola in 
1946. The Overseas National Bank (Banco Nacional Ultramarino) was 
no longer alone in the overall imperial banking system. This was both a 
symptom and a cause of economic overseas developmentalism.50

The first six-year developmental plan (1953–58) did not include a 
significant contribution from foreign investment. It relied essentially 
on local contributions comprising metropolitan loans, but its fund-
ing came from the National Development Fund. Since its creation in 
1952, this fund provided circa $25 million to be used in the Portuguese 
overseas territories. The investment in the 1950s plan – on transport, 
electric power, irrigation, and rural settlement schemes (colonatos) – 
was also partially promoted by the economic processes unleashed and 
partially sponsored by the Marshall Plan. The second plan (1959–64) 
contained 25 per cent external funding, rising to 34 per cent in the 
third plan (1968–73).51 In this process, the role played by the US 
was crucial. Between 1962 and 1968, the Export-Import Bank alone 
contracted loans to Portugal to the value of $73.3 million. Directly 
or indirectly, US banking interests were also involved in the financ-
ing of developmental plans in Angola and Mozambique. The case of 
Gulf Oil in Angola is illustrative. In 1969 it paid $11 million to the 
Angola government, more or less half of the Angolan defence budget 
at a time of war. As Rebocho Vaz, governor of Angola from 1966–1971, 
clearly stated, oil and derivatives were ‘the nerve-centre of progress’. 
Moreover, we might add, co-operation with foreign interests in the 
overall strategies of development and progress was also a vital element 
of political survival.52

The role of direct or indirect foreign investment in the post-war 
Portuguese colonial empire needs to be further investigated. Demonstrat-
ing the limitations of an analysis of colonial economic developmentalism 
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that is based on national capitalism is certainly fundamental. The car-
tography of imperial and colonial sovereignties is not equivalent to the 
cartography of capitalist investment in the imperial and colonial worlds. 
The questioning of the prevailing methodological nationalism also 
depends on these assumptions.53 European efforts at post-war colonial 
development and programmes of colonial modernization depended on 
programmes such as the Economic Cooperation Act (1948), the Point 
IV (1950) and similar financing schemes associated with the European 
colonial world (and more broadly to the Marshall Plan agenda). For 
instance, the Marshall Plan enabled two major loans for investment 
in Mozambique in 1950 and 1953, directed to the Port of Beira and to 
the Limpopo railway line. Whether based on direct investment, state-
driven or private, or based on programmes of technical assistance that 
involved the circulation of knowledge, technologies, and personnel, 
the role of these factors in the Portuguese imperial efflorescence of the 
1950s and 1960s was certainly important and needs to be inserted at the 
core of studies looking at the historical dynamics and eventual demise 
of the empire. Their contribution to the overall formation of political 
and economic conditions that strengthened the Portuguese imperial 
and colonial stand must be acknowledge and properly assessed. For 
example, they enable the understanding of the post-war evolution of 
American foreign policy – its geo-strategic and economic rationales – 
towards the European colonial empires, and the evaluation of how this 
evolution promoted the continuation and reinforcement of imperial 
solutions. Technical assistance, direct and indirect investment, public 
and private funding, technological and institutional transfers, experts’ 
circulation and knowledge diffusion were fundamental to the post-war 
economic development and modernization of the Portuguese Empire, 
enhancing and reinforcing the politics and the policies pursued by the 
late imperial and colonial states.54

An interesting example of this can be found in the role played 
by the Hudson Institute, led by an intellectual product of the Rand 
Corporation, Herman Kahn. Sponsored by the Companhia União Fabril 
(CUF) with $100,000 to assess the Portuguese colony of Angola, this 
‘flying think tank’, as Paul Dickson labelled it, visited Angola for 10 
days in September 1969 in order to produce a report on the colony’s 
possible paths forward, based on scenarios of development. Three 
scenarios emerged. The first was ‘business as usual’, which meant the 
replication of existing models of development. The second was the ‘cut-
and-run development’ path, which entailed support for industries that 
could be removed in a scenario of forced withdrawal from the territory. 
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The third was an option for a large-scale development programme based 
on foreign investment: the favoured solution according to the Hudson 
Institute’s experts. The promotion of large-scale oil refining and cattle 
ranching (involving large resettlement projects), and the damming of 
the Congo were the main examples. Little is known of the impact of the 
two-volume report produced by the Hudson Institute, but its contents 
clearly matched some policies of development associated with counter-
insurgency measures developed by the Portuguese in wartime Angola 
and Mozambique. Of equal importance, they confirmed older existing 
plans and mechanisms of colonial development such as those envisaged 
by projects of white settlement – colonatos – or by similar schemes of 
rural intervention and projected transformation.55

The funding of social-engineering programmes that aimed to colonize 
and transform the Angolan and Mozambican overseas provinces was 
a priority. The most important example was the colonatos, considered 
to be the ‘complete model of colonial development’. The models of 
Cela (on the Amboim plateau in Angola, 1952), Matala (in the River 
Cunene valley, south-east Angola, 1956) and Limpopo (Mozambique) 
were the mainstays of an overall imperial programme of modernization 
that united economic, political and socio-cultural purposes, and, soon, 
also military ones.56 Articulation between the promotion of controlled 
industrialization (assured by a controlled agricultural revolution) and 
the promotion of managed colonization (colonização dirigida) was cru-
cial in the imperial, political, economic and social imagination of these 
decades. Moreover, the colonatos were considered to be a solution to the 
problem of demographic pressure in Portugal and to the problem of low 
population density in Portuguese overseas provinces, replicating the 
forms of autarky promoted in the metropole, as Orlando Ribeiro duly 
noted, and reproducing the programmes of internal colonization (colo-
nização interna) that aimed to transform the metropole’s rural landscape. 
They were a form of social imperialism in which the promotion of labour 
migratory schemes to the peripheries of the pluricontinental Portugal 
aimed to decrease the potential for domestic, metropolitan social con-
flict.57 As Adriano Moreira noted, these colonatos should become replicas 
and carriers of the pátria (homeland) in the rural areas of the overseas 
provinces.58 They were also seen to be potential instruments in the 
prevention of anti-colonial movements and also of potential territo-
rial expansion by other colonial powers (as in the case of the colonato 
de Matala in southern Angola), via the local increase of the national 
demographic weight and interests. Although with a longer and diverse 
history, the debates on the forms and purposes of ethnic colonization 
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unsurprisingly came to the forefront of imperial political discussions 
during the early 1950s, being closely related to the formulation of a new 
imperial strategy, both in relation to the colonial policies and the for-
eign policy on imperial affairs.59 These efforts would only prove visible 
in the 1960s with the construction of important hydroelectric dams, 
the consolidation of the mining industry (iron ore, manganese, mica 
and copper) and of several industries for the local markets, and with the 
growing importance of migratory movements from Portugal to Angola 
and Mozambique.60 

At another level, the issue of ethnic colonization was also related to 
two other historically inter-related problems of the Portuguese colonial 
venture in Africa: native labour and ‘race relations’. In the first case, the 
colonatos were seen as improvements to the traditional, long-standing 
forms of labour relations within the empire. Given the fact that the 
economic function of the colonatos could only rely on metropolitan 
labour (and mechanized crops), they supposedly marked a decisive 
transformation of the social and moral economy of the empire, simul-
taneously with the end of the indigenato regime on 6 September 1961, 
the suppression of compulsory crop growing, and of forced labour in 
the overseas provinces, which occurred one year later. Together, these 
aspects were declared to have terminated the ruling discriminatory poli-
tics and policies engineering social and economic difference. However, 
this was not the reality on the ground, and debates about the civiliza-
tional shortcomings of this policy soon appeared. What was promoted 
as progressive could be said to entail a demise of the long-standing 
civilizing mission of the imperial venture. In the second case, obvi-
ously related to the first one, the racial divide entailed by the creation 
of white settlement nuclei (frequently involving the displacement of 
African communities already occupying those territories) was inconsist-
ent with the lusotropicalist propaganda and the proclaimed exception-
ality in patterns of ethnic co-existence and interaction.61 The social 
and economic spatial division between the colonists and the natives 
was seen to endanger the resonance of the new modalities of imperial 
legitimization: the developmental and modernizing evidence and the 
lusotropical rhetoric. The contemporary, political international Zeitgeist 
advised a careful evaluation of the impact of this type of solutions. The 
recognition of this inconsistency and the pragmatic evaluation of 
the consequences brought about by the dissemination of conflicts 
in the north of Angola after 1961 led to the end of the prohibition of 
African labourers in the colonatos. While contributing, even if margin-
ally, to the development and modernization of the colonial economy, 
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the colonatos certainly contributed to enhance social and economic 
injustice within the colonial polity. In this sense, after two decades and 
circa $100 million spent in large planned schemes of rural settlement, 
characterized by strong developmental and modernizing rationales, the 
economic consequences appeared to be less significant than the social 
and political ones.62

All these goals were to be programmed and managed by a series of 
governmental agencies at a metropolitan and local level, the ‘plethora 
of bureaucracy’ mentioned earlier, controlled by the late-colonial 
state. The role and purpose of the Settlement Provincial Departments 
(Juntas Provinciais de Povoamento), set up in 1961, the formation 
of the Psycho-Social Service (Serviço Psico-Social) intervention teams 
(a clear hearts-and-minds project comprising a social worker, a male 
nurse, African instructors, one assistant and a leader), the formulation 
of a doctrine of rural welfare – bem estar rural (rural well-being) – and 
the instrumental use given to the community development paradigm 
in the Portuguese empire serve as consummate examples of the impor-
tance that planning and management of the politics and policies of 
rural settlement acquired within the developmental and modernizing 
empire.63 The Cairo Conference on Problems of Economic Development 
in 1962, in which the theme of development was ubiquitous, also 
impacted on how the Portuguese understood the winds of change and 
strived to counterbalance their effects. These doctrines and agencies 
were important instruments in this process, which had the colonatos 
as main targets, and had a clear goal: to induce rapid but strictly con-
trolled social transformation, based on modernizing principles, while 
at the same time demonstrating the country’s commitment to the 
international, developmental progressive Zeitgeist. The exemplification 
of modern techniques of agricultural production, farm management, 
home economy, hygiene, and education were pillars of their activities. 
In 1965, twenty teams worked in Mozambique. In one year, 1963, they 
allegedly made 1,240 visits to colonatos and other rural areas. These 
doctrines and agencies also exemplify how the supposedly insulated 
imperial authoritarian regime engaged with and appropriated evolving 
global developmental languages and strategies to further its own ends: 
change to remain. 

This was evident in relation to colonial labour issues, as it was in 
relation to community development. The creation of a commission for 
studies of development plans, related to the third development plan 
(1964–69) marked the institutionalization of community development 
as a planned policy, which aimed to modernize, sustain, and legitimize 
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the new imperial strategy, giving instrumental use to global languages 
such as the one formulated at the Cambridge Summer Conference on 
African Administration in 1948, the Ashridge Conference on Social 
Development in 1954, at the UN in the Social and Economic Council 
(also in 1954), and the Community Development Guidelines prepared 
in 1956 by the US International Cooperation Administration to direct 
its technical assistance programmes at a local village level.64 From the 
outset, the main debates over the doctrine and policy of community 
development were marked by a dialogue with international imperial 
development and security idioms and repertoires.65 First, this was clear 
in the debate over its political utility: that is, over how it could be 
assessed as a state security issue and as a tool for international assertion. 
As an important expert advocated in 1962, ‘if we fail in the field of social 
action in the overseas territories, in a more or less near future, the very 
existence of the Portuguese state will be seriously threatened’.66 Second, 
this was also perceptible in the debates over its economic rationality: 
that is, over how community development could be an inexpensive 
propeller of economic growth.67 Both of these debates were significantly 
related to older debates on the political and economic usefulness of 
plans of native ‘villagization’, evolving, not without dissension, since 
1941, which involved the Superior Imperial Council and the corporate 
chamber, both producing lengthy and revealing reports on the matter, 
based on the evaluation of the law being devised at the time.68

Already being promoted since the mid-1940s, as the native colonato set 
up in Caconda (Angola) demonstrates,69 the new African villages were 
another important example of the integrated conception of a develop-
mental plan, in which – alongside a specific military-strategic reasoning – 
the creation of safe areas in which nationalist, insurgent influence 
could be restricted – a complete modernization package was conceived, 
articulating economic production, medical and sanitary assistance, 
educational upbringing and evangelization, as well as political control 
and indoctrination.70 The villages were models of economic and social 
development, and were also central mechanisms of an over-arching 
counter-insurgency policy that unfolded steadily after the beginning 
of the colonial wars, a period in which the entire rural resettlement 
paradigm became a central element in the counter-insurgency strategy, 
which co-existed with ‘search and destroy’ operations.71 The goals of 
the native colonatos were clear: coordination of agricultural produce 
according to the interests of the colony; promotion of Western forms 
of family; regulation of forms of property (marked by the increasing 
allocation of land and resources to Portuguese families or institutions); 
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control of migration and labour mobility; and rationalization of settle-
ment patterns. They were also declared to entail the gradual implemen-
tation of wage labour, obviously defined according to the interests of 
the late-colonial state and of the private companies it favoured, and the 
promotion of a peasant middle class. Almost all these aspects were at 
the forefront of the villages schemes, despite their evident political, eco-
nomic, and socio-cultural differences, and their geographical variation, 
associated with the particularities of local colonial realities.72

Promoted in the 1950s as an answer to economic, demographic, and 
land pressures, these rural resettlement schemes were one part of a 
larger project of societal transformation in the imperial world, which 
sought to modernize the empire in the context of growing political 
and diplomatic pressures and, from 1961, military strains. Military and 
security rationales soon prevailed over strict economic considerations. 
In Mozambique by 1973 it was argued that around one million Africans 
were confined to the many types (and functions) of villages devised as 
important spaces for the overall planning of counter-insurgency strate-
gies, as crucial instruments of population control and indoctrination, 
as loci of progress, even if no concept or policy of mille villages was for-
mulated, as happened in Algeria, a constant model for the Portuguese 
social and military reasoning.73 Like the white or mixed colonatos, 
which were seen as possessing an important security and defence func-
tion, the native settlement schemes were at the forefront of the overall 
strategy of imperial resilience. As in other colonial contexts, they were 
examples of the ‘spatialization of the colonial state of emergency’, 
an attempt to change to remain, which failed to meet their declared 
goals.74 Alongside other political, administrative, economic, and socio-
cultural mechanisms, the schemes of rural resettlement were an impor-
tant element in the historical uneven constitution of the late-colonial 
state in the Portuguese Empire, a particular ‘repressive version of the 
developmentalist colonial state’. They would also become central to the 
post-colonial African societies.75

Conclusion

Portuguese late colonialism was characterized by a distinctive arrange-
ment of coercive repertoires of rule, planned developmental strategies 
of political, economic, and socio-cultural change, and processes of 
engineering socio-cultural differentiation. A partial legacy of similar 
phenomena that characterized the so-called Third Portuguese Empire 
from the start, and also a manifest component of a wider strategy of 
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imperial preservation and resistance to the manifold winds of change, 
this arrangement was based on entangled policies of a repressive 
developmentalism, co-ordinated, not without numerous deficiencies, 
by the empire and the colonial states. This chapter provides several 
arguments in order to demonstrate this centrality, exploring (inter-
related) examples such as the design of new legal and administrative 
frameworks – at the metropole and colonial levels – the politics and 
policies of imperial developmentalism and the strategies of colonial 
social engineering, related, but not reducible to military and security 
rationales.

The history of these inter-related historical processes needs to be 
examined in a more detailed and empirical manner. This chapter 
does not, and could not, aim to provide an in-depth and exhaustive 
approach to any of these phenomena. The actual impact of these pro-
cesses in the colonies is a central problem that is not addressed properly 
in these pages. At the same time, the understanding of the multiple 
historical connections that supported the mutual constitution of these 
processes needs to prevail over their isolated analysis. The history of 
late-colonial developmentalism requires an understanding of the mili-
tarization of its rationale: that is to say, the understanding of the ways 
in which the military and security reasoning, enhanced by the growing 
colonial conflicts and by the consolidation of a police state, influenced 
the evolution of the former. Conversely, it is useful to understand the 
transformations of the military and security rationales, exploring how 
they were influenced, for instance, by developments in idioms and rep-
ertoires of (international and imperial) developmentalism. The case for 
an imperative dialogue and combination of disparate historiographies 
can be easily argued, as can the case for a similar move in respect of the 
integration of scales of analysis.76 Finally, an important aspect that was 
mentioned at the beginning of this chapter is the importance of explor-
ing the inter-imperial, international, and transnational connections 
and dynamics influencing the historical manifestation of the distinctive 
arrangement mentioned above. Serving as an effective antidote to the 
long-standing and still prevailing doctrines of the exceptional nature of 
the Portuguese colonial empire (and others) and their variegated forms 
of methodological nationalism, the advancement of cross-imperial 
comparisons – the comparative assessment of the circulation, appro-
priation, and instrumental use of idioms and repertoires of imperial 
and colonial rules, and of politics of difference – also enables a richer 
understanding of the late-colonial period, enhancing as well our evalu-
ation of its legacies.77
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Let’s be frank, we are worried – above all we are worried by 
the prevailing colonial policy, we who will one day become 
its instruments. Our good faith is met with contradictions, 
immobilism and pretence. Perhaps the hope is to use our 
idealism in order to manoeuvre us into making a ‘last 
stand’ for colonialism. 

It would be a vain hope. For we will not do imperial-
ism’s handiwork, not even if imperialism is  dressed up as 
‘French sovereignty’, nor will we act as ‘machine-gunner 
commanders’ [‘commandants mitrailleurs’] for the years 
of transition to come. We must put a stop to this ambigu-
ity: we will stand by the peoples whom we wish to help in 
their efforts to emancipate themselves – but whom we are 
as yet ill-prepared to understand and to serve.1

In February 1956, cadets at the École Nationale de la France d’Outre-Mer
(ENFOM), who were being trained to run an empire that would barely 
outlast their first overseas posting, mounted a minor and largely unsung 
revolt against the system into which they were being initiated. In their 
self-published student paper (quoted above), the leaders of the revolt 
complained about the outdated curriculum, but also questioned the 
future of the French Union and their place within it. In particular, their 
editorial spoke of an ‘evolution of the Overseas Territories towards a 
desirable autonomy’ and of the ‘necessary transformation of the role 
of the administrator, who must cede political power to Africans and 
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Malagasy, becoming merely a temporary economic or administrative 
counsellor’. This analysis was dismissed by the Director of ENFOM, 
Pierre Bouteille, but what no doubt irked officials was the polemical 
tone, and especially the inflammatory allusion to ‘commandants mitrail-
leurs’, an untranslatable pun that denotes a cavalry officer command-
ing a tank from its machine-gun turret, but which irresistibly evokes 
a colonial officer (commandant) wielding a machine-gun. Though the 
cadets were brought before a disciplinary panel which recommended 
expulsion, this was rescinded by the newly appointed minister of 
overseas France in Guy Mollet’s Socialist-led government, Gaston 
Defferre, following the intervention of a number of African députés in 
the National Assembly, including the future presidents of Senegal and 
Guinea, Léopold Sédar Senghor and Ahmed Sékou Touré.2 It would in 
any case be difficult to imagine Defferre courting the scandal that would 
have resulted from the expulsions when he was poised to embark on 
major reformist legislation, in the shape of the June 1956 Loi-Cadre 
(Framework Law) that would bear his name.3

It is perhaps not so surprising that a group of highly articulate, well-
educated, if essentially unformed, young men, who read the news, had 
followed the proceedings of the 1955 Bandung Conference (which, they 
complained, was absent from the curriculum), and who fraternized with 
African students in student halls, should have taken a view on the future 
course of France’s imminent peaceful or ‘successful’ decolonization in 
sub-Saharan Africa.4 The ENFOM rebels were not exactly convincing 
as revolutionaries, having already risen to the top of the fiercely com-
petitive entrance scheme for one of France’s grandes écoles, the training 
academies of France’s administrative, political, and business elites. Once 
the threat of expulsion was lifted, they had little to fear in their future 
careers. Even without an empire to run, graduation from ENFOM served 
to incorporate them into the higher echelons of the state in an increas-
ingly technocratic French Republic where, alongside so-called énarques 
(graduates of the then recently founded but already prestigious Ecole 
Nationale de l’Administration (ENA), whose curriculum and ethos were 
in part inspired by those of ENFOM), they enjoyed high-flying careers 
in the prefectural or diplomatic corps, or in other ministries, particularly 
those for Culture and for Cooperation.5 

However, a subtle but bold claim has been made for the cadets by 
Pierre Vérin, remembering his own role as one of the rebellious cadets 
(and subsequently a distinguished academic ethnographer), that they 
had ‘defi ned […] the lines of what would become the future of a peaceful 
decolonization’.6 As he suggests, although the institutions of the French 
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Union were in any case set to evolve rapidly along reformist lines, 
thanks to the impending Loi-Cadre, the cadets had given an undertak-
ing that, in their future capacity as administrators, they would not ‘drag 
their feet’, and would play their part in that evolution. Conversely, by 
refusing to ‘do imperialism’s handiwork’,7 Vérin argues, they were set-
ting limits to their future action, and hence defining the scope of future 
colonial policy. 

This claim is essentially unprovable in specific terms, and it has 
about it more than a hint of post-colonial ‘wisdom after the event’. 
Nonetheless, it is worth taking seriously, if only for the light which may 
be shed on a still under-examined enigma of the period of decoloniza-
tion, and of French decolonization in particular, namely the workings 
of the French ‘official mind’ in the face of the impending end of empire. 
The specific focus for this chapter is on a man who was well known to 
the rebellious ENFOM cadets, Governor-General Robert Delavignette 
(1897–1976), a distinguished exemplar of French officialdom, and one 
of a very select band of ‘intellectuals’ of the French colonial establish-
ment. By the mid-1950s, Delavignette was approaching the end of a 
long career stretching back to the 1920s, and thus embracing much of 
the lifespan of the post-conquest French African ‘imperial nation-state’. 
By the time of his students’ revolt, he had withdrawn from front-line 
colonial administration to a chair at ENFOM, to writing, and to contin-
ued membership of the French colonial establishment, but, as it turned 
out, not yet to inactivity and certainly not to docility. 

The counter-claim to that made on behalf of the ENFOM rebels 
is twofold. First, for all their youthful radicalism, the rebels were to 
some considerable extent reflecting the teaching they were receiving 
at ENFOM; indeed, filtered only very slightly, the paragraphs quoted at 
the outset might almost be a paraphrase of Delavignette’s writings and 
teaching. Delavignette’s lecture notes on the history and constitutional 
development of the French Union have been preserved in his private 
papers, and, although no reference has so far turned up to Bandung, it 
is clear that, pace the editorialists of Le Bleu d’Outre-Mer, Delavignette’s 
teaching was up-to-the-minute: his lecture on Ghana delivered in 1956 
was updated by hand in 1957 to reflect the coming of independence, 
and delivered again in 1958.8 Though the subject matter was no doubt 
predominantly ‘dry’, it was enlivened by the tall, white-haired, stento-
rian and affectionately respected Delavignette (‘le grand Bob’), whom 
his students recall ‘rambling on’ about Eurafrique.9 But his influence is 
detectable in the idea of ‘peoples whom we wish to help […] but whom 
we are as yet ill-prepared to understand and to serve’. This may be read 
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as a distillation of twenty or more years of colonial reformist thinking, 
collected under the banner of ‘colonial humanism’. In particular, the 
figure of the commandant, without machine-gun and transmuted into a 
‘temporary economic or administrative counsellor’, is clearly recogniz-
able as an updated version of the broussard, or commandant de cercle (the 
French equivalent of the British District Officer), the solitary, heroic 
homme à tout faire (another trope which the cadets semi-plagiarized) 
who had been at the centre of Delavignette’s vision since the 1930s.

Secondly, and perhaps more importantly, it is claimed that, what-
ever Delavignette’s influence may have been on the ENFOM cadets, 
it was returned with interest. This is not to suggest that we can trace 
direct influence exerted by the rebels on Delavignette, but certainly 
Delavignette’s respectful understanding of the young men in his charge, 
profound awareness of the responsibility that was being placed on their 
shoulders – and of the limits of that responsibility – are crucial to an 
understanding of Delavignette’s role in the episode to which we turn 
in the latter part of this chapter. This relates to Delavignette’s member-
ship of the Commission for the Safeguard of Human Rights (hereafter 
Commission de Sauvegarde) appointed by the Mollet Government to 
investigate allegations of abuse in Algeria, and from which Delavignette 
was to resign spectacularly in September 1957. 

Before turning to Delavignette’s brief moment in the spotlight of late-
colonial controversy, we must first consider how to approach his career 
and his impact. How should we read Robert Delavignette in the 1950s; 
and indeed, why should we study him at all? 

Reading Delavignette across time and space

Delavignette is a pivotal figure in our understanding of the French late-
colonial establishment, not least because he found himself, through 
the biographical contingencies of a long and influential career, at the 
intersection of two historical axes. In one dimension, he represented a 
kind of institutional memory in French colonial thinking going back 
to the 1920s, which he sought to update for the rapidly changing 
environment of the post-war period. But in another dimension, he was 
able to bring his influence to bear on a broad front, operating across an 
unofficial and largely unspoken partition which separated off Algeria 
from the ‘rest’ of France’s overseas territories, and in particular from the 
sub-Saharan African territories in which he was a specialist. Without the 
role he created for himself in this latter dimension, Delavignette might 
simply be dismissed as a ‘throwback’ from an earlier phase of French 
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colonialism. But, conversely, it was the insights he derived from his 
career as a colonial practitioner, and the authority it conferred, which 
allowed him to act momentarily and perhaps unexpectedly as the offi-
cial conscience of France in Algeria.

Delavignette’s cursus honorum as colonial official, field officer, senior 
administrator, as well as publicist, theorist, teacher, and writer, would 
be sufficient to maintain an interest in a distinguished ‘proconsul’. Born 
in Burgundy, the son of a sawmill owner, and mobilized in 1916 as an 
artillery officer, Delavignette was a colonial administrator from the early 
1920s, serving as a commandant de cercle in the French West African terri-
tories of Niger and Haute-Volta (Burkina Faso today). By 1930, through 
ill-health and family circumstances, Delavignette had retreated, almost 
for good, from active service in the field to a desk job in Paris, and 
to writing. He was Marius Moutet’s chef de cabinet at the ministry of 
colonies in Léon Blum’s Popular Front Government when, in 1937, he 
was appointed as director of ENFOM. He held this post throughout the 
Occupation, when he helped ENFOM cadets evade conscription into 
the Service du Travail Obligatoire (Compulsory Labour Service); this, 
and his discreet encouragement of cadets engaging in the Resistance, 
exempted him from administrative épuration in 1944–45, with the 
advocacy of his stepson, Jean Mairey, then Commissioner for the 
Republic in Dijon, and subsequently an outspoken official critic of 
policing in Algeria.10 Delavignette’s name is third in the list of eminent 
ethnographer-administrators who directed ENFOM from the 1920s, 
succeeding Maurice Delafosse and Georges Hardy, and preceding Paul 
Mus.11 After ENFOM, he served as high commissioner in Cameroun 
(1946–47), where he acted to stabilize the territory following the unrest 
amongst the small but fractious settler community, before becoming 
director of political affairs at the ministry of overseas France (1947–51). 
In this latter role, he succeeded the slightly younger and more outspo-
ken Henri Laurentie; work remains to be done on Delavignette’s impact 
on policy in this period, not only in Africa, but also in Indochina 
through the period of implementation of the ‘Bao Dai solution’.12 

Véronique Dimier has made the case for Delavignette as theorist of 
an emerging ‘science’ of colonial administration, placing him as one 
of a select Anglo-French band of colonial specialists in the inter-war 
period.13 It was to a newly created chair in colonial administration 
that Delavignette was appointed when he returned to teach at ENFOM. 
Though it was not intended as a personal chair, it was certainly created 
in his image and to his specification, and he would be the sole incum-
bent. In 1967, following his retirement in 1963, he was the subject of 
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a respectful special issue of the Revue française d’Histoire d’Outre-Mer, 
with contributions from Léopold Senghor (then president of Senegal), his 
former boss Marius Moutet (who died before the volume appeared), 
various former colleagues and pupils, and from Delavignette himself; 
and in 2001, he was accorded the posthumous academic recognition of 
a colloquium, which surveyed his career, his political writings, and liter-
ary output.14 This colloquium built on the work of William Cohen, who 
placed Delavignette at the centre of his pioneering study of ENFOM 
and of the corps colonial; Delavignette belonged quite properly in Gann 
and Duignan’s 1978 collection of African Proconsuls, again with Cohen’s 
advocacy.15 

The core of Delavignette’s thinking and action derived from his 
association with the school of thought that has come to be known as 
‘colonial humanism’; the term was not used by its practitioners, but 
was first generalized by Raoul Girardet in his 1972 study L’Idée coloni-
ale en France de 1871 à 1962.16 Colonial humanism was ‘the interwar 
[colonial] reform movement, its underlying political rationality, and the 
corresponding form of government that developed in AOF after World 
War I’;17 the movement is chiefly associated with the idea of promoting 
the welfare of colonial populations, with a view to increasing their eco-
nomic productivity and more generally easing their path to modernity. 
Gary Wilder places this movement’s doctrine at the heart of his argu-
ment concerning the necessary contradiction, or ‘antinomy’, lying deep 
within French colonial doctrine, and indeed underpinning a broader 
national and Republican narrative, which held in permanent tension the 
French Republic’s claims to universalism, on the one hand, and French 
imperialism’s insistence on an inevitably racialized and hierarchized 
particularism on the other.18 This antinomic tension helps explain why 
French colonial government could be ‘simultaneously rationalizing and 
racializing, modernizing and primitivizing, universalizing and particu-
larizing’.19 Not least, it resolves the recurrent, and deeply sterile, debate 
between the supposedly antithetical French doctrines of association 
and assimilation, which for Wilder can be seen as ‘one-sided reifica-
tions of a doubled colonial rationality within which both tendencies 
remained interconnected’.20 A further concept of Wilder is of critical 
importance to what follows. This is what he terms the ‘analytic of fail-
ure’ within which French colonial doctrine has tended to be discussed, 
which measures its (lack of) achievements according to an implied para-
digm of ‘rhetoric versus reality’, presupposing a ‘narrative of progress 
against which reformers’ failure and success may be easily evaluated’.21 
According to this framework, colonial humanism failed either because 
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its practitioners were well-intentioned idealists whose ‘dream’ was pre-
vented from becoming ‘effective reality’ because of administrative paraly-
sis;22 or because it was only ever a dissimulating ideology designed to 
mask colonialism’s true nature.

Bypassing the ‘analytic of failure’ allows us to consider Delavignette’s 
contribution to the colonial reform movement on its own terms, but 
it also eases our passage forwards with him into the 1950s: after all, if 
Delavignette ‘failed’, then he did so over a very sustained period. Three 
recurring themes are particularly associated with Delavignette, which 
he elaborated in a variety of genres and publications, often lyrically: 
he was, as Wilder puts it, ‘the movement’s sentimentalist’.23 The first 
of these themes is an evocation of an imagined Franco-African fusion, 
which readily overlapped with the parallel theme of a trans-imperial 
Greater France (‘la plus grande France’), but which was driven by a deep 
sense of respect and affection for African culture and the way of life he 
encountered – and, as an administrator, delved into and reordered – in 
the villages of the Sahel. This theme first found expression in the official 
pamphlet he wrote on AOF (Afrique Occidentale Française, French West 
Africa) for the Great Colonial Exposition of 1931 – that great celebration 
and indeed sacralization of a utopian Greater France. It was developed 
further and more personally in his novel Paysans Noirs, published pseu-
donymously in 1931, the fictionalized account of a year in the life of 
a colonial administrator in the African bush, which Girardet describes 
as ‘a sort of African Georgics, the attentive and affectionate chronicle of 
the works and days of African villages’.24 Further, in his travel-memoir 
Soudan-Paris-Bourgogne (1935), he recounted a journey to the French 
Soudan (Mali) and back, to a Paris, in 1934, apparently on the brink of 
civil war, reflecting on how his own identity had been shaped by both 
the Soudan and Paris, as well as by his provincial origins in Burgundy; 
he urged his readers to ‘create in thought, not only a European France 
but an African France’.25 

The second theme revolved around Delavignette’s ideal of colonial 
command embodied in the archetypal ‘broussard’ (man of the bush), 
the protagonist of Paysans Noirs, but also at the centre of Delavignette’s 
manifesto-cum-teaching manual from the end of the decade, Les vrais 
Chefs de l’empire.26 These themes are intertwined with each other, and 
in turn with a third theme, which is Delavignette’s insistence on the 
essential modernity of colonial administration. In the opening chapter 
of Les vrais Chefs, for example, Delavignette argued that the apparently 
undifferentiated daily tasks of the broussard reflected the modernity of 
the colonial enterprise in which he was engaged:
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The first time I was able to step back and see the colony in perspec-
tive, that is, on my first leave, I found it was not easy to explain what 
I had been doing. If I told French people in Europe of all the things 
I had to do in the same job and even on the same day, they did not 
understand that all these made up one job, and that in going from 
the courts to a road-making project, from road-making to a census, 
from a census to agriculture – from one task to another, I was not 
changing my job; or else they thought: This colony is only a black 
man’s country and does not require a highly developed government 
if one man can do everything. They did not recognize the revolu-
tion in administrative method which this meant, or the new world 
it had produced. They did not suspect that the colony was no longer 
a strange and alien realm but an integral part of the modern world 
with a vigorous native life.27

Here, surely, is one of the sources for the ENFOM rebels’ trope of the 
imperial ‘homme à tout faire’. Writing in 1939 when he was already 
director of ENFOM, he was self-consciously instructing a future cohort 
of would-be broussards. In its first edition, Les vrais Chefs was censored 
by the Vichy regime (for reasons that remain obscure – it was hardly 
subversive), and republished, largely unchanged but with a more 
progressive title, Service Africain, in 1946.28 So, too, the figure of the 
broussard straddled the Second World War, was central to Delavignette’s 
resumed teaching at ENFOM, and resurfaced in his largely unmedi-
ated response to African decolonization, and to the Algerian endgame, 
published in 1962 as L’Afrique noire et son destin. By 1968, the broussard 
had transmuted into the post-colonial (or neo-colonial) figure of the 
coopérant engaged in development projects that had barely changed in 
nature and purpose since the 1920s.29 As we will see, this theme also 
conditioned Delavignette’s response to the Algerian conflict.

Delavignette’s involvement in Algerian affairs started only after he 
had stepped down from the ministry of overseas France. Algeria’s sta-
tus as an ‘external province’ of France dictated an institutional divide, 
sometimes referred to as a ‘cloison étanche’ (sealed partition) which 
could be measured not only in terms of ministerial responsibility – 
Algeria was governed from the ministry of the interior rather than from 
foreign affairs (as was the case for Tunisia and Morocco) or from over-
seas France – but also at a deeper level, extending for example to elite 
formation: despite Delavignette’s efforts, Algerian officials were trained 
not at ENFOM but at the National Foundation for Political Sciences 
(Sciences Po), followed (from around 1950) by ENA.30 But it was also 
a symbolic divide, determined by geographical proximity to France 
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and by the substantial presence of settlers, and which would steadily 
deepen as the war in Algeria lengthened and intensified. Even before 
joining Mollet’s Commission de Sauvegarde, Delavignette had already 
crossed this invisible boundary in 1955, the first full year of the war, 
when, as a member of the Economic Council (Conseil Economique, a 
constitutionally enshrined consultative assembly of the French Fourth 
Republic), he had prepared a ground-breaking report on ‘The social 
and economic situation of Algeria’ which, not least, opened the way 
to the kind of development reforms introduced in de Gaulle’s 1958 
‘Constantine Plan’.31 No doubt the reasons why Delavignette was 
selected for membership of the Commission de Sauvegarde included 
the evidence the report provided of his attachment to a French Algeria. 
A year later, in April 1956, he put his name to the declaration creating 
the Union for the Salvation and Renewal of French Algeria (USRAF), the 
brainchild of Jacques Soustelle, until early 1956 the Governor-General 
of Algeria, with whom Delavignette had come into contact during the 
compiling of the report. However, Delavignette quickly distanced him-
self from the Union once he realised the uses to which it was intended 
by Soustelle, as a means of mobilising support for French settlers in 
Algeria.32

Delavignette and the Commission de Sauvegarde

As we turn to the short-lived and largely forgotten Commission de 
Sauvegarde, it is as if we have switched narratives from the intellectual 
history of French colonialism to the histoire événementielle of the war in 
Algeria, and to the thick of its central, burning issue circa 1957, that 
is, the debate surrounding French abuse and torture of detainees at 
the time of the Battle of Algiers. Here, failure was more immediate and 
tangible: as Raphaëlle Branche comments, amongst former activists 
against the war, the Commission de Sauvegarde warrants a shrug of the 
shoulders, having served merely to ‘deflect the indignation that was 
starting to be expressed’; while former soldiers struggle to remember it 
at all.33 Though Robert Delavignette’s resignation from the Commission 
created a stir in September 1957, all the more so when he leaked the 
Commission’s general report to Le Monde a month later, its impact was 
soon eclipsed (and has remained so ever since), not least by the publica-
tion in February 1958 – followed almost immediately by its seizure – of 
Henri Alleg’s La Question, relating the Communist journalist Alleg’s own 
detention and torture. As if to underscore the Commission’s uselessness, 
its investigations in Algiers coincided with Alleg’s arrest in June 1957, 
as well as with the detention and ‘disappearance’ (which we now know 
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to have been his murder, ordered by General Paul Aussaresses) of Alleg’s 
fellow Communist, the 25-year-old mathematician Maurice Audin.34 
Delavignette joined a select band of senior official ‘whistle-blowers’, as 
well as legions of junior, typically anonymous, dissidents, protesters, 
conscientious objectors, and rebels, and the more celebrated canon of 
journalists, intellectuals, and activists. Indeed, the Commission was 
established by Guy Mollet in April 1957 precisely to counter the impact 
of a number of high-profile protests, notably that of General Jacques 
Pâris de Bollardière who, having requested to be relieved of his com-
mand in Algeria in January 1957, publicly denounced torture in the 
pages of L’Express and was sentenced to 60 days’ military detention for 
his pains, also in April 1957. Pierre Vidal-Naquet, in the updated edi-
tion of his invaluable collection of documents La Raison d’État, salutes 
Delavignette as one of three ‘traitors’ (the speech-marks are Vidal-
Naquet’s) who in 1961 provided him with the documents which gave 
substance to the original edition; the others were Delavignette’s stepson 
Jean Mairey, author of three highly critical reports on the police in 
Algeria, and Paul Teitgen, secretary-general responsible for the police at 
the Algiers prefecture from August 1956 to September 1957, who pro-
vided critical evidence to the Commission.35 The point of departure for 
what follows, however, is Vidal-Naquet’s further, somewhat drily under-
stated, comment on Delavignette that ‘he was not an anti-colonialist on 
principle, but he had a sense of the State to the highest degree’.36 As will 
be argued, that ‘sense of the State’ may be understood as embracing the 
distilled lessons of Delavignette’s colonial humanism. 

The Commission de Sauvegarde never fully escaped from the taint of 
its ambiguous origins, nor from the constraints that were placed on its 
actions from the outset. Stirred into action by General de Bollardière’s 
démarche, but also by the controversy surrounding the alleged ‘suicide’ 
while in detention of the Algerian lawyer Ali Boumendjel, Guy Mollet 
announced the creation of the Commission on 5 April 1957 in a com-
muniqué which opened with a tribute to the ‘700,000 men’ of the 
French Army whose efforts in Algeria were restoring ‘peace and Franco-
Muslim friendship, when some would wish to present them as so many 
torturers’; and which credited the ministers for Algeria and defence, 
and the secretary of state for the armed forces (Robert Lacoste, Maurice 
Bourgès-Maunoury, Max Lejeune) with the idea for the Commission, 
when they had in fact opposed it. The Commission was to investigate, 
as they arose, cases of ‘individual failures’ in respect of ‘this policy of 
a France attached to the safeguard of human rights’; and was charged 
with establishing ‘not only the truth or otherwise of reported cases, 
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but also the calumnious and systematically exaggerated nature of any 
information’.37 It was perhaps to be expected that a group of twelve 
members of the ‘great and the good’ would include a preponderance 
of conservatives likely to respond positively to the government’s line 
of reasoning.38 No doubt Delavignette’s credentials recommended him 
as just such a person. However, the Commission split between those 
who, like Delavignette, believed that their task was to ‘know the truth 
whatever the cost and to insist on respect for human rights whatever 
the cost’, and others who saw the primary mission as defending France 
(and the Army) against ‘a violent and deceitful campaign on the part 
of all its enemies’.39 Delavignette was the only commissioner with colo-
nial experience, but also, apparently, the only one with a developed 
sense of what it meant to inspect an institution, and in particular the 
independence this required: Delavignette alone refused to be formally 
‘received’ by the minister-resident Robert Lacoste for this reason. The 
Commission’s work was in any case hampered by its limited resources 
and lack of an independent budget; while in Algeria, the commissioners 
were in effect the guests of the Army and the civil administration. The 
more visible work of the Commission, in part for this reason, took the 
form of carefully staged ‘set piece’ visits, in particular the five-day tour 
in May 1957 undertaken by General Zeller and Professor Richet (of the 
Académie de Médecine), escorted and assisted by the Army.40 Pressure 
of time obliged commissioners to rely on their own contacts in Algeria, 
and to base their work substantially on written documentation: this was 
the case, for example, for the only report other than Delavignette’s to be 
made available to Vidal-Naquet, that of the chairman Maître Garçon.41

For all of these reasons, Delavignette’s report stands somewhat apart 
from the rest of the Commission’s work, and also for the fact that, while 
the Battle of Algiers almost inevitably dominated the horizon over the 
summer of 1957, Delavignette’s investigation took him away from Algiers 
to Oran, and took as its focus the rural guerrilla war which had contin-
ued unabated in the bled. No doubt part of the merit of the report lies in 
the fact that, notwithstanding its subsequent publication, it was written 
confidentially and may therefore be taken as the unselfconscious voice 
of the French ‘official mind’. Nonetheless, Delavignette was too much 
the writer not to set the scene with a brief evocation of daily life (do we 
infer life for Europeans?) in an Algeria torn between ‘a state of war which 
has nothing in common with classic warfare, and the normal activity of 
work which is not the norm of peacetime’, insisting also on the ‘atrocity 
of terrorism fomented by our enemies’.42 Though the report touches also 
on the question of torture, its main focus is on a quite distinct case of 
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abuse, or rather, two separate but similar cases, where Algerian detainees 
had been held overnight, in the absence of suitable facilities, in disused 
wine vats. In the first incident, at Ain-el-Isser in March 1957, after a num-
ber of suspects had been held for one night unharmed, 101 ‘suspects’ had 
been placed in four vats, each about 3 metres by 3.5 metres by 3 metres, 
for a second night; the following morning, 17 were found dead in one 
vat, 24 in another, asphyxiated by sulphur dioxide fumes (though the 
vats had reportedly not been used since 1942). Quite apart from the use 
of the vats in the first place (the British popular press inevitably evoked 
the ‘black hole of Calcutta’), and the fact that the prisoners’ desperate 
knocking and cries for help had apparently gone unheard (presumably as 
no guard was kept), what shocked Delavignette was what happened next: 
the junior officer in charge, Lieutenant Curutchet, had the 41 bodies 
driven off and dumped some 50 kilometres off in the bled. In the second 
incident, a month later at Mercier-Lacombe, 120 kilometres away from 
the original incident, 23 ‘suspects, having displayed an arrogant attitude’ 
(as the military report had it) were similarly detained overnight, and all 
23 were found dead the following morning. Delavignette had studied 
these cases before coming to Algeria, but learned of a third case the day 
before leaving, which occurred on 27 June 1957, in which a further 21 
detainees died under similar conditions.43

Delavignette’s analysis of these incidents takes him substantively 
beyond the remit of the Commission, which was to investigate indi-
vidual cases. Rather, as he argued: ‘Algeria’s situation is a global one, 
all the elements of which are indissociable from each other. For the 
purposes of analysis we may separate them, in order to study them. But 
in reality they constitute a whole.’ He was at pains to point out that the 
Army had behaved properly in disciplining the men involved, and in 
bringing them to justice: two officers were arraigned for ‘involuntary 
homicide’, though in fact, subsequent to Delavignette’s investigation, 
Lieutenant Curutchet’s case was never concluded, and no sentence 
was ever passed.44 However, he draws attention to three problematic 
aspects of the two cases. The first concerned the youth of the officers 
responsible, all in their twenties, Curutchet the oldest at 26 years old. 
As Delavignette commented, France was engaged in ‘a very special war’ 
for which the military academies could not as yet provide any training 
(though strategies of counter-insurgency were of course being devel-
oped in Algeria and elsewhere), and yet it was on these young panicked 
officers that responsibility fell. Secondly, he criticized the Army’s laxity 
in reporting the first incident: the ‘note de service’ circulated on 18 
April 1957 forbade the use of wine vats for housing ‘all categories of 
personnel: troops, suspects or prisoners’, but drew attention only to the 
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‘ignorance of the most elementary rules of hygiene’, without mention-
ing the 41 dead. Thirdly, he pointed to the disposal of the bodies as 
evidence of the ‘global situation’ in Algeria: why had Curutchet’s first 
instinct been to remove the evidence of his mistake, who had helped 
him in providing the vehicles for the job, and who had provided moral 
cover for his actions? Delavignette also pointed to the worrying absence 
of any reaction from the local inhabitants or their representatives, only 
one of whom had come forward to enquire after two of his relatives 
amongst the deceased. As he commented: ‘This silence does not pre-
clude the psychoses of either indifference or terror. […] Protest? What 
would be the point?’45

The remainder of Delavignette’s report extended his analysis and 
broadened its scope, first considering two aspects of what he termed 
‘counter-terrorism’, the first of which consisted in the proliferation of 
settler groups which were being established in Algiers and elsewhere 
at this time, parallel to, but independent of, the ‘legal’ forces of order 
and administration, and which were to be such a characteristic feature 
of the latter stages of the war in Algeria, including the ‘events’ of May 
1958. Secondly, he condemned the illegal methods of counter-terrorism 
spreading through the Army and administration which, ‘in the name 
of efficiency, [display] contempt for human life’: the bullet in the back 
of ‘escaping’ prisoners in the infamous ‘corvées de bois’, torture, disap-
pearances outside the provisions of special powers. Here too it was his 
‘sense of the State’ which guided his analysis: ‘a hypocritical state of 
siege reigns in Algeria, [which] rots with gangrene the relations between 
the military and civil powers and deepens the gulf between Europeans 
and Muslims’.46

In a short final section, Delavignette picked up a more positive theme 
with an enthusiasm that might cynically be seen as the triumph of hope 
over experience: ‘After I had breathed in so many miasmas […], the SAS 
brought a gust of pure air’. If Curutchet and his hapless comrades appear 
almost as the mirror-image of Delavignette’s future broussards at ENFOM, 
then the men of the Sections Administratives Spécialisées (SAS) were the 
Algerian version of the real thing, at least in terms of Delavignette’s 
ideal. These were the military specialist units deployed to administer to 
the welfare needs of local populations, though this happened typically 
within the context of the ‘centres de regroupement’ where, as Vidal-
Naquet points out, the reality was typically far grimmer, and the role 
of the SAS more compromised, than Delavignette allowed (or knew 
about), whatever the good intentions of the SAS officers themselves.47 
Delavignette promised a separate report on the work of the SAS, but in 
the circumstances this never materialized. However, the second chapter 
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in his 1962 publication, L’Afrique Noire française et son destin,48 in a return 
to the lyricism of an earlier style, recounts his visit to an SAS outpost 
during his 1957 visit, and draws explicit parallels between the social 
welfare role of the SAS, established after 1954 to tackle the ‘plague of 
under-administration’, and the need for more far-reaching reforms, in 
ways which recall his 1955 social and economic report on Algeria. These 
same parallels also surface in the concluding remarks of his 1957 report:

In the confusion of powers which results from a hypocritical state 
of siege, neither agrarian reform nor municipal reform can start to 
grow, much less bear fruit. I repeat, the admirable work of the SAS 
will be undone by the lies which barely disguise the rotting away of 
the State in other areas.

It is high time to improve the global situation in Algeria. Very little time 
remains.49

Conclusion

In conclusion, we return to an earlier question: Why read Delavignette? 
Writing in 1968, Delavignette himself showed a keen awareness of 
being on the wrong side of the ‘page’ that France had turned in 1962, 
with the independence of Algeria: 

On the side of the ex-colonizer, in this case French, the effect of 
decolonization has been to reawaken the myth of the scapegoat. 
Accused of the sin of colonialism, the scapegoat is hounded from 
the city by a metropolitan sensibility which purges itself through its 
belief that decolonization is easier than colonization. The best scape-
goat is an innocent, in the sense of a simpleton. It is the official or 
the settler, even the missionary, who believed in his work overseas, 
who carried it out without thinking that colonization was evil, and 
that he was the perpetrator of that evil. What a relief for the metro-
pole to be able to declare its own innocence, having uncovered the 
guilty party! He is condemned while everyone forgets who sent him 
to Africa in the first place!50

Certainly, there is much in Delavignette’s writing that is out of step 
not only with modern post-colonial sensibilities, but already even in 
the late 1950s with an increasingly unanswerable anti-colonialism. 
In 1957 and perhaps still in 1962, Delavignette remained an unapologetic 
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‘colonialist’ whose no doubt sincerely humanist position was sustained 
by a certain degree of self-delusion, if not wilful misinformation, nota-
bly in his view, expressed in the conclusion to his 1957 report, that 
‘80% of Muslims […] maintain confidence in justice, in France and in a 
new French Algeria’.51 On the face of it, Delavignette’s awkward reform-
ism would seem to offer a good example of what Martin Thomas and 
Andrew Thompson have recently characterized as: ‘a problem of cogni-
tive dissonance, a failure to recognise that the internationalisation of 
colonial problems […] made the local containment of colonial problems 
impossible to achieve’.52

Two broad reasons may nonetheless be adduced why it may still be 
considered worthwhile to spend time with Delavignette, and more gen-
erally with the French ‘official mind’ in the period of late colonialism 
and decolonization. The first, in this specific case, is that Delavignette’s 
actions, like those of other official whistleblowers such as Bollardière, 
Teitgen, Rocard et al., and notwithstanding the fact that many of them 
sought to act confidentially within French officials circles, give the lie to 
any notion of a monolithic ‘French late-colonial state’ seeking to protect 
and maintain itself ‘envers et contre tout’. In Delavignette’s case, this is 
not simply because he serves as a kind of ‘alibi’ for French officials, proving 
that they were ‘not all bad’, but because there is arguably intrinsic merit in 
his highly critical analysis of French action in Algeria, viewed through the 
long lens of his accumulated experience and guided by his moral probity. 

Secondly, and finally, French colonial officials, particularly those of 
a liberal or ‘humanist’ disposition such as Delavignette, may well have 
suffered from ‘cognitive dissonance’ in the later 1950s, as they sought to 
sustain their belief in a continuing French imperial nation state, despite 
the gathering pace of an international movement towards decoloniza-
tion.53 But this is surely the starting point for any analysis, rather its 
conclusion. The recent study of decolonization has quite rightly focused 
on the agency of the colonized, and Thomas and Thompson have high-
lighted the important and exciting ways in which the historiographical 
focus is shifting to the study of decolonization’s international aspects, 
and in particular of transnational actors and networks. There is a danger 
in this, however, arising from a simple reversal of perspectives, collapsing 
the depth of the late-colonial state to concentrate simply on its surface. 
Taking our cue from Gary Wilder, rather than simply ‘re-enacting’ the 
struggles of decolonization, we must surely ‘work through’ late colonial-
ism and the workings of the late-colonial state, including the very real 
moral and intellectual challenges which confronted the French ‘official 
mind’.54 In particular, just as Wilder locates the colonial humanism of 
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the inter-war period in a structural antinomy between the contradictory 
principles of republicanism and imperialism, so for the late-colonial 
period we might tentatively identify an emerging antinomy between 
the competing demands of late-colonial rationality, as represented 
by Delavignette, on the one hand, and ‘futile intransigence gradually 
abandoned’, as identified by Thomas and Thompson, on the other.55 
Or, to put it another way, and to leave the last word with the ENFOM 
rebels of 1956, between the ‘necessary transformation of the role of the 
administrator’ and ‘imperialism […] dressed up as “French sovereignty”’.
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In the age of European imperial expansion that opened at the close of 
the 15th century and lasted for more than four centuries, three of the 
smallest countries emerged with some of the largest colonial domains.1 
Portugal and the Netherlands pioneered the construction of far-flung 
sea-borne mercantile empires in the 16th and 17th centuries. By the 
20th century, the original maritime imperial expansion had evolved 
into large African territorial conquests and scattered Asian enclaves 
for Portugal, and for the Netherlands the vast archipelago colony that 
became Indonesia, sprawling 3,600 miles from east to west, as well as 
much smaller Caribbean holdings. Belgium, through the extraordinary 
skill of King Leopold II in the predatory diplomacy of African partition, 
acquired by inheritance from its monarch a large part of central Africa. 
All three countries came to attach great value to their imperial domains, 
and entered the era of decolonization determined to retain them into 
an indefinite future.

In part, their tenacious resistance to decolonization merely performed 
a territorial possessiveness that is inherent to states; a particular domain 
once inscribed as a sovereign possession is rarely voluntarily aban-
doned. Only military defeat, external imposition or irresistible chal-
lenge by a subject population can annul territorial possessiveness. In the 
three cases at hand, a key difference with larger colonial powers was the 
delay in drawing the inevitable inferences from these factors overriding 
the reproduction of overseas sovereignty.

In all three instances, the end of empire came suddenly and unexpect-
edly, although by strikingly different routes. The process was disorderly, 
accompanied during and after the transition by protracted violence and 
international crisis. In different ways, the troubled course of decoloniza-
tion escaped the control of the colonizer, who far too long resisted the 
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implacable logic of global trends and events. Belated searches by the 
imperial centres for a redefined partnership offering forms of autonomy 
within a residual imperial sovereignty failed, and independence was 
initially accompanied by rupture.

Each in its own fashion, the three small imperial centres had come 
to view their overseas empires as critical to their national well-being 
or even identity. The vast scale of their overseas holdings dwarfed the 
modest dimensions of the metropole, multiplying the significance 
of the three states as international actors. Embedded but deceptive 
public ideologies clothed the colonial mission with apparent success 
and moral worth that persisted until an unexpected collapse. Thus, 
the loss of empire was traumatic and associated with a national crisis. 
Their small size made them singularly vulnerable to external pressures, 
while their nationalist adversaries found growing external support as a 
changing international normative discourse grew increasingly hostile 
to colonial rule. In this chapter I seek to identify the key dynamics in 
the end of empire for the Netherlands, Belgium, and Portugal, focusing 
on Indonesia, Congo, and the mainland Portuguese African territories. 
I offer a brief summary of the colonial practice and road to decoloniza-
tion in these three cases, as well as the aftermath in the successor states 
and at home.

The Dutch mercantile role in Asia dates from 1595, and was formal-
ized with the charter of the United East India Company (VOC) in 1602. 
The Dutch transformed their mercantile domain into a fully fledged 
despotic colonial state only after 1816, largely based on the exploita-
tion of Java throughout the 19th century. By 1831, a system of high 
land taxation and obligatory crops, the ‘cultivation system’, was gener-
ating sufficient revenue to meet colonial administrative expenses and 
export a surplus to contribute to the Netherlands’ metropolitan budget. 
Between 1831 and 1850, colonial proceeds provided 19 per cent of the 
Dutch budget, and 32 per cent between 1851 and 1860. This revenue 
windfall embedded within the Dutch national psyche a presumption 
that the East Indies holdings were an indispensable resource for the 
Netherlands.2

The cultivation system was modified after 1870, replaced by a ‘liberal 
system’, with large parcels of land passing into the hands of European 
planters in league with village headmen: in 1904 the state land tax still 
captured 23 per cent of peasant cash income.3 After 1900 an ‘ethical 
system’ came to the fore, for the first time incorporating into policy a 
vision of the welfare of the subject, with expanded educational oppor-
tunity and medical services. The new doctrine was especially successful 
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in persuading the Dutch public it was ‘unselfish rule in interest of the 
colonized’.4 The exploitative nature of colonial subjugation remained, 
and the economic crisis of the 1930s resulted in a reversion to more 
despotic practices.

Until the latter part of the 19th century, effective Dutch occupation 
was mostly limited to Java, the Moluccas, and some of the Sumatran 
north coast. The completion of colonial conquest extended into 
the 1920s, with the final subjugation of Papua. Though the colonial 
budget no longer generated a surplus transferable to the Netherlands, 
Indonesia was a crucial source of foreign exchange and national wealth: 
in 1938, Indies investment return represented 15 per cent of Dutch 
national income, and its dollar earnings were critical to covering foreign 
exchange deficits.5

Nationalism became a social force in the early 20th century, taking 
form around a precocious naturalization of a concept of Indonesia. 
Strikingly, the new political leadership, although in large part ethnic 
Javanese steeped in a richly elaborated aristocratic historical culture, 
chose the larger Indonesia idiom as the frame for challenging colonial 
rule. They also made the crucial choice to foster the coastal trading 
language of the region, Malay, as a national language, reframed as 
Indonesian.

Indonesian national organizations emerged by 1908, at first moder-
ate, but by the 1920s including more radical Islamic, communist, and 
nationalist streams. A large communist uprising in 1926–27 shook the 
colonial establishment, and from the 1920s coping with nationalism 
became a major Dutch preoccupation, oscillating between management 
and repression. The three most visible nationalist leaders – Sukarno, 
Mohammed Hatta, and Sutan Sjahrir – were all imprisoned through 
most of the 1930s. A 1936 Indonesia advisory council petition for 
autonomy within a dual kingdom was firmly rejected. The penultimate 
governor-general declared in 1933 that Dutch rule was indispensable for 
another 300 years. The Indies, writes Frances Gouda: 

served as a tangible reminder of an era when the 17th-century Dutch 
republic had performed a starring role in the world-wide coliseum 
of politics and commerce […]. Only the continued possession of the 
colonies could assuage the oversensitivity of a ‘small nation with a 
great past’ and verify its claim to be a mouse that still roared.6

The destruction of Dutch colonial rule came from without, not from 
within. The fateful transformative event was the Japanese invasion in 
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January 1942. The isolated Dutch Indies establishment had few means 
to resist the invasion, and surrendered two months later. Although at the 
local level the Japanese maintained the indirect rule structures of village 
administration, they liquidated the superstructure of alien authority. 
Their primary aim was access to critical raw materials for the war effort, 
above all oil and rubber. The ruthlessness of their rule and the hardships 
occasioned by the occupation antagonized many, without triggering 
much nostalgia for Dutch rule. A December 1942 promise from exiled 
Queen Wilhelmina for a post-war partnership under the Dutch crown 
had little Indonesian resonance. The Japanese trained military forces 
that would subsequently form the core of an Indonesian independent 
army and offered a collaborative role to the leading Indonesian nation-
alist figures, an invitation accepted by Sukarno and Hatta.

By 1944, as the tides of war ran heavily against Japan, Indonesian 
nationalists found the Japanese occupation receptive to pleas for sup-
port for independence. On 17 July 1945, Japan promised independence, 
and Sukarno and his allies began to make preparations. Three days after 
the 14 August Emperor Hirohito surrender broadcast, in a very brief 
and laconic statement, Sukarno declared Indonesia a sovereign republic.

Sukarno and Hatta quickly formed a government and adopted a con-
stitution. They won support in most of Java and much of Sumatra, but 
some of the outer islands were reluctant to accept their authority. The 
Dutch, however, clung to dreams of full restoration. The East Indies 
were a vital economic resource for a Netherlands economy crippled 
by the German occupation and war effort; the wartime prime minister 
declared that ‘distinguished economists of every school of thought’ had 
concluded that ‘if the bonds that attach the Netherlands to the Indies 
are severed there will be a permanent reduction in the national income 
of the Netherlands which will lead to the country’s pauperization’.7 
Their determination on reconquest was reinforced by the conviction 
that Sukarno and Hatta were untrustworthy Japanese collaborators and 
unacceptable partners, whose popular support was shallow.

However, Dutch capacities were not at the measure of their ambi-
tions. The Dutch Army had been disbanded by the Germans, and only a 
small number escaped to the United Kingdom, while some elements of 
the colonial constabulary had fled to Australia. Meanwhile, the United 
Kingdom was assigned the task of receiving the surrender of Japanese 
forces in Indonesia, as well as freeing the 170,000 interned Dutch and 
Eurasians. Most of the British forces were Indian, which precluded their 
use to restore Dutch authority, a task that could begin only when the 
first Dutch troops landed in late 1945. But illusions of early reconquest 
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soon foundered on the discovery that the Republic of Indonesia, 
despite internal tensions, was already too well established to be easily 
overcome. In core areas of the archipelago, the republic enjoyed strong 
support, especially in Java, Madura, and much of Sumatra. In the outer 
islands, however, a number of indigenous rulers were reticent regarding 
the republic. Some groups in eastern Indonesia had experienced intense 
Christian mission activity, and had relatively large elites who harboured 
apprehensions about the religious intentions of the Muslim majority 
(90 per cent).

Strong international pressure for negotiations quickly built up. 
A compromise truce, the Linggajati Accord, was signed in November 
1946, reluctantly by both sides, confirming republic authority only in 
Java, Sumatra, and Madura. The Dutch plan was to assemble elsewhere 
under their umbrella an assemblage of outer-island territories. A fed-
erated United State of Indonesia was promised by January 1949: the 
republic would be one of the federated states, with Queen Wilhelmina 
as titular head of a Netherlands-Indonesia union of sovereign states. 
The accord won the requisite two-thirds approval in the Dutch parlia-
ment only after adding clauses asserting ultimate Dutch political and 
economic authority, and pledging self-determination for any region 
wishing to stay out of the federation.8 However, each side distrusted the 
other, and hoped for a more complete victory.

The Dutch launched two major military offensives, in July 1947 
and December 1948. On both occasions intense international pressure 
compelled their suspension, even after substantial success. The second 
offensive, with 150,000 troops, not only reconquered key Java centres 
and the Sumatra plantations, but also captured Sukarno and most other 
Indonesian leaders. However, Indonesian forces now numbered more 
than 300,000, with a capacity for guerrilla resistance in the countryside 
to which the Dutch had no answer.

The republic faced its own major challenges, beginning with on-going 
conflicts within the leadership. Among the Muslim organizations there 
was restiveness concerning the refusal of Sukarno to declare Indonesia 
an Islamic state, and his insistence on religious neutrality. More radical 
Islamic groups revolted in west Java in March 1948. The resulting Darul 
Islam insurgency was contained after serious fighting, but skirmishing 
spread to the outer islands and dragged on until 1962.

An even larger insurrection broke out in central Java in August 1948, 
led by the Communist Party of Indonesia (Partai Komunis Indonesia, 
PKI). Although decimated by its crushing defeat in 1926–27, the PKI 
regained momentum after the war. The PKI insurgency was defeated 
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by November 1948, but only after a number of pitched battles and 
thousands of casualties. The communist uprising was critical in inscrib-
ing a Cold War transcript on unfolding Indonesian events, particularly 
for the United States.9 The success of the republic in subduing the PKI 
revolt led the US to see new merit in the Indonesian regime as a barrier 
to communist expansion, and added urgency to reaching a definitive 
settlement regarding independence.

Confronted with an American threat to suspend Marshall Plan 
assistance unless a final agreement on Indonesian independence were 
reached, the Netherlands finally abandoned its dream of colonial 
restoration. A final accord was signed in November 1949, providing 
for full acknowledgment of Indonesian sovereignty over the entire 
archipelago save Papua by the following month as a united federation, 
with the Queen only as symbolic head of a Netherlands-Indonesia 
association. Dutch resistance now focused on the status of West New 
Guinea (Papua). Parliamentary assent was contingent on it remaining 
under Dutch administration, pending eventual self-determination. An 
ultimate compromise provided for a one-year interim period, followed 
by negotiations on its future status. Indonesia thus won formal inde-
pendence in January 1950. The ultimate culmination of the Indonesian 
revolution then followed on 17 August 1950, five years after the origi-
nal declaration of independence, with the federal structure of the 1949 
accord abandoned, the symbolic linkage with the Dutch monarchy dis-
solved, and Indonesia reconfigured as a unitary republic.10

There remained the unfinished business of Papua, termed ‘West Irian’ 
by Indonesian nationalists, which assumed towering symbolic impor-
tance on both sides. For Indonesia, assuming the full dimensions of 
colonial territoriality was manifest destiny. For the Dutch, Papuans were 
an entirely different population stock in terms of culture, religion, and 
language. Further, an illusion held sway that the territory could serve 
as sanctuary for relocation of the Eurasian population and even new 
Dutch settlers. By 1957, the continued deadlock over its status helped 
provoke Indonesian nationalization of all Dutch enterprises without 
compensation, and the expulsion of the remaining Dutch and Eurasian 
population once numbering 250,000, erasing what remained of the 
three centuries of Dutch presence. In turn, these punitive measures 
fortified Dutch determination to guarantee the Papuan population a 
choice other than incorporation into Indonesia. However, in the face 
of continued international support for the Indonesian claims to com-
plete the territoriality of the former Dutch East Indies, and small-scale 
military invasions by Indonesian forces, the Netherlands reluctantly 
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agreed in 1962 to a brief UN interregnum, which led to incorporation 
into Indonesia. But to this day the culturally distinct Papua remains a 
restive and reluctant subject of Indonesia, whose hold is reinforced by 
substantial immigration from core areas of the republic.

The end of empire in the East Indies was a severe trauma for the 
Netherlands, well captured by Arend Lijphart:

The agonies of the decolonization process are well exemplified by 
the painful and reluctant withdrawal of the Netherlands from its 
colonies […]. Holland acted with an intense emotional commitment, 
manifested in pathological feelings of self-righteousness, resentment, 
and pseudo-moral convictions. These emotions started to decrease 
in intensity in the late 1950s, but protracted and ultimately unsuc-
cessful resistance to decolonization still left the country internally 
divided, frustrated, and humiliated.11

Curiously, the remarkably consensual domestic politics managed 
through the first two post-war decades by consociational practice, well 
conceptualized by Lijphart, helped the Netherlands recover from the 
war years and achieve new levels of prosperity at home, but proved ill-
equipped to oversee decolonization.12 A key aspect of consociationalism 
was the amicable agreement to disagree and postponement of difficult 
decisions, a fatal flaw in decolonization politics.

Ironically, our second case of small state turbulent decolonization, 
Belgium, was itself an earlier instance of painful territorial loss by the 
Netherlands. Belgium was created in 1830 through a successful revolt of 
the Dutch southern provinces, and recognized by the Netherlands only 
in 1839 after the failure of an effort at military reconquest in 1831. The 
successful secession created a new binational country lacking a national 
narrative and clear identity. Upon this uncertain social base a unitary 
state with French as its primary language was erected.

In 1865, Leopold II ascended the throne, convinced his country 
required the bracing invigoration of colonial territories. The example 
of the East Indies under the cultivation system was at hand. A British 
lawyer, appropriately named J. W. B. Money, extolled the profits gen-
erated by the Dutch state in a work closely read by Leopold, entitled 
Java, or How to Manage a Colony.13 The Belgian political and economic 
elites did not share his imperial appetites: Belgium lacked the naval 
and military power to nurture such ambitions. Leopold, however, was 
undeterred. With explorer Henry Morton Stanley as his prime agent, a 
zone of influence was stitched together in the Congo basin, based on 
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a host of treaties with local rulers. In a remarkable diplomatic tour de 
force, Leopold managed to secure, at the Congress of Berlin in 1885, 
international blessing for his claim to personal sovereignty over nearly 
one million square miles of central Africa, with the pledge to guarantee 
free trade and impose no customs, while also combating slavery and 
fostering Christian mission activity. Thus was born the mistitled Congo 
Free State.

To finance his vast proprietary domains, and achieve the ‘effective 
occupation’ that the Berlin Congress reconfirmed as requisite for secure 
colonial title, Leopold had to find a revenue flow, at the time usually 
based on import customs collections he had promised to avoid. Instead 
the Leopoldian state was funded by forced deliveries of wild rubber, 
imposition of a state ivory monopoly, and renting sovereignty to several 
major chartered companies, the whole underwritten by ruthless brutal-
ity and innumerable atrocities. By the 1890s, revenues were beginning 
to flow, and by 1900 the Congo Free State was by far the most profitable 
colony in Africa, with Leopold extracting a profit estimated by Belgian 
historian Jules Marchal at $1.1 billion in contemporary dollars.14

Belgium and Leopold II became, by 1903, the target of an interna-
tional campaign against the grotesque abuses of the Congo Free State, 
led by the United Kingdom and a number of humanitarian organiza-
tions. To parry the external pressures, in 1908, a year before Leopold’s 
death, Belgium formally assumed sovereignty over the Congo. The first 
imperative for Belgium was to regularize and reform colonial adminis-
tration, bringing its practices more closely into line with what by the 
standards of the time was ‘normal’ colonial exploitation.

The stain of Leopoldian atrocities was largely removed. In the dec-
ades that followed, Belgium fashioned a remarkably dense, coercive 
and thorough paternalistic superstructure of hegemony. Over time the 
embarrassing Congo Free State by metamorphosis became an extraor-
dinary beneficent achievement of the king bequeathed to the country, 
and its growing prosperity a token of Belgian national identity. By 
the later 1950s, European personnel in the administration numbered 
10,000. When one adds the 6,000 European missionaries, and the mines 
and plantations that blanketed the territory, the infrastructure of domi-
nation was imposing.15

During the Second World War, with Belgium under German occu-
pation, the colonial administration under its ablest proconsul, Pierre 
Ryckmans, was essentially independent, only loosely under the over-
sight of the exile government in London (itself of contested legiti-
macy).16 The London regime depended entirely on the Belgian Congo 
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for funding. The colonial administration placed intense pressure upon 
the subject population to redouble production of strategic minerals and 
other commodities for the Allied war effort. Post-war Belgium acknowl-
edged a ‘war debt’ owing to the colony, which influenced policy debate 
on improving the welfare of the colonial subject.

The first post-war decade was a golden age for the Belgian colony, 
which now basked in an image of success. The foreign exchange earn-
ings of colonial exports were a crucial resource for post-war Belgian 
recovery. The commodity price boom that continued almost until 
independence brought a remarkable expansion of colonial revenues. In 
the period from 1939 to 1950, state revenues increased elevenfold, then 
again tripled in the final colonial decade.17 The fiscal bonanza made 
possible major state investment in social infrastructure – notably edu-
cation and health – that earlier was largely delegated to the missions. 
In 1955, King Baudouin made a triumphant royal tour of the colony, 
its image for the Belgian public and many others serving as a model of 
paternal governance still intact. Before an enthusiastic crowd of 70,000 
in the colonial capital, Baudouin declared that ‘Belgium and Congo 
form a single nation’.18

Although there was some subdued conversation in colonial circles 
about the eventual destiny of the Belgian Congo and the participa-
tion of the African subject in its governance, the dominant assump-
tion until the mid-1950s was that some form of reformed linkage to 
Belgium was permanent. Any change in status was presumed to lie in 
so remote a future that no immediate preparatory steps were required. 
The main grievance of the emergent elite at the time was the pervasive 
racism they encountered, and obstacles to their social promotion on 
an equal basis with Europeans, which was addressed by a 1952 decree 
providing ‘immatriculation’ to a handful that survived a humiliat-
ing administrative test of their mastery of the cultural codes of the 
colonizer.

Mesmerized by the success image of the colony, until the mid-1950s 
Belgian officials felt relatively little pressure from the international sys-
tem, domestic opinion or the Congolese subject still in thrall to colonial 
mythology. Nationalist hero Patrice Lumumba himself, in a posthu-
mously published manuscript written in 1955, expressed admiration 
for the grandiose achievement of Leopold II in constructing the Congo, 
and endorsed the project of a Belgo-Congolese union as its fulfilment.19 
Only the future will tell, he then wrote, when the Congo has reached 
‘the more advanced degree of civilization and the required political 
maturity’ to advance to self-government.20
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Fissures began to appear in the colonial monolith by 1956. The 
powerful Catholic Church defected in 1956 when a conclave of bish-
ops in the Congo declared their support for Congolese emancipation. 
Inflamed social issues over school finance then agitating metropolitan 
Belgium found their way into the Congo. An unusual socialist–liberal 
coalition took power in 1954, determined to introduce a state school 
system into the colony to compete with the Catholic schools. Growing 
Flemish–French tensions in Belgium also spilled into the Congo. The 
accelerating evolution of decolonization elsewhere in Africa, and the 
potential costs of combating it, became daily more evident.

Notwithstanding these changes, a summons in 1955 by a Belgian 
professor, A. A. J. Van Bilsen, to develop a 30-year plan for emancipation 
provoked a wave of indignation. The brevity of his timetable shocked 
the Belgian public, and he endured a torrent of abuse. In mid-1956, 
the public call for emancipation (in effect a codeword for independ-
ence) also came from the Congolese side. By 1958, political language 
across a broad spectrum evolved to frame the core demand as swift 
independence.

But the Belgian commitment to controlled gradualism remained 
intact. With a minority government under the Social Christian Party 
(Parti Social Chrétien, PSC) coming to power in 1958, a working group 
composed entirely of Belgians was designated to design an institutional 
blueprint for achieving a Belgo-Congolese union of separate states. The 
illusion remained that an apolitical programme for cautious construc-
tion of a Congolese polity could be unilaterally fashioned by Brussels. 
In the event, the working group report in late 1958 was overtaken by 
events by the time of its issue. The most distinguished chronicler of 
Belgian decolonization, Benoït Verhaegen, captured one crucial flaw: its 
conception and mode of work ‘were commanded by the preoccupation 
with resolving a metropolitan political problem: to find a formula […] 
that satisfied and convinced the Belgian political parties’, propelled to 
the fore by the weak position of a Social Christian minority govern-
ment holding power, and the PSC–Liberal coalition that followed in 
late 1958.21

Formation of political parties became legal in 1958, and they soon 
multiplied, mostly based in the six provincial capitals. Politicization 
of the populace proceeded rapidly, especially in the cities. The 
critical decolonization trigger, however, came in January 1959 when 
Leopoldville (now Kinshasa) exploded in days of mass rioting. Although 
the mass eruption was unplanned and leaderless, its sheer scale was 
unprecedented, as was the incapacity of the security forces to quickly 
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subdue it. Cautious gradualism was upended, and from this point for-
ward Belgium lost the capacity to control the process and timetable. 
Later that year the Belgian administration realized its administrative 
control of the lower Congo and some other areas was fast weakening in 
the face of nationalist mobilization. But even still, Brussels presumed a 
transitional timetable of 15 years.

The Leopoldville riots introduced a profound disjuncture, shattering 
colonial complacency. Only a week after the riots, King Baudouin, still 
imbued with a sense of a special royal role in the colony his grandfather 
had created, seized the initiative of making the first formal pledge of 
independence, ‘without undue delay or ill-considered precipitation’.22 
An accompanying government declaration pledged negotiation with 
Congolese leaders. All restrictions on political activity were finally lifted 
and political parties that had begun to form in 1958 proliferated rapidly. 
By the end of 1959, however, only a handful had any presence outside 
the provincial capitals. The administration still counted on its capacity 
to influence rural voters in alliance with chiefs and moderate Congolese 
elites. By this time the Belgian colonial minister, Auguste de Schrijver, 
had indicated a likely 1960 date for independence, though with an 
expectation that the key sovereign domains of foreign affairs, defence, 
and finance would still remain under Belgian tutelage.23

However, the need for a formula for negotiating a way forward 
became increasingly urgent. The multiplying array of parties, mostly 
with ethnic clienteles, competed in the aggressiveness of their discourse. 
A unique formula to break the deadlock was proposed: a round-table 
conference, mainly composed of more than a dozen leading Congolese 
political parties and the Belgian government joined by the three leading 
domestic parties, including the opposition socialists.

To the surprise of the Belgian side, when the round table convened in 
January 1960, the Congolese participants formed a united front around 
the demand for immediate independence. After acceding to Congolese 
proposals for a 30 June 1960 date, Belgian hopes for some reserved 
powers for at least two years vanished when a socialist opposition 
participant supported the Congolese insistence that independence be 
total. Also abandoned not long after was the hope the Belgian monarch 
would be head of state, and that European residents could vote: the 
‘Eurafrican’ dream finally dissolved. The Congolese themselves were 
taken by surprise at Belgian acceptance of their maximal demands. 
In the wake of the round-table conference the two most important 
Congolese leaders, Patrice Lumumba and Joseph Kasavubu, were man-
dated by their colleagues to undertake a confidential mission to seek a 
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delay in independence, with the formation of a provisional government 
instead. Belgium, however, insisted there be no turning back: the round 
table had mandated 30 June, and all energies must now turn to succeed-
ing in what became known as the pari congolais (Congolese gamble): 
the high-stakes gamble that a full transition could take place after the 
transfer of formal power.24

With its demands satisfied, the nationalist parties turned their atten-
tion to political organization. The first national elections were sched-
uled for May, and the rural areas mostly remained to be organized. A 
brief moment of relative good will ensued, while the details of power 
transfer were settled. A provisional constitution was elaborated, closely 
adhering to the Belgian model that few Congolese contested. The major 
issue was the demand for a federal structure from parties representing 
Katanga and the lower Congo. A mainly unitary state strongly backed 
by Belgium and most Congo parties prevailed. The colonial adminis-
tration was scrupulous in the organization of the May 1960 national 
and provincial elections to create the representative structures of the 
new state. Although dismayed at the electoral outcome, which saw its 
most aggressive tormenter, Lumumba, emerge as the primary victor, 
in the end the Belgian managers of the transition accepted the elec-
toral verdict, and brokered an arrangement that installed Lumumba as 
prime minister, and an early voice of independence, Bakongo Alliance 
(Alliance des Bakongo, ABAKO) leader Joseph Kasavubu, as president.

The stage was thus set for the high-risk gamble of immediate inde-
pendence. Belgium still held some apparent trump cards. Especially 
important was the overwhelming dominance of Europeans in the core 
armature of the state, the administration and Army. Of the 4,642 posi-
tions in the top three grades in the civil service, only three were held 
by Congolese – all recent appointees.25 Congolese had only begun to 
acquire the university diplomas requisite for such posts: the academic 
secondary schooling (except for seminaries) necessary for university 
admission became available only in the 1950s. The 1,000 officers in 
the army were exclusively European. Thus, the essence of the pari con-
golais was an exceptional form of decolonization in which the transfer 
of real power would occur well after independence, once an acceler-
ated programme of training qualified personnel had been completed. 
In retrospect, the hope of a harmonious collaboration between an 
entirely Congolese political sector of ministers and parliamentarians 
and a wholly European operative armature of the state appears forlorn 
at best. The racism that saturated the colonial encounter, the accumu-
lated frustrations of the subject and the climate of mutual mistrust and 
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uncertainty surrounding the sudden surge to independence all ensured 
the instability of the formula.

But by the time the settlement acceding to the maximal demands 
of Congolese nationalists was reached, Belgium had few options. The 
rapidity of the spread of nationalist protest, and loss of administrative 
control in important regions, raised the spectre of ungovernability. The 
colonial Army warned of the limits to its capacity to guarantee security. 
Most important, the long shadow of the Algerian war and the costs and 
limits of military repression of the nationalist challenge hung heavily 
over the Belgians – as did their recollection of the fate of their Dutch 
neighbours in the efforts at military reconquest in the East Indies: pum-
melled into submission by international protest and American threats 
to suspend Marshall Plan aid.

As independence day dawned on 30 June 1960, deep uncertainties 
hung about the celebrations. Among Africans, soaring expectations of 
immediate rewards encouraged by extravagant promises of the electoral 
campaign mingled with vague apprehensions of an uncharted future. 
For Europeans, the aggressive tone of nationalist rhetoric intensified 
insecurities. The Belgian administration had blocked currency conver-
sion, foreclosing the exit option for many settlers. The contradictory 
sentiments found reflection in the independence ceremonies. After 
King Baudouin delivered a paternalistic encomium to the grandiose 
achievement of Leopold II and the civilizing accomplishments of the 
colonial state, Prime Minister Lumumba seized the microphone for 
an unannounced and fiery recitation of African sufferings under the 
colonial yoke.

In the event, the decolonization settlement unravelled after only 
five days. Its architecture collapsed when its presumed strongest pillar, 
the Army, dissolved in mutiny against its Belgian officer corps. On 11 
July, the richest province and source of half of the government’s rev-
enue, Katanga, declared its secession. European personnel remained to 
ensure its functioning. Thus, the fledgling Congo government found its 
elemental means of rule eviscerated: its administrative superstructure, 
its means of coercion and its sources of revenue. Overnight, the Congo 
became the epicentre of a global emergency, with the Cold War as tem-
plate. The pari congolais became the Congo crisis.

By 10 July, Belgian troops had intervened to protect the European 
population. To Congolese indignation, they also shielded the Katanga 
secession. On 14 July the United Nations Security Council authorized 
a peace-keeping operation with both military and civilian components. 
Both the United States and Soviet Union activated their intelligence 
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resources to support factions congenial to their respective interests. The 
new Congolese government, despite the frantic activity of its leaders, 
Kasavubu and Lumumba, was largely incapacitated. One of Lumumba’s 
ministers offered an eloquent summary: ‘Though we sat so comfortably 
in our sumptuous official cars, driven by uniformed military chauffeurs, 
and looked as though we were ruling this large and beautiful country, 
we were in fact ruling nothing and a prey to whatever might happen’.26

The collapse of the decolonization settlement became complete in 
early September, when President Kasavubu, with American, Belgian, 
and UN connivance, ousted Lumumba on debatable constitutional 
grounds. In the constitutional void that followed, de facto UN and 
international tutelage prevailed. The nadir was reached in January 1961, 
when the imprisoned Lumumba was transferred to Katanga with exter-
nal complicity and assassinated. Although a modicum of legitimacy 
was restored with parliamentary confirmation of a new government in 
August 1961 and reunification of the country by UN military action to 
crush the Katanga secession in January 1963, the costs to both Congo 
and Belgium of a failed decolonization were high.

The fiasco of Congo decolonization was a profound shock and humil-
iation. The obsessive conviction of Leopold II that Belgium needed a 
vision of its identity to elevate its ambitions beyond a circumscribed 
identity as a small and inconsequential European state proved to have 
some validity. By the post-war period, the success image of the Congo 
was a critical source of national pride. Also, the colonial vocation was 
a potent unifying factor. Congo administration operated exclusively in 
French, and francophones were most numerous in the corporate sector, 
dominated by three giant holding companies. Flemish priests, however, 
constituted the great majority of the huge mission establishment; the 
Catholic Church had powerful influence over colonial policy, and the 
colonial ministers mostly came from the Catholic party. Until the late 
1950s, the three major parties shared similar views on the colonial 
endeavour. Although lay orientations were strong and freemasons 
numerous among the colonial administrative and corporate hierarchies, 
until then anti-clericalism was seen as a sentiment appropriate only 
to Europeans: Catholic loyalty for the subject was a healthy source of 
discipline. The rise of Flemish nationalism intensified after the Second 
World War, but spilled into the Congo only at the very end with a 
belated and unsuccessful effort to promote bilingualism.

The loss of the unifying colonial vocation, and the humiliating 
circumstances of its demise, helped set in motion processes of decom-
position that continue to this day. Following independence, linguistic 



Imperial Endings and Small States 115

divisions intensified and Flemish demands for a federal state grew 
louder. In 1961, the Belgian government conceded that the unitary 
state was doomed, and the federal principle was adopted in 1963. Soon 
after, the three major parties – socialist, Christian-democratic, and 
liberal – that had always bridged the language divide fractured into 
linguistic components, and chauvinistic ethnic movements appeared 
on the extremes. The formation of governments became increasingly 
protracted and painful, and the search for institutions incorporating 
the conflicting ambitions of Flanders, Wallonia, and a mainly franco-
phone Brussels geographically situated in Flemish territory presented an 
unending challenge.27 The permanence of a Belgian state can no longer 
be assumed. Separation is now openly mooted, and a Flemish party 
advocating eventual breakup was the major winner in 2010 elections. 
The intractable dilemmas posed by the future of Brussels are perhaps the 
greatest impediment.28 The gradual erosion of affective ties that defined 
a Belgian national sensibility was perhaps inevitable, but at a minimum 
was accelerated and intensified by the trauma of decolonization.29

Portuguese Africa came to a comparably disorderly end by a different 
avenue: protracted insurgencies met by intransigent resistance, fol-
lowed by the radical disjuncture of regime change in Portugal via mili-
tary intervention. The unexpected coup in 1974 that ousted the regime 
of António Salazar and Marcelo Caetano ended an autocracy dating 
from 1926. Nearly 500 years of Portuguese presence came to an abrupt 
and unplanned end in circumstances that left in its wake nearly 30 years 
of bitter civil war in its most important colony, Angola.

Some distinctive attributes of the Portuguese colonial project deserve 
note. Empire evolved in three distinct phases: the age of discoveries in 
the 15th and 16th centuries, a maritime venture, with scattered foot-
holds in Asia, Africa, and the Americas; a Brazil-centred, very profit-
able land-based imperium flourishing in the 17th and 18th centuries; 
then, as Brazil became independent in 1822, shedding its last monarch 
from the Portuguese royal house of Braganza in 1889, the plunge into 
the partition of Africa from its earlier coastal enclaves. From its begin-
nings, Portuguese imperial doctrine gradually developed a notion of a 
globalized Lusitanian polity that periodically received new stress. An 
1822 constitution revived this notion, treating imperial possessions as 
overseas provinces. Free persons were declared Portuguese citizens.30 
Although subsequently more orthodox colonial terminology sharply 
distinguishing the three mainland African holdings oscillated with 
the global Portugal mythology in constitutional terminology, the mys-
tique of an intercontinental polity proved a durable component in the 
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Portuguese self-concept of nationhood. With the birth of the dictator-
ship in 1926, and especially the elaboration of a reformulated national 
ideology by the New State in 1932–33, the vision of a greater Portugal 
was reinvigorated.

Also distinctive to the Lusitanian empire was the central role of the 
slave trade in its Atlantic development.31 Angola was a major source, 
the island outposts of São Tomé and Cape Verde were way-stations 
and plantations, and Brazil the insatiable market. The slave trade was 
a mainstay of the colonial economy well into the 19th century, nomi-
nally abolished in 1836, but not finally ended until 1870. From this 
encounter emerged strongly Creolized populations in São Tomé and 
Cape Verde, and especially in Angola, where an Afro-Portuguese inter-
mediary population expanded the slave trading networks progressively 
inland. Subsequently, the Cape Verdeans and Afro-Portuguese played 
a crucial role in an eventual institutionalized colonial administration, 
sometimes holding top posts. In the revolt against colonial occupation, 
the mestizo populace was to play a crucial role.

By the 19th century, the days of imperial glory and a leading role 
in the age of discoveries were long over. Portugal was a relatively poor 
and weak European country, shorn of its most profitable Brazilian 
colony, lacking the state capacity and capital of its colonial competi-
tors. With the loss of Brazil complete by 1889, Portuguese elites feared 
that, without the bulwark of empire, the country risked absorption into 
Spain.32 Though Portugal maintained vaguely defined sovereign claims 
extending far inward from its coastal bases in Angola and Mozambique, 
its actual rule was far more circumscribed. The European presence in 
Portuguese Africa was limited until 1900: fewer than 10,000 in Angola at 
that time and even fewer elsewhere – many of them deported convicts.

The intensifying scramble for Africa in the last quarter of the 19th cen-
tury forced the Portuguese hand, with validation of its territorial claims 
now contingent on effective occupation. However, the full conquest of 
the hinterlands in Portuguese Guinea, Angola, and Mozambique was 
completed only in the 1920s.33 The African subject became sharply 
demarcated as a ‘native’ distinct from the ‘civilized’ population of 
Europeans and mestizos, subjected to taxation and systematic recourse 
to forced labour by a harsh administration.

The struggles with European rivals over colonial territorial demar-
cation redefined Portuguese nationalism, placing, in the words of 
Clarence-Smith, ‘colonialism firmly at the centre of nationalist discourse 
for nearly a century, and engendered the idea that every portion of 
national territory was sacred’.34 The humiliation of the 1890 British 
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ultimatum compelling abandonment of the Portuguese project of 
annexing the African territories lying between Angola and Mozambique 
remained seared in the national memory for decades. Salazar’s New 
State resurrected and reanimated the classic doctrine of a global, multi-
racial Lusitanian polity, borrowing the concept of lusotropicalism from 
Brazilian intellectual Gilberto Freyre. Future ruler Marcello Caetano 
(1968–1974) in 1936 invoked ‘the supreme flower of the Portuguese 
language, the symbol of the moral unity of the empire whose discovery 
and conquest it sings in imperishable terms’. As the wars for independ-
ence broke out in the African territories in 1961, Salazar defiantly 
insisted that ‘We will not sell, we will not cede, we will not surrender, 
we will not share […] the smallest item of our sovereignty’.35

The authoritarian character of the Portuguese state as the first hints 
of decolonization appeared is yet another distinguishing feature. 
Democratic parliamentary institutions for other major colonial occu-
pants gave an entirely different dynamic to the end of empire. While 
the pressures for African independence became tangible by 1950 else-
where, Portugal moved to tighten its hold. In 1951, the empire was once 
again defined as a global polity, with the African (and Asian) territories 
renamed ‘overseas provinces’.36 All African subjects were decreed citi-
zens in 1961, a status that in the authoritarian corporatism of Salazar’s 
New State brought few political rights, with little change in daily reali-
ties on the ground. Furthermore, there were no inconvenient implica-
tions of an overseas majority in representative institutions.

Ironically, only in the last two colonial decades did the African ter-
ritories, especially Angola and Mozambique, begin to prosper economi-
cally. Salazar abandoned the closed imperial system and allowed a flow 
of foreign capital. In Angola, the European population, still only 44,000 
in 1940, rose to 335,000 by the end of the colonial era, with 200,000 
in Mozambique.37 Oil production began in Angola in the late 1950s, 
diamond and coffee production soared. In Mozambique, cotton prices 
were at historic highs for much of this period, and South Africa paid a 
gold bounty for each Mozambican worker recruited for the mines.

Although the circumscribed educational opportunities restricted 
the size of African elites, by the post-war years a significant mestizo 
intelligentsia existed. Especially in Angola, Protestant mission educa-
tion supplied future nationalist leadership. By the 1950s, currents 
of anti-colonial nationalist doctrine elsewhere stirred aspirations in 
the Portuguese territories. The autocratic cast to the Portuguese state 
inhibited its open expression, but unrest percolated in small discussion 
groups, especially in the colonial capitals. Only the clandestine far-Left 
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offered comradeship, and their ideological currents – radical social-
ist and Marxist-Leninist – flowed into emergent nationalist thought. 
Its revolutionary and multi-racial cast attracted many mestizos and 
Indians, as well as some radical whites. As they watched other African 
territories win independence, their frustration grew: the Portuguese dic-
tatorship permitted no open challenge to colonial rule.

Left with no alternative, armed liberation emerged in Angola in 1961, 
Guinea-Bissau in 1963, and Mozambique in 1964. The offshore isola-
tion of the island colonies, Cape Verde and São Tomé, precluded revolt, 
though Cape Verdean intellectuals, led by Amílcar Cabral, played a 
leading role in the Guinea-Bissau insurrection. Portugal responded only 
with military force and reforms aimed at full integration of the overseas 
provinces. By the early 1970s, the Portuguese had deployed 340,000 
troops in the African territories, two-thirds of them African. A bitter 
array of guerrilla wars endured for thirteen years.

Although intellectuals supplied the top leadership, the circumstances 
of protracted guerrilla war compelled a very different strategy of nation-
alist mobilization. Portuguese security forces could maintain a firm grip 
on the major cities, and could count on the loyalty of many customary 
rulers. Success in guerrilla struggle rested upon a capacity to persuade 
rural populations to join in a risky combat, the costs of which they 
would bear. In Guinea-Bissau, where Portuguese colonial occupation 
was weakest, by the late 1960s insurgents had mostly confined the 
security forces to urban garrisons, and had created extensive ‘liber-
ated zones’ providing some basic services. The Mozambique liberation 
movement, the Mozambique Liberation Front (Frente de Libertação de 
Moçambique, FRELIMO), was increasingly unified and effective, even-
tually winning control of much of the north. In Angola, the struggle 
was hampered by sharply divided insurgents, with three movements 
competing for the liberation terrain. Portuguese occupation was densest 
here, and the insurgency at an impasse when the 1974 coup suddenly 
transformed the situation.38

As time went by, although the warfare was of low intensity, Portugal 
tested the limits of the possible for a small state to resist the ‘end of 
empire’ currents now flowing so powerfully in world politics. On the 
European front, Portugal had long neutralized Western pressures in 
support of staged decolonization through its charter membership in 
the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) from 1949. However, 
the silence of the international community when the Indian army 
seized Goa and the other Portuguese enclaves by military force in 
1961 was a shock. There was a brief moment of American overtures 
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to the nationalist forces in 1961 when President John Kennedy took 
office, deeply resented by Salazar, then again in 1966 with a proposal 
for negotiations with the nationalists for an eight–ten-year transition, 
followed by an internationally supervised referendum offering the 
choice of independence, a Portuguese commonwealth, or an integrated 
Lusophone state.39 However, Lisbon skilfully utilized the strategic value 
of its Azores bases to deflect American pressure for change. This shield 
had no value in the UN and other international forums, where Portugal 
increasingly became a target. Colonial warfare and autocratic govern-
ance also barred the door to entry into the European Community.

The deepening isolation of Portugal took its toll. But the imperial will 
also rotted from within as the wars became interminable. The Army relied 
on conscript soldiers, with service obligations extending to four years. 
Tens of thousands emigrated to France to escape the draft. The rank and 
file in Africa grew demoralized as the fighting continued with no end in 
sight. Over time, their disaffection seeped into the officer corps, setting 
the stage for the April 1974 military coup that destroyed the New State.

An important straw in the wind was the February 1974 publication of 
Portugal and the Future by General António Spínola, erstwhile governor 
of Guinea-Bissau, calling for an extended transition followed by a multi-
option referendum whose preferred outcome would be a federation of 
the overseas territories, with Portugal retaining the sovereign powers 
of foreign affairs, defence, and finance. Caetano, who replaced Salazar 
in 1968, had seen the text and not blocked its publication.40 Although 
some coup leaders imagined new and different overseas links might be 
retained, such an outcome held no appeal for the guerrilla movements.

Portugal itself was soon consumed by ideological cleavage within the 
Armed Forces Movement and society at large. A transition to democracy 
was promised for Portugal and this absorbed metropolitan energies in 
the period that followed. The final phase of decolonization took place 
under a succession of provisional regimes, with a progressive radicaliza-
tion of the revolution into mid-1975.

Meanwhile, the new junta found its hand immediately forced in 
Guinea-Bissau, which had already declared independence in 1973 and 
was on the verge of winning admission to the UN. Though the first 
post-coup leader, Spínola, still hoped for some federal formula, the 
Portuguese garrison in Bissau mutinied and refused to continue fight-
ing. The African Party for the Independence of Guinea and Cape Verde 
(Partido Africano da Independência da Guiné e Cabo Verde, PAIGC) 
rejected any negotiation except over a ceasefire and transfer of power, 
finally conceded in September 1974.
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By this time, a new law had acknowledged the right of the colonies 
to independence. In Mozambique, FRELIMO ascendancy was well estab-
lished, though resisted by many European and some Indian settlers, and 
with some transitional frictions, independence followed in June 1975. 
Cape Verde and São Tomé, while not having experienced any guerrilla 
action, had dominant nationalist movements that could inherit sover-
eignty the same year, though in the latter case the leadership had lived 
abroad for many years.41

Angola, however, was a different story, with post-colonial disaster 
awaiting. The three competing movements – the Angolan Liberation 
Movement (Movimento para a Libertação de Angola, MPLA), the 
National Front for the Liberation of Angola (Frente Nacional para a 
Libertação de Angola, FNLA) and the Union for the Total Independence 
of Angola (União para Independência Total de Angola, UNITA) – each 
had zones of ethno-regional support. Their rivalry was complicated 
by the instant importation of the Cold War; each movement had 
external allies and patrons (Soviet Union and Cuba for MPLA; Congo-
Kinshasa and the United States for FNLA; and Zambia and South Africa 
for UNITA). The swiftly weakening Portuguese administration sought 
to broker a transitional coalition regime, as did the Organization of 
African Unity (OAU). However, these efforts foundered on the deep 
mutual distrust of the movements. Arms began to flow in from outside 
sponsors, followed by external combatants and operatives (Cuban, 
Soviet, American, South African, Congolese), and by March 1975 civil 
war broke out in Luanda. On 11 November 1975, in a forlorn end to 
African empire, the last Portuguese governor simply announced he was 
turning power over to ‘the Angolan people’, boarded a waiting ship and 
sailed away.

Portugal reimagined itself as a nation following the inglorious end of 
its African vocation.42 The revolutionary tides of radical socialist and 
communist inspiration peaked in mid-1975, and soon ebbed. However, 
they left their strong imprint on the new constitution, with various 
clauses of Marxist inspiration, and an accompanying wave of nationali-
zations. These measures were, in the years following, gradually eroded 
or erased. The new role as a small but loyal member of the European 
Union fits its scale: imperial grandeur is relegated to the museums, with 
its traces visible in the mestizo and African minorities in Portuguese 
cities, who perhaps had once been empire loyalists. A massive statue 
to Prince Henry the Navigator erected by Salazar stands in Lisbon to 
evoke the age of discoveries, but young generations seem to have little 
nostalgia for the lost colonial splendour.
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The comparative scrutiny of these three cases of outsized empires 
under the sovereignty of small, relatively weak states suggests several 
concluding observations. Riding with the tides of the times and adjust-
ing to a changing international normative order seemed beyond the 
steering capacity of these polities. Empire, even though reluctantly 
assumed by Belgium, tends to find inscription in the inner recesses of 
national identity. The colonies are a transformative elixir dissolving the 
constraints of smallness in a world dominated by the large and power-
ful. The official mind, as well as the public at large, is mesmerized by 
the self-justifying promotional information diffused by colonial infor-
mation offices. In the post-war era, the rapidly changing international 
environment for empire, textured by the Cold War and the rise of an 
anti-imperial third world, subjected all remaining colonizers to substan-
tial pressures. Up until the Second World War, colonial holdings were 
a wholly legitimate form of rule in dominant international society, 
subject only to ethical limits on the scope of coercion. Professions of 
benevolent intent towards the subject populace, unless flagrantly con-
tradicted, sufficed to meet the external legitimation imperative.

After the war, the international normative order evolved swiftly. The 
two superpowers, by different doctrinal pathways, were inimical to the 
perpetuation of colonial empires. So were the multiplying numbers of 
new states in Asia and the Middle East, joined by the formerly quies-
cent Latin American republics in an anti-imperial bloc. The doctrine 
of self-determination entered international jurisprudence in the First 
World War peace settlement but was only applicable to European claim-
ants issuing from the demise of the multi-national Austro-Hungarian, 
Russian and Ottoman Empires. After the Second World War, the right to 
self-determination became extended to colonial territories (though not 
ethnic segments thereof).

States abandon their inherent territorial possessiveness only under 
duress. In 1945 the largest colonizers, France and the United Kingdom, 
were far from accepting an early end to empire. Both, however, after 
a number of false steps and through ad hoc adaptations in the end – 
and notwithstanding decolonization fiascos in Palestine, Vietnam, and 
Algeria – found a pathway to negotiated and brokered power transfer 
that left initially functioning new states (even if only briefly) in the 
wake of transition. They both found mechanisms for cordial post-
colonial ties with many former colonies, through the Commonwealth 
for the United Kingdom, and what became françafrique in the French 
case. The policy framework provided by dominion status in the empire 
provided a framework for negotiated, staged transition from colonial 
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subject to Commonwealth partner that in most former British African 
territories proved serviceable, a template not available to the cases 
under review.

For our three small states, though once loss of empire seemed inevita-
ble each sought some formula for organic post-colonial ties, none suc-
ceeded. Indeed, aborted decolonization in all three cases led to rupture 
of relationships. The Dutch lost all their Indonesian holdings, as well 
as residence rights for their citizens. In all three cases, the disorderly 
circumstances surrounding decolonization led to the massive exodus of 
large settler populations, many abandoning possessions and property: 
more than 500,000 Portuguese and more than 200,000 Dutch citizens.43 
Though over time Belgium became a significant external partner for 
Congo-Kinshasa, the relationship remains ambivalent and marked by 
episodes of tension. Large Belgian capital has long withdrawn from its 
once huge colonial holdings. Portugal is only a moderate player in post-
colonial Lusophone Africa, although the animosities of the liberation 
wars have long subsided.

Autocratic and multi-party parliamentary regimes appeared unsuited 
to consensual decolonization. Dictatorships perhaps remained locked in 
intransigence, perhaps through fear that compromise with anti-colonial 
nationalists would puncture their mystique of omnipotence. The other 
authoritarian African colonizer, Franco’s Spain, was unable to negotiate 
power transfer in Western Sahara, and finally simply abandoned the ter-
ritory to Moroccan occupation. In both the Netherlands and Belgium, 
the capacity of negotiators to find common ground with nationalist 
challengers was constrained by the constant threat to parliamentary 
majorities.

Decolonization almost invariably is a traumatic moment for the 
withdrawing occupant. The wars in Vietnam and Algeria delegitimized 
and finally destroyed the Fourth Republic in France, while a military 
mutiny almost overturned the Fifth in 1961. The 1956 Suez crisis, a 
requiem for an older version of imperial assumptions, ended the career 
of Prime Minister Sir Anthony Eden. But the trauma is even greater for 
the small state condemned to a diminished role in the world through 
loss of empire. Especially for Belgium and Portugal, the loss of colonies 
triggered a far-reaching reconfiguration of the national self. Belgium 
has experienced a creeping federalization and mutual disengagement 
between its component Flemish and Francophone communities. 
Portugal redefined itself as a small state with an identity tied to Europe. 
The therapy of time only slowly eases the pain and humiliation of dis-
orderly disengagement of the small state from its colonial empire.
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This chapter considers the construction of the notion of decolonization 
in the context of national political cultures. It seeks to explore the ques-
tion: What was the role of cultural prejudices and preferences in the 
end of the three biggest European colonial empires in Africa? Answers 
will be provided by tracing the impact of some explicit and recurrent 
cultural prejudices at the level of senior decision makers and officials in 
comparing British, French, and Portuguese decolonization.

It is not possible to show unequivocally here the decisive role of 
political culture in decolonization. My aim is simply to present argu-
ments and evidence from some relevant sources that it did play an 
important role in both setting the pace and helping define the shape of 
decolonization.

Why decolonization myths matter

Decolonization is understood in this text as primarily the formal end of 
colonial empires through ‘the surrender of political sovereignty over the 
peoples of Africa and Asia and the emergence of independent nation-
states’.1 The end of formal empires as proud political and cultural con-
structs is one of the cornerstones of contemporary international politics 
resulting in around 200 states recognized by the United Nations (UN). 
Yet there was no complete military collapse of these colonial powers 
comparable to other cases of imperial demise (Ancient Rome, Tsarist 
Russia). The Second World War seriously weakened Western colonial 
empires in some parts of Asia, but this was not true in sub-Saharan 
Africa. Colonial powers in Africa still had some choice, some ability 
to resist and shape decolonization according to core preferences and 
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prejudices. This is where I believe that taking political culture seriously 
is indispensable.

Myth is defined for the purposes of my analysis as a widely shared 
‘traditional story of ostensibly historical events that serves to unfold 
part of the world view of a people or explain a practice, belief’. 
A ‘popular belief or tradition […] especially: one embodying the ideals 
and institutions of a society or segment of society’. This is Barthe’s 
definition in his seminal book Mythologies that significantly provides 
as an example of the importance of myths in late modernity a cover 
of Paris-Match with a young black soldier saluting the French flag. 
He interprets this as an affirmation of the myth of France as a ‘great 
empire’ in which ‘all’ ‘without colour discrimination’ ‘served her 
faithfully’.2 The importance of myths of empire has also been explored 
in the field of international relations but with a focus on imperial 
expansion.3 Surely it is equally worth exploring the myths of the end 
of empire, the myths of decolonization.

There has been some reference to potential myths of decolonization 
in key works on British or Portuguese decolonization. For instance, John 
Darwin made a strong case against romantic delusions of a well-planned 
British decolonization. The imperial legacy was artfully repackaged as 
the great work of nation building, but this could not disguise the grow-
ing fragility of British global power leading to frequent crises and unex-
pected accelerations of decolonization.4 Norrie Macqueen has argued 
that the notion of the Portuguese coup of April 1974 organized by the 
Armed Forces Movement (Movimento das Forças Armadas, MFA) as a 
fourth liberation movement aimed at decolonization was a convenient 
façade covering the loss of colonies by the military by turning them 
into liberators overseas as well as at home.5

But while these mythical narratives may not be good guides for objec-
tive analysis, they are important social constructions with real impact, 
and require careful study. A book that illustrates the importance of this 
process of cultural construction is the pioneering work on the French 
‘invention of decolonization’ by Todd Shepard; another is a recent col-
lective volume on the ‘French colonial mind’.6

The last Portuguese (overseas) territories co-ordination minister argues 
that it took more than a decade of wars in Africa for ‘the greater power 
of realities over convictions’ regarding overseas Portuguese territories to 
prevail, leading to decolonization.7 This is surely a powerful indication 
that it is both wrong to ignore the real, potentially even deadly, power 
of political culture, and to argue its influence has no limits.
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Approach and research questions

D. K. Fieldhouse is right in pointing out that ‘the history of imperialism is 
distinct from that of particular imperial possessions’.8 Even if we were to 
concur with Ronald Robinson that ‘British and French imperialism are as 
different as chalk from cheese’, we would still need comparative studies to 
better understand how and why.9 The addition of a third case – Portugal – 
offers the added value of making it more difficult to argue in terms of 
simplistic dichotomies. These are also the three largest colonial empires 
in Africa, even if Portugal is often quickly dismissed as a marginal odd-
ity. And while the comparative analysis of the history of decolonization 
has been present for some time, it is still indispensable to fully compre-
hend such an international phenomenon as decolonization.10

The second main element of my analytical approach is a focus on 
culture, in particular political and strategic culture. But is this not too 
fuzzy and undetermined to be of use in rigorous analysis? This has been 
debated in depth in the field of international relations, with advocates 
of a culturalist approach to international politics arguing convincingly 
that norms condition what is deemed acceptable in a given commu-
nity/organization and often have a demonstrable impact in terms of 
perceptions, discourse, and behaviour.11 The so-called constructivist 
school has emerged around the importance of culture understood as 
norms, that is collective expectations about proper behaviour for a 
given identity. Even if it accepts that ‘the presence of norms does not 
dictate compliance. Any new or emergent norm must compete with 
existing, perhaps countervailing, ones’.12 The notions of Greater France 
or Portugal are prime examples of a social definition of identity seri-
ously constraining what is deemed do-able and acceptable in terms of 
political culture. The triumph of the new international norm of decolo-
nization therefore required the difficult task of reconstructing national 
identity.

The key questions derived from this approach are: In what way have 
cultural preferences affected decisions on decolonization? Was this seen 
as a menace to the basic identity, the constitutional norms of a certain 
polity? How was this overcome or accommodated?

Britain: from liberal colonial power to centre 
of the Commonwealth?

Pragmatism is often emphasized as the cornerstone of Britain’s approach 
to decolonization. Based on a massive collection of documentation, 
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Ronald Hyam concludes that from the Second World War on, ‘prag-
matic tactics operated over a broad spectrum of colonial problems’. 
John Darwin argues that ‘British governments, or certainly their advi-
sors in the Foreign Office, prided themselves on their pragmatism’.13 
This might seem as incompatible with the importance of cultural fac-
tors. In fact we see this proud pragmatism as an affirmation of a strong 
cultural preference. Furthermore, even if taken at face value and as 
an unproblematic affirmation of a preference for a more instrumen-
tal approach to reality, it does not automatically guarantee success in 
achieving an unbiased, coldly realistic vision of the actors and actions 
about which to be pragmatic. For instance, it does not guarantee an 
unprejudiced attitude towards colonized peoples, their elites and their 
ability for self-rule. Nor does it automatically dictate any less of a wish 
for (pragmatically) insisting on as much (pragmatic) metropolitan 
imperial control throughout the process as possible. It did not pre-
clude British elites from showing some political blindness in an initial 
absolute refusal of decolonization, because of the alleged (pragmatic) 
strategic necessity for bases in the Suez, Cyprus, Aden or even Kenya 
and Rhodesia with its white settlers.14 Pragmatism is, in other words, 
less linear than it might seem, but it was certainly a strong preference 
in British political culture and one that did have some impact.

The most obvious evidence of this British pragmatism came with 
the official reviews of costs and benefits of overseas territories. These 
reflected an attitude after the Second World War of cutting adrift from 
dependencies that were net losers, like Burma and Palestine, while 
keeping those ‘possessions which remained bankable assets’.15 Malaya 
was the paradigmatic example of a dollar-earner exporter of commodi-
ties essential for the sterling area that should – pragmatically – be kept 
under colonial control as long as possible and carefully entrusted to 
friendly elites.

The most cited – and one of the most systematic – of these reviews 
was ordered by Prime Minister Harold Macmillan in 1957. Perhaps less 
obviously important for decolonization, but arguably even more deci-
sive, were the strategic defence reviews under Conservative defence sec-
retary Duncan Sandys, also in 1957, and Labour defence secretary Denis 
Healey in 1965. The interesting point is that these wider reviews of colo-
nial costs and benefits were relatively inconclusive – another illustra-
tion that pragmatism does not necessarily provide unequivocal answers 
for complex political questions. But the defence reviews were very con-
clusive regarding the colonial policy implications of deep defence cuts. 
The defence White Paper of 1957 states: ‘It is […] in the true interest of 
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defence that the claims of military expenditure should be considered 
in conjunction with the need to maintain the country’s financial and 
economic strength’.16 One key implication of these defence reviews was 
that there should be no major overseas counter-insurgency campaigns 
in the future.17 The decisions to get out even more quickly of central 
and eastern Africa, after the Nyasaland Emergency of 1959, or not to 
engage more in the campaign in South Arabia (Aden) and eventually to 
withdraw from all British bases east of the Suez were the logical conclu-
sion of this. As Healey made clear when discussing the implications of 
the 1965 defence cuts: ‘there were two military tasks that we could not 
undertake in the future’, one of those being ‘large-scale long-term coun-
terinsurgency operations’.18 The British approach to decolonization 
therefore changed from being (in the late-1940s and early-1950s) one 
of pragmatically balancing between places to stay and fight and places 
to leave, to one (from the end of the 1950s) in which the need to avoid 
any more conflicts to stop or slow decolonization became increasingly 
paramount.

Two further points should be underlined. The first is that even if not 
always offering an obvious answer, this pragmatic attitude was not seen 
as anti-patriotic anathema as was the case for a long time in discussions 
of French and Portuguese decolonization. The reactions to the argu-
ments of the leading French public intellectual Raymond Aron are para-
digmatic, with him being widely attacked, including by senior political 
figures, for selling the national honour and ignoring the moral duty of 
France when he argued precisely for a policy review of French engage-
ment in Algeria and Africa in light of ‘economic pragmatism’.19

The second is that pragmatism does not eliminate culture. Not only 
can it be seen as in itself an expression of a cultural preference, but it 
cannot work independently from perceptions of reality that are often 
biased by cultural prejudices. This is best illustrated by the fact that 
this British pragmatism was comforted by what proved to be a largely 
illusory myth of decolonization; that pro-British, or at least pragmatic, 
moderate forces would prevail in former colonies, and that as independ-
ent countries they would consequently continue to turn to Britain for 
experienced guidance.20

The central importance in British decolonization policy of a Whig 
narrative of deliberate gradual development of the dependent territo-
ries into self-governing dominions and then independent members of 
the Commonwealth is clear from the start. Creech Jones – the colonial 
secretary in the post-1945 Labour Government that initiated the pro-
cess of decolonization – stated unequivocally in a widely distributed 
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report that ‘the central purpose of British colonial policy is simple. It is 
to guide the colonial territories to responsible self-government within 
the Commonwealth’. This vision may well be criticized as self-serving, 
paternalistic; representative of a grand plan that was never really imple-
mented. Though to be fair, in the same document it is pragmatically 
recognized that ‘though the policy is clear enough, the problems to be 
overcome in carrying it out are numerous and complex’.21 Yet regard-
less of these problems, the central British myth of decolonization was 
still relevant.

A 1946 guideline for propaganda signed by Herbert Morrison for the 
Central Office of Information and the British Council global network 
stated that ‘Britain is the centre of a world-wide association of free 
peoples’, the British Commonwealth makes it a ‘world power’ with the 
credibility and the will to approach the various ‘problems presented 
by the administration of backward tropical territories which comprised 
the greater part of the colonial empire’ in terms that were ‘both liberal 
and dynamic’.22 Naturally, in a significant sign of the importance of 
historical change in cultural sensibility, today the notion of backward 
tropical territories would not be seen as liberal or pragmatic, but rather 
as strongly prejudiced. This gives evidence of a crucial point I wish to 
underline here: even during decolonization, and because of cultural 
prejudices shaping it, there was no notion of real as opposed to formal 
equality between colonizers and colonized.

The myth of British decolonization presents an ideal image of the 
latter as: first, the continuation of the glorious history of gradual con-
stitutional development of the British peoples; second, the affirmation 
of the liberal character of British colonialism, the appropriate kind for 
a political community that identified deeply with liberalism as well as 
with pragmatism; third, not a rebuttal but a culmination of the civiliz-
ing mission of the British among primitive natives; and fourth, not 
undermining but enhancing its global great power status. This may not 
be very helpful as a guide to the concrete difficulties of setting actual 
policy in all its details, but it is certainly very revealing about the kind of 
mainstream cultural preferences according to which senior British offi-
cials and decision makers perceived and tried to shape decolonization.

The fact that two major aspects of British identity could be used to 
facilitate the acceptance of decolonization’s appropriateness certainly 
made it easier. One was its linkage with a long liberal heritage. The other 
was the composite nature of the British polity uniting in shared alle-
giance to the Crown varied and varying institutional entities, starting 
with the United Kingdom itself and extending to the dominions. David 
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Cannadine’s approach to empire as a historical construct closely linked 
to British national identity is particularly fruitful, especially his insight 
into the impact of decolonization as happening not just overseas but 
also in Britain. This chapter hopes to contribute to the effort to grapple 
with that process of reconstruction of the British identity during decolo-
nization by comparing it with other cases.23

The acceptance of decolonization was also made easier by a great degree 
of cultural commonality between the UK and the US – enthusiastically 
‘discovered’ by British elites after 1945. This tended to make British elites 
slightly more comfortable with a pressure for decolonization coming from 
the US. The reverse was true in the case of France and Portugal, which had 
very strong reservations about a process seen as the result of self-serving 
Anglo-Saxon powers sticking together bound by a common culture.24

France: from republican empire to francophonie?

There is a strong preference in mainstream French culture for rationality 
understood in terms of a uniformity of approach commonly referred to 
as Cartesianism. This has visible effects from the orthogonal landscape 
design of public parks to the way diplomatic negotiations are conducted 
with what is often perceived by others as rigidness and arrogance.25 De 
Gaulle, the dominant political figure in French politics during the most 
crucial stage of decolonization, is often perceived abroad as an example 
of this. Yet he was himself aware of this as a potential problem, at least 
in others, complaining about the French mind ‘age-old allurements of 
the a priori, the absolute and the dogmatic’.26

Girardet in his seminal study of French colonial ideology describes 
well the impact of this trend in the ‘ever present centralizing and 
unitary mentality’ that made any significant devolution within the so-
called French Union, created after 1946, very difficult to accept in prin-
ciple and implement in practice.27 This French determination to impose 
a similar Cartesian approach to its relations to its overseas territories did 
not exclude change. But it did shape a particular kind of change; for 
instance, the response to the new challenge posed by the independence 
of Guinea Conakry in 1958. Change should logically be led by Paris, 
should ensure by a formal treaty and informal networks a strong linkage 
with and publicly expressed gratitude to France, and result in a similar 
status for all large French territories in continental Africa.

But how could the French be so rational and apparently – with hind-
sight and taking decolonization as a given – pursue such an irrational 
policy? Arguably, this was the case especially of French Algeria, formally 
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a (special) part of the metropole itself. This made any attempt at rational 
cost/benefit analysis very difficult to accept as appropriate. The repeated 
violent reactions – from military pronunciamentos to assassination 
attempts – against decolonization of Algeria, targeting first the Fourth 
Republic and then President de Gaulle, throughout the late 1950s and 
early 1960s, prove the real importance of this kind of cultural taboo for 
policymakers who want to survive, literally, not just politically. It was 
no accident that Aron referred to the heroism of letting-go (l’héroisme 
de l’abandon) being required to pursue decolonization, particularly of 
Algeria, in the context of French political culture of this period.28

The strong mainstream consensus in France – from the Left to the 
Right, with the exception of the Communist Party and some left-wing 
Catholics, but only after 1956 – concerning the need to honour the 
constitutional norm that France extended from Dunkirk to Tamanrasset 
did not result, however, in a strong French government during this cru-
cial period. The emphasis on a unitary republic can therefore be seen 
as reflecting a long-term cultural preference for centralization, but also 
a form of over-compensation for the very real fragmentation in French 
politics. Not only was the French party system very fragmented, but 
basic constitutional norms of the Fourth Republic – dating from 1946 – 
were not supported by two of its strongest parties: the Communists 
and the Gaullists. The idea of the ‘weakness of the [political] institu-
tions’, in fact, gained increasing popularity as an explanation for the 
ills of France. This made the governing elite all the more anxious to 
rally support around the flag by appealing to the ideal of republican 
imperialism.29

Regardless of or despite calculations, the degree to which political 
leaders or intellectuals were also permeable to the power of these cul-
tural norms that were closely linked with the social construction of 
national identity should not be underestimated. The very influential 
editor of Nouvel Observateur, Jean Daniel, states that in the mid-1950s all 
the political elite, but also all the intellectual elite, saw Algeria as ‘irre-
versibly French’ regardless of the criticism they might have of its mis-
management. And he went further by saying that ‘it is difficult to make 
people understand’ nowadays that ‘French Algeria’ was then ‘something 
so natural’ that it was ‘audacious to discuss and blasphemous to ques-
tion’.30 This was demonstrated through the massive parliamentary 
majority that voted for the granting of special powers to the govern-
ment in 1956 to deal with the Algerian insurgency.31 These are clear 
markers of strong mainstream cultural norms – requiring unquestioning 
acceptance of certain assumptions, certain taboos that are then difficult 
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to understand for people in other contexts. This is also evidence of how 
they could become major obstacles to decolonization. The Algerian 
War (1954–62) can be seen as a paradigmatic example of how ‘war is an 
extension of culture, as well as politics’.32

The relation with the rest of overseas France was not as legally pre-
determined as with the so-called Algerian departments. But the great 
ideals of the French republic were still seen as the best chance for the 
liberation of the native population by better integration into a great 
fraternal French Union, the core myth that made this republican empire 
fit with French self-perception. These more idealistic assumptions 
were reinforced by the strong conviction that the greatness of France 
depended on Greater France overseas, and so did its security. The very 
recent trauma of the German occupation during the Second World War, 
and the role of the colonies and the colonial Army in reviving French 
fortunes by rallying to the Free France of de Gaulle, only reinforced this. 
In a speech in 1944 in Brazzaville, de Gaulle had promised progress for 
the colonies. But after 1945, he emphasized, and his followers devoutly 
echoed, the notion that for France ‘to lose the French Union would be 
a downgrade in status that might cost us our independence. To keep it, 
to give it vigour, is to remain great and consequently free’.33 It took the 
cumulative erosion caused by the successive wars of decolonization in 
Indochina (1946–54) and Algeria (1954–62), and growing international 
isolation, to eventually force de Gaulle and a majority of Frenchmen to 
do some painful rethinking.

In the meantime, however, decolonization had been made more dif-
ficult because the war in Algeria gave an increasingly strong role to the 
French Army, which traditionally saw itself as the guardian of empire. 
This allowed the military to add its own veto to that of multiple politi-
cal actors, blocking any major change and creating even more of an 
impasse.34 The return of de Gaulle to power was the ultimate proof of 
this, being the direct result of the military pronunciamento of 13 May 
1958 – even if the end result would be the exact opposite of the wishes 
of those colonial officers who promoted it. The French Empire ‘offered 
a field of glory for the fighting services […] it is this part played by the 
French army in Africa […] which explains the attitude of certain “colo-
nels” of the present time, and their implacable hostility to the prospect 
of “decolonization”’.35 For colonial officers, the survival of their corpo-
rate identity, the meaning of their life of service overseas, was at stake.

One of the most influential of these colonial officers, Colonel 
Trinquier, chose for his memoirs the title Le Temps Perdu – his life 
defending Greater France had been wasted. He had, after all, been a 
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major actor in developing French counter-insurgency in Indochina and 
Algeria, had advocated the use of brutal interrogation – torture – to 
defeat the National Liberation Front (Front de Libération Nationale, 
FLN) network in Algeria. He had been a major player behind the May 
1958 pronunciamento that led to the fall of the Fourth Republic, a fact 
duly acknowledged by Trinquier’s appointment as the third-highest 
ranking figure in the Algiers committee of public safety. This provides 
context for a revealing tête-à-tête with de Gaulle. The new French presi-
dent made a point of visiting the remote sector to which Trinquier had 
been transferred after all officers had been ordered out of politics. De 
Gaulle told Trinquier: ‘You people must not press me!’ Trinquier replied 
that, surely, he ‘did not reproach the army for its passion for Algeria’. 
De Gaulle curtly replied: ‘Every passion has its limits!’36 This is reveal-
ing of the kind of high emotional attachment to goals that are highly 
valued culturally.

Reason and therefore decolonization had to prevail over strongly 
entrenched cultural preferences. To do this de Gaulle would need to 
legitimise his Fifth Republic centred on a ‘Clausewitzian presidency’ 
with total control over all key strategic decisions.37

General de Gaulle may have been emotionally torn between the pre-
sent rational need to turn the page on the glorious past of the French 
Empire, but he was also uniquely equipped with charisma and cultural 
sensibility to make this as acceptable as possible in the context of 
French political culture. What de Gaulle believed was required was a 
reconstruction of French national identity and a reframing of its links 
with former colonies, but also the reconstruction of the French Republic 
so as to make the state stronger, to overcome the difficult problems not 
only of imposing decolonization but also of rebuilding post-colonial 
French status in the world.

De Gaulle decided upon the strategic necessity of abandoning Algeria, 
not because of a sudden conversion to the goodness of emancipation, 
or the equality of the colonized. In fact he described the task of decolo-
nization as a ‘cruel trial’, but it was necessary to ‘disengage from the 
costs, no longer countered by benefits, of our empire’.38 There was also 
a wider global normative calculation in his choice, as he put it to a close 
confidant, to recover French prestige ‘we cannot have the entire world 
against us’.39 This only shows that de Gaulle’s cultural preferences and 
assumptions, and his difficulty in overcoming them, were not funda-
mentally different from those of his adversaries.

President de Gaulle also moved towards decolonization, however, 
because in his understanding of French identity it would be absurd to 
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try to retain sovereignty by integrating fully all Algerians as citizens of 
France, as required after the collapse of the international legitimacy of 
the standard of civilization that had solved the contradictions of having 
a republican empire. It would simply be unimaginable, in his strongly 
culturalist, if not racialist, vision of France, to eventually have an ‘Arab 
in the Elysée’ as French president.40

Another key concern for de Gaulle was to avoid any impression of a 
new traumatic and humiliating defeat, to be able to say: ‘there will be 
no Dien Bien Phu. The army will withdraw victorious’ from Algeria.41 As 
for decolonization more broadly, he explicitly stated that it was essen-
tial to grant independence voluntarily not ‘by a defeat inflicted by the 
colonized on the colonizers’.42 The success of the Challe Plan In Algeria 
and the defeat of an uprising in the Cameroons provided him with 
that in 1959–60. De Gaulle also needed a political victory. He turned 
the October 1958 referendum into a choice for him, for the new con-
stitution of the Fifth Republic, but also in the overseas territories into 
a choice for France. Vote ‘Yes for France’ as his propaganda posters put 
it. His victory meant he could present his decision for decolonization 
in 1959–60 as not being imposed by Algerians or other Africans, but as 
wisely given by France, despite the continued political allegiance of the 
population of their overseas territories. Even if this has a strong dimen-
sion of myth – because it is unclear how representative the vote was or 
how long this would last – it still performed an important symbolic role. 
It was indeed especially important for the acceptance of decolonization 
in terms of French political culture for de Gaulle to be able to plausibly 
argue, as he did, that France was ‘leading the people of overseas France 
into self-rule and at the same time building between them and us close 
co-operation’. The French manifest destiny as a universal civilizing 
power would not be lost, because ‘the progress, the friendship, the 
attitudes, the interests’ that had resulted from French ‘vocation of influ-
ence and expansion would make them privileged partners’ of France.43

Once the decision by de Gaulle was made to accelerate towards decolo-
nization it was naturally carried out according to a Cartesian logic. If a few 
wanted to go – namely in 1959, the leaders of Madagascar and Mali – then 
all had to go. This imposition of a French approach is best illustrated by 
the fact that the presidents of the Ivory Coast and Gabon had to be more 
or less pressed into independence, even if most pro-French African leaders 
were showing a growing desire for a more prestigious international status. 
The norm of union with France without independence could be logically 
replaced by a new norm of close co-operation with independence for all 
major French territories in the African continent.44
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This turned out to be not just culturally adequate, but also really sig-
nificant with the emergence of a French sphere of influence in most of 
its African colonies, with formal summits of francophonie and frequent 
state visits being complemented by close support for African ruling 
elites by French intelligence and military force if need be.45 For all 
the weaknesses and normative criticism that can be made of this neo-
colonial French way of decolonization, for all the bad press it has had in 
English, the fact remains that France was the most successful case of the 
three in obtaining, at least for a while, the stated aims of this Gaulliste 
decolonization. Not bad for a Gaullist France so often accused of delu-
sions of grandeur, and powerful evidence that to see culture and power, 
myth and reality as fundamentally opposite is simply wrong.46

The decolonization of French sub-Saharan Africa was made to con-
form to French political culture. A French preference for Cartesian uni-
formity led to a rapid uniform granting of independence to all the major 
French colonies in continental Africa.

This created some difficulties for Britain, which suddenly could no 
longer keep on planning for a more conditioned and slower decolo-
nization in certain areas of central and eastern Africa and claim that 
it was the great liberal colonial power. Not when even France, soon to 
be followed by Belgium – that had long provided a useful contrast for 
British diplomats – was granting it all and granting it fast. Whitehall 
still claimed it was not going to be pressed; in fact it suddenly had to 
accelerate its pace if it wanted to keep its myth of decolonization alive 
and avoid alienating African elites. Portugal would, of course, be in even 
greater difficulties.

Most crucial of all, this Cartesian shaping of French decolonization, 
granting independence to all its African colonies in 1960, not only 
made the ‘year of Africa’ at the UN possible; it was also vital in creating 
the very concept of decolonization that only then entered common 
usage.

Portugal: from Republican imperialism to 
fraternal liberation

Portuguese imperial policy under Salazar, who ruled the country from 
1928–68, has been portrayed as paradigmatic of lack of realism, of a 
fundamental disconnect between foreign policy and international sys-
temic imperatives of realpolitik. It would therefore seem to provide the 
ideal case to show the potentially overwhelming influence of cultural 
political constructs in determining foreign policy against any rational 
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calculation of interest. And yet, as we just argued, a linear concept of 
the decolonization of Africa was far from clear until at least 1959–60.

Still, when in 1963 George Ball, a US undersecretary of state, was sent 
by President Kennedy as a personal envoy to try to convince Salazar 
to be more realistic and adopt a policy of gradual decolonization, he 
reported to Washington that he had failed, because Portugal was ruled 
not by one dictator but ‘by a triumvirate consisting of Vasco da Gama, 
Prince Henry the Navigator and Salazar’.47 Ball was right in pointing 
to the importance of a deep-rooted colonial nationalism in Portuguese 
political culture. But this was neither exclusive of the New State regime, 
nor did it mean Salazar was totally lost in the past and unaware of the 
dynamics of the modern world or the potential costs of his choice.

There is evidence that this manifest colonial mission was deeply 
rooted and widespread in Portuguese political culture for most of the 
20th century. It was not simply something forced by Salazar’s authori-
tarian regime. Salazar claimed that ‘this union [with the overseas territo-
ries] gives us an indispensable optimism and sense of greatness’;48 while 
General Norton de Matos – supported by all the groups opposing Salazar 
as their presidential candidate in 1949 – in his electoral manifesto went 
as far as to state: ‘the Nation is one […] the development of the colo-
nies must therefore be properly called national development, because 
there is no such thing as colonial policy, there is only national policy’.49 
Almeida Santos, an influential figures of a new generation of political 
leaders opposing the New State regime, who would himself eventually 
play an important role in the decolonization process, in 1974–75 as 
the last (overseas) territories co-ordination minister, did not hesitate to 
confess his conviction that in 1961, when Salazar reacted by sending 
massive numbers of troops against the first major nationalist uprising in 
Angola, ‘he [Salazar] had with him the majority of the people, including 
some of his most prestigious political adversaries’.50

This very strong and widespread political prejudice in favour of a 
Greater Portugal was formalized into Portuguese constitutional law by 
the Colonial Act of 1930, which stated in Article 2 that: ‘it is part of the 
organic essence of the Portuguese nation to pursue the historic mission 
of holding and colonizing overseas territories, and civilizing their native 
populations’; and that all territories under Portuguese sovereignty were 
part of a unitary Portuguese Republic.51 In 1951 the empire was replaced 
by the even more integrationist concept of Overseas Provinces, formally 
part of a single multi-racial and pluri-continental single Portuguese state.

The Portuguese military was particularly immersed in this political 
culture that saw the empire as part of a glorious legacy going back to the 
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golden age of the discoveries. Officers – who would later became 
critical of colonialism and who played crucial roles in the post-1974 
decolonization process – recognize that initially they too saw ‘their’ 
counter-insurgency as the continuation of the epic of the africanistas, 
officers who became part of the national pantheon of heroes because 
of their role in occupying Angola, Mozambique, and Guinea. This was 
even more the case, of course, among the militant nationalists who vol-
unteered to fight in Africa. For them, Portuguese Africa and the whole 
empire overseas was ‘a myth, a principle, and as with all myths […] 
untouchable, indisputable’.52 Any wavering in this respect, moreover, 
by an authoritarian regime that had as its official motto ‘Everything for 
the Nation’ would have potentially disastrous political costs, as would 
be shown by the reactions to the feeble attempts of Salazar’s successor 
Marcelo Caetano to change something in the Portuguese politico-
administrative framework overseas.53

Does this mean that Portugal was so blinded by cultural prejudices 
that it refused to see decolonization coming its way? In part the answer 
is yes. And yet Salazar always prided himself of being a realpolitiker, as 
is made clear by his reaction to American attempts to make him see the 
world as Washington did. After an attempt at regime change resulted in 
a failed pronunciamento by senior military commanders in April 1961, 
Salazar complained to a close confidant that he did not mind so much 
the politically logical attempt ‘to get rid of me’, what ‘irritates me is the 
fact they are treating me as a fool’, that is as someone whose political 
differences with Washington could only be the result of his failure to 
understand global politics.

Salazar could credibly claim that he did not ignore the strong global 
trend towards decolonization, or the risks in resisting it, but he still 
wanted to fight it for reasons that had to do with culturally shaped 
preferences as well as a certain perception of realpolitik. Indeed, in 
1957 – anticipating Macmillan’s famous speech, and probably reflect-
ing knowledge of Eisenhower’s second inaugural address, and most 
certainly his analysis of the implications of the Suez Franco-British 
debacle – Salazar publicly stated that ‘one of the winds that dominate 
the world is anti-colonialism’.54 What he probably did not expect was 
for the wind to gain so much speed so quickly. Portugal was partly 
deceived by the confidential information it was receiving from quadri-
partite consultations with Belgium, Britain, and France, during which it 
was far from clear that speedy decolonization of all of Africa was on the 
cards until as late as 1959, namely for the territories bordering Angola 
and Mozambique. To a certain degree, Salazar was therefore most likely 
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somewhat surprised by the sudden and generalized nature of French 
and then Belgian decolonization in Africa.

Salazar’s conclusions even then remained different from the ones 
extracted by Macmillan or even de Gaulle. He would not seek to appease 
this new political wave by giving in to it. The Portuguese dictator 
believed he had to resist this wind of change at all costs because it was 
contrary to his notion of Portuguese identity as a great country whose 
manifest destiny it was to be present overseas.

Salazar knew this was a risky option for a relatively weak country 
like Portugal. In a private conversation with one of his confidants, who 
questioned him about the state of national defence, Salazar simply 
replied: ‘in the case of Portugal […] it is a permanent miracle!’ But in his 
view, the very existence of Portugal as a truly independent state of some 
importance in the world was at stake. Salazar’s vision of international 
politics took into account power politics but also what can perhaps best 
be characterized as a notion of balance of wills, where strong convic-
tions and firmness in defence of a certain vision had a major role as a 
power multiplier. Salazar argued in November 1951 that while no state 
was ever ‘entirely free’, it was possible to resist foreign pressure if: first, 
there was a clear political vision; second, the latter was pursued relent-
lessly by a strong government with solid public support.55

Two major questions remain. Would a different regime have acted dif-
ferently and decolonized earlier? What happened to these cultural pref-
erences that led to a collapse of the commitment to a Greater Portugal 
alongside the collapse of the New State in 1974?

The first question is impossible to answer definitively, inevitably requir-
ing speculative counter-factuals. But this comparative approach allows us 
to point out that France had a democratic regime but with a very simi-
lar political culture to that of Portugal in terms of the importance of a 
republican empire and of a profoundly colonial nationalism. Therefore 
a democratic regime in Portugal in the 1950s or 1960s would plausibly 
not have been less nationalistic than that of France. On the other hand, 
it is probably true that a democratic regime in Portugal would have 
been more open to outside pressure than the one led by Salazar – as the 
French Fourth Republic indeed was, but then this was a major factor in 
its downfall in 1958. It is worth bearing in mind that the only realistic 
option of a fall of the New State during this period was the failed military 
pronunciamento of April 1961, which had been preceded by informal 
conversations between the military leaders involved in the attempt 
to force some kind of regime change and the US Embassy. During the 
talks, these possible future leaders of Portugal asked for, and apparently 
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obtained, informal US support for a prolonged period of transition end-
ing in self-determination, but not necessarily independence. The most 
that can be said is that it would be mistaken to take as a given that, in 
light of Portuguese political culture, decolonization could have been pur-
sued with ease by a different of Portuguese regime.

What had changed then, in the run-up to 1974? There were short-
term triggers, like the global crisis of 1973, which hit Portugal par-
ticularly hard; and the replacement of Salazar by a less charismatic 
successor, Marcelo Caetano. Caetano, even if he had more doubts than 
Salazar about the possibility of full integration and of successful resist-
ance, still felt very much bound by the taboo that the fatherland could 
not be questioned. Therefore, in his eyes, any changes in Portuguese 
Africa would have had to be contained within a vague ‘progressive 
autonomy’. Perhaps he would have liked to go further, perhaps not. 
He avowedly ‘belonged to a generation to whom overseas [territories] 
had become the focus of national hopes […] the Republic was from 
the beginning a dogmatic defender of the overseas heritage’. For him 
independence, certainly in the short to medium term, was simply 
unthinkable: ‘Portuguese public opinion would be nauseated to see the 
butchers [i.e. the nationalist insurgents] rewarded’. He went on to ask 
rhetorically: ‘[H]ow could we give up [to] a few dozen adventurers all 
these people, the work we had accomplished?’56

The Portuguese population had also changed. Demographic growth 
had led to an increasingly young population that was more and more 
integrated into Western Europe because of better education, economic 
migration, and the flow of migrants and tourists from Europe every 
summer; because, among the elites, of membership of NATO and the 
European Free Trade Association (EFTA). The urgency of a rethink evi-
dently came from the protracted and seemingly endless nature of the war 
to which all this younger population were exposed as conscripts. This was 
even more the case for the reduced cadre of professional officers, whose 
colonial patriotism was brutally tried by the experience of often three 
two-year tours of combat duty in Africa in the span of a decade. This was 
made more urgent given the possibility of serious military problems from 
1973 onwards, at least in Guinea, where a number of military outposts on 
the borders were on the verge of becoming a Portuguese Dien Bien Phu. 
Last but not least, the close identification of the war and the empire with 
an increasingly discredited authoritarian regime ended up increasingly 
discrediting by association the tradition of nationalist imperialism.

What is amazing, in light of this context, is not that the will to fight 
against decolonization of many military officers collapsed in April 1974. 



142 Bruno Cardoso Reis

Rather, it is the fact that strong cultural attachments to this idea of a 
Greater Portugal kept the struggle going for more than a decade, and 
that, indeed, some of the leading officers in the April 1974 coup, not 
least its first formal leader General Spínola, still tried to retain some 
kind of close federal connection with at least Angola. In the book that 
helped ignite the revolution and promote Spínola to head the new tran-
sitional junta – Portugal e o Futuro (Portugal and the Future) – he argued 
for a Lusitanian federation. More importantly, he argued this should be 
achieved by ‘gradual evolution’ to permit the ‘development in political 
consciousness of all populations’ – that is, of whatever colour – as a 
way towards ‘self-determination’ that would preserve ‘harmonious and 
permanent unity’.57 The points of contact with other myths of decolo-
nization are obvious.

Major crises like a war or a revolution – or, in the case of Portugal, 
both – are typically necessary to allow a major revision of deeply rooted 
cultural norms and identity. They allowed the unthinkable decoloniza-
tion to become conceivable. Yet decolonization still required some kind 
of cultural myth-making to make it more acceptable. As one of the most 
politically committed officers in the MFA, Major Melo Antunes later 
acknowledged, the suppression of a reference to independence or even 
 self-determination in the coup manifesto – that he wrote for the most 
part – was due to the fact that ‘despite all the cares in terms of seman-
tics’ this was still ‘an extremely delicate subject’.58

Even in defeat, when forced by circumstances on the ground in Africa 
and politically in Portugal to move faster towards independence than 
he had hoped, Spínola still tried to save his honour and the myth of 
decolonization he was attempting to create by affirming that this was 
just another way to achieve what had always been his ultimate vision. 
This was why Spínola claimed the Law of July 1974 corresponded to 
his aims of self-determination going back to his time as governor of 
Portuguese Guinea. Another way of doing this was to identify the for-
mer Portuguese regime as their common oppressor, and point to inde-
pendence as shared liberation. The Portuguese military conspirators, 
the MFA, who openly took over from Spínola after September 1974, 
quickly came to frame themselves as the fourth armed liberation move-
ment, closely identifying with the nationalist anti-colonial movements 
in Angola, Mozambique, and Guinea, as brothers-in-arms, all victims 
of the oppression, the violence, and the war imposed by the former 
Portuguese regime.

National liberation in Portugal – democratization – was increasingly 
seen as logically implying decolonization, that is national liberation for 
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its African territories. This may well be largely a myth and a cover for 
many military officers who wanted to stop fighting. But even if this was 
the case, the question remains: Why did this myth become necessary? 
Why not simply state the obvious interest in stopping the conflict? 
In my view, the answer is that Portugal also required some variant of the 
myth of decolonization for it to be acceptable as the appropriate and 
honourable thing to do, not as simply being forced by military exhaus-
tion – and this was indeed not necessarily the case in all theatres. And 
here again we are caught in the traps of political culture; if the regime, 
and more broadly Portuguese nationalism, had for so long presented 
the overseas territories as one Ultramar, then conversely they had to 
decolonize them as one, even areas like East Timor where, initially at 
least, it is unclear this was what locals wished.

Decolonization was perceived and portrayed not as a sacrifice of 
a close Lusotropical connection with former colonies, but rather as 
the creation of new and better bonds, of a new fraternal community 
based not only on shared language and culture, which would not be 
lost, but also shared oppression and liberation. We should not dismiss 
out of hand myths’ power of attraction even for their own creators, or 
their real political impact. Melo Antunes was the major military figure 
in the MFA articulating this programme of rapid decolonization, and 
also for years after the 1974 coup an influential figure as a presidential 
advisor working towards closer relations with the former Portuguese 
colonies. Some of his even more revolutionary comrades went on 
to sacrifice their military careers for their – more or less recent, but 
sincere – radical political convictions, sometimes in exile in the 
 former colonies.

The Portuguese case certainly seems to show that, even in the face 
of major, international systemic pressure and international  normative 
 ruptures, to change cultural preferences that are deeply rooted in 
domestic political traditions requires not only time and major crises 
and/or losing a war, but also some effort at reframing identity by cul-
tural myth-making.

Conclusion: myths of decolonization and their study

The main common element of the myths of decolonization in these 
three cases was that decolonization should not be equated with defeat, 
decline, or a definitive loss of a traditional overseas connection. From 
this common aspect derive specific constructions of decolonization 
according to different political cultures. In the case of Britain, there 
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was the Whig version of the history of decolonization as a great liberal 
design pragmatically administered resulting in the Commonwealth. 
In the case of France, there was the ideal of a republican empire  giving 
way to a French Union and then la francophonie. The union of French-
speaking countries could be presented plausibly as being wisely trans-
formed by de Gaulle’s Fifth Republic into a francophonie united by a 
shared language and a shared culture, with Paris still its undisputed 
centre. In the case of Portugal, the notion of a single pluri-continental 
country was replaced by the notion of a fraternal partnership based 
on mutual liberation by armed movements. This transformed the 
Portuguese officers involved in the 25 April coup into liberators both 
overseas and at home, using the complete change in governing elites 
and the turn to the Left in Portugal to give credence to a narrative of a 
common struggle against an authoritarian regime, oppressive in Europe 
and in Africa, eventually leading to a new community of equals. The 
Commonwealth, la francophonie, and eventually the Community of 
Portuguese-Speaking Countries (Comunidade dos Países de Língua 
Portuguesa, CPLP) can be seen, in part, as a formal manifestation of this 
cultural construction of decolonization.

The main argument of this text is that these three colonial pow-
ers linked their colonial empires closely to national identity. Britain, 
France, and Portugal were very much proud imperial nations, at least 
at the level of mainstream views. Even if the degree of imperialist 
conviction is hard to judge exactly, few will dispute that generic anti-
colonialism – as different from specific criticisms of particular colonial 
practices – was significantly very much a minority view well into the 
20th century. This close association in British, French, and Portuguese 
political culture between imperialism and nationalism became a major 
obstacle to decolonization. Decolonization, therefore, only became 
acceptable once a new cultural construct, a myth, was built around it. 
This had to be a credible story, but it evidently does not have to be the 
whole story. It still performed the crucial task of reconciling decoloniza-
tion with a partially reconstructed national identity. Historians have for 
some time been carefully deconstructing, based on archival work, these 
myths of decolonization. This is a very important task, but it is insuffi-
cient: it is also necessary to take these myths seriously and analyse them 
in depth. Another key point is that the very word ‘decolonization’ was 
very much a cultural construction that only spread rapidly from France 
from 1959 onwards. This is of course an area of research to be pursued 
further, not just by comparing colonizing powers, but also by looking 
at the mutual re-constitutions of national identities of former colonizers 
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and the former colonized. This can best be done through a comparative 
approach, as a way of analysing cultural specificities without falling into 
essentialist or organic notions of culture.
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The end of the European empires represents by any standards an 
extraordinary process of global transformation and state formation.1 In 
the British case this centred on the creation of parliamentary democ-
racies on the Westminster model. State building and the transition to 
independence also entailed disentangling colonial institutions from 
the British imperial system and the development in the colonies of 
the apparatus associated with modern independent nation states: or to 
put it another way, the ‘decolonization’ of a whole raft of institutions 
from colonial civil services and armies to financial institutions. On the 
efficient and sound operation of the administrative apparatus of the ex-
colonial state and its military, financial, as well as judicial, instruments, 
rested the success of wider British strategic and economic interests. 
Yet the process of what is perhaps best conceptualized as ‘institutional 
devolution and transition’ rather than ‘decolonization of the colonial 
state’ (for reasons to be discussed below) has remained largely below 
the radar in general accounts of British decolonization, which focus 
rather on developments leading to constitutional independence and 
the dynamics behind imperial decline. Instead, discussion of institu-
tional devolution and transition has mostly taken the form of case stud-
ies dealing with discrete regions or sectors. Policing and defence have 
received most attention, but in these instances and in relation to other 
sectors too, many studies appeared before the relevant archival sources 
were open to researchers.2 Although some sectors are now beginning 
to receive more attention,3 there remain considerable lacunae in our 
understanding of the transformation of colonial institutions, and while 
democratization, governance, development, and militarism have been 
central to the conceptual apparatus of political scientists discussing the 
developing world as a whole, what work there is on these themes by 
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historians of decolonization remains fragmented both by region and 
sector. By bringing the different historiographies into dialogue this 
chapter hopes to illuminate broad synergies and perhaps generate new 
questions and conceptualizations, with key features emerging with clar-
ity and force once brought together. 

Specifically, this chapter will argue that this process of decolonization 
and transition in diverse aspects of institution building in Africa saw the 
British entrench British training and personnel. While such transfers of 
expertise are intrinsic to programmes of aid and technical assistance, in 
these cases they also reflected British determination to perpetuate British 
influence, traditions, and models. The idea of substituting ‘influence’ for 
control – a transition from formal to informal empire – is an established 
trope of the historiography of British decolonization.4 But rather than 
simply reproduce this, this chapter has three specific objectives. 

First, and as already indicated, it seeks to bring empirical analysis 
across different sectors of institution building into the frame for this 
discussion of influence. The account that follows makes reference to a 
series of institutions, including bureaucracies, armies, banks and cur-
rencies. There are other areas that might well merit consideration in 
the same way, but nevertheless the wide-ranging brief of this chapter 
makes it possible to establish that there was a pervasive use of a lan-
guage of infl uence as a range of British actors sought to imagine their 
role within a new post-colonial order. It demonstrates how the British 
pursuit of influence originated and developed in more than one place. 
This in turn reflects how within the imperial system power was not 
simply concentrated within the state but rather diffused across a range 
of British institutions and actors, some of which lay on the borders of 
the state or beyond. These institutions had become to varying degrees 
stake-holders in a British imperial project and formed the context for 
countless individual careers. Each possessed a ‘corporate mission’ which 
required reconfiguring for a post-colonial world; conversely, each had 
relevant expertise which they now sought to deploy to model successor 
institutions in emergent states along British lines.

Secondly, this chapter seeks to refine our understandings of how 
‘influence’ was constituted: not simply through the exercise of financial 
or geopolitical muscle, but also through more subtle – and perhaps in 
some cases less instrumental and conscious ways – such as the attempt 
to inculcate ethos, which could be understood in terms of the promo-
tion of best practice and good governance, but which nonetheless 
rested on assumptions about the intrinsic superiority and desirabil-
ity of a ‘British way’. We might argue that in this respect the British 
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approach was distinctive within parameters which were broadly but 
not fully comparable to those of the French in francophone Africa. By 
emphasizing these elements of the British approach, the argument to 
be presented here elaborates upon that advanced in my more local-
ized study some years ago of the inculcation of British traditions in 
creating a Ghanaian central bank,5 and builds on recent research on 
policing and intelligence, as well as constitution writing at the end 
of empire.6 Through analysis of British training and other initiatives 
designed to entrench British expertise across different sectors in new 
African states at independence, this chapter also aims to contribute to 
emerging literatures on international educational and technical aid to 
decolonized states7 and on the transfer of colonial knowledge at the 
end of empire.8 

Finally, this chapter seeks to show how the processes by which the 
apparatus of the old imperial and colonial state was localized or disman-
tled as new national institutions were constructed was not simply one 
of attrition for domestic British institutions. Instead, it could present 
new opportunities for organizations that lay on the boundaries of the 
domestic state and civil society and which operated on a commercial 
basis. Such opportunities were not confined to anglophone African 
states, but might also be sought within other emergent states where, as 
in the case of Portugal, the outgoing colonial power was not sufficiently 
strong to exploit them itself. This point is illustrated in this chapter by 
reference to one institution’s interest in Mozambique.

The late colonial state

Any analysis of Britain’s management of institutional devolution and 
transition in colonial Africa must focus on the 1950s and 1960s. Until 
then much of the essential apparatus of the colonial state continued to 
be either an extension of that of the imperial state or dominated in its 
upper echelons by Britons – even when its costs were largely met by the 
colonial territory concerned. British imperial rhetoric emphasized the 
importance of laying sound foundations for the attainment of what, in 
1943, had been declared to be the long-term goal of Britain’s imperial 
mission: the gradual advancement of British colonies ‘along the road to 
self-government within the framework of the British Empire’.9 After the 
war, the Labour Government took tentative steps towards the realiza-
tion of this goal, convening a conference of Britain’s African governors 
in 1947 to discuss the various constitutional stages through which 
Britain’s African colonies would travel to attain self-government. But for 
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all that these initiatives differentiated the British from other European 
colonial powers in Africa, and arguably reflected a more liberal turn in 
British policy, other wartime and post-war priorities eclipsed longer-
term development. Indeed, while the south Asian transfers of power 
were taking place, remaining parts of the colonial empire assumed 
enhanced importance to Britain and were bound more tightly into the 
British system through the retention of wartime controls and structures. 
For example, the War Office maintained the control of African colonial 
armies it had assumed with the outbreak of war. Wartime exchange 
controls, which had transformed the loosely knit sterling bloc into the 
highly regulated sterling area, were also retained as Britain sought to 
profit from the dollar-trading activities of its colonies. 

Insofar as Britain did anything to prepare the colonies for self-
government its efforts focused upon colonial economic and social 
development, until the early 1950s regarded across the British political 
spectrum as the essential prerequisite for colonial political progress. But, 
like the ambition to maximize colonial-dollar earnings, this in practice 
extended the British colonial presence, necessitating a post-war influx 
of British recruits to the Colonial Service. 

Underlying this comparatively leisurely approach were what in 
hindsight were to prove greatly unrealistic projections of the timeta-
ble for transition to colonial self-government. When Britain’s African 
governors met in conference in 1947, the Colonial Office advised that 
it would not be much less than ‘a generation’ before even the Gold 
Coast (Ghana),10 widely perceived to be the most politically advanced 
of Britain’s African colonies, achieved internal self-government; while 
elsewhere the ‘process is likely to be considerably slower’.11 

Little British consideration was consequently given to the future 
organization of colonial bureaucracies and institutions until at least the 
late 1940s, and little progress made with the indigenization of even the 
lower ranks of African bureaucracies and of the officer class of African 
armed forces. New initiatives in relation to higher education, crucial 
to the building of the local state apparatus, took time to bear fruit. 
Evidence from the Gold Coast provides one illustration of the slow rate 
of localization: in 1948, only 98 of 1,300–1,400 senior appointments 
in the country’s administration were African.12 Elsewhere the record of 
Africanization was even worse. 

By the late 1940s, and even more so the early 1950s, as Britain lurched 
from colonial crisis to crisis, colonial politicization and unrest were 
proving official forecasts of the likely rate of constitutional change 
hopelessly conservative. Riots in the Gold Coast in 1948 initiated a 
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process of constitutional change that led to Ghana becoming the first 
full British African colony to attain internal self-government in 1954 
and independence in 1957. Nigeria followed hot on its heels and Sierra 
Leone shortly after. With the emergence of anti-colonial national-
ist organizations came demands for greater Africanization and for 
the creation of new national institutions.13 Britain’s east and central 
African colonies initially lagged behind: the former advanced rapidly 
to independence only after 1960 and the latter were incorporated in 
a federation from 1953, entailing the transfer of administrations and 
institutions: first to the new federal government, and only later – with 
the dissolution of the federation – to new independent governments. As 
we shall see, in British Africa it was to be in relation to the Gold Coast 
and Nigeria that localization and indigenization were consequently first 
discussed (and it is these examples to which most reference is made in 
this chapter). 

Even then, aspects of the British system encouraged imperial inertia 
or caution. Devolution was inherently difficult in relation to institu-
tions that still served a critical role in Britain’s management of an 
orderly decolonization process.14 Indeed, while the Gold Coast riots led 
British officials to make sweeping constitutional changes that in turn 
unleashed new pressures for reform of the administration, banking and 
the Army, the shock the disturbances delivered to the imperial system, 
together with the onset of the Malayan emergency and the Cold War, 
simultaneously prompted an overhaul of imperial intelligence that, in 
this area at least, resulted in more rather than less imperial machinery.15 

In some sectors of the British establishment there was also less imme-
diate awareness of, and sensitivity to, growing colonial politicization 
than in the Colonial Office. Complacency abounded. On the eve of 
Ghanaian independence, the vice-chief imperial general staff saw a case 
for transferring military control quickly while, as he put it, ‘the reins 
were still fully in our hands’; nevertheless, since he believed the existing 
system worked perfectly, he thought best to leave well alone.16 So long 
as the Gold Coast was in receipt of British military aid the War Office 
assumed it would accept some measure of British control,17 provoking 
a Colonial Office reminder that after constitutional independence the 
Gold Coast government would be under no ‘enforceable obligation’ to 
collaborate with the UK. The British military establishment betrayed 
a similar lack of political awareness in relation to the creation of east 
African national armies from the region’s King’s African Rifles (KAR). 
Parsons argues that Britain’s military commanders were ‘almost entirely 
caught off guard’ by Macmillan’s 1960 ‘wind of change’ speech; and, 
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even after that, they continued to overestimate the time remaining to 
them in which to effect the establishment of national forces.18

Localization and devolution were also complicated by the differing 
rates of political advance across the colonies. The strongly territorial 
element to the British system – in contrast to the more centralized 
arrangements favoured by the French – rendered the creation of distinct 
national institutions relatively straightforward. We can see this in rela-
tion to the creation of new national armies. In west Africa the federal 
arrangements of the region’s Royal West African Frontier Force were 
ended in 1956 with the transformation of different colonial units into 
four independent forces. Financial responsibility for these forces, which 
since 1939 had largely rested with the British government, also now 
passed to local administrations.19 Control of the different east African 
battalions of the KAR similarly passed to the governments concerned, 
although initially through British persuasion under a unified east African 
command. At independence these battalions became the new national 
armies of Tanganyika, Uganda, and Kenya. The transition in central 
Africa was complicated by the creation of the federation, whose Central 
African Command had in 1954 been given control of the Nyasaland bat-
talion of the KAR and of the Northern Rhodesian Regiment. However, in 
1964 these too were transferred from federal command to form respec-
tively the Malawi Rifles and the national army of Zambia. 20 

Even so, disentangling regional and federal institutions entailed sepa-
rate negotiations with governors whose colonies were at different stages 
of political and economic development. Territorial and regional dynam-
ics produced what in retrospect seem almost ridiculously divergent ten-
dencies. For example, the creation of new central banks could occur in 
advance of or at independence, as was the case in the Gold Coast and 
Nigeria where nationalist pressure to establish state banks arose in the 
later 1940s and central banks opened in the late 1950s. In other places 
it occurred after. Central banks were not established in Tanzania until 
1965 and in Uganda and Kenya before 1966 following the break-up of 
the East African Currency Board. In central Africa the process initially 
entailed the creation of federal organizations: the Bank of Rhodesia 
and Nyasaland was formed from the Currency Board of Rhodesia and 
Nyasaland in 1956. 

Many of these new ‘national’ bureaucracies, banks, and armies were 
initially independent in little but name. They not only continued to be 
organized along British lines, but in their early stages remained under 
British direction, albeit now reporting to new African ministers and 
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their governments. Although the end of empire saw the return of many 
thousands of expatriates, some stayed on working in advisory capaci-
ties to the new independent governments or continued to occupy posts 
within the administrations. Others were newly recruited for overseas 
roles. The fledgling armies of anglophone Africa provide a particularly 
striking illustration. All initially operated under the command of British 
officers seconded from the British Army;21 and British cadet and special-
ist military schools and staff colleges were used at independence by all 
African Commonwealth countries.22 Turning to the establishment of 
new national and central banks in former colonies, a similar picture 
prevails. Here, too, British advisers and expatriate personnel served key 
roles. Simultaneously, many local entrants to overseas public adminis-
tration, the armed services, and banking travelled to Britain to attend 
training courses. Those courses, funded by the British state, became a 
key element in Britain’s provision of technical co-operation to devel-
oping especially Commonwealth nations, from 1961 given an insti-
tutional home within Whitehall in the new Department of Technical 
Co-operation.23 

Decolonizing the colonial state?

Historical analysis of cross-sectoral British approaches towards localiza-
tion and devolution in Africa provides compelling evidence of British 
ambitions to model institutions along British lines and to generate 
influence via technical education and the diaspora of advisers and per-
sonnel. This was justified by reference to a paternalistic British mission 
in bequeathing to the colonies sound institutions likely to ensure future 
stability.24 Behind this rhetoric of ‘good governance’ it is impossible 
to disentangle Britain’s own strategic interests in a Cold War context 
and investment in the future stability of the Commonwealth, as well 
as what we might see as the more abstract notions of British prestige, 
from disinterested motives of concern for the future well-being of its 
former colonies. 

Nevertheless, the British not only sought as a distinct objective to 
secure continuing adherence to a British system, including most obvi-
ously via British-Commonwealth defence and financial co-operation 
(both beyond the scope of this chapter), but were also active across 
different sectors in seeking to ensure the perpetuation of British models 
and continued employment of British personnel. As already indicated, 
what is particularly striking is the way in which a discourse of influ-
ence was deployed across different sectors. Moreover, as we will see, 
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some British institutions that inhabited a state-sponsored, but none-
theless semi-commercial, position, such as the Royal Mint, also found 
themselves fostering the maintenance of British styles and expertise 
in the newly independent countries; in these instances, however, this 
approach could also reflect more a hard-nosed commercial impulse 
than a cultural or strategic imperative. This chapter will now explore 
through more specific examples how these processes manifested them-
selves in the dynamics of, and languages deployed in, particular sectors. 

We begin with the case of colonial bureaucracies. By the early 1950s 
constitutional change had provided new momentum for indigeniza-
tion at least in British west Africa, with several commissions established 
to consider future arrangements for public administration in the Gold 
Coast and Nigeria.25 As the speed with which the two colonies were 
progressing to independence became apparent, officials turned to con-
sidering the future of those expatriates then working in the colonies as 
members of the service, and, specifically, how to encourage these officers 
to stay on after independence by providing some mechanism to protect 
their employment and pension rights. 26 This was an objective shared 
by the new African governments that were conscious of the damag-
ing effects of an exodus of expatriate personnel when comparatively 
few Africans had yet reached senior administrative positions. Extensive 
discussions through the 1950s as to how continuity of personnel might 
best be achieved resulted in the service being restyled as Her Majesty’s 
Oversea (from 1956, Overseas) Civil Service (HMOCS) (1954), incor-
porating a number of safeguards to protect expatriate careers; and the 
creation within HMOCS specifically for Nigeria (where the difficulties 
of retaining British officers were proving most acute) of a Special List A 
(1956) and Special List B (1958) of officers who would be in the service 
of the British government but seconded to the Nigerian government. 
Initial plans to extend these arrangements to other colonies did not 
come to pass; but, in the Overseas Aid Act (1961) the British government 
assumed new responsibilities for officers recruited to overseas public 
service. Further changes laid the foundation for Britain’s technical aid 
programme by shifting the employment model to one in which British-
based officers would be seconded on short-term contract terms only.27 

Because much of the archival source material relating to these initia-
tives focuses on the difficulties – amidst growing disquiet about career 
security – of recruiting and retaining expatriate personnel, it may 
contribute to a sense that Britain’s governmental actions were driven 
primarily by its obligations to former colonies and to British members 
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of the service.28 A. H. M. Kirk-Greene, noting how opposition from the 
Treasury had to be overcome before provision sufficiently attractive to 
persuade British officers to remain in overseas public service could be 
agreed, justifiably presents these objectives as key themes around which 
he weaves his authoritative analysis of the changes made to the service 
in the 1950s.29 In these discussions there is less evidence of overt British 
ambition to exercise control via influence than in the case of other 
institutions discussed in this chapter, but the underlying premise of all 
the discussions was of the inherent desirability of continuity of practice 
and personnel. 

Perhaps more striking, however, were the ways in which, as the num-
bers of local recruits appointed to senior posts in overseas public admin-
istration gradually increased, the Colonial Office sought to induct 
them into its established training regime in Britain, delivered at the 
Universities of Oxford, Cambridge, and London. This was seen as a val-
uable way of promoting understanding between Britain and its colonies 
as they approached independence and as ‘one of the most potent means 
of ensuring continuance of the British tradition and British ideals in 
administration in the Colonies’.30 Over the next few years this consider-
ation was repeatedly emphasized as the Colonial Office in conjunction 
with representatives of the three universities sought to adapt the exist-
ing training courses to the changing political environment.31 In this 
matter the views of colonial officials corresponded to those of academ-
ics in Oxford, Cambridge, and London. The universities’ enhanced role 
in a new training regime introduced in 1946, together with new funds 
available for colonial research under Colonial Development and Welfare 
legislation, had opened new opportunities for their subject areas within 
the universities. Academics working within these areas had been quick 
to capitalize on these openings and were now correspondingly reluctant 
to forego them. Indeed the survival of the training courses following 
a review conducted in 1953 owed much to the Universities’ staunch 
defence of their role and of the value of the existing training regime, 
although this was now concentrated at Oxford and Cambridge.32

The decision to encourage local bureaucrats to attend training in 
Britain initiated a situation which would eventually result in courses 
devised for British Colonial Administrative Service probationers taught 
at the universities of Oxford and Cambridge evolving into training 
programmes tailored to local entrants to public administration in inde-
pendent countries, mostly within the British Commonwealth, funded 
initially by the Colonial Office, and subsequently by the Department 
of Technical Co-operation and its successor the Ministry of Overseas 
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Development (ODM). Initially, the number of local entrants was small. 
However, the widespread constitutional change which followed as the 
‘wind of change’ swept through east and central Africa transformed the 
situation. In March 1960 the first comprehensive review of the process 
of localization in Britain’s colonies gave greater impetus to build-
ing local civil services.33 The profile of those attending the Oxbridge 
training courses changed dramatically as the number of local recruits 
increased – albeit that these still constituted only a tiny proportion of 
those eventually appointed locally to senior positions within overseas 
public services. By the academic year 1963–64 all students at both insti-
tutions were from overseas.34 New overseas institutes of public adminis-
tration to provide training locally were also established in which former 
British colonial officers played leading roles.35

This transition was not without its difficulties. In the short term the 
changing profile of recruits to the British training courses necessitated 
changes to curricula and to modes of delivery and assessment. Changes of 
name were also introduced to render the courses and associated institutes 
more palatable to overseas governments, like that of newly independent 
Ghana, which the Colonial Office learned was becoming ‘rather suspicious 
of offers from the UK to nominate people for what are in effect the same 
courses which they attended in the bad old days of colonial servitude’.36 
Numbers also fluctuated, and there was on-going uncertainty – sometimes 
to an almost paralyzing extent – over the future of state funding. In the 
later 1960s and the 1970s, as new centres for development studies at other 
British universities emerged, challenging Oxbridge’s role,37 government 
development funding became increasingly dispersed among a wider vari-
ety of institutions. Oxford ceased to deliver its existing courses in 1969, 
although it retained a role in overseas training, and at Cambridge the even-
tual withdrawal of funding led to the collapse of the course as it existed in 
1981 and to fundamental reorganization in the related area of studies. Yet, 
in the new environment of the late 1950s – in which ‘colonial’ became an 
ever more toxic brand – the value of association between Britain and its 
former colonies at a professional and institutional level – including via the 
universities – rather than at that of the state, was increasingly recognized 
and the years after Britain’s African colonies attained constitutional inde-
pendence were in many respects ones of remarkable continuity in relation 
to the universities’ role in training for overseas administration. 

The same goal of maintaining British influence and traditions through 
a diaspora of personnel and the provision of training is equally evident 
in relation to defence and finance. Anthony Clayton has argued that 
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for Britain, ‘independence [in Africa] meant military independence’. 
As Clayton observes, Britain did not leave permanent garrisons in its 
former colonies and nor in the immediate post-colonial era did it inter-
vene militarily to any significant extent in the politics of its former col-
onies (although its role in support of the federal forces in the Nigerian 
Civil War 1967–70 constitutes one exception). Analysis of British discus-
sion of the future of colonial armed forces nevertheless shows that this 
proposition that ‘while Britain was willing to offer newly-independent 
African states training aid she never sought a monopoly position’ 
falls somewhat short of the reality of the imperial state’s ambitions 
to maintain anglophone traditions and influence.38 The contrast with 
the French approach, which entailed the retention of military bases in 
former colonies and negotiated agreements with francophone states 
permitting future French military intervention,39 should not distract 
from acknowledging the determination of British purpose. 

When it came to colonial armed forces, discussions about the future 
were wide-ranging and involved a blueprint for reform across the 
empire, set out in 1955 by General Sir Gerald Templer in a report com-
missioned by a Cabinet ministerial committee on security in the colo-
nies.40 Templer advised that the UK should proceed rapidly with the 
localization of the forces ‘as soon as ever is practicable’ since ‘the longer 
their future owners have to run them in under our supervision, the less 
mess are they likely to make of them in the end’.41 His prescription 
reflected also a conviction that in the new world of nuclear weaponry 
the role of the colonial armed forces would be confined largely to the 
maintenance of internal security as opposed to defence;42 and a desire 
within the defence establishment to reduce their costs by transferring 
them to local governments.43 While the issue was receiving broad 
consideration at a senior level, political change in west Africa and the 
Gold Coast in particular had already forced discussion of the future of 
the region’s Royal West African Frontier Force (RWAFF). The first con-
sideration of Africanization of the officer corps had taken place in the 
late 1930s and the first west African officer was appointed in 1942.44 
But in the late 1940s the rate of Africanization was still very slow and 
further measures were introduced to accelerate the process. Places were 
reserved at Sandhurst specifically for African students, and serving non-
commissioned officers (NCOs) and warrant officers were also eligible for 
short-service commissions once they had successfully completed a short 
course at the British officer cadet schools at either Mons or Eaton Hall. 
In 1953 a local officer training course was inaugurated at Teshie in the 
Gold Coast, followed later by the establishment of army cadet training 
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units attached to various west African educational institutions.45 Two 
conferences attended by representatives of the west African govern-
ments were held on the west African forces in 1949 and 1953; by the 
time of the second, in Lagos, the achievement of partial self-govern-
ment in the Gold Coast rendered the issue pressing and the conference 
agreed to the establishment of territorial forces.46 Serious consideration 
first began to be given to the issue within the Colonial Office the fol-
lowing year.47 It is worth considering these discussions in some detail 
as they provide further, and explicit, statements of British objectives. 

Officials at the Colonial Office believed, like Templer, that the best 
way forward was for Britain to proceed quickly with the transformation 
of the Gold Coast Regiment of the RWAFF into a new national army, 
with a view to shaping the process and securing future co-operation 
with the UK, anglophone west Africa and the Commonwealth. John 
Bennett, who had recently returned from secondment to the Imperial 
Defence College course to take control of the Colonial Office’s Defence 
and General Department, argued that in the case of the Gold Coast, 
influence would stand Britain in better stead than a formal defence 
agreement. In his words, ‘the passage of time shows that cooperation 
within the Commonwealth depends more on political realities than 
on formal agreements’. Indeed, the experience of Ceylon showed that 
formal defence agreements could backfire: Britain’s agreement with 
Ceylon had been the ‘peg’ on which the Soviet Union had objected to 
the newly independent country’s admission to the UN. Britain should 
‘rely on political cooperation fortified by a strong professional link with 
the Gold Coast armed forces’.48 The British priority was hence to enable 
the governor to discuss matters as soon as possible with his African min-
isters so that he might – in one official’s revealing words – ‘lead them in 
the direction of choosing of their own free will to collaborate in some 
mutually agreed manner’.49 

The absence of British bases in the Gold Coast rendered the case 
more straightforward than in some other locations, and very different 
in nature to that of south-east Asia, as well as Nigeria, where defence 
agreements were signed. Even so, the case articulated in relation to the 
colony was of wider geographical application. The case of the old Indian 
Army showed, the Colonial Office thought, how British traditions were 
not only ‘unquestionably a stabilising factor’, but also provided a ‘ready-
made professional link’ to Britain. This ‘had not been without its influ-
ence on cooperation with the rest of the Commonwealth despite the 
neutralism of Indian foreign policy’.50 To this end a continued British 
role in training and command was essential. Britain had taken what was 
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referred to in one draft document – whose title, ‘Retention of British 
influence in Colonial and Commonwealth Forces’ is worth noting – as 
the ‘risk’ of granting independence before sufficient time had passed 
to enable the creation of a ‘qualified and reliable corps of officers’. The 
role of volunteer British army officers and also NCOs in building up 
local forces after the transfers of political power was hence crucial, ide-
ally under the command of British officers owing allegiance to the local 
government. Equally important was that Britain should supply arms and 
equipment, as well as training for the up-coming African officer class.51 

The management of the process in the case of Ghana might appear a 
textbook example. British army officer Major General A. G. V. Paley was 
appointed first general officer commanding the Ghanaian Army, a post 
he held from 1957 until the end of 1959, when he was succeeded by 
another British officer. He was a useful source of intelligence, penning 
regular secret and personal letters to Templer as well as to the chief of 
the imperial general staff, Field Marshal Sir Francis Festing. 52 His role 
was not always easy: on one occasion he tendered his resignation to the 
Ghanaian premier, Kwame Nkrumah, prompting Templer to emphasize 
to him ‘the very great value we attach to the retention of British influ-
ence in the armies of the New Commonwealth’, advising that this was 
an important factor in the stability of these countries. Duly chastened, 
Paley promised in future to act with more caution.53 

In securing a strong expatriate role in the new armies as well as in 
other areas, the imperial state was assisted by the obvious need that 
new African nations had for external expertise and aid, especially in 
east and central Africa, where Africanization had been most limited. 
In central Africa the first Zambian did not receive a commission until 
1964, the same year that local military training facilities were opened 
in the region.54 In east Africa there had been some patchy attempts 
from London to encourage Africanization of the officer corps, but sen-
ior British officers here had obstructed African promotion.55 Further, 
no local military training facilities were established in east Africa until 
1958.56 Parsons argues that the problem was most acute in the case of 
Tanganyika, which of the three east African territories progressed most 
quickly to independence. At that point only six of the 58 officers in 
the Tanganyikan force were African. That Julius Nyerere was prepared 
to accept a continued British role reflected the territory’s economic 
weaknesses and dependence on external aid.57 In other cases, however, 
the continuation of a British role served local political interests: for the 
federal government of Nigeria the initial retention of British officers was 
important from an internal security perspective. 
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Paley’s experience in Ghana nevertheless illustrates the difficulties of 
keeping a grip on local discussions and initiatives. These could prevent 
British officials from easily securing the influence they sought. Other exter-
nal influences also threatened to supplant the British, especially where 
Britain itself lacked the requisite resources sought by the emergent nations. 
For example, in the late 1950s problems were encountered in securing suf-
ficient vacancies for African officer cadets at both Sandhurst and Mons.58 
This led to some Ghanaians and Nigerians going for training to Pakistan – 
only a ‘short step to elsewhere’ as Sir Lashmer (Bolo) Whistler, the last 
colonel commandant of the RWAFF, noted59 – and increasingly to other 
destinations including Canada, Australia, India, and the United States. 

Another case where we see clear evidence of the pursuit of influence 
through the creation of institutions modelled on British lines is the 
colonies’ secession from the existing regional colonial currency boards 
and the establishment in their place of new central banks with currency-
issuing functions. British authorities initially tried to resist calls for 
banks with currency-issuing functions, but when it became apparent 
that anything short of full central banks would not satisfy local opinion, 
they aimed to exercise as much oversight over the new institutions as 
possible. This is hardly surprising, but it is worth emphasizing just how 
self-consciously, and with what determination, the Bank of England in 
particular set about meeting this objective. 

Steering the new monetary authorities ‘into the right channels’ 
entailed directing African aspirations along lines that were also accept-
able to Britain, by instilling what one referred to as ‘a “sterling tradi-
tion”’.60 The role of British personnel was crucial and officials at the 
Bank of England and in Whitehall aimed to ensure that British advisers – 
or if there were insufficient British candidates, experts from countries 
they deemed to follow British orthodoxy – oversaw the creation of, and 
filled senior posts at, the new institutions. 

Such was anticipated to be the demand for bank staff that in 1956 
senior bank personnel drew up tables detailing where and when it was 
expected such requirements would arise within the colonial empire. 
They also set in motion new ways of bringing mid-career high-fliers 
within the bank up to speed on the requirements of developing econo-
mies so that as and when requests for their staff to be sent abroad arose, 
there would be an adequate supply of suitable candidates. This develop-
ment was driven in part by the governor of the Bank of England, who 
proposed that the Bank find some way of providing ‘some appropriate 
experience’ to those identified for potential future overseas postings.61 
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Despite these preparations, the Bank sometimes struggled to find suit-
able candidates, not least as demand peaked in the mid-1960s, probably 
earlier than the bank had anticipated as the pace of colonial political 
change outstripped initial conservative estimates. Demand declined 
thereafter, but rose once again in the mid-1970s in line with a second 
wave of transfers of power in Britain’s remaining colonial possessions. 
In all, between 1955 and 1978 the Bank appointed six men as deputy-
governors, eight as governors and others to various other posts within 
foreign central banks, principally in African countries.62 

The traffic of banking personnel did not run only one way. The inau-
guration at the Bank of England of a new biannual Commonwealth 
Central Banking Course in 1957 provided further opportunity for the 
induction of key local figures into British and Commonwealth banking 
ideology as well as an introduction to British City institutions. The Bank 
regularly welcomed visitors on an ad hoc basis already, but the course 
originated in 1956 when it was suggested that ‘a more positive approach’ 
was required for the Commonwealth, especially in view of the likely 
development of new central banks in British colonies and what was 
perceived to be ‘a complete absence of [local] adequately-trained per-
sonnel’. Participation was initially confined to Commonwealth member 
states or British colonies and was by invitation only.63 Representatives 
participated in a course lasting some weeks while resident in London. 
Former participants were invited back to future courses and, with fur-
ther colonies entering into the central banking field, numbers rose 
steadily over the years. A handful of countries declined to attend, but 
even so, by 1967 the bank was not only refusing requests to attend 
from non-Commonwealth states that had learned of the course, but, 
in one illustration of the huge number of new states created by British 
decolonization, was considering demolishing an internal wall at the 
bank in Threadneedle Street in order to expand the capacity of the lec-
ture room.64 The course not only survived reappraisals in the late 1960s 
and early 1970s but continued until 1989, when the Bank embarked 
upon a new educational venture with the establishment of its Centre 
for Central Banking in 1990 (which appears to have been directed at the 
states of another collapsing empire, being focused on eastern Europe). 
Through these years the Bank’s Commonwealth connections continued 
to be regarded as a valuable means of generating ‘goodwill and under-
standing’ even as the importance of the Commonwealth dwindled and 
Britain entered the EEC.65 Hence, although a handful of representatives 
from EEC states participated in the course from 1973, the core attend-
ees remained those from Commonwealth countries, including South 



Exporting Britishness 163

Africa, which despite its departure from the Commonwealth in 1961 
continued in the sterling area. 

Undertaken as a form of ‘education and propaganda’, the course 
aimed ‘to attract visits from good men’ and ‘to have them with us 
when they are young and receptive’.66 One obvious interpretation of 
the dynamics behind this and other initiatives concerns the interests 
of the sterling area, and the desire by successive British governments 
to encourage new states to continue to maintain a high percentage 
of sterling backing for their currencies – thereby supporting sterling’s 
continued role as an international currency. Bank of England officials 
hoped the inauguration of the central banking course would enable 
them not only to ‘preach’ the sterling area ‘gospel’, but let members 
‘see the advantages in practice’.67 But the significance of the sterling 
area became progressively less important in the decolonization era. By 
the 1960s successive changes – beginning with the restoration of ster-
ling convertibility in 1958 and followed by devaluation in 1967 – were 
eroding its continued existence. Even before then, a recent authoritative 
account argues, British governments had ‘at best, an ambiguous com-
mitment to sterling as an international currency’, which they perceived 
as a source of weakness rather than strength to the British economy.68 

Beyond concern to do with the sterling area, there was a broader 
set of considerations that lay behind the Bank’s eagerness to exercise 
influence over the new institutions, including promoting the financial 
services of the City,69 and the future financial stability of new states. 
Further, the Bank aimed at the promotion of ‘close and good central 
bank relations’,70 an objective that must be seen in the context of the 
Bank’s key role in the inter-war years in the development (including in 
the Commonwealth) of international central banking,71 at that stage 
still a relatively recent phenomenon. Creating a community of profes-
sional central bankers corresponded to the Bank’s own interests; but 
it also reflected a sense of responsibility to help nurture new financial 
institutions. By the late 1960s, when the composition of the central 
banking course had become – in one official’s words – ‘increasingly 
negroid’, staff perceived a lowering of intellectual standards.72 Perhaps 
in part because of such racial and cultural prejudices, the Bank’s educa-
tion and propaganda reflected an innate confidence that British institu-
tions and personnel could and should shape overseas developments. 

By the late 1960s the Bank estimated that at least 50 per cent of the 
alumni of the central banking course had gone on to attain senior posi-
tions in their own banks. While it is impossible to properly evaluate 
the precise significance that should be attached to this diaspora of bank 
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personnel and alumni in both encouraging good banking practice (as it 
was conceived by British authorities) and the more self-interested goal 
of adherence to British practice and sterling, senior personnel at the 
Bank believed the central banking course had at least generated new 
friendships and contacts and shown ‘at first hand the financial services 
the City has to offer’.73 

It is nevertheless worth pointing out that in relation to banking, too, 
the British authorities sometimes struggled to retain the initiative, even 
before the transfers of power had occurred. They only discovered that 
the African minister of finance from the Gold Coast was holding discus-
sions with various banks while on a visit to London when he failed to 
keep an engagement at a cocktail party.74 In Nigeria, Britain was wrong-
footed by the International Bank for Reconstruction and Development 
(World Bank, IBRD) when in 1953 it made a proposal in favour of the 
establishment there of a central bank in Nigeria, although the Bank of 
England subsequently succeeded in steering it in the ‘right’ direction. 
The difficulties of exercising influence were even greater after independ-
ence. For example, despite the best efforts of Bank of England adviser J. 
B. Loynes, who remained a member of the East African Currency Board 
which initially continued in operation after the transfers of power, 
Britain was unable to persuade the three east African countries to retain 
a common currency to be issued by a regional central bank. In Tanzania, 
where Loynes failed to maintain any effective role, new banking stat-
utes, drafted by American lawyers of the International Monetary Fund 
(IMF), were, he feared, ‘a nasty prospect’.75 

If we turn to the creation of new national currencies we see a different 
dimension of efforts to maintain British traditions. The Royal Mint, which 
had produced old colonial currencies as well as supplying other imperial 
as well as foreign coinage,76 inhabited a state-sponsored but nonetheless 
semi-commercial position. It too found itself fostering the maintenance 
of British styles and expertise; however, in this instance this approach 
reflected as much commercial as cultural or strategic imperatives. 

Faced with impending constitutional decolonization and the estab-
lishment of central banks in former colonies, the Mint was anxious to 
retain its overseas business. Not only had this helped the Mint main-
tain capacity while domestic demand fluctuated, and hence helped 
keep the production of coin overall relatively cheap, but the retention, 
and indeed expansion, of the Mint’s overseas business was crucial to a 
planned redevelopment of the Mint itself. Indeed, in one recent year 
(1952), overseas production had accounted for as much as 90 per cent of 
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the Mint’s production. Of all overseas business, that relating to the colo-
nial empire was acknowledged by the Mint as ‘by far the most impor-
tant’.77 It went all out to secure the custom of the emergent nations, 
badgering the Colonial Office and Treasury to intercede on its behalf, 
while also stressing that only the Mint could deliver coins bearing the 
authorised image of the Queen.78

The Gold Coast became the target of a determined Mint campaign. 
The chief clerk visited the colony in November 1955, the Mint stressing 
the importance of the visit from the ‘economic no less than the political 
point of view’.79 Concerns that the Mint might lose out to other pro-
ducers of coin, notably the Pakistan Mint, which it was feared were also 
trying to secure the contract for the Gold Coast coinage,80 indicate that 
in this case, too, the British sometimes found it hard to control devel-
opments. In seeing off potential competition, the Mint was obliged 
to offer highly competitive rates and the production of some of the 
west African coins had to be outsourced to the Birmingham Mint and 
Imperial Chemical Industries (ICI).81 

In retrospect it seems that the outcome for the Mint could hardly 
have been in doubt. While the Mint worried at points that officials in 
Whitehall were not doing as much as they might to argue their case, it 
was nevertheless able to draw on a range of contacts within Whitehall, 
in colonial administrations and through the Crown Agents, as well as 
at the Bank of England, that competitors could not. In this respect the 
growing diaspora of Bank of England officials acting first in an advisory 
capacity in the development of new banking institutions and secondly 
as governors to the new institutions must have been of particular 
importance. A visit to the Mint was also included on the programme 
at the Bank of England’s central banking course until 1969 when the 
Mint’s impending move to Cardiff rendered this impractical.82 While 
fearful that there would be ‘severe competition’ for the contract for the 
new coinage for Sierra Leone, advance notice of developments in rela-
tion to central banking via the Colonial Office ensured the Mint had 
the edge. Sticking its neck out, it commissioned an artist to produce a 
selection of possible designs in advance of any formal request to do so; 
these were then sent to Sierra Leone where they won favour and seem to 
have helped the Mint secure the contract.83 Obtaining the first commis-
sions was presumably also especially useful: thereafter the Bank could 
cite its role as coin supplier when addressing other colonies approach-
ing independence and newly independent countries. It could also show 
examples of the coins already produced. The order for 240 million coins 
for Ghana, received in 1957, was followed by one for Nigeria for 1,000 
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million coins, the largest single order the Mint had ever received.84 In 
the 1960s it went on to supply coins to the three former British territo-
ries in east Africa, and to Malawi and Zambia after the break-up of the 
Central African Federation. The Mint was also tasked with striking com-
memorative medals to be issued at the independence of some former 
colonies, including Ghana, Nigeria, and Sierra Leone: a transaction that 
seems to capture all the ambiguities of the transition to independence 
by former British colonies. 

New banks, armies, and bureaucracies were emblems of nationhood: 
and coins, medals, as well as stamps, fascinating sites of political and 
cultural negotiation. On the country’s independence medal, Nkrumah’s 
Government opted for a statement of cultural decolonization, showing 
Nkrumah in national as opposed to Western dress; but in a further direc-
tion that speaks to the absorption of Western racial ideas, they nonetheless 
objected to the Mint’s first attempt to capture Nkrumah’s image on the 
grounds that it made him appear ‘more negroid’ than they thought was in 
fact the case.85 Producing a satisfactory image of Malawian leader Hastings 
Banda was similarly fraught, amidst concerns that the first attempt gave 
‘an impression of harshness’ which his Government was keen to avoid.86 

Britain and the decolonization of Lusophone Africa

The case of the Mint just considered clearly takes us into a world where 
decolonization was as much a commercial as a constitutional experi-
ence, and shows that it was not only purely private commercial organi-
zations that had to adapt to new political situations, which in turn 
forged equally new commercial environments. Other British institutions 
could well be brought within this frame of analysis, including postal 
and philatelic services. The Crown Agents, which procured supplies for 
the colonies, and also handled currency orders at the Royal Mint as well 
as those for munitions and military hardware, provide another prime 
example of institutional adaptation, as David Sunderland’s account of 
their changing fortunes demonstrates.87

Further, shifting our focus from British Africa to other regions shows 
how some of the attitudes that underlay the pursuit of influence were 
apparent in relation to British understandings of the prospects and 
opportunities presented by the decolonization of other European 
empires. We can see this in relation to Mozambique, through a consid-
eration of British commentators’ analyses of Portuguese decolonization. 

In Mozambique not only did Portugal’s own circumstances mili-
tate against it acting as a neo-colonial power, but the speed with 
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which the handover from Portugal to the Mozambique Liberation 
Front (Frente de Libertação de Moçambique, Frelimo) was effected 
after April 1974 left issues unresolved. These included the fact that 
no attempt had been made to retain experienced Portuguese admin-
istrators or professionals, and that the future of the Mozambican 
units of the colonial army was undecided.88 Watching developments 
unfold, British observers, convinced that Portugal would be unable 
to offer much to its former colonies, foresaw problems – not least 
in relation to two of the areas discussed in this chapter: the estab-
lishment of a new central bank, to be formed from the country’s 
branch of the Banco Nacional Ultramarino under the terms of the 
September 1974 Lusaka Agreement to transfer power; and the issue 
of a new currency. 

Conscious of the country’s economic problems and anticipating the 
Portuguese would ‘wash their hands’ as far as banking was concerned, 
with the result there would be no metropolitan experts remaining to 
handle the affairs of the new bank, British commentators were pes-
simistic about the country’s economic future.89 Given this perceived 
failure of the Portuguese state to exercise its own influence over its 
departing colony, officials at the Bank of England were keen that guid-
ance be sought ‘before’, as one wrote, ‘the sharks descend’:90 the IMF 
was approached to fill the vacuum (though in the event it transpired 
that Portugal had already requested an IMF mission should visit the 
colony).91 

But the failure of Portuguese influence also provided an opportunity 
for a further extension of British interests and the benefits of British 
expertise beyond its own empire. ‘There should be plenty of scope 
for other countries’, as one officer at the British consulate general in 
Mozambique commented. He advised that prospects in the commercial 
sector were problematic, presumably in view of a likely programme 
of nationalization, but that Britain should do what it could to secure 
government contracts. The production of Mozambican currency offered 
one such opportunity, with the Portuguese deemed ‘technically incapa-
ble’ of producing the currency by a representative of British note manu-
facturer De La Rue.92 De La Rue duly secured the note contract, while a 
1975 coin issue was produced secretly by the Royal Mint in 1974. This 
particular intervention ended mysteriously.93 But the Portuguese exam-
ple nevertheless suggests that the British interest in post-colonial influ-
ence provided a perspective on other decolonizations that highlighted 
not just geopolitical dangers but commercial opportunities that could 
see the extension of British influence overseas. 
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Conclusions

This chapter has adopted a cross-sectoral approach to analysis of the 
decolonization of the colonial state, bringing into dialogue discussion 
of institutions that are generally accorded quite separate treatment by 
historians influenced by different methodologies and traditions. Doing 
so reveals the extent to which the British state and its clients demon-
strated common purpose: a desire to spread British models, traditions, 
and influence. These ambitions emanated from different considerations 
and from different quarters of the British establishment, albeit that in 
the 1950s and early 1960s they were generally channelled through the 
Colonial Office, while the Crown Agents, through their procurement 
and financial roles, provided another connecting thread. The Colonial 
Office and the Commonwealth Relations Office, like other interested 
departments such as the Treasury and the War Office, had a vested inter-
est in ensuring post-colonial stability. So too did the Bank of England. 
On the success of former British colonies hung not only the wider secu-
rity objectives of upholding Western interests in the Cold War era, but 
also the more specific ones of military and financial stability within the 
Commonwealth and sterling area. In this context it is worth emphasiz-
ing how some of the British institutions discussed here generally aimed 
not to promote generic Western values but rather British influence and 
British procedures, reflecting a belief in British models as best practice. 
The commercial institutions within the public sector also had a natural 
interest in self-preservation and the maintenance or, where possible, 
extension of, their existing operations. What may appear – and indeed 
to some extent were – quite different goals, namely the pursuit of 
influence by the British state and of commercial gain by institutions 
occupying a semi-state position, were nevertheless inextricably linked. 
The Mint and similar organizations were key vehicles in the spread 
of Britishness, here used to refer to the export of British models and 
expertise; they were also potential beneficiaries of the British presence 
embedded in the institutions of the new nation states, which inevita-
bly inclined to do business with those with whom they were culturally 
familiar. 

As an earlier reference to France suggests, there was common ground 
between British and French ambitions to exercise influence, albeit that 
the French may appear to have done so with more long-term commit-
ment and success. But there may also be features of the British approach 
that are quite distinct. Although it is hard to generalize across the dif-
ferent regions of the British Empire even within an African context,94 
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there was nevertheless a particular inclination to eschew formal mecha-
nisms of post-colonial influence in favour of more informal means. This 
may speak to a weaker commitment to a post-colonial role than was 
the case with France; a desire to shed rather than increase costs, and a 
greater reluctance to become ensnared in potentially troublesome post-
colonial political contexts. But it also derived from a recognition that 
influence loosely exercised might be more compatible with prevailing 
anti-colonial sentiment, whether in the former colonies, at home, or in 
the wider world.

Underlying this chapter’s discussion is the proposition – in itself 
hardly novel, and the basis for ‘neo-colonial’ style critiques as well as 
more recently those associated with post-colonial studies – that the 
transfers of power did not necessarily result in the cessation of colonial-
ism in all its other guises, whether economic, cultural, or military. That 
this was the case was the inevitable consequence of the asymmetric 
relationship between imperial metropole and colony, with the former 
not only ambitious to exercise influence, but also in a strong position 
from which to do so. The colonies, at least initially, had little choice but 
to accept. Focused primarily on the attainment of constitutional inde-
pendence, and without reservoirs of local skilled personnel or technical 
expertise, African politicians were willing to enter independence with 
British personnel at the helm of emergent national institutions.

However, although the idea that constitutional independence did 
not bring full decolonization is intrinsic to the argument presented in 
this chapter, it is important to remember that the transfers of power 
awarded the new governments of anglophone Africa ultimate authority 
over their bureaucracies, banks, and armies. Within certain practical 
and financial constraints, new governments could and did seek aid on 
a multi-lateral basis, diversify their reserves away from sterling,95 and 
secure arms and military assistance from other sources, although discus-
sion of all these falls beyond the scope of this chapter. In a situation 
in which other nations were increasingly important players in anglo-
phone Africa, Britain’s own economic weaknesses sometimes prevented 
it from being fully able to realize its ambition of influence in all areas. 
British advisers and personnel only remained in former colonies with 
the consent of new African governments. African governments were 
quick to cast off these British experts when popular opposition arose or 
it became inconvenient to retain them. 

The degree to which new institutions were British-led hence declined 
rapidly in some sectors as new African governments encountered 
popular resistance to the continued expatriate role, or found the British 
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presence restrictive.96 With other nations from West and East offering 
generous packages of technical aid and donating educational scholar-
ships for study in their countries as they too jockeyed for influence,97 
anglophone African states were able to source arms and training on a 
more multi-lateral basis. While some aligned with the West, others pur-
sued alternative allegiances. In succeeding years as the British became 
caught up in the interplay between local political struggles and those 
of the Cold War, their ability to interject British training and supplies 
waxed and waned. Equally, and as indicated earlier, it is difficult to 
assess the outcomes of bringing overseas students from former colonies 
to train in Britain, especially as these constituted only a small fraction 
of the total number of local entrants to new armies, bureaucracies, 
and banks. Nor was it impossible that studying or training in Britain 
might not undermine the very objectives the British sought to achieve, 
especially where some overseas students encountered racism, not only 
within institutions but in the wider British community.

Yet, this does not render the British pursuit of influence discussed 
in this chapter ultimately insignificant. British institutions continued 
to exercise a significant role in some areas, and, even where this was 
not the case, colonial structures and practices survived long after the 
departure of expatriate personnel. Further, some British institutions 
that have hitherto attracted little scholarly attention from historians of 
empire enjoyed considerable success in securing their interests within 
former colonies. A semi-commercial state institution such as the Mint 
was well placed to achieve its goals. It had technical expertise unavail-
able in the new colonies, and the interlocking web of institutions and 
expatriates – of which it constituted one part – only assisted its case. The 
Mint’s role supplying currency was also less visible than, for example, 
British soldiers seconded to head new African armies. Domestic British 
institutions – also ‘clients’ of the imperial state – which had over time 
assumed important imperial dimensions, have retained roles or com-
mercial interests, often significant, in former colonies. The Mint is 
today the world’s leading export Mint,98 with some 15 per cent of the 
world market, supplying 100 issuing authorities around the world.99 

Even where British practices were supplanted by other models, it is 
hoped that this chapter brings into sharp perspective not only British 
ambitions to exercise influence, but also how these were born of an 
innate confidence in British traditions and models. Initially, at least, 
their African clients bought into this worldview, generally accepting 
British advice and expertise in the creation of institutions based on 
British models (albeit that it sometimes suited their own specific politi-
cal interests). From this perspective the unequal features of the new 
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world order and a continued strong British presence in the emergent 
countries did not rest upon imperialist capitalist conspiracies. Instead, 
like the adoption (if not survival) of Westminster-style parliamentary 
democracies and the influence of Western development discourse,100 
they reflected a continuing, and powerful, if in some sectors short-lived, 
British intellectual and technical hegemony in the colonies.
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Monographs by Caroline Elkins and David Anderson on British policy 
in the campaign against the Mau Mau insurgency in Kenya, both 
published in 2005, served to focus scholarly attention on the role of 
extreme force in sustaining colonial rule, and to puncture the com-
monly held notion that the transfer of power in the British Empire was 
a largely peaceful process.1 They have been followed by more recent 
studies that have shed light on some of the darker corners of British pol-
icy in Kenya.2 The idea that there was a brutal and largely hidden his-
tory of British decolonization received a powerful boost in 2011 by the 
revelation that the British government had withheld thousands of files 
on late-colonial policy relating not only to Kenya but to scores of other 
British territories. These so-called migrated archives were generated by 
the local colonial administrations and removed to the UK at independ-
ence, where they were secretly stored, latterly at offices in Hanslope 
Park, Buckinghamshire.3 The British government admitted to their 
existence during a case brought against it in the High Court in London 
by a group of elderly former Mau Mau detainees who were claiming 
they had been brutally treated while in custody.4 The year 2011 also 
saw the publication of a number of high-profile historical studies that 
served as a further reminder the British Empire was sustained by the 
ruthless deployment of violence, and that its end was accompanied by 
vicious counter-insurgency campaigns in Palestine, Malaya, Kenya, and 
Cyprus.5 Research of this kind is likely to receive a further boost from 
the phased release from 2012 of the Hanslope Park files.

This renewed focus on the use of repression by the late-colonial 
state has tended to exacerbate an older tendency to make a distinction 
between violent and peaceful instances of decolonization. This, in turn, 
has tended to obscure the extent to which the implicit threat of violence 

7
Acceptable Levels? The Use and 
Threat of Violence in  Central 
Africa, 1953–64
Philip Murphy



Acceptable Levels? 179

suffused the negotiations surrounding many apparently peaceful trans-
fers of power. This chapter attempts to explore that phenomenon in the 
case of the central African territories of Northern Rhodesia (Zambia), 
Southern Rhodesia (Zimbabwe) and Nyasaland (Malawi) which, at least 
before 1965, appeared to have been spared the worst excesses witnessed 
in some other British territories.

The history of these three territories during the twenty years after 
the end of the Second World War formed the theme of the central 
Africa volume in the British Documents on the End of Empire project 
(BDEEP).6 The turning point and the natural dividing line for the two 
parts of the volume was the Nyasaland Emergency of 1959. In terms of 
the numbers arrested and killed, this was a relatively minor incident 
compared with the Mau Mau campaign in Kenya or the Algerian civil 
war. Around 1,320 were arrested, including the leader of the Nyasaland 
African Congress, Dr Hastings Banda, and around 50 killed. Yet it dealt 
a fatal blow to confidence in the federation, not least because of the 
highly critical report of the commission of enquiry into the affair, 
which was chaired by Lord Devlin.7 

Why did this limited outbreak of violence have such an impact on the 
history of central Africa? An answer of sorts can be extrapolated from 
an otherwise unremarkable letter written in March 1960 by the prime 
minister of Southern Rhodesia, Sir Edgar Whitehead, to the British 
secretary of state for Commonwealth relations, Lord Home. Whitehead 
complained about a collapse of confidence in his country, which had 
led to a downturn in the economy. He blamed this on deteriorating 
political conditions in the region, telling Home: 

Events in Nyasaland last year, the farce of the Southworth 
Commission, the beginning of apparent anarchy in the Katanga, the 
renewal of Panga attacks in Kenya and the irresponsible utterances 
of the Labour Party in Britain have all had a depressing effect on a 
people who have not had to fire a shot to maintain law and order 
since 1896.8

This letter was not included in the BDEEP collection – its contents are 
largely replicated in documents that can be found elsewhere in the 
volume. In many ways, however, this passage exemplifies the troubled 
politics not merely of post-war central Africa, but of other settler- 
dominated regimes.

At one level, Whitehead’s letter to Home was merely another example 
of the horse-trading that was an all too familiar part of the winding 
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down of the Central African Federation. By the beginning of 1960, the 
recently appointed colonial secretary, Iain Macleod, was pushing for the 
release of Banda and his involvement in constitutional talks. Whitehead 
saw this as an opportunity to promote a policy he had been arguing for 
since shortly after the British Conservative Party was returned to power 
in the October 1959 general election – the granting of greater autonomy 
to the settlers of Southern Rhodesia by removing the remaining reserved 
powers of the country’s constitution. These reservations broadly stipu-
lated that Southern Rhodesian legislation that was either deemed dis-
criminatory against Africans or which sought to amend the 1930 Land 
Apportionment Act required the approval of the British secretary of 
state. Whitehead made clear to London that his ultimate aim was to 
achieve for Southern Rhodesia ‘full self-government within the frame-
work of the federal constitution’ before the federal review talks began in 
1960.9 In February 1960, both Whitehead and the prime minister of the 
Central African Federation, Sir Roy Welensky, suggested to London that 
their objections to Banda’s release and involvement in constitutional 
talks might be assuaged if the reserved powers were surrendered. As the 
cabinet secretary, Sir Norman Brook, noted with dismay, this would 
effectively mean augmenting the political rights of Africans in one ter-
ritory by taking them away in another.10 Nevertheless, that is effectively 
what the British government did by surrendering the reserved powers in 
the 1961 Southern Rhodesian constitution. There is a myth, adumbrated 
by Ian Smith and his Rhodesian Front colleagues, and maintained by 
some of their contemporary apologists, that Southern Rhodesia was 
pushed into a unilateral declaration of independence (UDI) in 1965 by 
a British government determined to foist an African nationalist govern-
ment on the country.11 It would be more true to say that in the interests 
of ensuring a smooth transition to majority rule in Northern Rhodesia 
and Nyasaland, and a peaceful dissolution of the Central African 
Federation, London was culpable in allowing a further entrenchment of 
settler power in Southern Rhodesia in the early 1960s, and in allowing 
settler leaders to believe self-government might be within their grasp. 

Yet Whitehead’s ‘more-in-sorrow-than-in-anger’ reference to violence 
in the region having had a ‘depressing effect on a people who have not 
had to fire a shot to maintain law and order since 1896’ carried with it 
a far more fundamental message, one that lay at the heart of the unspo-
ken contract between settler regimes and London. It was this: 

You may not approve of or understand everything we do here. You 
may see what you perceive to be instances of injustice. But ultimately 
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we will maintain peace, and spare you the costs and dangers of inter-
vention. And on that basis, we know you will do nothing to curb our 
powers or privileges.

London’s reaction to the politics of the region up to the end of 1958 
more than bore this out. Whitehall knew that the hostility of Africans 
towards the Central African Federation, which had been present at its 
birth in 1953, showed little sign of abating. It knew that rather than 
seeking to win Africans over with political concessions, the federation’s 
European leaders appeared far more concerned to press ahead with their 
plans to turn the region into a white dominion. It was also well aware 
of Southern Rhodesia’s brand of de facto apartheid, and of its leaders’ 
failure to deliver, or even to promise, meaningful political advance to 
the country’s African majority. Yet all this remained academic so long 
as settler leaders could guarantee to maintain order. There might be 
concerns, but so long as there was peace there was no problem as such.

Under such circumstances, even fairly limited instances of violence 
such as occurred in Nyasaland in the early months of 1959, and in 
Southern Rhodesia in October–November 1960, could have a profound 
impact on metropolitan perceptions of the legitimacy of a settler 
regime. When one studies the reactions of the British Conservative 
Party to the development of the Central African Federation, it is particu-
larly striking what a shock the Nyasaland Emergency delivered to the 
debate in the UK. Before the emergency, even progressives within the 
party on colonial issues, while prepared to admit the Federation’s flaws, 
were generally happy to support their party’s line that it was here for 
good. In the wake of the emergency, there was general consensus across 
the party (not withstanding later Left–Right splits over the Federation’s 
future), that there needed to be a change of policy.12 This sense of disil-
lusionment went to the very top of the party. Only two days after the 
declaration of the Emergency, Harold Macmillan recorded in his diary 
that federation had proved a political failure since African opposition 
had rendered it unacceptable.13

The settler leaders of Southern Rhodesia were, in a sense, luckier. In 
the period up to the declaration of UDI in November 1965, the situ-
ation within the country was relatively peaceful, with protest nipped 
ruthlessly in the bud. Whitehead’s tactic in February 1960 of portraying 
Southern Rhodesia as a small island of tranquillity surrounded by a sea 
of instability remained a fruitful one in subsequent years as the Congo 
descended into anarchy and as other recently independent African 
countries proved unstable. Events in east Africa in January 1964 gave a 
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considerable boost to the Southern Rhodesian case. A coup in the newly 
independent state of Zanzibar overthrew the sultan, and British troops 
were called in to suppress a rising in Tanganyika and an army revolt in 
Uganda. When the Southern Rhodesian prime minister, Winston Field, 
met Sir Alec Douglas-Home (by then prime minister, having renounced 
his peerage) and Commonwealth secretary Duncan Sandys for talks in 
London at the end of that month, he argued that the avoidance of a 
premature handover of power to Africans ‘was all the more important in 
the light of events in East Africa’.14 Indeed, Sandys himself subsequently 
expressed his conviction that these events meant it would be ‘wrong 
morally’ and ‘indefensible’ for the British government to press Southern 
Rhodesia to introduce significant African advance.15 Even Labour min-
isters after the British general election in October 1964 were highly sus-
ceptible to this line of reasoning when they contemplated the feasibility 
and morality of overthrowing the Rhodesian Front Government.16

What is striking, however, is the reaction of the British government 
when, in October–November 1960, it seemed possible major violence 
might sweep Southern Rhodesia. Before that point, and indeed in the 
years thereafter, London was keen to point to Southern Rhodesia’s 
long history of self-government as a means of explaining why it could 
not intervene in the territory’s affairs. When, however, rioting broke 
out in the township of Harare on 8 October and spread to other areas, 
Southern Rhodesia’s much vaunted autonomy was quickly forgotten 
in Whitehall. A month later, Macmillan suggested to Sandys that the 
government should ‘consider the possibility of facing a complete break-
down of law and order’ in Southern Rhodesia. He added: ‘We could not 
send in our troops and put them under local command. We might have 
to take control. It might be that we should need to send in a strong man 
to take charge, rather as in Malaya’.17 Sandys replied that this scenario 
was already being considered and that ‘if the situation did break down 
we would probably need to send a politician as well as a general to take 
charge’.

One of the great counter-factuals of the history of central Africa is 
what would have happened had African nationalists in Southern Africa 
resorted to a sustained campaign of violence in 1960. Would the British 
government have intervened and, if so, would they have restructured 
Southern Rhodesian politics – as they did in Kenya – to undermine 
white settler power? And had they done so, might that have averted a 
unilateral declaration of independence by the settlers? Is the moral, in 
short, that African nationalists were not violent enough, early enough 
when that violence might have had a real impact?
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If an essential part of the compact between London and the settler 
regimes of central Africa was that the former would maintain peace, 
there was another side of that coin: namely that the settlers them-
selves might, if their demands were not met, engage in some kind of 
Boston Tea Party-style revolt, leading to violence and disorder. This 
kind of threat – what one British official described as ‘government by 
blackmail’ – was a major motivating factor behind the establishment of 
the Central African Federation, which was in the late-1940s and early-
1950s the least settler leaders were prepared to accept in the pursuit of 
their longer-term goal of amalgamating of the two Rhodesias.18 The 
industrial muscle of European mineworkers on the Copperbelt and the 
economic influence of Southern Rhodesia over its two British admin-
istered northern neighbours gave the settlers a leverage that went well 
beyond the power of their arguments. As early as June 1943, an official 
brief for the secretary of state for the colonies, Oliver Stanley, predicted 
that a negative response from the British government to calls for the 
amalgamation of Northern and Southern Rhodesia ‘would cause intense 
disappointment and dissatisfaction among the European population of 
the two territories’ and might lead some Europeans, particularly those 
on the Copperbelt, ‘to take the law into their own hands’.19 An official 
from the Colonial Office visiting central Africa in February 1949 warned 
that if the British government did not prove sympathetic to the latest 
settler plans for federation, Southern Rhodesia might actively ‘apply 
economic pressure on Northern Rhodesia and Nyasaland primarily by 
increasing chrome output and reducing the number of railway wagons 
available for the transport of copper’. Threats of this kind of economic 
disruption – which in itself had the potential to bring violence in 
its wake – and of a Boston Tea Party-style revolt continued after the 
Federation was created and became a regular means by which settler 
leaders attempted to intimidate the British government. 

This constant underlying threat – that the central African settlers 
might attempt to achieve their objectives by economic blackmail, or 
even the use of force – helps explain why London undertook the risky 
business of including Nyasaland in the Federation, against the explicit 
advice of Nyasaland’s governor, Sir Geoffrey Colby. As the negotiations 
leading to federation gained momentum, Colby’s warnings to London 
became ever more insistent. At the end of November 1951, shortly after 
the Conservatives took office, he told the Colonial Office, ‘I feel very 
strongly that we should take the initiative and pull out’.20 These warn-
ings culminated in March 1952 in an explicit recommendation to the 
secretary of state ‘that Nyasaland should not be included in any Central 
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African Federation and that consideration of its participation should be 
postponed indefinitely’.21 He warned that the African congresses of the 
two northern territories were working closely together to oppose federa-
tion and enjoyed the backing of communist organizations. With threats 
of strikes and civil disobedience emanating from these quarters, and the 
Nyasaland police lacking the capacity to deal with major unrest, there 
was a risk of ‘very serious trouble’. In normal circumstances, such a clear 
warning from a governor that a policy being pursued by the British 
government might lead to serious unrest would have given London 
serious pause for thought. Yet Colby’s objections were quietly brushed 
aside. In simple terms, the British government believed it was the set-
tlers of central Africa rather than the Africans who posed the greater 
potential threat to British interests in the region, and that it was they 
who should be appeased while African objections to federation should 
be ridden out. This lesson – that the British would ultimately side with 
those capable of inflicting the greater disruptive force – was not lost on 
African leaders.

The sense within the Colonial Office that the principal threat to its 
authority in central Africa came not from Africans but from European 
settler leaders, did not significantly decline with the establishment 
of the Central African Federation. In June 1956, the Colonial and 
Commonwealth Relations offices were asked by the recently convened 
committee on counter-subversion in the colonial territories to draw 
up a paper on the Federation. One official from the Colonial Office 
objected to the emphasis placed on the challenge from African nation-
alism in an early draft of this document. He noted:

The most likely source of unrest in the federation at the present 
moment is the attempt now being made by the federal government 
itself to jockey HMG [Her Majesty’s Government] into taking steps to 
give it some kind of early ‘Dominion status’. The governors of both 
Northern territories fear that any action of this nature is liable to pro-
duce the most profound and violent reactions among the Africans of 
the Northern Territories.22

Evidence that these fears were not misplaced came in the autumn of 
1956, when in a particularly inflammatory speech by the prime minister 
of the Federation, Lord Malvern, he raised the prospect of a Boston Tea 
Party if full independence were not granted to it. Considering Britain’s 
likely response to any such action, officials at the Colonial Office agreed 
with the assessment of Arthur Benson, governor of Northern Rhodesia, 
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that it was ‘inconceivable that any British government would ever send 
British troops to fight against British people (white) in Africa; the cor-
ollary being that HMG must gain their political aims in Central Africa 
by political means’.23 This remained, in effect, the British government’s 
position throughout the period under consideration, and owed as much 
to racial solidarity as it did to logistical considerations. When the issue 
was again discussed in September 1958, fears were expressed within the 
Colonial Office – no doubt with Algeria in mind – that ‘There would be 
a real risk that British troops would not obey when pitted against e.g. 
the European mineworkers on the Copperbelt’.24 Indeed, civil servants 
themselves viewed with distaste ‘the possibility of our having to take 
arms against our countrymen in Central Africa’.25

The closest Britain came to armed intervention against the central 
African settlers came in February 1961, when there seemed a real threat 
that the federal government might respond to the breakdown of con-
stitutional talks over Northern Rhodesia by staging some sort of coup. 
Detailed plans were drawn up for armed intervention, and transport 
aircraft in Kenya were placed on a state of high alert.26 Yet the British 
were able to contemplate this prospect in part because under the cir-
cumstances of the time the distinction between the reinforcement and 
the invasion of the Rhodesias was far from clear. Having stared into the 
abyss on this occasion, and having been persuaded by military chiefs 
that any intervention was likely to result in the deaths of white civil-
ians, British politicians were never prepared seriously to contemplate 
this again. When Ian Smith declared UDI in 1965, an invasion was not 
regarded by the British government as a serious alternative.

There were, needless to say, far fewer, qualms in Whitehall about 
using violence against Africans. Again, deep-seated racial attitudes came 
into play. The habit of associating Africa and Africans with savagery and 
anarchy was deep-seated in Western societies.27 It was certainly present 
at the very highest levels of the British administration. Considering the 
final version of the Devlin Report, shortly before its publication, the 
cabinet secretary, Sir Northern Brook, took issue with the commission’s 
criticism of the Nyasaland government’s policy that every crowd should 
be dispersed, if necessary by shooting. Brook commented, ‘Even in a 
highly civilised community, the preservation of law and order rests on 
the respect for authority. The need to enforce that respect is infinitely 
greater in places like Nyasaland where a handful of white men are con-
trolling hordes of primitive people’.28 That unreconstructed views of 
Africa and its peoples should have lingered on in Whitehall for many 
decades after the end of the Second World War should hardly come as 
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a surprise; yet it is rather jolting to witness Britain’s most senior civil 
servant using this kind of Ryder Haggard imagery as late as 1959. 

The fact that African nationalism in the region was largely characterized 
by non-violence did little to assuage these attitudes. Indeed, the ghost of 
Mau Mau haunted the minds of British officials and politicians dealing 
with central Africa, and the idea that movements either akin to Mau Mau 
or directly inspired by it might be taking root formed a fairly regular part 
of the intelligence reports that found their way to London. In August 1957, 
for example, the acting governor of Northern Rhodesia passed London a 
recent intelligence report on the Action Group of the Northern Rhodesian 
African National Congress (ANC), claiming it was being ‘developed into a 
near terrorist organisation, which if not checked may well lead to condi-
tions developing in Northern Rhodesia on much the same lines as they 
did in Kenya which led up to the Mau Mau emergency in that country’.29

Defending the declaration of the Nyasaland Emergency in the 
Commons on 3 March 1959, both the colonial secretary, Alan Lennox-
Boyd, and his under-secretary, Julian Amery, notoriously reached for 
the imagery of Mau Mau to justify the Nyasaland government’s actions. 
Lennox-Boyd claimed action had been required to prevent a massacre 
that was being planned by Congress. Amery spoke even more chillingly 
of a potential bloodbath, claiming there might have been ‘a massacre 
of Africans, Asians and Europeans on a Kenyan scale’.30 Yet if the two 
ministers were playing up this angle in an attempt to avert criticism 
from the Opposition that the emergency had been declared in response 
to pressure from the federal government, Amery did not conjure the 
reference to Kenya out of thin air. The most detailed intelligence on 
the putative Nyasaland African Congress plan to assassinate Europeans 
and collaborators in the event of Banda’s arrest came from a Nyasaland 
Special Branch report of 13 February. It reported that a secret meeting 
of Congress on 25 January had decided on ‘a widespread campaign of 
assassination of government officials, murder of European men, women 
and children and wholesale sabotage’.31 It incorporated the account 
of an informer which suggested the programme of violence would be 
activated by one of two developments: either Banda’s arrest, or his 
rejection of new constitutional proposals. In the event of the former 
development, a committee of four would take over the direction of 
Congress, and would fix a day – ‘R Day’ – on which a programme of 
mass sabotage and murder would be carried out. Having set out these 
details, it presented evidence suggesting that ‘at least one person from 
Kenya had advised Dr Banda and, in fact, the plan above bears a strong 
resemblance to the original Mau Mau plan’.32
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When the authorities did act in Nyasaland in 1959, it was with a 
lack of restraint reminiscent of the campaign against Mau Mau in 
Kenya, albeit for a far shorter period and with far fewer fatalities. This 
was a point Lord Devlin picked up on in his report, although as Brian 
Simpson noted, Devlin removed some of his most relevant comments 
on this matter from the final draft of the document.33 In one of these 
passages, which does not appear in the final version, the report says:

In Nyasaland we found that, perhaps under the strain of the emer-
gency, there was at every level of the administration an indifference 
to and misuse of the law. By misuse of the law we mean that the 
emergency regulations were treated solely as a source of power to be 
exploited and added to if necessary and not as setting any limits to 
what the government could do.34

Devlin’s implied criticisms of this lack of restraint were focused princi-
pally at the colonial administration in Nyasaland. Yet it could be argued 
that one of the problems arose from the fact the British government 
itself did not act as an effective agent of restraint, and that one reason 
for this was that the notion of ‘a handful of white men […] control-
ling hordes of primitive people’ was powerfully alive in the minds of 
so many of the politicians and officials responsible for African police. 

One disturbing feature of the lack of restraint concerned Operation 
Instructions (No. 2/59) drawn up by the Nyasaland government for the 
conduct of the emergency. These specified that the security forces should 
engage in ‘tough punitive action in areas where lawlessness and acts of 
violence are perpetrated or planned’.35 In the pursuit of this objective, 
‘swift and offensive retribution must be meted out to convince that 
lawlessness does not pay’. In the published version of its report, and 
even more forcefully in earlier drafts, the Devlin Commission implicitly 
blamed the plan for having granted excessive latitude to the security 
forces, with the result that ‘there was a great deal of aggressive and bul-
lying behaviour’. What is not mentioned in the Devlin report is that 
Armitage sent a copy of the operation plan to the Colonial Office on 
10 March. London did not, apparently, question the terms of the plan 
and the reference to ‘tough punitive action’. Indeed, three days before, 
the Colonial Office had approved a further expansion of the Nyasaland 
government’s ability to use violence against protesters. On 4 March, 
Armitage had asked London to confirm that it would not be acceptable 
for aircraft to fire on rioters, and had been told that indeed it would 
not be. Yet three days later he asked for this to be reconsidered, and 
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requested that where troops on the ground had exhausted all effective 
means of resistance they should be able to call on machine-gun fire 
from the air. The colonial secretary, Alan Lennox-Boyd, recommended 
to Macmillan that this should be allowed under limited circumstances. 
Macmillan agreed, but insisted on inserting the following paragraph in 
London’s instructions to Armitage:

In a situation where aircraft fire may have to be used as a last resort in 
the circumstances envisaged above, it would be proper to make some 
preliminary dummy runs of a menacing kind which might frighten 
and disperse the mob without actually opening fire and inflicting 
casualties. It might even be possible to open fire, in the first instance, 
in such a way as not to cause casualties, as for example, in the old 
days troops ‘fired over the heads of the mob’.36

This remarkably flippant attitude to a potentially lethal escalation in 
the use of force says much about the lack of restraint coming from the 
very top of the chain of command.

Perhaps the main consideration that did encourage Whitehall to 
apply a restraining hand, both in the Nyasaland Emergency and 
other instances, was the fear that any abuses might be taken up by 
the press and in Parliament. As I have argued in a recent article with 
Dr Joanna Lewis, there was a symbiotic relationship between 
Parliament and the press over colonial affairs: parliamentary ques-
tions about particular incidents – probably the most important means 
by which British ministers were called to account over their conduct 
of colonial affairs – were frequently inspired by press reports.37 The 
rare occasions when London questioned Armitage’s conduct of the 
Nyasaland Emergency, for example the use of corporal punishment 
against youths, were usually the result of a press report leading to 
a hostile parliamentary question. Indeed, in authorizing the use of 
aircraft fire against rioters, Lennox-Boyd’s main concern had been 
that this might cause ‘casualties in the surrounding African crowd, 
including possibly deaths of women and children’ leading to ‘a wave 
of African reaction throughout our territories, with repercussions in 
Parliament and internationally’.38 

In situations where press and parliamentary scrutiny were not likely 
to be a factor, one gets the occasional chilling sense of how cheap 
African life could sometimes appear from the perspective of London. 
A striking example is that of UK policy towards the Belgian Congo. 
On 13 January 1959, in the immediate wake of serious rioting, King 
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Baudouin of Belgium promised independence for the Congo at some 
unspecified point in the future. A year later, a conference was held to 
agree the terms of independence, the date of which was set for the end 
of June. Elections to the provincial and national assemblies were held in 
May. Patrice Lumumba’s National Congolese Movement (Mouvement 
National Congolais, MNC) emerged as the largest party in the national 
House of Representatives, although it lacked an overall majority. 
The Democratic Republic of the Congo was born on 30 June 1960. 
Joseph Kasavubu, founder of the pioneering nationalist movement the 
Bakongo Alliance (Alliance des Bakongo, ABAKO) became the country’s 
first president, and Lumumba its prime minister. 

Lumumba was increasingly viewed in London and Washington as a 
dangerous communist fellow-traveller who needed to be neutralized. In 
September 1960, with considerable covert US encouragement, Colonel 
Joseph Mobutu staged a coup. He attempted to arrest Lumumba, but 
was prevented from doing so by UN troops. Later in the month, the 
British Foreign Office official, H. F. T. Smith (later to become head of 
the British security service) coolly considered the means by which the 
impasse could be broken. He envisaged two possible solution: 

The first is the simple one of ensuring Lumumba’s removal from the 
scene by killing him. This should in fact solve the problem since, as 
far as we can tell, Lumumba is not the leader of a movement within 
which there are potential successors of his quality and influence.39

Smith’s second solution was to transfer more constitutional powers 
to the Congolese president. He breezily concluded: ‘Of these two pos-
sibilities, my preference (though it might be expressed as a wish rather 
than a proposal) would be for Lumumba to be removed from the scene 
altogether, because I fear that as long as he is about, his power to do 
damage can only be slightly modified’. 

What is so striking about this is not just the author’s casual discussion 
of the assassination of a democratically elected politician, but the fact 
no attempt seems to have been made to withhold the document. It was 
released to the national archives in 1991 under the standard 30-year 
rule, despite the fact that it rather undermines repeated British denials 
that assassination is or ever has been used as an instrument of policy. It 
is difficult to think that the vetting teams at the Foreign Office would 
have allowed the release of a document from the 1960s in which one of 
its officials calmly contemplated the assassination of a European politi-
cian or, more generally, a white one. 
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From 1959 onwards, British policy began to move towards an accept-
ance of the need to bring African nationalist leaders into the bargaining 
process, but that innate suspicion of African politicians in the minds of 
British politicians far from disappeared. Iain Macleod, appointed colo-
nial secretary in October 1959, whose famous calculation of the ‘lesser 
risk’ persuaded him of the need to make an imaginative approach to 
nationalist leaders in Northern Rhodesia and Nyasaland, remained, 
along with most of his senior colleagues, remarkably hawkish in his atti-
tude towards Lumumba in the Congo. Indeed one sometimes feels that 
the murderous hostility towards Lumumba was a form of displacement 
therapy for British politicians and officials who had meekly to accept 
the wind of change elsewhere in Africa.

Macleod faced formidable obstacles in attempting to change the 
course of British policy in Africa. As we have seen, the threat of a settler 
Boston Tea Party had far from abated, and during the tense negotia-
tions over the Northern Rhodesian constitution in February 1961 the 
threat became so great that the British grew closer than they ever had 
before or would do since to contemplating an armed invasion of central 
Africa. Macleod faced opposition in Cabinet to concessions to nation-
alist leaders that might wreck the federation, and he had a distinctly 
fair-weather friend in the prime minister, Harold Macmillan. Under 
the circumstances, he found himself in the slightly bizarre position 
of having to highlight the potential for violence of Kenneth Kuanda’s 
hitherto largely non-violent political movement the United National 
Independence Party (UNIP) as a means of justifying bringing Kaunda 
into the bargaining process.

This tactic is clear in a letter Macleod wrote to Macmillan in March 
1960 describing his first meeting with Kaunda in Lusaka. Macleod 
claimed:

[…] I told Kaunda in forcible terms that I wasn’t impressed by dem-
onstrations and that I won’t deal with violence in any form, that if he 
wanted to show himself a true leader he must first show that he could 
control his own followers and I invited him to go out to the very large 
crowd that was gathering at the gates of Government House to tell 
them to go away and to make a speech advocating non-violence and 
finally to call off demonstrations. To my considerable surprise he did 
this. The crowd dispersed without a murmur, he later made a speech 
advocating non-violence and there was not a single banner or placard 
in sight when I left next day. All this was in fact rather impressive 
and showed some control, if he wishes to exercise it, over the party.40
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The message was extremely clear – here was a movement with consider-
able potential to create unrest and violence, but with a leader who could 
contain that violence if kept on side. To do so, however, it would be nec-
essary to offer concessions. Macleod reinforced this message when record-
ing a meeting with Kaunda at the Colonial Office in May 1960. Although 
the sentiments themselves are largely attributed to Kaunda, Macleod 
himself was clearly eager to commit them to paper. Macleod recalled that:

Kaunda put forward the familiar thesis that the ordinary African 
thought that independence in the Congo had only been achieved 
because of violence and that the Nyasaland talks had been secured 
because of violence […]. Kaunda said that he would try to put over as 
far as he could a policy of non-violence and also to explain, as I had 
explained to him why there could not be immediate constitutional 
advance. But he added that he might well be committing political 
suicide in doing this. For myself I am sure there is some truth in 
this when one looks at the other leaders of the UNIP in Northern 
Rhodesia. He added that it would make a great deal of difference if 
some undertaking could be given that after the federal review there 
would be some sort of discussions.41

The argument that by making an imaginative concession the British 
government would pre-empt violence and ensure African nationalism 
developed on ‘moderate’ lines was at the heart of Macleod’s hard-fought 
battle to secure a major increase in African political representation in 
the Northern Rhodesia constitution of February 1961. In June, Welensky 
succeeded in forcing the British government into a partial retreat on 
the Northern Rhodesian constitution. In August, UNIP responded by 
launching a campaign of violence and disorder. In a sense, this simply 
reinforced in concrete terms the argument Macleod had been making 
to his colleagues since his first visit to central Africa the year before. In 
considering whether to respond by reopening talks about the Northern 
Rhodesian constitution with a view to shifting the balance of advan-
tage back in favour of the Africans, the minister of state at the Colonial 
Office, Lord Perth, acknowledged that such concessions would tend to 
demonstrate ‘violence pays’. Yet in setting down the pros and cons of 
reopening talks, he made clear that he did not see this as an overriding 
factor. He described the considerations as follows:

The main ‘cons’ are that any change would be a concession to vio-
lence; is not wanted by the unintimidated African; and would be 
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going back on our agreement with Welensky who would be bound 
bitterly to oppose such change. The ‘pros’ are that the changes would 
ensure a period of peaceful constitutional progress rather than con-
tinuing the possibility of serious unrest; should avoid loss of African 
goodwill and perhaps that of the world as it is hard to show that 
the present hurdle is not deliberately set higher for Africans than 
Europeans; and that they are limited and in practice should not 
affect the election.42

The Colonial Office duly concluded that the balance of advantage lay 
in reopening talks. Indeed, in a sense, this strategic outbreak of violence 
had served the interests of the Colonial Office, in allowing it to tear up 
the agreement reached in June over the Northern Rhodesian constitu-
tion, and to return to something like Macleod’s original conception of 
the constitution. It was vital, however, that Kaunda should be able to 
turn off the violence in order to achieve the ‘period of peaceful consti-
tutional progress’ that would justify the granting of concessions.

In his own subsequent writings, which stressed his party’s reliance on 
Gandhian principles of non-violence, Kaunda conceded this strategy 
existed against a background of the threat of both settler and African 
nationalist violence and disruption. He recalled a meeting in 1958 with 
Benson, the governor of Northern Rhodesia, at which Kaunda and his 
then colleague Harry Nkumbula set out their demand for the end of the 
Federation. According to Kaunda, Benson: 

heard us out and then said to me, ‘Mr Kaunda, don’t you realize the 
whites would paralyse government if we accepted your demands?’ 
I replied, ‘Are you saying, Your Excellency, that for our demands to 
be met, we have got to be in a position to paralyse government?’ He 
did not answer.43

In a fascinating passage, Kaunda acknowledged that his policy of non-
violence drew much of its strength from the threat that violence might 
result from the failure to respond to peaceful demands. He argued:

While the party was following instructions and avoiding violent 
confrontation I was shrugged aside as irrelevant; when widespread 
violence became a real possibility, I was suddenly seen as a rational 
alternative to the so-called ‘men of violence’[…]. I suspect that 
Gandhi and his satyagraha policy became much more attractive 
to the British government when Nehru’s National Congress began 
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rioting in the streets. It is the stars and the dark night again – the 
play and counter-play of violence and non-violence. Just as the stars 
do not stop shining when the night has gone, so non-violence has 
its own validity quite apart from violence. Nonetheless, it is not wise 
for the pacifist to be too self-righteous about the ‘men of violence’ – 
their very existence often guarantees his effectiveness.44

In the period leading up to full independence, it remained crucial that 
the nationalist leaders in the northern territories should be able to 
keep violence to an ‘acceptable level’, so as not to encourage press or 
parliamentary opposition in the UK to the final transfer of power. In 
July 1963, concerns that Hastings Banda, by then firmly established as 
elected prime minister of Nyasaland, might not be doing so, prompted 
K. J. Neale of the Central Africa Office to pen a remarkably cynical min-
ute spelling out what ‘acceptable levels’ were. He noted:

As far as I know there has been little press or parliamentary inter-
est in the N Rhodesia situation although the security record there, 
including political violence against Europeans, has been very consid-
erably worse than in Nyasaland over the past two years and might 
well deteriorate further. The fact is that although there are some 
serious underlying tendencies in the Nyasaland situation (common 
to all Africa) recent incidents have been comparatively trivial and 
blown up in order to discredit Dr Banda. In my view the Nyasaland 
record in law and order over recent years – and currently – compares 
favourably with that of any other territory in Bantu Africa at com-
parable stages of constitutional development and it is worth bearing 
this in mind when dealing with this subject. It is no use expecting a 
highly sophisticated concept of national behaviour to appear over-
night in the rapidly advancing African territories where the political 
froth is running down the side of the glass. But Nyasaland, unlike 
Kenya, Congo and N Rhodesia has avoided killing Europeans, and 
for that we should be thankful to Dr Banda.45 

There are disturbing reminders here of the British government’s more 
recent policy towards Robert Mugabe’s Zimbabwe. The contrast between 
the Thatcher Government’s apparent wish to downplay the massacre of 
the regime’s Ndebele opponents in Matabeleland in 1983–86, and the 
indignant protests of subsequent British administrations over the inva-
sion of white farms, suggests that keeping violence at ‘acceptable levels’ 
continues to involve avoiding harming Europeans.46
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What can we conclude from these various reflections on the use and 
threat of violence in central Africa? The British government promised 
that the creation of the Central African Federation would herald a 
new era of racial partnership in the region. What it actually did was to 
enhance white settler power, in a fairly naked surrender to threats of 
disruption from the settler community. As the European leaders of the 
Federation set about entrenching that power still further, ministers in 
London seemed oblivious. What mattered was that their chosen col-
laborators could maintain the appearance of order and stability. 

In order to compete for power, African nationalism had therefore not 
merely to shatter that illusion of stability, but to convince London that 
it potentially had as great an ability as the settlers, if not greater, to chal-
lenge British interests in the region. Ultimately, the Southern Rhodesian 
nationalist movements failed in both respects before 1965. These threats 
would resurface periodically whenever settler leaders felt London was 
not responding to its concerns. Far from offering concessions to the 
African majority, settler leaders sought to entrench their influence still 
further. The British government recognized this, but chose to tolerate 
it, so long as the federal and Southern Rhodesian administrators proved 
themselves effective allies – which is to say so long as they maintained 
what appeared to the outside world to be political stability. 

Under such circumstances, Britain effectively created conditions 
in which any group competing for power had to demonstrate it had 
the capacity to disrupt the illusion of peace and normality projected 
by the settler-dominated regimes. As the case of Nyasaland in 1959 
demonstrated, African nationalists had to face the prospect that any 
challenge to this established order would be met by force, the brutal-
ity of which was exacerbated by British perceptions of the ‘savage’ 
African. Paradoxically, however, by 1960, when the British govern-
ment was beginning to contemplate significant advances in African 
representation, there was virtual complicity between nationalist leaders 
and British ministers to exaggerate the threat of nationalist violence in 
order to offset the influence of white settlers over UK policy. Even under 
relatively peaceful circumstances, then, the threat of violence was a sig-
nificant factor in the choreography of end of empire.
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This chapter explores the decolonization of the United Nations (UN) 
in the late 20th century. It considers two interlocking riddles: first, was 
third-world nationalism – defined as the movement that crystallized at 
the UN General Assembly at the height of post-war decolonization – 
distinct from the non-governmental movements that allegedly remade 
the global community during the 1970s? Second, did trends within the 
Afro-Asian world influence the human rights revolution that became so 
ubiquitous after 1970?

Numerous historians have offered answers in recent years. Roland 
Burke, Frederick Cooper, Jan Eckel, Mary Ann Heiss, Akira Iriye, Paul 
Gordon Lauren, Erez Manela, Mark Mazower, Michael Morgan, Samuel 
Moyn, Glenda Sluga, and Jay Winter, among others, have advanced 
arguments about decolonization’s relationship to rights discourses in 
the 20th century. For some, decolonization gave life to the human 
rights project and laid the foundation for the transnational social move-
ments of the post-1960s era. For others, the rights movement emerged 
as a minimalist alternative to the grand designs associated with state 
planning in the global South. For others still, both decolonization and 
human rights were Gramscian chimeras that disguised the growth of 
Western hegemony during the late-20th century.1

This chapter’s approach grows from a simple historiographical obser-
vation: scholarship on human rights and decolonization has focused 
almost exclusively on large structures and intellectual abstractions. Few 
historians have looked at how specific individuals shaped – and were 
shaped by – the networks that linked post-colonial politics to human 
rights movements. This chapter attempts to fill a void by looking at 
the life and times of a seemingly unimportant UN bureaucrat: Enuga 
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Reddy. At first glance, Reddy was merely one of hundreds of low-level 
functionaries who worked at the UN during the Cold War. His 35-year 
career unfolded mostly in the crevices of world politics and it ended 
relatively quietly in early 1985. ‘I do not think of myself as great or not 
great’, Reddy commented in response to a question about this legacy. 
‘If I had to choose, I would choose the latter’.2

Refuting Reddy’s self-assessment is not my goal. The argument here is 
merely that Reddy’s life sheds useful light on the questions posed above. 
As a UN employee, he had a front row seat at the General Assembly’s 
transformation during the 1950s and 1960s, when African and Asian 
nationalists stepped onto the world stage and set themselves to the task 
of remaking the organization’s raison d’être. During this tumultuous 
period, Reddy worked at the UN Apartheid Committee, collaborating 
closely with nationalist diplomats as they combated racism in southern 
Africa. Moving to the UN Secretariat’s Unit on Apartheid in 1966, Reddy 
spent much of the 1970s quietly recasting the anti-apartheid struggle 
in the language of human rights and striving to expand the role of 
non-governmental organizations within the UN.

Reddy was never a main actor in the dramas he lived through. 
Looking at this period through his eyes merely provides a window to 
consider how individuals and political causes influenced the intellectual 
movements of the late 20th century. His efforts provide insight into the 
way bureaucrats experimented with the meaning and form of anti-racist 
and anti-colonial politics during the Cold War. Reddy’s activities also 
shed light on historiographical debates about how and when decolo-
nization changed the UN. Finally, Reddy’s life illuminates the strange 
relationship between political strategy and the phraseology of rights 
in the years after African independence. This chapter examines several 
moments in Reddy’s long career; moments that not only set his profes-
sional trajectory at the UN, but also reveal much about decolonization’s 
contorted relationship with human rights, broadly defined.

Reddy’s path from India to the UN was unexpected. He came from 
wealth. His father was a manager in a mica-exporting company north of 
Madras (now Chennai), in the small village of Gudur, and Reddy’s fam-
ily resided comfortably at the interface of the British colonial world and 
the Indian subcontinent. Mica prices were high throughout the depres-
sion of the 1930s, and Reddy was insulated from many of the hardships 
that accompanied the final stages of British imperial rule. Although 
he understood that ‘times were bad [… his] attention was on [his] 
studies’.3 Always the youngest of his classmates, Reddy learned English 
and Telugu before he turned four and he enrolled in the fifth grade 
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at age seven. ‘I come from a well-knit family’, he later explained.4 
A supporter of Mahatmas Gandhi, Reddy’s mother had given away ‘all 
her jewellery […] in 1933 during [Gandhi’s] tour to collect funds for 
the uplift of the Harijans (untouchables)’, and his father served as the 
president of the Indian National Congress in Gudur during the pre-
war years, spending three months in jail for satyagraha in 1941. Both 
 parents saw education as the stepping-stone of independence.5

Reddy attended Madras Christian College (MCC) during the early 
1940s. Even then, the city was one of India’s most populous urban 
centres, and while MCC was a Scottish missionary school with roots 
in colonial history, its campus was alive with the fervour of Indian 
nationalism during the Second World War. ‘It was an intensely 
 political period’, Reddy recalled. ‘My grades suffered because of strikes, 
 meetings etc. While my father was prepared to go to jail he discour-
aged me from getting into trouble by more active involvement’.6 The 
writings of ‘Gandhi and [Jawaharlal] Nehru were everywhere in those 
days’, inspiring middle-class Indians to imagine a social order without 
the British Raj.7 As a student, Reddy gravitated towards a particular 
brand of socialism. He believed in Gandhi’s vision of swaraj – especially 
the notion that true self-rule required self-transformation – but found 
special inspiration in Nehru’s expositions on economic development, 
scientific growth, and state-led planning. ‘India had to build […] the 
future lay in the city not the village’, he reflected.8 Independence 
necessitated technological advancement, and true legitimacy flowed 
from the  government’s ability to distribute ‘food, clothing, housing, 
education and sanitation’ to India’s people.9

With this in mind, Reddy left home in 1946 to attain a degree in 
engineering from the University of Illinois in the United States. It was 
a portentous decision, born from his passions and his family’s growing 
anxiety about India’s political instability. Reddy initially believed he 
would return to India after a few years, but his plans began to change 
when he arrived in New York. Having missed the start of the spring 
term, he enrolled instead at New York University, and then entered a 
public administration programme at Columbia University. His inter-
est in engineering and government planning slowly gave way to an 
obsession with international relations. ‘Western politicians and aca-
demics were denouncing nationalism as a menace’ in those days, and 
Reddy fell in with a cosmopolitan niche of students who rejected the 
paternalism they perceived around them in higher education. ‘For us 
in India (and in other colonial countries) nationalism meant striving 
for national freedom from colonial domination and exploitation by 
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other countries’, he explained. ‘For them nationalism was the cause of 
conflicts in Europe. Their definition suited the imperialists.’ For Reddy, 
this disjuncture was institutionalized inside and outside the classroom:

My first professor on international relations […] explained imperial-
ism by drawing a diagram on the black board to show that it is like 
water flowing from a higher level to a lower level – from an advanced 
country to a poorer country. Those were the days when students 
learned the theory that people in temperate climates were superior 
to those in warmer climates. All that could have been offensive if I 
did not have a sense of humour.10

Reddy’s commitment to anti-racism deepened within this milieu and as 
he completed his course work he began to think seriously about life as 
a permanent expatriate. His reasoning was partly personal – he fell in 
love with a Turkish student at Columbia in 1948, and neither he nor 
his future wife wanted to return to India against the backdrop of the 
sectarian and religious violence engulfing that country during the late 
1940s. Professional considerations also weighed on Reddy’s mind. With 
the creation of the UN three years earlier, New York had become the 
epicentre of international politics. The UN – which reflected several dis-
tinct internationalisms – provided a forum to express new views about 
racism’s past and imperialism’s future.11 At the 1946 General Assembly 
meeting, for instance, Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit, India’s first delegate to 
the organization, had shocked the West by collecting enough votes to 
lodge an official complaint about South Africa’s discrimination against 
people of Indian descent, a resolution that purposefully cast racism 
as incompatible with membership in the post-war international com-
munity. The UN was a place where diplomats like Pandit, as well as 
individuals such as Reddy, could seemingly challenge the intellectual 
norms of the time.12

Nine months before his wedding in 1950, Reddy attained an entry-
level position at the UN Secretariat. ‘I used to say, “I had to forget all 
I was taught at the university and think with my blood”’.13 His ideas 
tended to fit with the mainstream of mid-century Indian international-
ism. Like Nehru, Reddy felt that world federalism and decolonization 
went hand in hand. ‘The world, in spite of its rivalries and hatreds and 
inner conflicts, moves inevitably towards closer cooperation and the 
building up of a world commonwealth’, Nehru had argued in 1946. ‘It 
is for this one world that free India will work, a world in which there 
is the free cooperation of free peoples, and no class or group exploits 



Inside the Parliament of Man 203

another.’14 Political life flowed through the UN, in other words. It 
was a mind-set with wide appeal during the late 1940s. Two sides of 
a common conceptual coin, sovereignty and interdependence were 
the imagined panaceas for capitalist greed and colonial racism – and 
the supposed prerequisites of real social change and shared economic 
prosperity.15

It was not by accident that India’s first post-war diplomatic initiative 
was a complaint against South Africa. Apartheid, which began to crys-
tallize as a coherent political ideology in the inter-war years, posited 
that territorial autonomy and economic development required neither 
racial equality nor international co-operation. According to apartheid’s 
architects, South African whites could provide each ethnic group in 
South Africa with autonomous control of land and financial resources 
to achieve development on their own terms, making apartheid an agent 
of – rather than an abomination against – decolonization. Race equal-
ity, according to Afrikaner planners, was merely a misguided ruse that 
violated the Biblical lessons of Babel. This argument was rife with prob-
lems, most obviously its inability to explain the white community’s 
continued exploitation of non-white workers, but such contradictions 
did not prevent apartheid’s theorists from garnering support in many 
pan-European circles during the early Cold War. At stake was a funda-
mentally different assessment of racial equality’s relationship to decolo-
nization. Expert planning was essential still, but white paternalism now 
stood as the prerequisite of economic freedom and self-government.

Reddy was already invested in the fight against South African rac-
ism when he relocated to New York. In 1943, his cousin had given 
him three pamphlets about life in Durban. Written by Yusuf Dadoo, 
Peter Abrahams and Bill Andrews, the documents explained the plight 
of Indians in Johannesburg and detailed the hardships facing South 
Africa’s mine workers. Initially, Reddy’s ‘sympathies were with the 
Indians in South Africa’, but he took cues from Indian nationalists at 
the UN. ‘Nehru and others always believed that we [had] to join with 
Africans, not only in South Africa but all over Africa’, he explained.16 
In 1946, Reddy had joined the Council on African Affairs (CAA), a vol-
unteer organization created in 1937 to spread information about Africa, 
and he began to make regular sojourns to the group’s library on 26th 
Street to read newspapers from the Union, specifically The Guardian 
and The Bantu World. When members of the African National Congress 
(ANC) visited New York in November 1946 to protest against apartheid 
at the UN, Reddy participated in a picket line at South Africa’s con-
sulate and attended a meeting at Harlem’s Abyssinian Church, where 
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ANC members spoke with Indian diplomats Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit and 
V. K. Krishna Menon. ‘I was not interested in the Cold War and other 
things’, Reddy reflected. Such affairs were ‘relatively minor, in a sense’. 
He and the diplomats he idolized ‘felt very strongly […] and took it up, 
the question of South Africa […] and tried to get support from other 
countries, and, in fact, build up support in the public’.17

Reddy’s new co-workers did not share his passion. The ‘atmosphere 
was oppressive’ at the UN in those days, Reddy recalled. ‘Most of the UN 
officials were from a few Western countries – the United States, Britain, 
Canada and France,’ and a ‘substantial number of them had been work-
ing for the US Office of War Information and other agencies’. As the 
Korean War escalated, McCarthyism swept through the organization 
and many of Reddy’s like-minded colleagues found themselves cast out 
of the parliament of man for ideological reasons. Reddy worked initially 
for a research unit that gathered information about the Middle East and 
Africa, giving him an opportunity to read African papers on ‘company 
time’. His co-workers included a Greek diplomat, a Canadian Jew, an 
Egyptian diplomat and two American secretaries – and they bickered 
constantly about the place of racial equality in the UN. When India and 
twelve other states asked the 1952 General Assembly to consider ‘race 
conflict resulting from apartheid, the Greek head of the section called 
me in for a chat’, Reddy remembered. For nearly an hour, his superior 
lectured him about the UN Charter’s scope and meaning, lamenting 
India’s interference in South Africa’s domestic problems. ‘[W]hen the 
UN Charter was signed, India was not there’, Reddy responded. The ‘real 
India was not there, and we had an attitude, a different attitude towards 
the charter than some of the Western countries – it was a psychologi-
cal thing.’ Apartheid was simply incompatible with decolonization. He 
didn’t like that at all, and within a week Reddy had been moved to a 
new unit. ‘Supposedly’, Reddy scoffed retrospectively, the UN ‘staff [was 
to] be objective, neutral and all that sort of thing’.18

Reddy plodded along for a decade, writing research papers on var-
ied topics as he learned the ins and outs of the secretariat’s byzantine 
bureaucracy. ‘I survived in this oppressive atmosphere’, he explained 
later, ‘because of my faith that the situation would change, at least par-
tially when more Asian and African nations [became]  independent’.19 
The situation indeed altered in 1960, as second-wave or African decolo-
nization remade the membership of the UN General Assembly. At first, 
Reddy stayed cautiously on the sidelines: his interactions with the 
UN’s newest delegates and diplomats limited to casual exchanges in 
the building’s cafeteria. ‘They were not […] rich [enough] to go to the 
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more expensive restaurants [in New York], so I would meet them’ and 
talk about ‘current events, politics, and decolonization’. Within twelve 
months, however, professional doors began to open. As a result of 
diplomatic manoeuvring at the 1961 General Assembly, the UN’s new-
est members successfully established a committee – to be directed by 
African and Asian countries – to hasten full decolonization throughout 
the global South, which gave way in 1962 to a similar committee that 
monitored and confronted the problem of apartheid in South Africa. 
Reddy was tapped to be secretary to this latter group, an opportunity 
he embraced with relish. ‘Rightly or wrongly, I had a feeling that I [had] 
not [done] enough’ up until that point, he reflected. ‘India’s freedom’ 
was meant to be ‘the beginning of the end of colonialism [… but] I had 
not made enough sacrifice for India’s freedom’. Now it seemed possible 
‘to compensate by doing what I could for the rest of the colonies’.20

Working for the Apartheid Committee was like a breath of fresh 
air. ‘We all thought alike’, Reddy said. ‘We were all against apartheid 
and so on’, and without American, British, or French representatives, 
the group ‘didn’t have the Western problem’, making it ‘easier to 
work together very closely’.21 Historians are beginning to understand 
the implications of this moment. The UN’s original 51 members had 
hailed exclusively from Europe, the Americas, and parts of the British 
Commonwealth, and the political order they forged together at Bretton 
Woods, Dumbarton Oaks and San Francisco in 1944–45 had been 
designed to buttress – not erode – pan-European legitimacy.22 However, 
as Reddy’s experience highlights, the meaning of the UN’s founding 
documents was not static. As Reddy moved into his new office in early 
1962, the decolonization drama was reaching a turning point. In the 
same moment that the UN created new committees to promote anti-
apartheid activism, the General Assembly elected U Thant – from newly 
independent Burma – as its fourth secretary-general, and announced 
that the UN’s next decade would be dedicated to the development 
needs of the global South. ‘There were still 51 white states’ at the UN, 
an observer explained crassly, ‘but the Afro-Asians now totalled 53’, 
signalling that an organization invented by Europeans to be a bulwark 
against another great power conflagration was now being reinvented in 
the spirit of pluralism and anti-colonialism.23

Reddy drove none of these events, but worked nonetheless in the eye 
of the storm. The anti-racism agenda, the centrepiece of which was the 
fight against apartheid, helped focus the diverse impulses underlying 
the UN’s political transformation.24 South Africa ‘is a museum piece in 
our time, a hangover from the dark past of mankind, a relic of an age 
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which everywhere else is dead or dying’, an African diplomat argued 
in 1962. ‘This is Africa’s age – the dawn of her fulfilment, the moment 
when she must fulfil her destiny’ by winning the ‘fight for noble values 
and worthy ends, and not for lands and the enslavement of man’.25 
The centrepiece of this movement was showing that ‘[c]olonialism and 
racism’ – cast as mutually constitutive problems – ‘[were] the source of 
all the troubles which afflict[ed] mankind’ in modern times. Apartheid, 
by framing itself as a benign reformulation of the decolonization experi-
ence, constituted an existential threat to this campaign.26 It had to be 
both delegitimized and destroyed, and as Reddy’s compatriots plotted a 
course forward they embraced a two-part strategy that worked to isolate 
Pretoria within the UN and push the Security Council towards sanctions 
that would end white rule in Africa.

There were two theoretical pathways to UN sanctions. First, support 
could be built for action through the General Assembly. While Article 2 
(7) of the Charter explicitly forbade the organization from ‘interven[ing] 
in matters which are essentially within the domestic jurisdiction of any 
state’, Article 14 gave the assembly the ability to recommend measures 
for the peaceful adjustment of any situation that threatened the ‘general 
welfare or friendly relations between nations’. If the UN’s new mem-
bers could convince enough countries to endorse a resolution that cast 
apartheid as a clear threat to international peace and security, Article 2 
(7) would be moot and the Security Council would be permitted to take 
action under the provisions of Chapter VII, which outlined the Council’s 
role in dealing with member-state aggression.27 So long as the General 
Assembly resolution framed apartheid as a ‘clear threat to international 
peace and security’, the argument could be made that South African issues 
were transnational in nature and required an international solution.

Alternatively, nationalist diplomats could focus their efforts on the 
South African government’s tentative legal claims in territory of South 
West Africa. By 1960, the International Court of Justice (ICJ) had already 
issued a series of advisory opinions that condemned the Union of South 
Africa’s refusal to place its First World War era mandate under the 
recently expanded UN trusteeship programme. Further action would 
require a formal, contentious ICJ case and a binding judgment at The 
Hague. If the Court ruled against the Union, the Security Council would 
be obliged to take action under Article 94 of the UN Charter, which 
outlined the its role in enforcing the Court’s decisions. In this scenario, 
not only were sanctions possible, but post-colonial nationalists could 
also argue for a UN intervention in South West Africa if Pretoria refused 
to accept the Court’s authority.
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Throughout the early- and mid-1960s, Reddy served faithfully as the 
bureaucratic page of this diplomatic fight. When a friend expressed 
unease about his growing boldness, Reddy’s response was unequivo-
cal: the ‘UN belongs to us [now] – we constitute most of the world’.28 
Reddy’s Reminiscences detail the many initiatives he spearheaded on 
behalf of his superiors. Aware that he would ‘face disciplinary action 
in the secretariat’ if his ‘personal correspondence became known’, he 
nonetheless threw himself into the contest, drafting resolutions and 
writing speeches for his superiors while he composed reports about 
the suffering of non-white people in South Africa. ‘[B]inding sanctions 
require[d] action by the Security Council’, but the secretariat had the 
ability to act independently on several fronts, and Reddy used what 
he called his ‘inside knowledge’ to help isolate South Africa at the UN, 
regularly publishing reports about political prisoners and government 
suppression of domestic activism. He also built support discreetly for 
a special trust fund – organized by Christian activists in London but 
supported by donations from UN member-nations – that funnelled 
money to the lawyers and families of South African political prisoners. 
‘I was prepared to take risks’, and do things that were ‘improper for civil 
 servants who were supposed to be “neutral”’.29

Most notably, Reddy bent the UN’s rules regarding non-govern-
mental organizations (NGOs). Although Article 77 gave the UN’s 
Economic and Social Council permission to consult non-state 
groups in special circumstances, only ‘Western university-types’ were 
allowed to present opinions in New York during the 1940s and 1950s 
because ‘strict procedures’ policed the ‘nature and scope’ of consulta-
tive work. NGOs participated in the UN as economic consultants and 
social experts, but rarely had access to political debates. By develop-
ing contacts with NGOs and friendships with UN delegations, Reddy 
made himself into an interlocutor, quietly removing procedural 
hurdles that blocked anti-colonial activism at the UN while lining 
up writers, politicians, singers, and students to present ‘expert’ tes-
timony to the Special Committee against Apartheid. ‘I led [the way] 
in encouraging such participation’, he later argued, making it pos-
sible for ‘the Special Committee on Decolonization, the UN Council 
for Namibia and the Special Political Committee of the General 
Assembly’ – all of which were formed in the early 1960s – to adopt 
similar approaches in subsequent years. His aim was to remake the 
UN’s relationship with NGOs: ‘I wanted to set an important precedent 
[…] the NGOs and individuals were not to be treated as “petitioners” 
but as [equal] participants’.30
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The Apartheid Committee gave him unusual leeway in this effort. 
Unlike most special committees, the group lacked Western representa-
tives – its membership included five African states, three Asian coun-
tries, two Latin American nations, and one East European state – which 
provided Reddy with freedom to bend the rules. He knew precisely 
what he was doing: if invitations and reports were done in the ‘secre-
tariat’s name, I would have to be “objective” and give the views of the 
oppressed people as well as that of the South African government’.31 But 
the Apartheid Committee reported to the General Assembly directly, 
giving Reddy a shield to mask the nature of his personal involvement. 
International politics worked in his favour as well. ‘Apartheid had 
become a bad word after the Sharpeville Massacre’, Reddy said, referring 
to Pretoria’s widely condemned and highly publicized 1960 attempt to 
suppress African nationalist upheaval in South Africa, which resulted 
in the death of 69 black activists. Neither Washington nor Moscow 
‘wanted to seem to be for apartheid’ because both superpowers hoped 
to incorporate the decolonized world into the anti-communist and anti-
capitalist coalitions, respectively. Consequently, while European rep-
resentatives grumbled frequently about the methods of the Apartheid 
Committee, few publicly challenged the objectives of Reddy and his 
compatriots.32

Initially peripheral to the diplomatic chess match that surrounded the 
sanctions effort, Reddy’s quiet efforts grew more important after 1966. 
Ironically, his prominence grew because of the setbacks of his superiors. 
African and Asian diplomats successfully cast apartheid as a ‘clear threat 
to international peace and security’ in the mid-1960s – marshalling sup-
port for resolutions in 1964–65 that explicitly announced that ‘action 
under Chapter VII of the charter [was] essential in order to solve the 
problem of apartheid’. However, the Security Council refused to accept 
the logic that undergirded Afro-Asian demands: the General Assembly, 
the argument went, was not designed to dictate when and where the 
UN applied economic sanctions. When Africa’s legal team lost the 
South West Africa case at the ICJ in 1966 – eliminating the possibility 
of action through Article 94 – most observers agreed that Pretoria had 
weathered the storm of third world nationalism.33 Secretary-General U 
Thant wrote:

[T]he winds of change have swept right across the continent of Africa 
from west to east and from north to central Africa but they seem to 
have come up against a stony wall running somewhere across the 
southern part of the African continent. Not only have the winds 
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produced no change beneficial to the non-white people living in this 
part of Africa but the attitude of the white minority groups that have 
settled in these areas seems to have hardened and the attainment 
of self-determination of the non-white inhabitants of these regions 
indefinitely deferred.34

When UN delegates began to reconsider their strategy against apart-
heid in 1966 and 1967 – gathering together for a pair of workshops in 
Brasilia, Brazil, and Kitwe, Zambia – Reddy participated vigorously in 
the discussions. In his mind, ‘calling for sanctions as the only solution – 
putting all [our] eggs in one basket – was not wise as we had reached 
a deadlock’. It was time to adopt a wider ‘range of actions – some of 
which [could] be approved by the General Assembly where we had 
a large majority’.35 Reddy pushed his superiors to invite numerous 
liberation groups, solidarity organizations, labour unions, writers, 
and politicians to the seminars – essentially the individuals who had 
testified at his behest to the Apartheid Committee in earlier years. The 
future, Reddy argued, belonged to these NGOs. Although the United 
States, the United Kingdom, and France would not accept sanctions 
through the Security Council, ‘their democratic traditions’ made it 
possible for non-state activists to lobby against apartheid domestically. 
Even if the great powers resisted such activism, they ‘would find it 
difficult to take any action to restrict these groups’, giving the anti-
apartheid struggle new life.36

The Brasilia and Kitwe proposals incorporated some of Reddy’s ideas 
and foreshadowed trends that came into focus during the 1970s. On the 
one hand, participants called for the creation of an official UN office 
to document examples of South Africa’s ‘crimes against humanity’, 
and requested more funds for refugee assistance. They also asked for 
additional donations to the UN trust fund that Reddy had helped cre-
ate a few years earlier, and protested against the treatment of political 
prisoners in South Africa.37 On the other hand, the rhetoric attached 
to these pronouncements moved in a new direction. The gathering’s 
press releases and published reports linked domestic upheaval in Africa 
explicitly to the policies of discrimination in southern Africa. The ‘forces 
of apartheid’ – with Pretoria ‘playing the primary role’ – were no longer 
content simply to oppress black South Africans: they were now engaged 
‘in a deliberate and calculated attempt’ to undermine ‘the rightful and 
lawful governments of independent Africa’ through ‘psychological war-
fare, espionage activities and sabotage’. Insulated from UN sanctions, 
South Africa had allegedly gone on the offensive.38
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This mind-set formed the cornerstone of the vision that emerged 
from the Brasilia and Kitwe meetings. Although some UN delegates 
had drifted towards anti-American views after the US takeover of the 
Vietnam War, delegates generally appreciated that the US, with its 
unique influence over the United Kingdom and France, and distinctly 
anti-colonial national narrative, was an essential ally in the fight against 
South Africa. However, the discussions and presentations at Brasilia 
and Kitwe offered a different explanation of Washington’s relationship 
to South Africa. An ‘unholy alliance’ had formed from the ‘Cape to 
Katanga’, claimed one pre-distributed paper, supported by a ‘giant eco-
nomic complex’ that originated from the US. Economic sanctions were 
still ‘the most appropriate peaceful measures under the UN Charter’, but 
it was ‘unrealistic to ignore the fact that the main trading partners of 
southern Africa’ were simply ‘unwilling to implement these measures’.39

Such sentiment pointed towards an important sea-change. Disil-
lusioned by the limits of their influence at the General Assembly, UN 
delegates increasingly embraced a vision of the organization that was 
more in line with Reddy’s thinking. In fact the only original ‘action’ 
proposal of the Brasilia and Kitwe gatherings focused on information 
and non-state activism, rooted in the burgeoning conclusion that the 
UN was best utilized to ‘counteract the massive and misleading propa-
ganda campaign’ of South Africa and encourage ‘NGOs to play a more 
effective role in opposition to racism and colonialism’.40 Although nei-
ther premise was wholly novel, the meetings effectively formalized the 
primacy of such tactics over the fight for sanctions and elevated what 
had been means in the anti-apartheid contest to an end in its own right. 
The UN would not liberate South African blacks, but it could help legiti-
mize the activities of people and groups that opposed apartheid. The 
UN’s principal importance, in short, came from its ability to enhance 
the moral legitimacy of non-governmental activists.41

Observers recognized the significance of this shift. As the UN 
Secretariat centralized anti-apartheid information activities in 1967 – a 
move mandated by the Brasilia and Kitwe meetings and orchestrated 
by Reddy under the auspices of the new ‘special unit on apartheid’ – 
permanent members of the Security Council reflected on the porous 
boundary between knowledge production and anti-apartheid activism 
at the UN. In response to the unit’s first pamphlet in 1967, a British offi-
cial commented that while the document was ‘an up-dating of similar 
studies’ that had been ‘circulated by the special committee on apart-
heid’ in the early 1960s, the ‘new format’ clearly sought to ‘promote 
publicity through the UN sales network’. The ‘evils of apartheid’ were 
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as important as giving ‘maximum publicity to Western investment in 
South Africa’. He continued, ‘We could of course protest that apartheid 
is a human rights question and that foreign trade does not determine 
the political systems within a country, but we would find the UN imper-
vious to this argument’.42 In Washington, officials worried about the 
precedent of using UN money to link Western economic interests and 
white racism in southern Africa.43 Although the push for sanctions had 
ground to a halt, the resulting initiatives were making South African 
racism into a flashpoint in a larger, integrated fight against neo-colonial 
power in the world.

Not everyone in the secretariat supported Reddy’s ideas. G. L. Obhrai, 
for instance, who also hailed from India, bristled at the creation of the 
new special unit on apartheid. ‘The question seems to me to boil down 
to this: is the Office of Public Information henceforth to be permitted, 
indeed required, to function, not merely as a purveyor of objective and 
factual information about the aims and activities of the UN, but also 
as a public-relations agency actively engaged in the actual promotion 
of those activities and the attainment of those aims?’ He continued, 
‘Are we to remain an Office of Information or become an agency for polit-
ical action?’ Quoting former UN Secretary-General Dag Hammarskjold, 
Obhrai answered his own question:

The UN should not indulge in propaganda – for itself or any of the posi-
tions taken within the organization. Thus, public information activities 
are information activities in the true sense of the word, not a selling 
operation in any kind of disguise. One sometimes hears it said that 
there is nothing wrong in making propaganda for something that 
is good. This argument seems to me to be a very dangerous one, as 
everyone resorting to propaganda certainly feels that he is serving a 
good purpose, whatever his aims may be.44

Reddy outmanoeuvred his critics. When facing Anglo-American offi-
cials, he argued that the unit’s emphasis on economic investment 
simply reflected the on-going discussion among UN member-states. His 
section was a ‘dumping ground for resolutions on any aspect of apart-
heid’.45 To bureaucrats like Obhrai, he responded that his proposals 
were unexceptional. The office of public information was being asked 
to ‘intensify information on the work of the UN organs on apartheid,’ 
but it was not ‘undertak[ing] any research or initiat[ing] any “propa-
ganda”’, he explained in a memorandum in September 1967. ‘The 
effectiveness of the information would depend mainly on the work of 
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the committee.’46 Reddy later admitted that his efforts were probably 
‘improper for a civil servant who was supposed to be “neutral”’, but it 
did not matter.47 With support from Secretary-General U Thant, anti-
apartheid publications proliferated at the UN after 1967, and the special 
unit on apartheid, despite its relatively modest budget and small staff, 
took an increasingly important role in articulating and advancing anti-
apartheid criticism in the international arena. Capable of linking official 
committee reports at the General Assembly with papers by the UN 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), the Inter-
national Labour Organization (ILO), and other expert organizations, 
Reddy’s unit helped institutionalize a uniquely activist portrait of the 
problems in southern Africa.

Reddy saw himself as an innovator. He explained his mind-set in his 
private correspondence. Because ‘the African group [had] ceased to be a 
dynamic force’ after the 1966 ICJ judgment, it was essential to diversify 
the struggle and reach out to new groups interested in the future of 
South Africa. ‘To keep the issue alive’, he explained, ‘all organizations’ 
needed ‘to engage in great activity at their own level and according to 
their own policies’. Some efforts ‘may be purely humanitarian. Others 
may be pacifist or limited to specific aspects, etc. Action at any level 
is useful. It is only by involvement that people will learn and take the 
next step’.48 Reddy hoped to expand the fight against racism by empha-
sizing individual human rights. His group published reports on topics 
like education, law, and prison conditions in South Africa, and inten-
tionally built an audience of ‘larger groups in the world’ with interests 
in ‘humanitarian and human rights’ questions. This effort, far from 
‘diverting the issue,’ offered a way ‘out of the impasse’ at the General 
Assembly.49 The UN would provide information on South Africa, encod-
ing apartheid as a global crisis with broad moral implications, and non-
state activists and organizations would take autonomous action in their 
own local environments.

The seeds of this shift towards non-governmental anti-apartheid 
activism were woven into discussions dating from 1946. Different 
NGOs had long journeyed to New York for moral support and political 
leverage in the fight against South African racism.50 However, a turn-
ing point, especially in the debate over South Africa, came in the late 
1960s, as bureaucrats like Reddy carved out a new place for NGOs at the 
UN.51 The UN Year of Human Rights, 1968, saw South Africa’s policies 
framed as morally unjust because apartheid disregarded liberties inher-
ent to all humans, such as life, security, freedom of assembly, freedom 
of movement, and equality under law.52 These linkages, reified by the 
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UN Office of Publication as it published ‘millions of pamphlets in over 
60 languages’ that year, became the centrepiece of anti-apartheid dis-
course at the UN in the years to come.53 Apartheid was illegitimate not 
simply because it defied the inevitability of decolonization, but because 
it embodied a worldview that was out of step with the ‘shared values of 
all peoples’ in the world community.54

What do Reddy’s experiences tell us about decolonization’s relationship 
to the wider human rights revolution of the late 20th century? While it 
is dangerous for an essay on one person’s experiences to universalize its 
findings, Reddy’s early life followed an interesting trajectory. Politicized 
by India’s freedom struggle, he gravitated towards the UN for the same 
reason other nationalists gravitated to the organization in the early 
post-war years – the UN appeared to support decolonization. Like many 
mid-century nationalists, he rallied against apartheid because it focused 
deeper frustrations with racial paternalism. Reddy found the trope of 
human rights somewhat late and for admittedly opportunistic reasons. 
Was third-world nationalism distinct from non-governmental activism? 
Yes, absolutely. Reddy’s experience underscores the distinction, and his 
invocation of human rights – which only grew during the 1970s and 
early 1980s – came organically from setbacks at the General Assembly.

But does this mean that the common Afro-Asian movement existed 
in an entirely different conceptual milieu from the human rights revo-
lution of the late 20th century? This is a harder question. In real time, 
neither Reddy nor his many compatriots dwelled excessively on the 
meaning of the semantic shift charted here. Today, in fact, most chroni-
clers of the anti-apartheid story – Reddy included – embrace narrative 
tropes as Whiggish as any of the histories of Western progress they railed 
against in the mid-20th century. It would be easy to chalk this tendency 
up to the flaws of memory, but the truth is more complex. For both 
third-world nationalists and human rights activists, apartheid was a 
powerful ‘other’ – a rallying point that not only sharpened pre-existing 
assumptions, but also helped define what politicians, intellectuals, and 
activists thought they believed. To this day, Reddy rejects deceptively 
the suggestion his views altered from the 1940s to the 1980s. ‘Perhaps 
I lost some of my youthful naïveté’, but ‘I have always been an Indian 
nationalist and I’ve always opposed racial discrimination’ – an answer 
that obscures Reddy’s own jagged path to the present. His story compels 
a third question: Is it possible to define a ‘right’ – national, human, or 
other – without something to juxtapose that right against?

The Afro-Asian and human rights struggles did not so much exist in 
separate milieus as alternative historical moments. Reddy is interesting, 



214 Ryan Irwin

in part, because he straddled these moments. He entered the UN at a 
time when the organization was dominated by pan-European inter-
ests and ideas. From his vantage point on the sidelines of history, he 
watched as the drama of decolonization remade the UN during the late 
1950s and early 1960s, and worked diligently to delegitimize apartheid 
and champion the third-world political project. When decolonization’s 
contradictions began to come into focus, Reddy reached out nimbly to 
NGOs and, in the process, quietly reimagined both the boundaries of 
the UN and the nature of international society. He was not one of the 
‘great men’ of the 20th century. But Reddy’s life sheds useful light on 
the individuals and relationships that gave form to the political and 
intellectual movements of our times.
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The Belgians had made little effort after The Second World War to pre-
pare their African territory for a future as a self-governing state. Nor had 
they provided resources, as the French and British did, to assist their 
colony stand on its own two feet as a participant in the international 
economy under different political arrangements. The end of colonial 
rule in the Congo was always unlikely to fit into the traditional Western 
liberal model of decolonization whatever effort was made by academics. 
The Congo was a special case with deep colonial roots in the past and 
enormous implications for the future. The role of the United Nations 
(UN) was fundamentally altered by the Congo, along with US foreign 
policy, as turmoil affected politics in Brussels and London as well as a 
number of important non-governmental actors and African politicians 
in the Congo. There was also the murder and suspicious deaths of key 
protagonists Patrice Lumumba and Dag Hammarskjöld. All in all, there 
was a lot to cover up or distract attention from in the Congo, with the 
Cold War conflict centring temporarily on the emerging independent 
states in black Africa.

The inconvenient fact for liberal models of decolonization in the 
Cold War was that Western policy did not look attractive in the particu-
lar and often unique circumstances of the Congo. It was not the vast-
ness of the country and its variety of African ethnic groups that made 
the Congo so different, but its economic history, located in the Congo 
Free State of Leopold II. These early experiences before and during the 
transition to Belgian colonial rule in 1908 provided it with the unique 
institutions, economic governance, and white-settler attitudes under 
European rule that made it so different and unsuitable for a smooth 
transition to African independence.
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The first key difference was in the linkages between the Belgian colo-
nial state and the mining companies in Katanga. King Leopold’s Free 
State provided some continuity between the old form of exploitation 
that had attracted so much international criticism and its modified 
form (development) that used the Congo’s resources under a new guise. 
‘Responsible’ European enterprises would provide capital and take 
over some concessionary rights while Leopold’s old companies could 
be connected institutionally to the colonial state. In 1900 the Special 
Committee of Katanga (Comité Spécial du Katanga, CSK) was created 
as the holding company providing the concessions and incorporating 
the state as a majority shareholder along with King Leopold’s Company 
of Katanga (Compagnie du Katanga, CK). The latter had important 
concessions in Katanga from its establishment in 1891 to fend off 
the expansion of the British South Africa Company. The further need 
for capital and legitimization was provided by the Société Générale de 
Belgique (SGB) and the creation of a new operating company in 1906 
by combining King Leopold’s company with the resources of the British 
concessionary company Tanganyika Concessions. The latter company 
had a significant shareholding – 50 per cent in the new operating com-
pany, the Mining Union of Upper Katanga (Union Minière du Haut 
Katanga, UMHK) until the Depression when it sold all but 14 per cent of 
its UMHK holdings while retaining seats on the UMHK board for three 
British Conservative politicians and 20 per cent of voting rights. The 
other half of UMHK shares were held by the SGB. The final element in 
the state-private enterprise linkage over operating and concessionary div-
idends was the Congo portfolio. This was made up of a mix of para-state 
institutions, public utility companies, and shares and bonds issued as 
securities for exploitation rights owned, and was managed by the Belgian 
government in Brussels. Its earnings in 1959 were BEF1 billion francs.

The British company Tanganyika Concessions was able to receive 
significant payments from the extraction of resources in the form of 
concessionary payments and shares and had holdings in the CSK. These 
arrangements, going back to Leopold, involved British and Belgian 
operating, concessionary, and holding companies also having shares 
in other companies along with the Belgian colonial state. They were 
still in place in 1960. Thus, the issue of how to disentangle or give up 
and possibly surrender the earnings they had produced over more than 
50 years was bound to be abnormally problematic when compared to 
other colonies where economic and financial issues were much simpler. 
Tanganyika Concessions shareholders still received large payments from 
concessions granted under Leopold.
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Whether or not the Belgian colonial administration prepared the path 
to transferring political power with a view to maintaining economic 
control of the existing system through an independent neo-colonial 
state was initially not entirely clear. The role of private companies was 
not obviously and directly linked to the plans to transfer power as they 
first emerged in 1958 under the guise of internal autonomy – although 
they eventually became so. The initial Belgian government proposal 
was that a Congo state with internal autonomy should first prepare for 
its own independence before deciding on the form it should take. The 
Belgian colony was still largely devoid of African administrators or an 
educated elite who could fill a governmental role. Unfortunately, the 
riots that occurred in January 1959 convinced the Belgians that inde-
pendence should be proclaimed as the goal of colonial policy,1 and in 
October 1959 Auguste de Schrijver stipulated a maximum of four years 
before independence.2 In that short timescale some Belgians, notably 
those with right-wing views, attached priority to making sure the affairs 
of highly profitable European capital could remain largely in Belgian 
hands. Others were attracted by the more liberal ideas of independence 
whatever the economic importance of the colony for the Belgian state 
or companies operating within it.

The Belgian Congo’s foreign exchange earnings were covering the 
metropolitan country’s deficit, which thus added to the colony’s impor-
tance for shareholders in UMHK and its Katangan copper production. 
In Katanga, dominated as it was by highly reactionary settlers, there 
was also increasing concern about the implications of independence. 
Some members of the colonial government were equally ill-disposed 
towards the idea of independence if it involved severing completely all 
economic and political ties to Brussels. The key point about any elec-
tion prior to independence was that it should not make this more likely.

At all events a determination that any liberal moves to transfer power 
would not involve significant costs for the colonial state in equipping 
the Congo for an independent role was clear. What the Belgians did 
prepare for, in the wake of a large flight of capital, was passing any 
colonial public debts to the independent state while not immediately 
passing on the lucrative investments held in tandem with private com-
panies. Although private Belgian investment in the colony amounted 
to $3.5 billion, public borrowing, especially that for the belated and 
inadequate improvements of services, were financed by borrowing in 
foreign bond markets. The first payments on the loans would be due 
shortly after independence and were expected to absorb 23 per cent 
of ordinary Congo budget expenditures. Thus, the newly created state 
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would inherit power and debt with independence at the end of June 
1960. The gap between revenue and expenditure produced by the 
colonial legacy would require an International Bank of Reconstruction 
and Development loan of $180 million to bridge.3 If that were not bad 
enough, the transfer of the economic rights of the colonial state, with 
their linkage to private companies in the CSK and the Congo portfolio 
in particular, was not going to take place. Six days before independ-
ence the CSK was dissolved and an agreement was reached to transfer 
two-thirds of its assets to the Congo portfolio and one-third to the CK. 
None of its assets would be transferred to the new government of the 
independent state. Of the six managing directors of the CSK, four were 
appointed by the Belgian government and two were on the board of 
the CK. The portfolio would continue to be managed in Brussels.4

The May 1960 elections would normally have been the liberal pre-
cursor to transferring power to significant African collaborators. They 
had taken place under the Belgian fundamental law (loi fondamentale) 
which requires a formateur to determine what government could be 
established. Whether or not it had been intended that the difficulties of 
establishing ‘national’ political parties, as opposed to the politicization 
of localized ethnic groupings, would guarantee opportunities to divide 
and still effectively rule such a vast and ethnically diverse state as the 
Congo, no party won an overall majority. The largest party, and there-
fore the one whose leader was most likely to form a government, was 
the National Congolese Movement (Mouvement National Congolais, 
MNC), led by a radical left-wing demagogue, Patrice Lumumba. The 
minister in the Congo, Ganshof van der Meersch, was given the task on 
behalf of Belgium’s King Baudouin of appointing a formateur, but he was 
determined to try and avoid a Lumumba Government. As the largest 
party had won only 36 of 137 seats, Van der Meersch chose to attempt 
to establish a government of national unity, and some two weeks after 
the election finally and reluctantly appointed Lumumba as merely infor-
mateur of such a government.

Whatever the Belgian concerns about Lumumba’s potential economic 
or political policies, or the role of British and Belgian private compa-
nies in wanting their arrangements with the colonial state to continue 
relatively unaffected, this did not end the Belgian efforts to prevent 
Lumumba acceding to power. When Lumumba made clear that a gov-
ernment of national unity was not possible, Van der Meersch had to fall 
back on the idea of an anti-Lumumba government that would exclude 
the leader of the largest political party produced by the parliamentary 
elections.
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Van der Meersch therefore turned to Joseph Kasavubu, a Lumumba 
rival from the Bakongo people, and a strong supporter of a federal 
rather than a centralized state. On 21 June Kasavubu was able to report 
that he could form a government without any elected members of 
the MNC. What he failed to explain was that members from three 
parties would not serve if Lumumba were not in the government and 
Lumumba would not serve unless he formed his own government.5 
In this stalemate, Kasavubu hoped to put his government before the 
elected assembly, but Lumumba’s supporters successfully ensured 
Kasavubu’s nomination for president of the National Assembly was 
decisively defeated by the pro-Lumumba candidate.

Thus, Lumumba, through democracy, but after this rather ill-tempered 
process, eventually emerged with the prize of formateur to produce his 
own government. By now, however, there were other balls in play to 
stop Lumumba. The Americans were already aware that the African tribal 
political leader Moishe Tshombe, and his party Confederation of Katanga 
Tribal Associations (Confédération des associations tribales du Katanga, 
CONAKAT) from the mineral-rich Katanga, were planning the secession 
of that province as advocated by settler groups, which the Eisenhower 
Administration was trying to discourage.6 And there was another pos-
sibility of Katanga joining the Central African Federation under Roy 
Welensky, also at the instigation of Belgian settlers, which would unite 
the copper-producing regions of Northern Rhodesia with Katanga.7 The 
US State Department indicated that ‘if this particular province were to 
separate from the rest of the Congo with European support, it might 
prevent the depreciation of mining investments in this region, which 
might be a desirable objective from our point of view’.8

 European investors in British and Belgian enterprises in the Congo 
and some members of the Belgian governments in Leopoldville and 
Brussels were soon to make the same argument.

The impact and meaning of the machinations were noted by the 
British consul Ian Scott, who became Britain’s first ambassador and 
was critical of Belgian colonial policy. Scott believed the Belgian efforts 
to prevent Lumumba becoming prime minister were influential in 
Lumumba’s reactions to King Baudouin’s speech at the independence-
day celebrations in Leopoldville. In what was clearly a provocative 
speech by Baudouin, Scott recounted how the latter, as part of the 
independence celebrations, had praised King Leopold’s achievements 
in the Congo, despite the horror and resentment they had provoked at 
the time. The great work by the Belgians since then was also referred to 
by the Baudouin in a long list of their alleged benefits to the Congo. 
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Whatever their truth or falsity, it was clearly not an appropriate time or 
place to draw attention to them. Lumumba responded by emphasizing 
(accurately) the racial discrimination practised by the Belgian colonial 
regime and the settlers supporting it, which almost caused Baudouin to 
walk out.9

There now began a co-ordinated Belgian effort to smear Lumumba, 
to which the new prime minister soon contributed by alluding to some 
personal indiscretions and excessive demands on trips to the US. By 
19 July the US ambassador, Clare Timberlake, was telling Ian Scott that 
Lumumba was ‘mad’, a fact Scott explicitly contradicted in his dispatch 
to the Foreign Office.10 Indeed, the day after the independence cer-
emony, the newly elected Congo leader made a special radio broadcast 
emphasizing his commitment to the activities of Belgian capitalist 
enterprises. Nevertheless, perhaps because this could be deemed too 
little too late, the efforts by Belgium to undermine the new govern-
ment and discredit Lumumba now had to be stepped up. As with many 
Cold War situations, the actual situation arising from the threat to the 
Western way of life’s socio-economic status quo presented by radical 
non-communist left-wing ideas had to be presented under the guise of 
a communist threat and, if possible, the expansionist goals of the Soviet 
state, however unrelated to reality.

An important opportunity to begin this arose almost immediately, 
following a mutiny of the old Force Publique on the night of 5–6 July 
1960. The causes of that mutiny were ironically reported differently to 
the US State Department than they were to the British Foreign Office, 
with the Americans tending to accept the gloss put on them by the 
Belgians. The fact that Scott had previously been highly critical of 
the colonial regime may have encouraged him to look more deeply into 
the events at the camp at Thysville, some 100 miles from Leopoldville. 
Scott believed the mutiny had three causes, the first of which was Bangala 
resentment at Lumumba not giving their ethnic political leader a key 
governmental role. Second, resentment was exacerbated by having to do 
extra independence-day duties without adequate financial reward. Then 
there was the general African dislike of being told by the Belgian officer 
commanding, General Janssens, that things were not going to change 
with the achievement of independence, particularly as democracy did 
not apply to the Congolese Army. As a result of the soldiers at Thysville 
refusing to serve under Belgian officers, soldiers at Camp Leopold II in 
Leopoldville also mutinied and Lumumba failed to calm them.11

The first indication that something broader was afoot than the muti-
nies and the settler groups in Katanga’s efforts to undermine the new 
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state, was when the Belgian foreign minister suggested to the British 
ambassador to Brussels that the colonial powers (not exclusively, as the 
Belgians were no longer a colonial power) should institutionalize meet-
ings on the territories they were responsible for. An odd statement given 
that Patrice Lumumba and the MNC had just been elected as those 
responsible for the Congo. Wigny’s argument had been provoked by 
the Congo mutiny, which he was trying to portray as a communist plot. 
The implication was that a new left-wing government was susceptible to 
such phenomena unless it could rely on responsible elements for much 
needed assistance.12

Meanwhile, in the Congo, Lumumba decided to immediately 
announce that all soldiers were being promoted one grade, and his 
radio message also promised action would be taken against the Belgian 
officers he deemed responsible for the unrest. By the evening of 7 July, 
‘refugees’ from Thysville began arriving in Leopoldville with stories of 
rape and pillage by the mutinous soldiers. Lumumba had already met 
the US ambassador to discuss a bilateral aid agreement, promising to 
intervene personally if problems were encountered. He did the same 
thing with the Thysville mutiny by travelling there with Kasavubu 
early the following day to try and reach agreement with the soldiers, 
which he duly did. Meanwhile, to add to the communist plot idea 
floated by the Belgian foreign minister, there was some reality reflected 
in the atrocities perpetuated against the white population in several 
parts of the Congo. Scott’s report on them on 19 July noted that not a 
single Belgian was seriously hurt in Leopoldville, despite the exodus of 
American women and children over the river to Brazzaville. The deaths 
that occurred over the whole of the country were fewer than twenty, 
and he pointedly noted the Belgian response ‘allegedly to save civiliza-
tion’. It appeared to Scott that the objective of the Belgians was to drive 
Belgian civilians to leave, which was absurd unless the objective was to 
make it more difficult for the Congo to recover from the disturbances.13

The day after Lumumba’s and President Joseph Kasavubu’s Thysville 
meeting came an indication that this was the case when, after a call for 
order to the people of the Congo by Radio Leopoldville, the Belgian 
government announced it was sending 1,200 additional troops to the 
Congo, which according to Madeleine Kalb was acceptable to Lumumba 
and Kasavubu if they were limited to ‘the protection of persons and 
property’.14 These would reinforce the 16,000 troops already in the 
bases at Kitona and Kamina because of a recent, but as yet unratified, 
treaty between Belgium and the Congo government. It was the distur-
bances in Kasai that were now causing most concern to Lumumba.
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The same day, the US ambassador expressed doubt about the reliability 
of the Force Publique and instability resulting from the disparity in certain 
sectors of the economy between white and black wages. Timberlake thus 
successfully persuaded Lumumba to approach the UN about assistance 
for the Congo police force and a reorganized Force Publique, essentially 
because such help would be less likely to add to the disturbances than 
the deployment of Belgian troops.15 On 10 July Lumumba, Kasavubu and 
15 Cabinet members had a four-hour meeting with Ralph Bunche, the 
personal representative of the UN secretary-general, Dag Hammarskjöld, 
which resulted in an appeal to the UN for ‘technical military assistance 
to help in organizing, strengthening and training the national forces of 
the Congo for purpose of defence and the maintenance of law and order’. 
This was to be endorsed by the impending UN Security Council meeting, 
and the emphasis was somewhat different to restoring order allegedly 
destroyed by the Cold War communist plot described by Wigny in order 
to conceal their main role in supporting secession.16

However, the focus of debate over the value of Belgian troops or UN 
assistance in dealing with Congo disturbances suddenly changed on 
10 July – although this is often conveniently forgotten. It changed when 
Belgian troops arrived in Elizabethville Katanga from the base in Kamina, 
which was far from the area in which non-Africans had been attacked. 
The Congolese foreign minister, Bomboko, was informed Belgian troops 
from Kitona would also be dispatched to Matadi to protect the port 
installations there. They would relinquish the ‘security responsibility’ 
as soon as the Force Publique established control. A small detachment 
at Matadi arrested their European officers on 8 July, although Lumumba 
arriving the next day secured their release.17 Communist plots were, 
in the opinion of some, clearly spreading. The real question was the 
extent of the Belgian wish to portray the disturbances as indicative of 
the Lumumba Government’s inability to maintain law and order, and 
therefore to give Belgium reason to reassert some elements of European 
control. The purpose of the troops in Elizabethville, where there were no 
disturbances, was made clear the following day when Moishe Tshombe 
announced that, because of a ‘neo-communist Congo government in 
Leopoldville’, Katanga was seceding to become a separate independent 
state. The arrival of Belgian forces was to ensure Lumumba was less able 
to use force to prevent the secession that was clearly supported by the 
copper interests in the UMHK. In the event, Lumumba flew to Katanga 
to attempt to preserve the unity of the newly independent Congolese 
state, but was prevented by one of Tshombe’s leading supporters, 
Gottfried Munongo, from disembarking from the aircraft.
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Lumumba was now facing not just disturbances connected to the 
Force Publique mutiny, but a secession in Katanga, and possible one in 
the diamond-rich area Kasai, where there was ethnic conflict between 
the Baluba and Lulua. The incident at Matadi was particularly serious, 
as Belgian troops attacked Congolese members of the Force Publique, 
killing 12 of them. Despite Belgian claims of a communist plot, the 
disturbances reflected a series of localized African grievances, except 
in Katanga. Attacks on whites were used by the Belgians to justify pro-
viding troops to support the secession of Katanga and its considerable 
wealth from a state in which the elected leader was a radical left-wing 
African nationalist. Lumumba was always likely to oppose the way 
wealth was extracted by Europeans, operating similarly to the old state 
of King Leopold, especially if they were not going to pass the gains 
accruing to the Congolese state to the newly independent government. 
The humiliation the Lumumba Government was required to accept 
was made worse when on 12 July 1960 the first Belgian troops landed 
uninvited in Leopoldville as part of the reinforcements arriving from 
Belgium, and took over the airport the following day.18

In Leopoldville the British ambassador, with an overview of the 
disturbances, described them as definitely not an uprising of Africans 
against whites, but an uprising against Belgians, and particular the ones 
of Flemish origin. Ironically, this served as a catalyst for the continued 
involvement of Belgians, who were ill-disposed towards the Lumumba 
Government.19 The fear and contempt such Belgians had of Africans, 
whom they would refer to as macaques, bred fear on the part of the 
Force Publique, according to the British ambassador. He discounted 
all talk of plots, Russian intrigue or other extraneous factors in the 
uprisings, which were not against foreigners but the Belgian colonial 
regime.20 Scott thus refused to accept the ‘deep laid communist plot’ 
connection Wigny was trying to make out to be the cause of the distur-
bances.21 Scott was quite clear in explaining to the Foreign Office that 
the Belgians were ‘not willing to accept a transition to the sort of rela-
tionship that Britain now enjoys with its former dependent territories’, 
although he offered no explanation of how this may have originated 
in the institutional connections between the profits of European enter-
prises and the Belgian colonial state.22

By the time Belgian reinforcements arrived in the Congo, the day 
after the first appeal to the UN, Khrushchev made a statement accusing 
the West of trying to re-impose colonialism on the Congo. This was the 
first indication for some in the West that the Cold War had arrived in 
the Congo. Such Soviet statements were regarded as more troublesome 
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by some Westerners than the uninvited reappearance in the Congo of 
Belgian troops. It was as yet unclear whether the latter would herald the 
re-imposition of colonialism in a new guise or simply support the seces-
sion of Katanga to permit the interests of shareholders in the European 
companies to be protected.

Lumumba was now in a dilemma, but his pro-Western foreign min-
ister had already chosen to react to the obvious need to avoid the re-
imposition of colonialism by appealing for the dispatch of US troops. As 
this was being considered by Eisenhower, Bamboko showed Timberlake 
the telegrams he had sent to Ghana, the United Arab Republic, Sudan, 
Israel, Libya, Guinea, and Liberia, urging them to support the Congolese 
request for troops. Timberlake told Bomboko his personal view was that 
US troops could only be sent under UN auspices, but he urgently cabled 
Washington recommending the dispatch of two companies to stabilize 
the situation long enough to permit the peaceful entry of other forces.23 
This was rejected by Eisenhower in order to preserve the importance of 
using the UN as a more acceptable face of intervention and US influ-
ence in Africa.24

Lumumba’s dilemma was that with the US ruling out intervention 
and the Soviet depiction of Belgian actions being too close to the truth 
for Western comfort, he would have to turn to the UN for help. Yet 
if that was not forthcoming he could well end up with a Cold War 
choice of accepting help from communist states and their supporters 
or the re-imposition of a form of colonialism over a failed Congolese 
centralized state. Lumumba and Kasavubu thus returned to the UN 
with a more urgent and appropriate request for assistance given the 
occupation of Njili airport in Leopoldville and the presence of troops 
in Katanga. The request to the UN on 13 July, therefore, was made 
not so much for help with law and order and the re-establishment of 
government authority, but in order to prevent aggression against a 
two-week-old UN member state. It was thus a request for UN interven-
tion because of the

dispatch to the Congo of Belgian troops in violation of the treaty of 
friendship of 29 June. Under the terms of that treaty, Belgian troops 
may only intervene at the express request of the Congo government 
[…]. We accuse the Belgian government of having carefully prepared 
the secession of the Katanga with a view to maintaining a hold on 
our country […], The essential purpose of the requested military aid 
is to protect the national territory of the Congo against the present 
external aggression, which is a threat to international peace.25
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Once the secession of Katanga had been announced on 11 July, moves 
were already under way to ensure Tshombe’s new state received more 
European support. The chairman of Tanganyika Concessions and UMHK 
board member Charles Waterhouse, a backbench Tory MP, contacted 
the Foreign Office on 13 July. Until Alec Douglas-Home became foreign 
secretary on 27 July, after which Waterhouse could meet with the foreign 
secretary in a social setting, Waterhouse had to make do with officials. 
He met E. B. Boothby from the Foreign Office as Belgian troops were 
taking over the airport in Leopoldville, which Boothby thought was a 
mistake, noting that they should return to their bases as requested by 
Lumumba and Kasavubu. He also noted that the troops’ purpose was not 
merely to protect lives, but to impose a Belgian solution on the Congo.26

Waterhouse informed Boothby that his Brussels contact was telling 
him the directors of the SGB, including most of the UMHK directors, 
had passed a unanimous resolution in favour of creating an independent 
Katanga as indispensable for the security of shareholders’ interests. In 
London, Waterhouse was asking Boothby for Britain to put pressure on 
the Belgian government to act in accordance with the resolution of the 
SGB. Two days later, Wigny summoned the British, French, and American 
ambassadors in Brussels to tell them he hoped they would all give 
encouragement short of recognition to Tshombe’s secessionist regime.27

Meanwhile, the UN Secretary-General, receiving the request from 
Kasavubu and Lumumba, called a meeting of the Security Council to 
consider it on the night of 13–14 July.28 The Belgian representative did 
not simply argue that the intervention had been legal, but justified it 
on the basis of ‘the total inability of the Congolese national authorities 
to ensure respect for rules that must be observed in any civilized com-
munity and by the Belgian government’s sacred duty to take measures 
required by morality and by public international law’. He also pointed 
out the initial Congolese approval of the intervention of troops to protect 
the safety of people and property in Luluabourg Kasai, and the actions of 
Bomboko concerning the appeal to the US and other states to intervene. 
A Soviet amendment condemning the Belgians for armed aggression was 
rejected, but the original resolution was passed with Britain and France 
abstaining and the US and the Soviet Union voting with the majority.29

That resolution was abundantly clear in that it called for ‘the govern-
ment of Belgium to withdraw its troops from the territory of the Congo’. 
It was less clear about when and in authorizing the Secretary-General:

to take the necessary steps, in consultation with the government of 
the Republic of the Congo, to provide the government with such 
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military assistance as may be necessary until, through the efforts of 
the Congolese government with the technical assistance of the UN, 
the national security forces may be able, in the opinion of the 
government, to meet fully their tasks.30

But the key and straightforward fact was that the position of the UN and 
the Security Council was on the line and dependent on Belgian com-
pliance with it in the context of decolonization and neo-colonialism, 
whether or not Lumumba was ‘mad’. Lumumba increased the tension 
on 15 July with a radio broadcast condemning Belgian aggression and 
calling for the withdrawal of Belgian troops in line with the UN resolu-
tion. At the UN, the Belgian reaction, given the real reason for their 
intervention, was to inform the Americans that to comply with the 
resolution on withdrawal would adversely affect NATO’s interests in 
retaining the bases at Kitona and Kamina.31

The final component of the Cold War neo-colonial dilemma for the 
Americans – as opposed to securing the newly independent state’s  sov-
ereignty entitlement that formed part of the dilemma facing Lumumba 
in the context of neo-colonialism and Cold War – was put in place after 
the Security Council resolution when Lumumba and Kasavubu appealed 
to Khrushchev to follow the situation from ‘hour to hour’. They could 
be brought to ask for Soviet intervention ‘if the Western camp does not 
stop its aggressive act against the sovereignty of the republic of Congo’.32 
Khrushchev replied by congratulating the UN Security Council on act-
ing to end imperialist aggression and restore Congo’s sovereignty by 
the withdrawal of Belgian troops. If, however, the aggression were to 
continue in defiance of the UN, the Soviets would be in favour of more 
effective measures on ‘the part of the peace loving states’.33 The Cold 
War aspect was again blown up by the Belgians as an obvious smoke 
screen for their Katangan intentions. Scheyven, in the Belgian embassy 
in Washington, argued that Khrushchev’s response gave substance ‘to 
this mounting Soviet threat’ that could lead to the Third World War. 
Thus, according to Scheyven’s argument, it would not be appropriate 
for the West to suppress the Katangan independence movement, as it 
might become the only part of the Congo available to the free world.34

The die was now completely cast as far as the Cold War–colonial 
dichotomy was concerned, with the issues unmistakably laid out. Would 
the Belgians and their African supporters under Tshombe be allowed to 
defy the UN and re-impose some degree of control over the mineral-
rich Katanga, whatever the implications of their position as a member 
of the NATO alliance? Would the Soviet Union succeed in maintaining 
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support for UN resolutions and defy the previous Western dominance 
of that organization in the years before 1960? Could the Soviets be suc-
cessfully castigated for Cold War reasons when they were supporting 
UN resolutions that required actions to prevent the restoration of some 
elements of colonialism that a US ally was prepared to ignore? And 
what would Soviet support for the UN and the sovereignty of a newly 
independent African state actually involve? The icing on the cake high-
lighting such issues in a neo-colonial context was supplied by Belgian 
settlers at Njili airport who encountered Kasavubu and Lumumba on 
15 July and greeted them with hissing and shouts of ‘macaques’.35

Washington was of course eminently uncomfortable about the ques-
tions now being raised by the Congo situation, let alone by having to 
answer them. The issues of Belgian compliance with UN resolutions 
and Congo sovereignty were immediately discussed by the US National 
Security Council (NSC). The NSC was told that seven members of 
the Belgian Cabinet were supporting Katangan secession, but that the 
Belgian refusal to withdraw troops could reasonably be justified until 
UN forces were in position to take their place.36 Unfortunately, the 
Belgians had no intention of doing that, which indicated the real Cold 
War problem, which of course would have to be presented as a Soviet 
not Western problem. As it was, the US had gone into the new decade 
with a belief that supporting the UN was a good international strategy 
for furthering its Cold War interests against communism. Now, all of a 
sudden supporting the UN placed the US fairly and squarely in opposi-
tion to a NATO state and on the same side as the UN-supporting Soviet 
Union. The US had hoped to work with the UN and international opin-
ion in the cause of freedom and democracy, but the Congo, and Belgian 
defiance of the UN, was leading the US towards condoning Belgian neo-
colonialism, which Lumumba was likely to broadcast throughout Africa 
with implications for the UN.

The most obvious line to take to obscure any support for something 
that would certainly be interpreted as neo-colonialism was the Soviet 
threat line, which would depend on Lumumba being portrayed as a com-
munist and/or Soviet tool and detract from or justify Belgium’s refusal to 
comply with UN resolutions. As UN troops began arriving in the Congo 
on the fateful day of 15 July, there was nothing but pessimism from the 
embassy in Leopoldville. Timberlake believed ‘the present government 
has not the slightest idea of what is happening […]. Some Belgians on the 
other hand, particularly the military, have become completely irrational 
and in many instances have behaved worse than the Congolese’. In 
Belgium, support for Tshombe was growing, and in Britain the pressure 
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from Tanganyika Concessions was producing Conservative backbench 
support and government concern about the threat to investors that the 
use of UN troops in Katanga would present. Even worse was the possible 
involvement of settlers in the Central African Federation supporting 
Katangan secession.37 For UK ministers, the financial threat to British 
interests that left-wing African nationalists presented was compounded 
by the fact that almost to a man the Conservative Party’s chief financial 
backers were the principals in Tanganyika Concessions, who were on the 
board of UMHK.38

It was therefore no surprise when an official compromise line with 
consideration of British/Conservative Party interests was soon estab-
lished by the Foreign Office in presenting British policy as aiming to 
achieve a settlement between the Congo and Katanga that would pre-
serve Western, and especially British Conservative Party shareholder, 
interests. And of course, for the sake of stability, no UN troops should 
enter Katanga while law and order still prevailed.39 Nothing was said 
about the original entry of Belgian troops into Katanga. As in Europe, 
it would be easier to preserve Western interests if a threat from the 
Soviet Union could be evoked. That way not only would the issue of 
neo-colonialism be avoided, but the economic links established by King 
Leopold’s regime would not have to be unearthed. And who would be 
most likely to unearth them but a left-wing African nationalist like 
Patrice Lumumba?

The key thus became the role that could be created for Lumumba as 
‘mad’ ‘anti-Western’ or ‘communist stooge’ aiming to increase commu-
nist influence in the Congo or allow it to be taken over by the Soviet 
Union. The US had already conflated communism and democratic left-
wing ideas in Central America with the argument that advocates of the 
latter would, like past non-communist Popular Front members, be sus-
ceptible to being taken over and controlled by communists. In addition, 
Lumumba made it easier for his opponents to dress him in anti-Western 
clothes by his tactless behaviour when he visited the US. The Congolese 
leader’s increasing hostility to the UN’s failure to coordinate its policies 
with his government understandably continued to grow, but it was to 
have negative consequences for the preservation of Congo’s territorial 
integrity against the reappearance of colonialism.

On 17 July, Lumumba issued an ultimatum to the British general 
commanding the Ghanaian contingent of UN forces, that if Belgian 
troops did not leave by 19 July he would call on the Soviets to inter-
vene. The rationale was that the UN, acting through Ralph Bunche, had 
assured Lumumba that Belgian forces would leave as soon as UN troops 



232 John Kent

arrived. They had been arriving since 15 July, but their very presence, 
according to the British general, was ‘highly explosive’.40 The Belgian 
foreign minister was now telling the Americans that Lumumba’s recent 
activities made it clear the Congo problems ‘must be looked at in the 
context of the East–West struggle’, which meant the essential thing was 
to ‘get rid of Lumumba’, who would otherwise ‘be an instrument for a 
Soviet takeover’.41

Meanwhile, back in Washington, on 19 July, Scheyven accepted 
Belgian troops would withdraw from Leopoldville, which was eventu-
ally carried out on 23 July in agreement with Bunche. However, the 
Belgians subsequently made clear that ‘once the UN had restored order’ 
meant ‘the restoration of technical facilities and public services’ – not 
much of which 50 years of Belgian colonialism had managed to put 
in place.42 Moreover, the State Department was informed the Belgians 
also had every intention of keeping troops in their Congo bases.43 It 
was thus no surprise the following day at a press conference when 
Lumumba said the UN resolution was not being carried out. It was 
obvious, according to a member of the embassy staff, that Lumumba 
regarded the Americans and the UN as co-operating with the Belgians 
against the Congolese, and that this was why he had read out a Cabinet 
decision that an appeal should be made to the Soviet Union or a coun-
try of the Afro-Asian bloc. Lumumba was increasingly losing patience 
with the UN, and with a meeting of the UN Security Council scheduled 
for 22 July its position on the resolution of eight days earlier would be 
significant for Lumumba in determining whether an appeal for assis-
tance should be made to the Soviet Union or the Afro-Asian states.44

One day before that, the NSC had considered the continued Belgian 
defiance of the UN, and in particular Belgium’s refusal to even state 
openly a willingness to withdraw her forces. Lumumba’s response 
to this Belgian intransigence would obviously have to be considered 
in the context of the Cold War, and therefore the issue of whether 
Lumumba was in reality considered by those in the US or elsewhere to 
be a communist became significant. Prior to the meeting on 21 July, the 
US government had not specifically examined Lumumba’s communist 
sympathies, but at the round table conference on independence in 
January 1960 Lumumba had insisted the Belgian communist advisers to 
one Congolese political party leave the conference. The ambassador in 
Brussels did, however, note Lumumba’s ‘unprincipled intelligence’ that 
made him aware of what his listeners wanted to hear. There was also 
an inconsistency between Lumumba’s own statements and the reports 
that he was receiving money from the Soviet bloc, although that could 
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be explained by the receipt of money from Conakry or Accra that origi-
nated in Moscow.45 As independence drew nearer, the retiring Belgian 
burgomaster of Leopoldville, George Depi, argued that both Lumumba 
and his left-wing ally Antoine Gizenga were not committed to the 
 communist cause and could be worked with.46

When the NSC met, it was told that the Soviets had not received a 
request to send troops to the Congo, even assuming they were willing to 
do so, but there was now evidence, as Herter repeated to Eisenhower, that 
some Belgians were supporting Katangan efforts to achieve independ-
ence,47 re-emphasizing why the Belgians were refusing to implement 
a clear Security Council resolution. A traditional Western opponent of 
colonialism was tacitly approving the actions of a member-state in the 
NATO alliance that was about to enter the neo-colonial dock. But could 
this be presented as preventing the expansion of communism by oppos-
ing Lumumba? At the NSC, Allen Dulles, head of the Central Intelligence 
Agency (CIA), was adamant Lumumba was a Castro or worse who had 
been bought by the Soviets either directly or through the United Arab 
Republic with a channel to Belgian communists. After the NSC meeting, 
the State Department Intelligence Bureau (INR) produced an assessment 
of Lumumba’s communism that contradicted that given to the NSC by 
Dulles. It maintained there was nothing to substantiate the allegations 
Lumumba was a communist or a communist sympathizer, and that his 
own pronouncement that ‘we are not communists, Catholics or social-
ist, we are African nationalists’ was probably an accurate summary of 
his views.48 Timberlake also informed Herter that Lumumba was an 
opportunist not a communist, which was more in line with his earlier 
assessment of the man as mad.49

Whatever the assessments, the deadlock continued as the Belgians 
refused to implement a UN resolution and sought to maintain Katangan 
secession, while Lumumba was threatening to ask the Soviets for sup-
port if the UN Secretary-General with troops at his disposal was unable 
to get a simple resolution carried out and enable the Congo to restore 
its independence as a unitary state. The deadlock was emphasized when 
the UN Security Council produced another resolution on 22 July after it 
was pointed out that the UN had 1,200 troops in Leopoldville, but not 
a single Belgian troop had withdrawn from the Congo. The resolution 
of 13–14 July was reaffirmed, with the demand that Belgians now with-
draw ‘speedily’. How could the US do anything but try and persuade a 
NATO ally to comply? The price for preventing an open breach within 
NATO seemed to be undermining the UN for the sake of tolerating 
actions that appeared to increasingly resemble neo-colonialism.
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The UN under Secretary-General Dag Hammarskjöld could best be 
described as a neutral pro-West body, meaning that the neutralization of 
Soviet communism in Africa was the overriding goal for Hammarskjöld. 
The quid pro quo was that the West should behave reasonably and 
respect the emerging independent African states, while assisting them 
to become good democratic members of the Western world. The 
Belgians were doing none of those things. In the wake of the second 
resolution demanding their troops withdraw from the Congo, the 
Americans now pleaded with the Belgians to at least make a statement 
that some Belgian troops would leave the Congo as opposed to eventu-
ally returning to Kamina and Kitona. All to no avail, and Prime Minister 
Gaston Eyskens was quick to tell the Americans that such a statement 
was not possible for several days because of the inflamed state of public 
opinion.50 The small ray of hope was that on 1 August the Belgians 
announced that they would withdraw 1,500 troops.51 This was now ten 
days after the second resolution and just as the NSC in Washington was 
being informed all African states felt Tshombe was a creature of UMHK 
(in fact he was more a difficult but important ally). The Belgians had 
agreed not to exclude eventual withdrawal from the bases, but that 
would be something for future consideration. Meanwhile, the subver-
sive Soviet provision of food had begun and was threatening to escalate 
into the sending of technicians.52

The whole situation was escalating, and the attempt of the French 
and the British to support the Belgian argument that withdrawal would 
create a precedent jeopardizing other foreign bases in Africa (‘feeble’, 
according to parts of the State Department) was going nowhere, despite 
Bureau of European Affairs insisting the bases were ‘of enormous impor-
tance’. As was now noted in Washington, the Belgian position was 
becoming more and more untenable both legally and politically.53 As 
the mad and irrational Lumumba informed Hammarskjöld that if the 
UN did not act it would be necessary to go to the Security Council for a 
third time, Hammarskjöld was very aware the crux of the problem was 
Katanga. If UN troops were to enter that territory, any excuse for the 
Belgian presence would be removed, along with the ultimate Cold War 
disaster for Hammarskjöld of the Soviets entering Africa. For Lumumba, 
this was secondary to the nightmare of colonialism returning to Africa, 
but he was informed on 2 August that UN troops would enter Katanga by 
6 August. Lumumba was far from pleased as the first resolution required 
the Secretary-General to consult with his government and provide it 
with such military assistance as might be necessary. Hammarskjöld 
had not been doing this as, for him, preventing the Cold War reaching 
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the Congo meant keeping the Soviets out. To place the UN on the side 
of Lumumba would involve supporting a left-wing leader who could 
increase Soviet involvement in the Congo. Precisely because Lumumba 
would oppose neo-colonialism and support compliance with UN resolu-
tions, this made things worse as the Soviets were also urging the pos-
sibility of their assistance if the UN were to fail. Thus, at the start of 
August, the UN had to avoid aligning UN Security Council decisions 
with the Lumumba Government and the Soviets. Hammarskjöld also 
had to try and play a more neutral pro-Western role to avoid a mem-
ber of the Western alliance being more effectively condemned without 
 taking account of the Cold War.

Unfortunately, the idea of Hammarskjöld in a neutral role, getting the 
UN forces into Katanga and securing the withdrawal of Belgian troops, 
was prevented by Tshombe calling the use of UN troops in Katanga a 
‘declaration of war’ and promising resistance by all means. Bunche’s 
plane was fired on from the airport roof in Elizabethville on 5 August 
by a Belgian settler with a machine gun, and neither he nor any other 
UN personnel were permitted to leave the plane.54 As the prospect 
of UN forces confronting Belgian troops and Tshombe’s supporters 
loomed, Bunche telegraphed the UN pointing out that only the imme-
diate withdrawal of Belgian troops could save the situation. The entry of 
UN troops into Katanga thus had to be postponed for fear they ‘might 
be opposed by force’, to the fury of Lumumba.55 Lodge, the US ambas-
sador to the UN, immediately told Wigny he had to announce an early 
date by which Belgian troops would leave the Congo. On being told this 
was impossible, Lodge pointed out that it was the only way of prevent-
ing a Soviet victory in Africa: that is by supporting the UN and opposing 
neo-colonialism. Wigny then claimed that to withdraw without the UN 
assuming responsibility for the safety of Europeans in Katanga ‘would 
jeopardize his political career’.56

Thus, the UN Security Council met again and produced another 
withdrawal resolution, this time with ‘immediately’ replacing ‘speed-
ily’ as it applied to the withdrawal of Belgian troops. And now it was 
clear that the entry of UN troops into Katanga would be necessary for 
the full implementation of the resolution. The UN would be off the 
hook without the risk of falling in with Lumumba if their troops went 
into Katanga and the Belgian troops left. Again, it was the Tshombe-
Belgian-neo-colonial combo that was the main obstacle preventing 
this. Yet the final clause continued to muddy the water by reaffirm-
ing that the UN ‘will not be a party to or anyway intervene in or be 
used to influence the outcome of any internal conflict, constitutional 
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or otherwise’, even though what was required from the Belgians 
was clear.57

For Lumumba, what was now clear was that the UN and Hammarskjöld 
were not going to support his government, despite the resolutions, and 
were certainly not going to enter Katanga forcefully. Hammarskjöld 
had to reconcile his commitment to an impartial UN with his partial-
ity for the West and its values over communist ones, which required 
preventing an increase in Soviet influence in Africa in the face of neo-
colonialism. This could only be pulled off with enormous difficulty, 
but not if the West’s values were embodied in a commitment to a ver-
sion of colonialism sustained by uninvited Western forces that were 
defying UN resolutions. The stalemate could not be broken in the Cold 
War by the West sanctioning the West, but the longer it went on the 
more the reputation of the UN was tarnished and the more likely it 
became the Soviets would become involved in Africa.

The Congo leader then made two mistakes that sealed his fate. First, 
he made demands on the UN, including the provision of planes to 
enable him to transport forces to Katanga; second, and more impor-
tantly, in a letter one month after the first withdrawal resolution, he 
focused blame on Hammarskjöld and the UN for the failure to end 
Katangan secession. With the reappearance of a new form of Belgian 
control over part of the Congo, Lumumba accused Hammarskjöld of 
being a puppet of the Belgians just as the latter announced their troops 
would not evacuate their bases completely.58 As a result, the Congo 
government declared it had lost confidence in the UN Secretary-General 
and called for his replacement.59 By not concentrating on the failure of 
some nations to support or implement the resolutions of the Security 
Council, the result was that Hammarskjöld, not the failings of Belgium 
and the West, was central and the Secretary-General could more easily 
avoid a neutral Cold War role tied to support for Lumumba. Worse, 
problems within the Congo were growing, including the secession of 
Kasai, anti-Belgian actions, the arrival of communist diplomats, and the 
stopping and searching of US air force personnel. By condemning the 
UN and trying to avoid conflict with the US by giving a speech praising 
America, Lumumba was not only ignoring the US policy of working 
through the UN as a filter of American policy but transferring culpabil-
ity onto the UN, which – correct or not – did not distinguish between 
the supporters of it and those who were reluctant to do so.60 Hence, it 
was easier to sidestep reality and make the conflict more of an imagi-
nary one between those supporting communism and the Soviet Union 
and those, including the Western alliance and the UN, who were against 



Lumumba and the 1960 Congo Crisis 237

those forces. That was reflected in and reinforced in an 18 August NSC 
wishful-thinking meeting, which portrayed Lumumba simply as being 
in the pay of the Soviets.61

At yet another UN Security Council session later in the month, 
Hammarskjöld openly proclaimed UN neutrality. He argued it had no 
right to resist the Congo retaking Katanga or to assist it in doing so. It 
was thus no surprise that the Soviet involvement in the Congo moved 
from the provision of food aid to the offering of ten Ilyushin planes to 
transport Lumumba’s Force Publique to Katanga. By now, more than 
2,000 Belgian troops had left, but most Belgian forces remained in their 
Congo bases, prompting Hammarskjöld to announce that the UN would 
take them over, with Belgian officers remaining in a civilian capacity.62

What now made the situation critical for the West in Cold War 
terms was not the increase in Soviet aid, but the implications of the 
Hammarskjöld–Lumumba rift for the nightmare scenario for the US. 
That nightmare would arise if Lumumba next asked, as he was perfectly 
entitled to do, for the removal of UN forces. Not only would that end 
any possibility of the US working through the UN in the Cold War in 
support of newly independent African states, but it would hand the 
initiative in the emerging African world to Moscow, leaving the West 
clutching at some discredited version of colonialism. Hammarskjöld 
had already told the Americans that the ‘UN effort could not continue 
with Lumumba in office – one or other would have to go’. Thus the 
issues arising from the Belgian refusal to comply with the UN, and the 
US and Hammarskjöld refusing to align with the Soviets in not con-
demning their non-compliance were crystal clear.63 After the Security 
Council meeting on 22 August, Hammarskjöld reinforced the message 
that Lumumba must be broken,64 essentially to preserve the West’s Cold 
War position in the Congo that was being threatened, but not by the 
Soviets. Yet he was knocking on a door that Wigny had already opened. 
As Herter had pointed out in July, the Americans would look for a better 
alternative to Lumumba, despite the embassy in Leopoldville informing 
him Lumumba was not a communist and probably not communist-
orientated. Thus it was doubtful if the Soviets could establish reliable 
continuing influence. That was now not the point, just as in the 2003 
Iraq war weapons of mass destruction were not the point except for 
presentational purposes.65 By late August, the NSC was being advised 
Lumumba’s removal would open the way for ‘new arrangements’ and 
the Special Group or committee arising from Eisenhower’s annual 
revision of US national security policy, which was now responsible in 
theory for supervising covert actions, was planning special operations 
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against Lumumba.66 Unlike action against Katanga, which would pose 
problems in terms of Belgian and British reactions, actions to elimi-
nate Lumumba could be justified by his permitting Soviet interference 
in the Congo.

Ironically, it is highly unlikely the Soviets would have interfered, apart 
from their diplomatic representatives, however ‘subversive’ in Western 
eyes they may have been. Their ‘interference’ came later with money to 
Gizenga’s regime in Stanleyville, a dubious investment if ever there was 
one, which the Soviets came to realize only after the CIA had managed 
to steal their money.67 In any case, it was small beer compared to what 
the US provided to further assist the corruption present in the Congo. 
And that is without any money that may have been given to support 
the dismissal of Lumumba. Soviet interference was the provision of food 
aid and ten Ilyushins.

What had Lumumba done? Because of his objections to neo- 
colonialism he was preventing the US, Belgium, the West and the UN 
from presenting a united front in the Cold War against the Soviets, 
which for a brief moment was centred on winning the hearts and minds 
of the people and governments of the newly emerging African nations. 
Worse, he was doing it because the West and the UN were prepared to 
tolerate defiance of the UN Security Council, and oppose the apparent 
acceptance of an uninvited incursion of Belgian troops as part of that 
neo-colonialism that the secession of Katanga and the preservation of 
European capitalist interests represented. Sture Linner, a Swedish official 
acting as under-secretary to the secretary-general, had indicated the 
extent of this by relaying to Hammarskjöld an account of his meeting 
with 25 members of the Katangan business community, including the 
head of UMHK in Katanga. The group had greeted him with curses, spat 
at him, and accused him of being a criminal before spending time por-
traying the dire consequences of UN intervention in Katanga. Later that 
day, 21 members of the group returned and explained they were under 
strict instructions from Count Harold Aspremont, Eyskens’s chief of staff, 
who had been on a special mission to the Congo in July, before resigning 
his position to become head of a technical assistance mission to Katanga 
in August, to ensure Europeans stayed at their posts. He had instructed 
them to sabotage the UN mission or they would be put in jail. In the 
first week of December he was appointed minister for African affairs in 
the Eyskens Government.68

Unfortunately, the more Lumumba was enraged by this and the more 
he complained – not about the ineffectiveness of the UN, but about 
Hammarskjöld’s reluctant failure to act appropriately in a neutral Cold 
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War capacity – the more he was sealing his own fate. The latter was 
made more of a reality by Kasavubu’s legally questionable decision to 
dismiss him on 5 September. When objections were made in the par-
liament it was replaced with a government of college commissioners 
appointed by the Force Publique (now the Congolese National Army 
[Armeé National Congolaise, ANC]) leader, Colonel Joseph Mobutu. 
As Lumumba was preparing to challenge his dismissal, the UN forces, 
unable to act in Katanga because of the resolution preventing them 
intervening or being ‘used to influence the outcome of any internal 
conflict, constitutional or otherwise’, acted to occupy Leopoldville air-
port and prevent forces supporting Lumumba landing from Stanleyville 
in Orientale province and Kasai. The final irony.

Lumumba was not a communist, even though for some he had to be 
made out to be one because their way of life, some of which involved 
making significant profits from European enterprises, had to be main-
tained. The Cold War socio-economic system that constituted that way 
of life in the West could not be readily handed over in the Congo in 
1960, primarily because of the economic legacies of the Congo Free State 
and the politics of Belgian colonialism. Even though the Eisenhower 
Administration and Hammarskjöld did not share these views, they 
feared something worse replacing them, which had to be avoided by 
sacrificing victims like Lumumba on the altar of the Western alliance. 
The gods that received the sacrificial victim were not simply capitalism 
created in the old context of European exploitation of Africa, but the 
relatively new gods of internationalism and Cold War, as Lumumba 
was undoubtedly a victim of the Western Cold War colonial triangle of 
the US, Belgium, and the UN. Like much human destruction in the less 
developed world, from Guatemala to Vietnam, the sad ghosts of Soviet 
victims in Europe may have been present, but the real demons in the 
Congo were entirely of Western making.
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Introduction

This chapter deals with the international dimensions of the Portuguese 
colonial crisis, focusing on the beginning of the war in Angola in early 
1961, and on the reaction of several countries to the problems Portugal 
was facing in that territory and, in the following years, in Portuguese 
Guinea and Mozambique. It begins with a general overview of 
Portuguese colonialism in the context of the Cold War and then analyses 
the positions taken by the United States, the United Kingdom, France, 
and the Federal Republic of Germany in 1961 regarding Portuguese 
colonial crisis. The argument presented here is that Portugal was able to 
circumvent the difficulties felt in the United Nations (UN) and in the 
relationship with the United States by developing and strengthening its 
relations with the above mentioned European countries. Contrary to 
what Salazar, the leader of the Portuguese government, would claim in 
1965, Portugal was not ‘proudly alone’ in its military efforts in Africa 
and diplomacy was playing a central role in the Portuguese strategy of 
resisting decolonization.

Portuguese colonialism and the Cold War

In the last years of the Second World War, the Portuguese government, 
led since 1932 by Salazar, had authorized the US and the UK to use 
air and naval facilities in the islands of the Azores. Portugal was offi-
cially a neutral country, but it signed agreements regarding the use of 
the Azores with the British in 1943 and with the Americans in 1944. 
This last agreement authorized the US to establish a military base in the 
 strategically located island of Santa Maria, Azores.1
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With the beginning of the Cold War, the Azores reinforced its 
strategic value as a transatlantic ‘stepping stone’, and therefore the 
US negotiated with Portugal for the maintenance of military facili-
ties on the islands. The Portuguese government accepted the request 
and renewed US base rights in 1946, 1948, 1951, and 1957. These 
bilateral agreements marked the gradual integration of Portugal 
within the US ‘sphere of influence’ in Western Europe during the 
early years of the Cold War.2 Multilaterally, Portugal was also invited 
to participate in the Marshall Plan and to be a founding member 
of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO). The Azores, the 
Marshall Plan, and NATO, therefore, were important instruments 
for the international acceptance of Salazar’s authoritarian regime, 
following the veto of the Soviet Union, which denied Portugal UN 
membership in 1946.3 

During the first decade of the Cold War, therefore, Portugal’s allies 
never put any kind of pressure on Salazar’s government: the political 
characteristics of the regime were tolerated and the reality of Portuguese 
colonial empire was ignored. The US, as the dominant power in the 
West, was concerned above all with the restoration of European pros-
perity and with the containment of the Soviet Union. Africa and the 
dismantlement of old European empires were left to a second plan. As 
Thomas Noer explained, American leaders feared a rapid decolonization 
would ‘cripple European economic recovery (and the ability to resist 
communism) and produce weak and unstable African nations unable 
to prevent Soviet subversion’.4 The new Cold War policy of contain-
ment was more important than any new initiative in Africa, and this 
set of assumptions clearly determined the position of the US regarding 
Portuguese colonialism.

In the 1950s, however, the situation would change. Gradually, 
European colonial empires in Africa began to disappear. The so-called 
third world emerged and became a decisive actor in international 
relations with the Banding Conference, the general condemnation of 
colonialism, and the ‘global Cold War’.5 The ‘liberation phase’ of the 
Cold War had begun. Events like the Suez Crisis and the beginning 
of the war in Algeria were two other important turning points in this 
process, and both superpowers were now actively trying to gain ‘the 
loyalties of emerging peoples’.6 

Portugal, however, remained immovable. The Portuguese government 
considered the maintenance of its colonial empire in Africa and Asia 
essential for the survival of the regime and also for Portugal’s existence 
as an independent nation. In 1963 a long-serving US embassy officer in 
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Lisbon described the importance the Portuguese attached to the survival 
of the colonial empire:

The Portugal of today is a small, poor, relatively impotent country. Its 
area and population are, however, vastly increased if to metropolitan 
Portugal there are added the overseas provinces and territories. The 
protected markets and the economic resources of those territories 
are a further factor in Portuguese thinking, as well as the open fron-
tier and land holdings available to those Portuguese who now or at 
some time in the near future may wish to emigrate to the overseas 
territories. But in addition to their political and economic signifi-
cance, Portugal’s overseas holdings are enormously important to 
every Portuguese as a vestigial link with the glories of the past when 
Portugal was in every sense of the word a world power and a world 
leader. To us this may seem romantic and unrealistic, but I am not 
sure that it is so in terms of Portuguese psychology.7

According to these assumptions, and contrary to what happened with 
other European countries, the Portuguese government was not willing 
to negotiate or to consider alternatives to the existing colonial rule. 
Therefore, in the decades after the Second World War the regime used 
every means at its disposal to resist the ‘wind of change’: legally, by 
changing the constitution in 1951 in order to transform the colonies 
into overseas provinces, allegedly with the same political rights as the 
metropolitan provinces;8 ideologically, by adopting the concept of 
lusotropicalism developed by Brazilian sociologist Gilberto Freyre, and 
arguing the Portuguese presence in the tropics represented a milder 
version of European colonialism due to the natural disposition of the 
Portuguese people to socialize with other peoples;9 politically, by defeat-
ing domestic military and political factions that defended a political 
solution to the colonial conundrum;10 and militarily, when all other 
strategies seemed to fail and Portugal was forced to face the liberation 
movements in Angola from 1961, in Guinea-Bissau from 1963, and 
Mozambique from 1964.11 

Internationally, Portugal was finally accepted into the UN in December 
1955 and, since then, this organization put colonialism in general, and 
Portuguese colonialism in particular, on the spot. As early as February 
1956, the UN Secretary-General sent a letter to the Portuguese govern-
ment inquiring about the existence of non-autonomous territories 
administered by Portugal. If Portugal was responsible for ‘the admin-
istration of territories whose peoples have not yet reached a complete 
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form of self-government’, its government should, according to Article 
73 of the UN Charter, send ‘statistics or other technical data concerning 
the economic, social and educational conditions of the territories for 
which it is responsible’ to the Secretary-General on a regular basis. The 
Portuguese government answered negatively, arguing that, according to 
the constitution of the country, Portugal had no colonies and did not 
administer non-autonomous territories. Its overseas provinces were an 
integral part of the Portuguese state in the same way that its continental 
provinces were.12

The 14th UN General Assembly (UNGA) of 1959 decided to set 
up a Committee of Six, in order to find a precise definition of non-
autonomous territory. The UNGA also approved a resolution urging all 
member states ‘responsible for non-autonomous territories’ to transmit 
‘information under Article 73, including an indication of the time limits 
within which self-rule for such territories would be proclaimed’. The 
following year, the UNGA adopted the report of the Committee of Six, 
then incorporated into resolution 1541 of 15 December 1960. From this 
time on, the UN began to consider as non-autonomous those territories 
that were geographically separate and distinct ethnically and/or cultur-
ally from the country administering it, and any territory that was arbi-
trarily placed in a position or status of subordination. The report was 
approved by a large majority, although Portugal voted against it. The 
same General Assembly also adopted Resolution 1514, considering ‘the 
subjection of peoples to alien subjugation, domination and exploitation’ 
as a ‘denial of fundamental human rights’ and declaring that ‘all peo-
ples have the right to self-determination’. Finally, the UNGA approved 
Resolution 1542, which determined the applicability of the terms 
defined in the previous resolutions to the Portuguese colonial empire.13

Kennedy and the new African policy

This outlook was aggravated by the fact that a few months later Portugal 
faced, for the first time since the Second World War, outright US oppo-
sition to its colonial policy. The new Kennedy Administration decided 
to vote in favour of a UN Security Council resolution calling on the 
Portuguese government to ‘urgently’ introduce ‘measures and reforms 
in Angola for the purpose of the implementation of General Assembly 
resolution 1514’.14 The resolution received the favourable vote of the 
US delegation, although it was not approved. Moreover, it was discussed 
and voted on 15 March 1961, the day the nationalists of the Union of 
the People of Angola (União dos Povos de Angola, UPA) launched a 
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major attack on Portuguese positions in northern Angola, starting a war 
that would last until 1974.15 

Although the first signs of change in US policy were already visible dur-
ing the Eisenhower Administration,16 it was during Kennedy’s tenure at 
the White House that the US radically altered its policy towards Africa. 
Even before he took office, JFK sent a task force to Africa to analyse the 
situation on the continent and make recommendations. The task force 
recommended sweeping changes in America’s attitude towards Africa. 
The US should ‘abandon its traditional fence-sitting – arising from links 
with the colonial powers – in favour of support for African nationalism’. 
The report argued American policy had failed to keep pace with events 
in Africa mainly because the US was ‘accustomed to deal with Africa 
primarily through metropolitan powers that controlled the major part 
of the continent’. As far as the Portuguese territories were concerned, 
the report was particularly critical of American policy. It deplored the 
‘widespread impression that the US supports Portuguese colonialism in 
Angola, Mozambique and Portuguese Guinea’, and described Portuguese 
rule in these places as intolerable. It traced this impression of American 
support to Portuguese membership in NATO and to the importance of 
the American base in the Azores. The report believed that ‘silence on 
issues affecting Portuguese Africa is a liability far outweighing any short-
term strategic considerations’.17

According to these recommendations, Kennedy decided the US del-
egation should vote favourably on the Security Council resolution of 
15 March. This new policy regarding Portuguese colonialism contin-
ued through 1961 and early 1962. In the UN, the Americans voted in 
favour of resolutions concerning Portuguese colonialism in the General 
Assembly (April 1961), in the Security Council (June 1961), and again in 
the General Assembly (December 1961 and January 1962). 

Moreover, the deterioration of Portuguese–American relations 
was aggravated by other policies that brought great distress to the 
Portuguese government. The American government intensified its con-
tacts with Angolan nationalist groups, particularly the UPA which was 
led by Holden Roberto. The contacts with Roberto, which had already 
existed before the war, were significantly intensified from March 1961 
onwards, with the Department of State instructing the embassy in 
Leopoldville (where the UPA was based) to maintain close contacts with 
this nationalist movement.18 On the other hand, the Administration 
implemented a new arms policy towards Portugal, officially announced 
to the Portuguese government in August 1961. During this period the 
US refused to sell Portugal military equipment destined for non-NATO 
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purposes, ruling out its use in Africa. As US ambassador in Lisbon, 
Charles Burke Elbrick stated, after informing the Portuguese govern-
ment of this new arms policy, that this was indeed the ‘latest nail in the 
coffin of United States–Portuguese relations’.19

Facing pressure from the US, the Portuguese government reacted with 
the diplomatic weapons at its disposal, namely the existence of the 
American military base in the Azores. The agreement, signed in 1957, 
was due to expire on 31 December 1962. Throughout the Kennedy 
years, the Pentagon constantly reminded the White House and the 
Department of State of the crucial military and strategic value of the 
base.20 The Azores were defined as ‘the single most valuable facility 
which the United States is authorized by a foreign power to use’, essen-
tial ‘to execute emergency or contingency plans requiring the rapid 
aerial deployment of ground or air force units to Europe, the Middle 
East or Africa’. Its loss would have ‘the gravest military consequences’ 
and would require a ‘major overhaul of US wartime plans’.21

Aware of the importance of the base, Portuguese diplomacy played 
the Azorean ‘trump card’ shrewdly. In May 1962, Salazar gave an 
interview to the Washington Evening Star declaring he could not agree 
‘to a renewal of the Azores Base Agreement under the present circum-
stances’. The Portuguese, Salazar said, were fully aware of ‘the treat-
ment that the United States ha[d] given Portugal and would fail to 
understand if the government were to agree to renew the base rights’. 
The US had not behaved as an ally of Portugal and, therefore, the 
Portuguese government had ‘no further interest in making the base 
facilities available’.22

Between the Azores and Angola, the Administration was caught in a 
real dilemma, summarized in the words of Kennedy’s special assistant 
Arthur Schlesinger Jr: ‘never enough for the nationalists in Africa and 
always too much for the Pentagon and Dr Salazar’.23 Eventually, the 
arguments from the Pentagon and the Europeanists within the State 
Department would prevail. The year 1962 marked a new change in 
the direction of US foreign policy towards Portugal and Portuguese 
colonialism. In the summer of 1962, the US delegation in the UN 
(USUN) voted against two resolutions regarding Portuguese territories in 
the UN Decolonization Committee, and also against a 4th Committee 
(and then plenary) General Assembly resolution in late 1962. It also 
abstained on a Decolonization Committee resolution of April 1963 and 
on the Security Council resolution of July 1963. Finally, it abstained on 
a Fourth Committee (and then plenary) General Assembly resolution in 
late 1963. During this period, the only favourable vote on a resolution 
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concerning Portuguese colonialism came in December 1963, on the 
most moderate Security Council resolution since March 1963. 

Likewise, the administration reversed its policy on the sale of military 
equipment to Portugal. Despite the official embargo, in 1962 and 1963 
there were several sales of military equipment and a significant quantity 
of this equipment ended up in Africa, being used by the Portuguese in 
the colonial wars. Since Washington could base its decision for sale on 
a simple statement from the American military authorities in Lisbon 
that the arms were for NATO use, it did not require any official declara-
tion from the Portuguese government on the end-use of these arms and 
equipment. 

The contacts with the Angolan nationalists were also significantly 
reduced and the USUN and the Department of State were forbidden 
to receive Holden Roberto. This fact even led Holden Roberto to write 
directly to President Kennedy in late 1962. Roberto evoked the ‘growing 
indignation of the Angolan people over the identification of US policies 
regarding Angola with the aims of those of Portugal’, and said he was 
‘extremely disappointed at the stand of the US, which voted, together 
with Portugal and South Africa, against the overwhelming majority of 
the world’s states’.24

Finally, in April 1962, the US made a major financial contribution to 
Portugal allowing the Export-Import Bank to provide about $55 million 
to ‘finance the export of US steel’ for the construction of a bridge across 
the Tagus in Lisbon.25

During the presidency of Lyndon Johnson, the behaviour of the US 
regarding Portuguese colonialism continued to follow the trend started 
in 1962. Gradually, the US ceased to exert any significant pressure on 
the Portuguese government to accept the principle of self-determina-
tion, and silence became the keyword as far as Portuguese colonialism 
was concerned, with the Administration completely absorbed and 
submerged by other problems, such as Vietnam.26 

In sum, it is fair to say there was a significant change in terms of 
American policy towards Portugal, and especially towards Portuguese 
colonialism, in the early months of the Kennedy Administration. On 
the international level, Portugal felt strong difficulties. In the context 
of the Cold War, the major power of the Western world was now openly 
criticizing Portuguese colonialism, supporting liberation movements, 
and defending self-determination and independence in Portuguese 
Africa. The change in American policy towards Portugal was, how-
ever, short-lived. After 1962 another reversal in American behaviour 
took place. The USUN began to abstain or to vote against resolutions 
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on Portuguese territories; the US authorized several sales of military 
equipment to Portugal; the contacts with the Angolan nationalists 
were significantly reduced and the USUN and the Department of State 
were forbidden from receiving Holden Roberto. Although neither 
Kennedy nor Johnson returned to a position of open support for the 
Portuguese presence in Africa, the importance of the military base in 
the Azores had convinced American leaders to moderate their stance 
towards Portuguese colonialism.

The oldest alliance

The position of the United Kingdom towards Portuguese colonial-
ism was always more cautious than that adopted by the Kennedy 
Administration in 1961. When the US decided to change its policy 
towards Portugal, the USUN consulted with its British counterpart. The 
reaction from the British was one of scepticism and caution. Andrew 
Cohen, from the British delegation, stated the UK had already tried ‘on 
a number of occasions at a pretty high level’ to convince the Portuguese 
government of the need for change in its African policies. These conver-
sations produced ‘no results whatever.’ Although the UK was ‘increas-
ingly embarrassed’ by the situation in Portuguese Africa, Cohen noted 
that it was not ‘realistic’ to believe ‘anything can be done about it’. He 
then asked the American representatives that ‘whatever the US does 
vis-à-vis Portugal, please don’t say the United Kingdom suggested it’.27 

Therefore, when the Security Council voted the resolution on Angola, 
on 15 March, the UK abstained. The reasons behind the British attitude 
derived from its historic alliance with Portugal and the fact that the 
UK was itself a colonial power. Andrew Cohen expressed to the head of 
the American delegation, Adlai Stevenson, his ‘great concern that deci-
sions of this sort by the Security Council would open the way for simi-
lar intrusion of the UN into the political development of British East 
African territories during the next few critical years’.28 While the Foreign 
Office agreed with the US ‘on the general objective of securing some 
modification of Portuguese policies respecting their African territories’, 
it also believed that in view of the Portuguese sensitivity ‘great care 
should be exercised to avoid the impression of ganging up on Portugal 
and perhaps precipitating Portuguese withdrawal from NATO’.29 

Two months later, Lord Home arrived in Lisbon for an official visit. 
Never mentioning in public the idea of self-determination, Home met 
with Salazar to discuss the situation in Portuguese Africa. He insisted 
on the importance of African nationalism and tried to convince the 
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Portuguese government to accept some degree of participation by 
Africans in local government. He also referred to the need to offer 
some positive signs to the Americans. Salazar, however, did not make 
any concessions and accused the US of being ‘ignorant’ about African 
affairs.30 In early June, when the Security Council met again to discuss 
the situation in Angola, the UK abstained on a resolution deploring ‘the 
large-scale killings and the severely repressive measures in Angola’ and 
considering ‘the continuance of the situation in Angola […] likely to 
endanger the maintenance of international peace and security’.31

Gradually, however, the British felt compelled to change their poli-
cies towards Portugal and Portuguese colonialism. First, there was an 
acute awareness among British leaders of the importance of maintain-
ing the special relationship with the new White House. The Kennedy 
Administration, moreover, was constantly requesting that the UK adopt 
a more forceful position with Salazar. Second, the ambiguity of the 
British government regarding Portuguese colonialism was also a mat-
ter of concern to some countries, members of the Commonwealth, 
who began to express their discontent with the policies followed by 
Downing Street.32 Domestically, the Conservative Government also 
faced some criticism regarding its policy towards Portugal. The visit of 
HMS Leopard to Luanda on 15 May was discussed in the Parliament and 
mentioned in the London press. Members of the Labour Party sharply 
criticized the government for the decision to proceed with this visit, ‘in 
face of the international criticism of Portugal and of the events taking 
place in Angola’. Denis Healey, the Labour spokesman on foreign affairs, 
urged Lord Home, the foreign secretary, to reconsider his planned trip 
to Lisbon.33 Finally, Church groups were also very active in criticizing 
the government. On 5 July 1961, the Baptist Missionary Society pre-
sented a petition to the House of Commons asking that ‘no military 
supplies be allowed to be sent from the United Kingdom of Great 
Britain and Northern Ireland to the Republic of Portugal and its overseas 
territories in Africa’.34 The House of Commons held a long debate on 
the situation in Angola. The Labour Opposition used the testimony 
of the Baptist missionaries ‘to indict Portugal for a policy of repression 
in Angola’. It criticized the British government for failing to take a 
‘strong stand against Portugal in this connection and, instead, for con-
doning Portuguese policy by recent actions, e.g. naval visits to Angola 
and sale of arms to Portugal’.35

In late June, the British government decided to adopt a new arms 
policy towards Portugal. Sales of military equipment destined for 
the Portuguese African territories were suspended for the time being. 
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The shipment of materiel for use in metropolitan Portugal continued 
to be allowed and the UK did not require any formal certification by 
the Portuguese government on the ultimate use of the equipment.36 
Moreover, in November 1961, the British delegation for the first time 
sided with the USUN by voting in favour of a resolution creating a 
special committee to examine the situation in the Portuguese territories 
and urging all UN members ‘to deny Portugal all kind of aid and assis-
tance that it could use to subjugate the populations in the territories 
that it administered’.37

Relations between Portugal and the UK were further disrupted by 
the annexation of the Portuguese enclaves of Goa, Damão, and Diu 
by Indian forces in late December 1961. Fearing the imminent mili-
tary action, Portugal had requested British support on 10 December, 
officially evoking the 600-year-old Anglo-Portuguese alliance, and ask-
ing ‘what means can the United Kingdom […] put at the disposal of 
the Portuguese government in order to, in conjunction with the 
Portuguese means, frustrate the above mentioned aggression’. According 
to the Portuguese foreign minister Franco Nogueira, Portugal had 
‘no illusions on the final attitude of the British government’. Obviously, 
the British would not make ‘a declaration of war on India’; however, 
Salazar and Nogueira hoped the British would feel compelled to press 
the Indian government to solve the problem by ‘exclusively politi-
cal means and to stop the imminent aggression’.38 The British gov-
ernment replied, as expected, that it could not ‘take sides against a 
Commonwealth member’.39 Harold MacMillan wrote directly to Nehru, 
trying to deter him ‘from what seemed an act of pure aggression’ and 
‘to hold his hand and try to obtain his purposes by negotiation’. Nehru 
replied that ‘after 14 years in which Indian public opinion had shown 
extraordinary patience he could now no longer hold his hand’.40

Following the invasion of Goa, the UK co-sponsored and supported a 
Security Council resolution condemning the action taken by the Indian 
government. The UK representative stated that ‘while his government 
understood the desire of the Indian people to incorporate these ter-
ritories and their impatience because Portugal had not followed the 
example of France and Great Britain, it deeply deplored India’s decision 
to use military force to achieve its political objectives’.41 Despite strong 
criticism from Salazar and public protests in Lisbon, the Goan affair 
did not cause any permanent damage to the relations between Portugal 
and the UK. Throughout 1962 and 1963, the British never voted against 
Portugal in the UN (with the exception of a UNGA resolution in January 
1962) and they also eased their arms embargo. Particularly revealing was 
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a conversation between Nogueira and the British ambassador in Lisbon, 
Archibald Ross, on 9 November 1962. Ross had just returned from a 
trip to Angola and Mozambique and was fascinated with what he had 
found in these two territories. Nogueira asked him if there were signs 
of ‘extermination, oppression, threat to the world peace and security’. 
Ross replied that those accusations were ‘ridiculous’. The British ambas-
sador also declared that the UK was now ready to sell British aircraft to 
Portugal, and his government only wanted a ‘guarantee from us, simply 
verbal and very vague, that we would not use the aircraft overseas’. Ross 
made this declaration ‘smiling, suggesting that such a guarantee was a 
simple formality’, and did not apply in the case of ‘external aggression’ 
in the Portuguese territories.42 

A few years later there was another moment of tension in the rela-
tions between Britain and Portugal, but this was only indirectly related 
to Portuguese colonialism. The crisis was caused by the unilateral dec-
laration of independence of Southern Rhodesia in November 1965 and 
Salazar’s decision to help Ian Smith and his regime avoid or ‘circumvent’ 
the sanctions imposed by the UN. This decision was considered to be 
against British national interests and caused ‘a sharp cooling of relations’ 
with the British Labour Government.43 Portugal was always supportive 
of the Rhodesian cause, and in the following years the Portuguese gov-
ernment developed even closer relations of co-operation with Rhodesia 
and South Africa. These relations eventually culminated in a military 
agreement signed by these three countries in October 1970.44

Nevertheless, it is safe to conclude that during the first phase of the 
Portuguese colonial wars, until the replacement of Salazar in 1968, 
Portugal did not feel strong pressure from the UK for it to change its colo-
nial policies or for decolonization. There was a brief period of tension, 
with a couple of favourable votes in the UN, the announcement of the 
arms embargo and the Goan episode, but the British position in respect 
of Portuguese colonialism was marked above all else by ‘ambivalence’, 
combining ‘complacency’ and ‘critical disengagement’.45

European complicities: Portugal and France

Portugal could also count on support from France and General de 
Gaulle regarding its colonial policy. Not only were the French sympa-
thetic to Portuguese colonialism, they were also concerned with the 
possible results of a colonial crisis on Portuguese domestic politics. In 
August 1963, Marcello Mathias, the Portuguese ambassador to Paris, 
explained to American representatives that there were several reasons 
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for French support for the Portuguese case in Africa. These reasons 
transcended the purely African aspect of problem. De Gaulle believed 
that ‘if the Portuguese should lose Angola and Mozambique, the Salazar 
regime would fall and would be succeeded by a leftist or Castroist 
type of government’. This would provoke ‘parallel upheaval in Spain 
with similar consequences’. France would then find itself with a ‘most 
uncomfortable neighbour on the southern flank, to say nothing of a dis-
rupted Nato’.46 On the other hand, de Gaulle was also a persistent critic 
of American foreign policy. France was never the loyal helpmate the 
US expected during the Cold War, and instead its policies ‘cut directly 
across US interests all along the board’.47 Particularly worrisome to de 
Gaulle was the position of the US regarding the conflict in Algeria. In 
July 1961, he told Adlai Stevenson that France was counting on the US 
and ‘if the Atlantic alliance abandons France in its efforts to resolve 
colonial problems the alliance will lose France’.48

The French applied the same analysis to the Portuguese problems. 
When the US ambassador in Paris informed Couve de Murville, the 
French foreign minister, the US was going to vote against Portugal in 
the UN resolution of March 1961, Murville merely replied that this 
American action would create ‘one more crisis in the West’. He had 
already discussed the question of colonialism with the Portuguese gov-
ernment and realized the situation there was ‘quite different’ from the 
French one. Portugal was a small country, ‘not possessing the prestige 
and affluence of France’, and without its colonies it would be ‘vulner-
able to Spanish domination’. Murville had visited Portugal twice and 
he ‘understood the Portuguese point of view and felt that they thought 
of themselves as a “colonial empire” and that to deny them that would 
completely change their philosophy, way of life, etc.’. Therefore, the 
French government believed the Western nations should not force 
the Portuguese to change their policies.49 According to this position, the 
French government considered the March 1961 resolution on Angola 
as ‘unreasonable, bad for Portugal, bad for the UN’ and establishing an 
‘undesirable precedent’. The adoption of the resolution would encour-
age other countries ‘to bring any purely propagandistic item before 
the Security Council’.50 Reinforcing this position, on 6 April, Couve 
de Murville arrived at Lisbon for an official visit. The Portuguese press, 
jubilant, announced the visit as having a special meaning at a ‘particu-
larly delicate moment for Portugal’.51

On 4 May, in the tripartite meeting between representatives of the 
US, the UK, and France, the French representatives recognized the situ-
ation in the Portuguese colonies was grave, but they pointed out that 
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the change in American policy had the opposite effect on Salazar. The 
Portuguese had confessed they were planning to introduce reforms in 
their African colonies, ‘but had given up, at least temporarily, because 
of United States and UN pressure’. Regarding the discussion of Angola 
in the UN, the French said ‘we must not give the impression that 
we are using the United Nations to put pressure on the Portuguese’, 
and considered, just like their British counterparts, that such action 
would amount to intervening in Portugal’s internal affairs. The French 
declared they would oppose the calling of a special session of the 
General Assembly. They believed that a UN intervention in Portuguese 
territories would only make matters there worse. They also suggested 
‘perhaps we should simply wait out developments and just ride out 
any storms which might be raised in the UN’.52 Accordingly, France 
abstained on two resolutions on Angola: in April in the General 
Assembly, and in June in the Security Council.

On his European tour of 1961, President Kennedy met Charles de 
Gaulle on 1 June. Among other subjects, they discussed the situation 
in Portuguese Africa. De Gaulle told Kennedy that France was con-
cerned with the Portuguese inflexibility regarding Angola. Portugal 
was ‘making great mistakes and its thinking is not up to the present 
times’. De Gaulle also said that Portugal should move towards self-
determination in its overseas territories and that France would do 
everything it could to bring about such a change. But the French 
president did not believe the policy followed by the US was correct 
and he argued: ‘bullying is not the way […] pushing the Portuguese 
too hard will only aggravate the problem […]. Nothing can be done by 
humiliating the Portuguese’.53 

Franco Nogueira commented upon the French attitude throughout 
this period in favourable terms. Despite their interests in Africa, the 
French did not succumb to what Nogueira called the ‘psychological 
terrorism that characterized the environment in the UN’ and were not 
intimidated by the ‘spectacular gestures of the Third World’. Moreover, 
Nogueira pointed out, President de Gaulle had ‘authority and prestige 
enough to impose moderation on the new French-speaking African 
countries’. De Gaulle wanted to maintain the connection between 
Europe and Africa and, in Nogueira’s words, he opposed American pen-
etration in that continent. Therefore, France never created any difficul-
ties in the supply of armaments to Portugal and reaffirmed its political 
support of Portugal, despite American attempts to influence the French 
government.54 At the end of 1961, in a rare interview to Le Figaro, 
Salazar praised the French government’s ‘chivalrous attitude’ during the 
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Goa affair.55 The French government had in fact declared it was opposed 
to the use of force in Goa and, after the invasion took place, it expressed 
its ‘astonishment and regret’.56

This position remained unchanged in the following years and was vis-
ible both bilaterally and within the context of NATO and the UN, where 
the French always supported the Portuguese position. In December 
1963, France was the only country to abstain in a moderate Security 
Council resolution on Portuguese territories. The French delegate 
explained to Charles Yost, from the USUN, that this had been a personal 
decision of de Gaulle. The French president believed the Portuguese 
government was ‘vulnerable internally and its allies should take no 
step that might weaken it’. Moreover, de Gaulle considered that the 
Portuguese government ‘had shown signs of good will vis-à-vis Africans 
and this was a good occasion for showing Africans that Portugal’s allies 
would not let themselves be pushed too far on this subject’.57

France also became one of the most important suppliers of mili-
tary equipment to Portugal, delivering ‘on a great scale, warships, 
helicopters, tanks, rifles, guns and ammunition’.58 This tendency was 
visible before the outbreak of the war in Angola, with negotiations in 
late 1960 for the acquisition of Nordatlas, Broussard and T-6 Harvard 
aircraft. A considerable part of the aircraft, however, would be deliv-
ered in late 1961 and 1962 when military operations in Angola 
were already in full-force.59 In the following years, the purchases of 
military equipment from France continued. As an example, in March 
1963, the Portuguese government purchased 15 Alouette helicopters. 
There was no doubt, according to the American embassy in Lisbon, 
that ‘most of the new helicopters will be used in Angola’.60 Even 
more important, in September 1964 both governments announced 
the conclusion of another agreement concerning ‘the construction 
of Portuguese warships in French shipyards’. The agreement provided 
for the construction of eight vessels: ‘four submarines and four frig-
ates of over 2,000 tons each’.61

Another important signal of the military and political co-operation 
between the Portuguese and French governments was the agreement, 
signed in April 1964, permitting ‘utilization by France for scientific 
purposes of […] facilities and installations in the Azores archipelago’. 
The agreement provided for landing rights for aircraft and French ves-
sels equipped with measurement instruments, and contemplated the 
installation of ballistic missile tracking station facilities. According to 
the Portuguese minister of foreign affairs, this agreement represented 
‘one more step in the reinforcement of the traditional ties of friendship 
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between the two countries’.62 The New York Times indicated that the 
base ‘will be used to track ballistic missiles like Polaris, which are to 
be built in the second phase of France’s nuclear arms programme’. The 
missiles, ‘designed to be launched from atomic submarines, ultimately 
will be armed with thermonuclear warheads’.63 

The German connection

One of the most important Portuguese diplomatic triumphs in the 
early 1960s was the development and reinforcement of the relationship 
with the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG). West Germany gradually 
became one of Portugal’s most important allies, and to the dismay of 
the US government the Portuguese consciously played the German 
card when they faced the international difficulties of the early 1960s. 
Franco Nogueira justified the support Portugal received from FRG in 
this delicate context. First of all, the Germans were exempted from 
the debates in the UN and therefore from defining a clear position 
regarding Portuguese colonialism. Second, German commercial and 
economic interests in Portugal and in Africa were also considerable. 
and FRG was interested in developing training facilities for aviation in 
southern Portugal. Finally, according to Nogueira, German politicians – 
such as Adenauer, Erhard, and Strauss – had a genuine admiration 
for Salazar. Therefore, during the 1960s, West Germany maintained a 
friendly policy towards Portugal, opening financial credits in favour-
able conditions and increasing German imports from Portugal. The 
Germans also supplied, ‘many times at symbolic prices […] appropri-
ate planes for the fight in Africa, telecommunications equipment, war 
material, military vehicles and others’. Nogueira emphasized the role 
of the German ambassador in Lisbon, Schaffarzyk, who ‘believed in 
Portuguese policy’ and whose ‘reports and informations encouraged the 
German government’.64

The FRG government never criticized Portuguese colonial policy in 
public, especially after the beginning of the war in Angola. The official 
position of the Germans was one of ‘total discretion’. But West Germany 
was equally cautious in not assuming a position of open support that 
might have caused some kind of embarrassment in its relations with 
the emerging third-world countries, where FRG had growing economic 
interests. Therefore, the West German government went so far as to 
authorize the creation, on German territory, of the Union of Students 
from Black Africa under Portuguese Colonial Domination, in September 
1961, and the Committee for Angola, in March 1964.65
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This was largely compensated for, however, by the establishment and 
maintenance of a high level of military co-operation with Portugal. 
German military support was indeed crucial for the Portuguese war 
effort in Africa. It should be noted that at least since 1959 the Germans 
had enjoyed special training facilities in Portugal at the Ota airbase, 
some 25 miles north of Lisbon.66 In early 1960, following the visit 
to Portugal of West Germany’s defence minister Franz Joseph Strauss, 
FRG expressed an interest in acquiring landing rights in the Beja area. 
The project for the construction of an airbase in Beja developed over 
the next three years. In January 1962, the US ambassador in Lisbon, 
Charles Elbrick, reported Strauss ‘motoring in the neighbourhood of 
Beja,’ and noted that for the second successive year the Portuguese 
budget ‘contained an item of 50 million escudos (US $1.75 million) for 
the acquisition of lands for this base’.67 Strauss himself reported his visit 
to the American embassy in Bonn, indicating he had met Salazar and 
discussed the ‘bilateral question of Beja air base and small naval harbour 
that Germans desire to develop for joint use with Portuguese’.68 A few 
months later the Portuguese press announced the bidding on the con-
struction of eight hangars to be built at airbase 11, Beja, Portugal, would 
begin on 18 September. Reporting this information, Elbrick added that 
‘although it had been known for some time that the airfield facilities 
at Beja would be constructed, this is the first evidence that these plans 
were about to be carried out’. Elbrick recalled that ‘the financing of this 
construction is being borne by the Federal German Republic, whose air 
force will enjoy facilities there’.69 

More importantly, West Germany was also the main vendor of mili-
tary equipment to Portugal during the 1960s. Luc Crollen noted that 
‘immediately after the beginning of the insurgency in Angola’, West 
Germany had delivered ‘tanks, machine guns and broadcasting equip-
ment to Portugal with a total value of US $55 million’.70 In terms of air-
craft, FRG sold dozens of Dornier DO-27s and Harvard T-6s that would 
be used by the Portuguese armed forces in Africa. German technicians 
from the Dornier aircraft company were in Luanda in April 1961 to 
assemble the first aircraft to arrive in Angola. By October 1961 there 
were 16 DO-27s operating in Angola and 24 more were negotiated and 
sold by September 1962. In November 1963, the Portuguese minister of 
defence signed an agreement with his German colleague for the acquisi-
tion of 46 DO-27s and 70 Harvard T-6s. This last group of aircraft was 
partly paid for by providing maintenance services for German aircraft 
in Portuguese facilities. In 1966, 40 Fiat G-91s were also sold to Portugal 
and promptly transported to Portuguese Guinea.71
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Other types of equipment were also important. In July 1961, the 
American embassy in Lisbon reported that the Portuguese air force 
had recently purchased twelve Saunders-Roe Skeeter helicopters from 
the West German government. Of these, ten were being assembled at 
Alverca and two ‘were being shipped directly to Luanda for assembly 
and combat use’.72 Portugal also became an important producer of 
the German G3 rifle, the weapon most widely used during the wars in 
Africa. The Germans ordered some 50,000 G-3s from Portugal, which 
allowed the Portuguese Fábrica Militar (Military Factory) to access the 
technology and know-how to produce those rifles for the Portuguese 
armed forces.73 In the following years, Portugal also bought signifi-
cant quantities of pistols and rifles, machine guns, military vehicles, 
and motorboats from West Germany, and more aircraft from Dornier, 
Nordatlas, Saber, and Fiat.74

Holden Roberto publicly denounced the sale of German military 
equipment to Portugal in a press conference in Leopoldville on 
8 June 1961. He criticized West Germany ‘for the alleged sale of 10,000 
machine guns to Portugal’.75 The German foreign office ‘categori-
cally denied the allegation’, stating ‘it is regular policy of the Federal 
Government to prevent weapons deliveries in areas of international 
tension’.76 Officially, the West German government had decided to 
‘suspend action’ on a number of ‘pending licences covering export of 
weapons to Portugal’ in view of ‘recent reports that German military 
equipment has shown up in the hands of settlers and Portuguese forces 
in Angola’. The West German foreign office was now requesting that 
the Portuguese certify ‘the arms are to be retained in Europe for the 
use of the Portuguese NATO forces’. The American embassy in Bonn 
was informed on 12 October 1961 that the Portuguese government 
had refused to provide these guarantees. The West German govern-
ment asked the US embassy for advice, with American officials in Bonn 
informing them that the US had recently ‘yielded on our decision to 
require certificates, but are instead requiring end-use investigation by 
our MAAG (Military Assistance Advisory Group) in Lisbon’.77

The military co-operation between Portugal and West Germany was 
further developed in late 1963 when the two governments concluded 
a military agreement on the use of the Beja airbase. On 14 October, 
the Portuguese defence minister issued an official communiqué stating 
that ‘following negotiations with the minister of defence of the Federal 
Republic Germany,’ Portugal granted, ‘within the framework of NATO, 
training and logistics facilities to the German armed forces similar to 
those granted them by other NATO countries’. The agreement involved, 
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specifically, the ‘use of one national airbase, now under construction, 
for jet pilot training, with special emphasis on aspects of supersonic and 
low-altitude flight execution, which is difficult in the rest of Europe due 
to high population density’.78

In June 1964, the Portuguese defence minister, Gomes de Araújo, 
announced the finalization in Bonn of ‘various details concern-
ing instructional facilities and logistical matters’ resulting from the 
Portuguese-German bilateral agreement signed in October 1963. Araújo 
confirmed the agreement was ‘being implemented as planned’ and 
that ‘in addition to air training facilities at Beja, FRG ground forces 
will use some facilities at Santa Margarida for a short period each year’. 
Moreover, ‘storage facilities for the peacetime stockpiling of military 
supplies’ would be ‘constructed and put in operation’. Araújo also 
announced that a new hospital to be located at Beja was only the first 
of several to be constructed, and that within the framework of the 
agreement, Portuguese wounded from Guinea and Angola are now 
receiving treatment in German hospitals. Finally, the Portuguese min-
ister recognized that West Germany ‘has made a great (and profitable) 
contribution to the Portuguese overseas military effort over the past two 
years, particularly through unrestricted sales sorely needed of vehicles 
and light aircraft’. Portugal was naturally grateful. In a telegram, the 
American army attaché in Lisbon said, ‘Germany in military sense has 
largely filled vacuum created by the displacement since 1961 of US from 
number one position previously enjoyed here. Believe West German 
military activity and influence will continue grow and thrive’.79

Economic co-operation between Portugal and Germany also grew 
considerably during the early 1960s. Luc Crollen noted that ‘next to 
the sale of military equipment, most of which has eventually been used 
in Africa, the Federal Republic has made substantial financial loans 
to Portugal’. Crollen mentioned the sums of $41.25 million in 1961, 
$37.12 million in 1962, and $13.75 million in 1963.80 This financial 
and economic cooperation was announced in Portugal by Ludwig 
Erhard, the West German economy minister, who visited Lisbon in May 
1961 accompanied by a large staff of advisors. On his arrival, Erhard 
‘praised Portuguese financial policies under Prime Minister Salazar’ and 
stated that West Germany wanted to ‘facilitate, by every means, the 
more rapid economic development of Portugal’.81 At a press conference, 
Erhard said the West Germans were going to help Portugal in terms 
of ‘material and financial assistance, as well as private investments 
in Portuguese industry’.82 A few months later, the American embassy in 
Lisbon noted the German Krupp Company was already ‘concluding 
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negotiations for the investment of $45 million in the Lobito Mining 
Company in Angola’.83 

In August 1962, Franco Nogueira met the West German ambassador 
to Lisbon. The ambassador had recently travelled to Bonn and he 
declared himself very happy with the situation he found. A year ear-
lier, he had informed his government that Angola and Mozambique 
would not fall and that the political situation in Portugal would sta-
bilize. His reports were initially received with some scepticism, but 
now the West German government concluded the ambassador was 
correct. Therefore, he was in a position to guarantee a loan from the 
Frankfurt Reconstruction Bank of DM100 million. He recommended 
the Portuguese government acquire this credit urgently.84 In late July 
1963, the vice-president of the Bundestag, Richard Jaeger, led a delega-
tion of West German politicians and journalists on a trip that took in 
Lisbon, Luanda, and Lourenço Marques. The delegation met Salazar 
and other Portuguese officials. In statements to the press, Jaeger said 
‘this was the first visit anyone in his group had made to any part of 
Portugal, and expressed his admiration […] of Portugal’s “civilizing 
mission” in Africa’.85 

Conclusions

With the change in US policy during the early days of the Kennedy 
Administration, the major concern of Portuguese diplomacy became 
the diversification of international contacts and the garnering of 
political and diplomatic support for the colonial policies of the coun-
try. Right up to the end of his rule in 1968, Salazar’s Government 
responded to the frequent resolutions and condemnations in the UN 
and to the crisis in US–Portuguese relations in the early 1960s with 
a deliberate effort to improve relations with Portugal’s NATO allies, 
such as the UK, France, and West Germany. The country’s foreign 
minister, Franco Nogueira, defined the new orientation and strategy 
that governed Portuguese diplomacy since he took office in early 
May 1961. Facing hostility from Washington, he said Portugal should 
‘extend and increase its relations with some other countries’. It should 
play upon European rivalries, taking advantage of the divergences 
existing between other nations, and make the support obtained with 
some of them work as an ‘encouragement’ for their rivals. It should 
also prevent the powers controlling the ‘centres of economic and 
political decision making’ from simultaneously allying themselves 
against Portugal. Nogueira added that beyond the US there were other 
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powers that counted in the international scene, such as the UK, West 
Germany, and France.86 

The Portuguese government’s policy of diversifying international 
alliances produced significant results. From March 1961, Portuguese 
diplomacy sought to guarantee the support of some of the most impor-
tant European countries. In that same month, the leaders of French and 
Spanish foreign policy visited Lisbon. Two months later, Lord Home, 
the British foreign secretary, also travelled to Portugal. The support 
of the European allies was particularly welcome in the most critical 
areas of Portuguese–American relations: that is to say, in the UN and 
in the supply of military equipment to Portugal. In these two areas, 
the UK, France, and West Germany were always loyal to Portugal. They 
abstained or voted against almost all UN resolutions on Portuguese 
colonialism and, despite some public assurances to the contrary, they 
kept open the normal channels for the sale of military equipment. The 
Portuguese government also signed two important military agreements 
with France and West Germany, giving these countries facilities in the 
Azores and Beja. The US was never successful in developing a concerted 
strategy of pressure with these European countries. They always refused 
to work as a kind of common front in the effort to convince Salazar 
to change Portugal’s colonial policy and exert combined pressure for 
Portuguese decolonization.

This narrative shows that the success of the Portuguese government 
in resisting decolonization came in part from its foreign policy and 
diplomacy. Portugal benefited from its long-time association with the 
British, from European and colonial complicities in the case of France, 
and from the desire of European powers, like West Germany, to assert 
their new role in international affairs during the 1960s. Resistance to 
decolonization, in the case of Portugal, was also possible due to the 
international context of the Cold War. The new approach adopted by 
the US during the first months of the Kennedy Administration was 
justified by the fear that African nationalism could gravitate exclusively 
to the Soviet or Chinese orbits. The US did not want to lose the Cold 
War in Africa and, therefore, channelled its support to the UPA, led 
by Holden Roberto, instead of the communist-supported Movement 
for the Liberation of Angola (Movimento para a Libertação de Angola, 
MPLA). However, this Cold War context, while decisive in promoting a 
new policy in the early days of the Kennedy Administration, would in 
the long run seriously hamper that same policy. It was the same back-
ground of pragmatic Cold War considerations that ultimately justified 
the abandonment of many of the fresh new African and third-world 
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policies initiated by the Administration, namely the policy towards 
Portuguese colonialism. Waldemar Nielsen, in his analysis of American 
policy towards Africa during the Kennedy Administration, believed that 
from 1961 ‘events in other parts of the world – from the Bay of Pigs 
fiasco in Cuba in mid-April to ominous new tensions in Berlin after 
mid-year – tended to drive Africa once again into the background and 
to bring to the fore those political and strategic considerations that had 
been consistently dominant in American foreign policy since the end 
of the Second World War’.87
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Sixty years after the headline events that the term ‘decolonization’ 
evokes, its historiography remains a work in progress. There are several 
reasons for this. Perhaps the first, and most material, is access to new 
sources, although what promises to be among the most revealing, the 
so-called ‘migrated archive’ of British colonial administrations for long 
discreetly lodged at Hanslope Park, has yet to yield up its secrets. The 
second influence at work is the startling series of geopolitical changes 
through which the world has moved since the 1960s and 1970s: the 
fall of one great imperial system and the consequent end of the Cold 
War; the rise of a new (potential) superpower; the political growth of 
fundamentalist Islam. The third is the emergence of new public (and 
therefore scholarly) concerns that have shaped our perception of the 
causes, course, and outcome of decolonization: perhaps most obviously 
the discourse of human rights, and a sensitivity, much less developed 
even twenty years ago, to the threat and use of violence for political 
purposes. The fourth is the discovery of a new relevance in the processes 
of decolonization, as international interventions, whether for humani-
tarian or geostrategic reasons, have proliferated. Staging the ‘exit’ (not 
least its rhetorical justification) has become a major new branch of 
statecraft. The fifth reflects the collapse of the old binary distinction 
between the ‘third world’ (largely but not exclusively composed of 
ex-colonial states) and the rest, on which much of the older literature 
on decolonization was implicitly constructed. The quite different trajec-
tories of the third world’s components – in Latin America, ex-colonial 
Asia, the Arab Middle East and sub-Saharan Africa – raise intriguing 
questions about the colonial legacy and the motives of withdrawal. 
Finally, we have had to take account of the ‘globalizing’ realities of our 
own times, chief amongst them the exceptional degree of demographic 
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turbulence caused by economic migration, forced migrations, and the 
vast human tide of refugees escaping oppression or famine in their 
‘own’ nation states. The world has clung to the fiction (for very good 
reasons) that decolonization transformed colonial states into nations. 
Contemplating the reality in many parts of the ex-colonial sphere, we 
might be tempted to ask: decolonization for whom? 

Some of these points require a little further reflection. The issue of 
sources might be thought fundamental. A striking feature of several 
of the contributions in this volume is the heavy reliance upon American 
and British archives. This is hardly surprising since both offer the 
progressive disclosure of more recent records on a more or less predict-
able timetable and both are relatively easy to use (‘relatively’ might be 
the right term for the records at College Park, Maryland). The picture 
amongst the other ex-colonial powers is more variable: the Netherlands 
National Archive operates a 75-year rule with some exclusions; the 
Belgian National Archive website promised a guide to archives on the 
Congo and Rwanda-Urundi to be ready by 2012 – but no indication 
where it might be found. Outside the West, the picture is hardly encour-
aging. We may expect to wait quite a long time before Russian docu-
mentation on its rapid decolonization after 1989 becomes available. 
Anyone hoping to study China’s recent colonial policies in Inner Asia 
will have to rely on a very long life expectancy indeed. There are a num-
ber of bright spots: the Kenya National Archives caters for a heavy traffic 
of foreign scholars; a recent user of the Ghanaian archives found access 
to Nkrumah’s correspondence straightforward. Massive amounts of the 
documentation of India’s freedom struggle have been published. But in 
many of the former colonial territories the public archive is difficult to 
access, or suffers from gross neglect, while the preservation of private 
archival material is either non-existent or patchy at best. The modern 
historiography of the Arab Middle East has been crippled by the inac-
cessibility of its archival collections. Why does all this matter? Because 
it reinforces to a disturbing degree the deeply ingrained tendency to 
view decolonization as a process decisively shaped by policymakers in 
Western capitals (a flattering delusion). Secondly, and perhaps more 
insidiously, it reduces the scope of decolonization as a world-historical 
transition to its most visible (but not necessarily its most important) 
dimension: the transfers of sovereignty. Outside the West (perhaps even 
inside it), this might be seen as an impoverished perspective on a much 
vaster change. 

The supply of new sources is thus likely to exert an erratic and 
perhaps even restrictive effect on decolonization’s historiography. 
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By contrast, the dramatic re-ordering of the geopolitical landscape 
should help to alleviate the tendency to imagine decolonization as a 
bilateral relationship between an imperial power and (one) colonial ter-
ritory. With the indispensable benefit of hindsight, we can see how cru-
cial it was that the transfers of sovereignty took place at the time when 
the bipolar rivalry of East and West was at its height. How different they 
might have been had the harmonious division of spheres between four 
‘world policemen’, naively projected at the end of the Second World 
War, become a global reality. The wider point may be obvious. The 
meaning of ‘independence’ (a more exacting status than sovereignty) 
was bound to be in large part a function of the global distribution of 
power. Even within the Cold War era c.1948–89, we can see quite dis-
tinct phases when the scope and intensity of bipolar competition varied 
considerably. It was the sudden escalation of Soviet ambitions (as it 
was perceived in the West) in the late 1950s that shattered the nerves 
of policymakers in London and Washington, and raised the morale 
of nationalist politicians. American involvement in the Vietnamese 
quagmire, and the widespread belief by the mid-1970s that ‘national 
liberation movements’ were an unstoppable force, raised the bargaining 
power of new Afro-Asian regimes. The ‘new cold war’ after 1979 seemed 
to be sucking both superpowers into forward movements and raising 
the stakes where their spheres of interference collided. In more recent 
times, we have seen a no less sudden and unpredictable shift from the 
prospect of unipolar hegemony to an emerging multipolar world. In 
each of these phases, the meaning and content of post-colonial freedom 
(both external and internal) were liable to vary significantly as outside 
pressures to conform institutionally, ideologically, or commercially 
waxed and waned. 

Yet perhaps it is the appearance of new concerns and preoccupations 
within Western societies that has played the largest part in revising 
the agenda of decolonization historiography, and is likely to change it 
still more in the future. The most salient of these is the protean idea of 
human rights, which has sensitized Western opinion more powerfully 
than ever before to the individual fates concealed behind news reports 
and economic statistics. Of all the infringements of human rights, it is 
state-sponsored violence that arouses the fiercest condemnation. So it 
is hardly surprising that it this dimension of decolonization that has 
attracted widespread attention, first of all among historians of France’s 
‘dirty war’ in Algeria, and increasingly among those scrutinizing the 
British record. By the same token, however, the criteria of human rights 
have served to dispel the somewhat misty-eyed gaze with which some 
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observers at least had regarded the building of new Afro-Asian nations. 
Criticism of the treatment of women, of male and female homosexuals, 
as well as of ethnic and religious minorities, in post-colonial societies, 
sometimes in association with local lobbies and pressure groups, has 
become part of the way in which they are now viewed in the West. It 
is no longer so easy to equate decolonization with liberation, or at least 
not without very large qualifications. Indeed, the failure of the colonial 
powers to address the problems of social, cultural, and sexual inequality 
before the handover of power may become part of a new arraignment 
of their record. 

Lastly, several influences have converged to challenge the once con-
ventional view that decolonization was a ‘tryst with destiny’ and the 
bringing to birth of an immanent nation. In a self-consciously ‘global’ 
age, we are less prone than we were to regard the building of nations 
as the universal desideratum of historical change – although in some 
parts of the world this belief remains stubbornly rooted. The intensity of 
globalization, in the realms of commerce and information technology 
most of all, has shattered the illusion (once remarkably prevalent) that 
new nations could aspire to a genuine economic and cultural independ-
ence. It is now widely believed in the West (much less elsewhere) that 
the claims of human rights transcend the jurisdiction of ‘errant’ nation 
states, and qualify their sovereignty. We are much more alert than we 
were a generation ago to the ethnic and religious diversity to be found 
within states, and to the oppressions to which this can give rise – a con-
sequence in part of the astonishing proliferation of non-governmental 
organizations now active across the world, and furiously competing 
for funds and publicity. Above all, perhaps, the dramatic scale of the 
diasporas of economic migrants and refugees, from the ‘South’ to the 
‘North’, has created a new awareness of the poverty, insecurity, and 
injustice that pervades many ex-colonial territories, even where, as in 
the case of Somalia, that state has not collapsed completely. At the very 
least, we are likely to question not whether decolonization was inevita-
ble, nor the nobility of the ideals on which it was based, but rather the 
extent to which it might be counted a ‘success’ in the forms that it took.

At first sight, the chapters in this book address a well-worn theme: 
the making of policy in the capitals of the decolonizing powers and, in 
Washington, their overbearing protector. The appearance is deceptive 
since their real aim is to give more depth, substance, and subtlety to 
existing accounts of the policy-making process. In Crawford Young’s 
analysis, it was the political systems of the three smaller colonial pow-
ers that constrained their ability to anticipate the breakdown of their 
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imperial authority and extract themselves gracefully before the roof fell 
in. In the Netherlands and Belgium, the culprit was the clumsiness of 
multi-party democracy, which blocked the possibility of the pragmatic 
ruthlessness practised by Harold Macmillan and Charles de Gaulle, 
whose notorious promise to the Algerian pieds noirs ‘je vous ai compris’ 
might be best be translated as ‘I’ve taken your measure’. In Portugal, 
it was an autocracy trapped in its conservative ideology, and fearful of 
any impression of weakness, that performed the same inflexible func-
tion. We might add to this the fact that both Britain and France enjoyed 
more geopolitical leeway in which to engineer their withdrawals, and 
that it required a new constitution before France could escape the insti-
tutional constraints that Young identifies. The British case is more curi-
ous. As Bruno Cardoso Reis points out, politicians might be hindered 
by, but could also exploit, the power of myth – in this case the prevail-
ing myths of empire. Harold Macmillan, whose pragmatic foresight 
has been greatly exaggerated, was a dab hand at myth use and myth 
making. But he also enjoyed two enormous advantages in presenting 
Britain’s colonial withdrawals as the masterly culmination of a long-
matured programme (a shameless falsehood!). Firstly, he could exploit 
to the full the well-established myth of the Commonwealth as the 
shiny new vehicle for Britain’s post-imperial influence, a quasi- empire 
populated with grateful self-governing clients. Timely generosity would 
ensure, so the argument ran, that the right kind of nationalists would 
inherit the new states, nationalists attuned to the Commonwealth’s 
value. Secondly, Macmillan could deploy the charismatic power of the 
British monarchy, perhaps then at its height, to lend reassurance and 
dignity both to the Commonwealth (of which the British Crown was 
‘Head’) and to the Disneyesque pageantry in which the transfers of 
power were artfully blanketed. Conservative opinion, if not reassured, 
would find it hard to attack a political process over which the prestige 
of the monarchy was so liberally spread.

A second theme that emerges powerfully though a number of chap-
ters is the energy with which the imperial bureaucracies and their 
advisors sought to reinvent themselves and their role in the post-1945 
world. As Fred Cooper describes it, there was much about the late colo-
nial state that could be made to chime with the fashionable doctrines of 
‘modernization’ theory. The late colonial state was committed to ‘devel-
opmentalism’: in part because of the material needs of the imperial 
metropole; in part out of deference to the social and economic deficien-
cies that colonial officialdom had acknowledged even before the Second 
World War. Casting aside the administrative theology of ‘indirect rule’, 
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and the lethargy induced by the starvation diet of Depression finance, 
the late colonial state was a hyperactive, if somewhat febrile, phe-
nomenon. But its declared preoccupations – economic planning and 
social welfare – were closely aligned with those that ruled in domestic 
politics. More to the point, they allowed colonial policymakers to claim 
that – far from presiding with passive indifference over the backwaters 
of the world – they were engaged in the business of spreading moder-
nity where it was most urgently needed. This may help to explain 
why, in what appears in retrospect as the dying fall of the colonial age, 
the plans and projects of the colonial state were able to mobilize so 
much youthful idealism. Miguel Bandeira Jerónimo and António Costa 
Pinto’s fascinating chapter on Portugal’s late colonial state portrays a 
regime girding itself for action in a new and more challenging global 
environment. The old prescriptions of colonial subordination and fis-
cal self-sufficiency were cast aside. The colonies became ‘provinces’, 
now primed for development with funds from the centre and endowed 
with new infrastructures to make them more governable. The least 
acceptable face of old-style imperialism, the indigenato with its labour 
conscription and forced crop-growing rules, was abolished in 1961. 
Simultaneously, the reach of the political police was extended. New 
strategies of colonization were invented: the colonato – either ethnically 
mixed or Portuguese only – to promote the ideal of the small landed 
proprietor as the bulwark of the state. Here, in what is often thought 
of as the least progressive of Europe’s colonial powers, was a pattern of 
bureaucratic activism comparable to that of the British or French. Why 
should it have been otherwise?

Perhaps the larger point is that accounts of colonialism that portray it 
as intellectually moribund after 1918 are far wide of the mark. Indeed, 
the accusation might carry much greater force (certainly for Africa) 
between the wars than after 1945. Colonialism was, paradoxically, at 
its most innovative and energetic, and most in tune with the ‘main-
stream’ of intellectual inquiry, at the very moment when its political 
future was about to be foreshortened drastically. Indeed, even after the 
timetables for independence had shifted from ‘a generation hence’ to 
‘this time next year’, plans and schemes for the preservation of ‘influ-
ence’ were being busily drafted. In Sarah Stockwell’s chapter, we can see 
how seriously the British took the idea of implanting their ‘ethos’ in the 
post-colonial states in Africa. They hoped to maintain a ‘public service’ 
tradition by insulating the civil service from political ‘interference’, 
initially by key administrative personnel ‘staying on’. They wanted to 
keep a close link between the new national armies and the British Army, 



274 John Darwin

ideally by the continuing employment of senior British officers. The 
Bank of England set itself to groom the new central banks with which 
ex-colonial states were endowed, and to supply their directors. Here the 
motive was partly to maintain the sterling link that was vital to hopes 
of revitalizing the pound as a global reserve currency, partly to help the 
City keep its financial foot in the ex-colonial door. Success was limited 
and relatively short-lived, perhaps because – as Stockwell points out – to 
a greater extent than they realized the British had ceded control over 
the levers of political power. Most of these links soon withered away. 
The British might have preferred ‘informal’ to ‘formal’ ties (perhaps as a 
way of limiting liability). But as they (and others) were to find, informal 
empires can be even more costly than the formal kind. 

These and other initiatives are best understood in their geopolitical 
context. Indeed, the whole course of decolonization was decisively 
shaped by a double conjuncture: the ‘internal’ crisis of colonialism and 
the onset of the Cold War. Cold War considerations led Washington 
to force the Dutch to abandon their empire in Indonesia, and to pay 
the French to hang on to theirs in Indochina. Washington’s heart may 
have been anti-colonial (its publicity machine certainly was), but its 
head was quite often imperial. Luís Nuno Rodrigues describes how 
President Kennedy’s enthusiasm for the nationalist cause in Angola 
and Mozambique evaporated rapidly when Lisbon hinted that the huge 
American airbase in the Azores – the great Atlantic stepping stone in 
the age of air power – might be the price of such ideological purity. 
The British government performed (how independently is not clear) a 
similar somersault. Indeed, Bandeira Jerónimo and Costa Pinto’s chap-
ter tells us that American funding, public and private, was injected into 
Portuguese Africa in the later 1960s, while Portugal’s experiments with 
whites-only colonatos received a favourable press across the Atlantic. But 
it was in the Congo that decolonization and Cold War became most 
closely entangled. In John Kent’s account we can see how the conjunc-
tion could be turned to advantage by another small power. The Belgians 
had orchestrated their unexpectedly sudden departure on the premise 
that the new Congolese government would depend on them for advice, 
personnel, and technical assistance. They had also discreetly ensured 
that the investment income that had previously accrued to Leopoldville 
would be transferred to Brussels. When Patrice Lumumba emerged as 
the new Congo’s premier to threaten these plans, the Belgian foreign 
minister skilfully exploited the paranoia in Washington to secure its 
antipathy to this ‘agent’ of communism. With Belgian complicity (at 
least), Lumumba was kidnapped and murdered. But, perhaps to Belgian 
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dismay, the same geopolitical fears that had sanctioned Lumumba’s 
erasure made the separation of Katanga, the copper-rich southern 
province that bordered (still colonial) Zambia, an intolerable risk. The 
forward march (as it seemed) of Soviet influence from the late 1950s, 
now in partnership with Colonel Nasser in Cairo, raised the spectre of 
a Congo divided between pro-Western and pro-Soviet successor states. 
So in a further twist, American and (much more reluctantly) British 
support was thrown behind the crushing of Katanga’s independence. 
Katanga must die that the Congo might live. 

It is curious how unanimous most commentators have been that 
Katanga’s independence was an illegitimate enterprise. Those who 
denounced Belgian rule in the Congo were just as insistent that the 
bizarre construct that Leopold II had fashioned should be preserved 
intact. Of course, there were many tell-tale signs that Katanga’s inde-
pendence was supported by the great mining combine of Union Minière 
and sustained by white mercenaries. But Moise Tshombe, the Katanga 
premier, was a much more considerable figure than hostile propaganda 
allowed and not merely a puppet. Moreover, there is evidence that prior 
to its forced incorporation into Leopold’s Congo, Katanga had enjoyed 
longstanding cultural and political autonomy. The ‘Katanga syndrome’ 
reminds us that the pattern of territorial decolonization across much of 
the world, with its rigid adherence to the colonial boundaries, had little 
to do with ethnic or cultural realities, let alone justice. It was at bottom 
a bargain between the leaders of successor regimes, eager to maximize 
the scope of their power, and colonial ex-rulers who expected those 
regimes to be their clients and allies, and feared that their balkaniza-
tion would open the gate to ‘unfriendly’ influence. But the powerful 
condemnation that Katanga’s bid for independence evoked points to 
another influential force – what might be called the ‘sensibility’ of the 
decolonizing era.

Three chapters in this book bring this out clearly. Ryan Irwin’s account 
of the career of Enuga Reddy at the United Nations reminds us how the 
sudden enlargement of the number of ‘non-white states’ in the General 
Assembly transformed the ideological climate of the world organiza-
tion as a whole after 1960. Martin Shipway’s depiction of the French 
scholar-mandarin Robert Delavignette captures the moral dilemma 
of a self-consciously liberal imperialist. Delavignette had served time 
as a commandant de cercle in French West Africa. He had been a ‘man 
on the spot’. But he had spent much of his career in Paris helping to 
refashion France’s overseas empire as new pressures beat upon it. He 
taught at ENSOM, the prestigious école where colonial administrators 
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were trained. In a cri de coeur written towards the end of his life, he 
denounced the habit of blaming the evils of colonialism upon settlers, 
administrators and missionaries by opinion in the metropole, which, 
he said, had forgotten who sent them. But Delavignette was appalled 
by the savage methods employed to repress the Algerian insurrection, 
by the evidence of torture and the gross irregularities practised in the 
name of the state. This was the same kind of reaction as that to be found 
in the Devlin Report on the Nyasaland disturbances of 1959. Here, too, 
the state, invested with the dignity of trusteeship and good govern-
ment, had behaved in ways characteristic, as Devlin famously put it, 
of a ‘police state’. His message was that the price of empire in the face 
of a local revolt would be morally higher than many at home would 
be willing to pay. The politics of this sensibility are neatly captured in 
Philip Murphy’s analysis of the use and threat of violence in Britain’s 
central African policy. British governments, and probably most British 
opinion, had been happy enough to turn a blind eye to the coercive 
tactics employed to establish the white-controlled Central African 
Federation (the Federation of Rhodesia and Nyasaland) in 1953 – 
perhaps because the concurrent Mau Mau emergency had discredited all 
forms of African resistance. At the time of the Nyasaland emergency in 
1959, London fell back on the ‘Mau Mau’ argument to justify the sever-
ity of the Nyasaland government’s actions, and showed little interest in 
restraining the zeal of its men on the spot, being willing even to sanc-
tion machine-gunning from the air. The Devlin Report and the public 
reaction in Britain changed the game completely. Henceforth, the 
repression of large-scale unrest in Africa became a political nightmare to 
be avoided at almost any cost. In the long-drawn-out negotiations over 
Northern Rhodesia’s constitution in 1960–61, the British first advised 
Kenneth Kaunda, leader of the main African party, that violent unrest 
would make it hard for them to justify concessions to majority rule. 
Somewhat later, however, when an excuse was needed to renege on the 
promises made to the white settler party, Kaunda was given a nod and 
a wink that just such an outburst would be tactically useful – as indeed 
it was. The unspoken corollary was that the British themselves would 
not attempt to suppress it. Indeed, as the British moved (with extraordi-
nary speed) from rulers to brokers in their central African dealings, the 
violent unrest that had once been anathema became a convenient lever 
with which to engineer their release from an unwelcome commitment. 

Yet, as Murphy also records, the distaste for violence inflicted on 
Africans was far from wholehearted. Defending the Nyasaland govern-
ment (privately) against the criticisms of the Devlin Report, the Cabinet 
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secretary Sir Norman Brook remarked on the difficulty of maintaining 
order ‘where a handful of white men are controlling hordes of primi-
tive people’. It was ‘rather jolting’, remarks Murphy, to find ‘this kind 
of Rider Haggard imagery as late as 1959’. But perhaps that is the point, 
and it goes far wider than the British reaction to events in Nyasaland. 
It is the business of historians to trace the roots of change. In the case 
of decolonization, it is easy to see ‘straws in the wind’ signalling the 
imminent fall of colonialism almost as far back as one cares to look. The 
year 1919 was once fashionable as the great turning point in the fate of 
empires. But sometimes this search for origins can be misleading. It can 
encourage the habit of denouncing the absence of ‘foresight’ by con-
temporary actors. The speed of change can sometimes be overwhelm-
ing and even disorienting. There is a powerful case for arguing that the 
(wholly unpredicted) events of 1959–60 – in the Congo, central Africa, 
south Africa, west Africa, and elsewhere – were transformative, not just 
at the level of policy making but also in terms of what could be thought 
of as morally defensible. The geopolitical assumptions and banal forms 
of racism that seemed plausible or acceptable before 1960 acquired quite 
suddenly an old-fashioned look and a reactionary character. Of course, 
the change in sensibility was much slower to become general, and was 
subject to wide local variation. Even at the end of the decade, rivers 
could still ‘foam with much blood’. But the die had been cast. The world 
had been changed.
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