
The Soviet-American Struggle F o r Influence 

I n Africa: A Pragmatic Assessment 

R.E. Weise and E. Max:aulay* 

C h a p t e r I 

The Soviet Union and the United States have been at verbal, even oc
casionally physical, loggerheads i n Africa over their respective policies for just over a 
quarter century. The policy of the United States toward the USSR was designed 
following the extraordinary expansion of Russia's effective borders towards western 
Kurope after the end of World War I I . T h a t policy, called containment, was intended 
to restrain any further extension of the Soviet mi l i tary presence beyond Eastern 
Europe. Obviously, such a containment policy was also intended to keep the Soviet 
Union out of Africa and other areas of the T h i r d Wor ld ; and, i t was successful dur ing 
those years when the Soviets were digesting their gains of WW 11 and making the i r 
control of Eastern Europe effective, as wel l as when their attention was directed to 
Asia and Korea in the early 1950s. 

However, w i t h the beginning of the end of t radi t ional imperial ism in Africa i n 
the? mid 1950s — Ghana was f irst , becoming independent i n 1957 — and w i t h the 
successes of the US and its allies holding the line in western Europe, Russian leader
ship began to look to more distant horizons for expansion of the ir interests. I t was an 
American policy misadventure i n dealing w i t h President Nasser of Egypt in 1955-56 
and a mis-reading of the intentions of its allies — B r i t a i n , France, and Israel — that 
opened the door for the first important Soviet entry into Afr ican affairs. T h e Soviet 
Union replaced the United -States as the pr imary economic sponsor of Egypt (UAR), 
and the Aswan D a m project; subsequently, Russia began a programme that was to| 
lead them to become the mi l i tary spon.sor of much of Arab Africa and , eventually, in 
the 1970s, of Africa south of the Sahara. 

It was a fundamental precept of US policy that the introduction of Soviet arms 
into a country would lead inevitably to Soviet advisors and technicians, and even
tually to Soviet dominat ion. In later years this policy thesis was to be expanded to i n 
clude any intervention in Africa by the Soviet Union or any of its c l ient states, like 
the German Democratic Republic or Cuba. 

It is to this latter issue that this paper is directed; in Africa, is there evidence to 
support the US position about Soviet arms and eventual domination? Or, on the con
trary , is there evidence that i n the controlled circumstances of th i s 25 year period 
w i t h a generally alert US, a newly independent and anti -colonial Africa, and 
repetitive Soviet behaviour patterns that are identi f iable, that the Soviet assistance to 
Arab and Black Africa, whi le intended to be self-serving, has also been a major force 

for independence from colonial rule for a number of states w i thout Soviet dominat ion 
i n the longer term? 
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C h a p t e r I I 

U n t i l the decade of the 1960s, Africa was not an independent area of concern i n 
US foreign policy, though US contacts w i t h Africa had been periodic from the years 
of the slave trade to the time of the Barbary pirates, f rom its formal relations w i t h 
the returned .slaves in Liberia to its belated l ionizing of the Emperor of Ethiopia in 
the modern era. Most American interests in Africa, however, were managed as a 
function of its relationships with Africa's pr imary colonial powers. Great B r i t a i n , 
France, and Portugal, in southern Afr ica . " 

In economic and polit ical matters, however, this distance that the U S kept itself 
from African affairs did not mean that the US was unprepared to take action in its 
own interest, including the use of mi l i tary force, as in Jefferson's day w i t h the pirates 
or a modern rescue mission to " S t a n l e y v i l l e " i n 1964.' The US was always prepared, 
in fact, to be pragmatic, even though there were times when its cloudy idealism ap
peared, as reflected in President Frank l in Roosevelt's half - formed ideas about the 
end of imperial ism wr i t ten i n the latter years of W W I I . ' ' 

The failure of the victorious Al l ied powers to mainta in a sound working relation
ship after 1945 led to the emergence of pol i t ical conflict i n Europe — a cold war — 
that eventually spread to Africa. Because of its pr imary miUtary, poHtical and 
economic interests, Europe's recovery became the centre-piece of the American 
policy of containment. Thus , the US came natural ly and logically to support its 
European allies in the i r subsequent struggles w i t h their colonies i n Africa. By the 
beginning of President Eisenhower's second t e r m , however, profound changes had 
begun to take place in Soviet policy and revolutionary changes were taking place 
simultaneously in Africa. 

A n official of the US could say a decade later that " a strong, free and friendly 
Africa is extremely important tx) United States' security' '*. but U S policy decisions in 
that decade were not particularly consistent, nor were they in any way responsible for 
the outburst of independence thatocci»rred in Africa. First , the fai lure of US policy in 
the Middle East had led to the beginning of a Soviet presence in African when they 
replaced the West as the economic and m i l i t a r y sponsor for Egypt i n its .struggles. 
The containment policy had been breached by the successful Soviet leap across a l ine 
so carefully drawn across southern Europe. I n West Africa, several states had become 
independent and the struggle against traditional imperialism was intensified. T h e 
Soviet U n i o n , alert to the opportunities of the moment, was to orchestrate a careful 
campaign of support for the " l i b e r a t i o n " movements, beginning i n Egypt in 1956, for 
'he next 25 years. T h a t campaign reached across the length and breadth of Africa, 
from Egypt to South Africa, from Nigeria to Ethiopia . The th.-eat of a direct US-
Soviet confrontation in Angola in 1975 was quickly aborted only because the 
American Congress forbade further US participation there. T h a t reaction was i n part 
the result of the Indochina War and the domestic poHtical scandals called 

Watergate". T h e U S thereby surrendered the f ie ld to the Soviet-Cuban adventures 
and the American Secretary of State warned of tragedy to come as Soviet influence 
^foread to fifteen Afr ican states. 
b . . ^ ^ ^ interest of the Carter adminis trat ion , dur ing the tenure of U N A m -

assador Andrew Young, was to quicken American interests i n Africa once again. I t 
as also to increase the hopes of many Africans that the U& would make a positive 

tribution toward freedom for the remaining colonial territories* and for economic 
^S ' s tance for the stagnating development programmes in much of Africa. The 

nomic importance of Africa, especially oi l -rich countries like Nigeria, was evident 



r u n 
bv this time to most American leaders. 

The relations of the Soviet U n i o n w i t h newly independent Africa did not 
smoothly either, thtxigh for different reasons; the extent of the influence of the 
USSR, and its indirect influence through Cuban and East European missions 
reached its greatest growth d u r i n g the decade of the 1970s, dur ing the Ford and Car
ter administrat ions . The lament of US policy leaders that the new Afr i can leaders 
would be unable to handle the- awesome Soviet pol i t ical , mi l i tary and potential 
economic penetration fell on deaf ears i n Africa. Some Afr ican leaders were insulted 
at the impl i c i t condescension Ln such US remarks; one called i t " a n insult to the in 
telligence of Afr ican deaders" * 

I n 1977, President Carter declared that the United States would not becom 
mihtar i ly involved in any conflict i n Africa simply because the Russians were there 
T h a t policy was part of his attempt to pursue the policy of " d e t e n t e " , then s 
prominent-; it was also designed to l i m i t the level of arms shipments to T h i r d W o r l 
countries. I t is apparent that such a policy which reduced the risk of any direct con 
frontation with the US, also presented opi)ortunities to the Soviet Union if it chose t 
pursue them. T h a t is exactly the choice they made and a review of their adventures j| 
revealing. 

Chapter I I I 

T h e Soviet U n i o n has had, at one time or another, what has been describ.d 
considerable influence in E g j p t , the Sudan, Somalia, Guinea, Ghana and Ugand 
among other states in Africa. In each case the USSR lost the foothold. F u r t h 
events in Nigeria, Ecjuatorial Guinea and the Central Afr ican Republic i n rec 
years suggest a cont inuing deterioration of Soviet influence i n .Africa. 

Certainly , the USSR has ini t iated a formal programme to gain greater m i l i l a 
economic or pol i t ical influence in at least twenty- two states i n Africa, inc luding 
two efforts i n Nigeria and M a l i , as s h f w n in the Table below. T h e efforts hegar 
Egypt in 1955 and continue today. T h e i r goal in every case has been to secure gi e 
influence, to promote t'he development of fr iendly and i f possible " c o m m o n 
governments, to develop a mi l i tary client and, where appropriate, to bui ld or m 
use of port facilities for the new Soviet " b l u e sea" navy. 

I n seven cases, t^e Soviet Union has been expelled for interfering i n 
domestic affairs of the host state or overstaying their welcome, beginning in Ghan 
1960 and most recentl\ in 1977 i n Somalia. T h e Soviet di f f iculty i n Somalia came 
ter Russia attempted to befr iend both sides in the Somal ia-Ethiopian war. I n five 
d i t ional states the Soviets departed when they failed to secure their policy goal, as \ 
Nigeria in 1961, or when the Soviet connection was disrupted, as i n Uganda 
1979 fo l lowing the over-throw of the A m i n government 

Thus , today the Soviet Union and its cl ient states are directly involved in an 
fort ' to expand'their influence in ten African states, as shown on the Table and 
bel ow. 

T w o countries i n Africa today have the preponderance of Russian or Russ' 
sponsored mi l i ta ry and c iv i l ian personnel, Angola and Ethiopia ; and they are 
from being viewed as .Soviet puppets by Afr ican observers. The cont inuing refus" 
the United States to recognise Angola only seems to .serve to keep Angola close to 
Soviets, a result contrary to US policy. Further , Soviet personnel are in Africa eit 
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at the inv i ta t i on of the legitimate governments or i n support of a " l i b e r a t i o n " 
movement formally recognised by the Organisation of Afr i can U n i t y (OAU). T h u s , i t 
is d i f f i cu l t to logically criticise Soviet behaviour or to impress Afr ican or other T h i r d 
World states w i t h US policy in Africa when the actions they have taken vis a vis the 
Soviet Union were freely taken. 

African leaders and writers are quite aware of Soviet aims and adventures in 
Africa; their motivations are a mixture of geo-political, strategic and ideological con
siderations. The USSR continues to seize opportunities when they arise i n Z i m 
babwe, Namibia and elsewhere, and even to switch .sides from Somalia to Ethiopia as 
they dispense their mi l i tary aid i n pursuit of policy objectives. ' I n one of David 
Albr ight ' s works in 1978, " T h e USSR A n d Africa: Soviet Po l i cy " , he pointed out 
that the Soviet Union does not have a grand design for Africa and the Soviets do not 
really anticipate any genuine ' c ommunis t " breakthroughs i n Africa, but however ex
pect to continue their efforts to take advantange of whatever openings develop.* One 
might also conclude, as the evidence below suggests, that i f the Soviets do indeed 
h.ave a grand strategy, then the implementation of that stragety during the last 25 
years has been one of their greatest failures, as shov/n in the Figure below. 

David Newson suggests that the west really has l i t t l e to fear from directly com
peting wi th the Soviet U n i o n on issues of importance to Africa. 

The Soviets do not provide a market for most African goods; they are not part of 
the world economic system; not members of the IMF: they have no multilateral 
companies to S|x-ead technology; their rouble is not convertible. On balance, I 
believe that these policies have resulted in our being in a stronger position vis-a-vis 
the African continent than the Soviet and other communist .states have achieved 
with their MIG and Kalaahnikov — bearing troops." 

The Soviet inabi l i ty to recognise the real meaning.of the independence of the 
African states and the aspirations of the i r peoples and leaders have been the root 
cause of the conrinuing record of Soviet fai lure in Africa. 

Nevertheless, some reflection on the map indicates the degree of Soviet per
sistence over the years in their effort to gain a significant foothold, i f not control over 
the countries that have emerged on the west coast of Africa, excluding, only, most of 
the former French colonies which remained close to France. 

The same pattern is apparent on the east coast of Africa as wel l , stretching from 
Kgypt in the north to Mozambique in the south, exluding only Tanzania where the 
Chinese influence was very strong. ' T h e rate of failure is certainly over f i f t y i percent, 
as evidenced i n the Table below, and i f one also excludes the very independent 
Sovernments like Algeria from the client state l ist , the failure rate is even larger. 
Mi l i tary or naval bases have been achieved in north, west and east Africa; however, 

1 short of a gena-al war between the US and the USSR, i t is d i f f i cul t to see how these 
[ ases serve anv co-ordinated programme to the serious disadvantage of the Uni ted 

I On the other hand, i t can be argued that the Soviet Union 's assistance to coun-
t ' " ^ ' * , including Algeria, Egypt , Nigeria, Angola, Mozambique and Zimbabwe, have 
•"^ngthened the nat ion-bui ld ing process during their c iv i l or external wars and, in 

latter cases, directly contributed to the wars of l iberation that led to i n -
• l i endence . Further, the conrinuing mi l i tary support of the Soviet Union for the 

el.s in South Africa t h r o u ^ the frontl ine states can also be classified as promoting 
"idependence of a people held in bondage contiary to the policy of the United 

R^tfcs and the United Narions General As.sembly. 
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T A B L E 1 

Arrival-
Departure 

ii»r)7-(ii 

1959-«7 

i'KiO-

i9():i-77 

1964-
1965-77 
1 9 6 5 - 8 0 

li»(ir,-66 
1967-77 
1968-
1970-
1971-79 
1973-
1976-
1976-
1976-

S O V I E T A D V E N T U R E S I N A F R I C A 

Country Soviet Goal* Results 

Egypt 

Mozambique ' ' 

Nigeria 

Ghana 

M a l i 
Guinea 

Algeria 

Congo-Zaire 

Congo-Braz. 

Somalia 

Angola* * * 
Sudan 
Zimbabwe 

Kenya 
Nigeria 
Equat. 
Guinea* ' * 
M a l i 
Uganda 
L i b y a ' * 
Benin 
E t h i o p i a ' ** 
Namibia-Sou t h 
Africa 

Outflank Baghdad Pact 
Naval facilities 
Weaken Chinese i n 
fluence; naval bases 
Sought polit ical and 
mi l i tary influence 
Naval base facilities 

Soviet influence 
Naval bases 

Counter western i n 
fluence; ports 
Support anti-west 
Lumumba government 
Central African i n 
fluence 
Ports, mi l i tary 
client 
M i l i t a r y base, client 
M i l i t a r y bases 

Support l iberat ion; 
Southern Afr i can c l ient 
Naval base 
Arms dur ing C iv i l War 
Pbrt facilities, cl ient 
M i l i t a r y cl ient 
M i l i t a r y c l ient 
M i l i t a r y & Naval base 
Port facilities 
M i l i t a r y cl ient; O A U 
Revolutionary change 

Expelled for l imit inf. 
support 
Base reciuest reiused. , 

Soviets denounced by 
government 
Socialism experiment 
collapsed 
M i l i t a r y coup 
M i l i t a r y aid halted; 
port request rejected 

Close relationship, 
Algeria very indei)end 
Western faction \icto: 
ious; Lumumba killed 
('lose political and 
mi l i tary relationship 
Expelled over Russia 
contact w i t h E t h i o p i 
L imi ted to refueling 
Expelled for inter !crin 

M i l i t a r y support ende 
failed to gain client 
Facilities refused 

Expelled for in ter t c r in 
Naval port develo|H(i 

L imi ted relationship 

A m i n ousted in civi 
Very independent 
Naval station suppoit 
Extensive Cuban inf lu 
Ongoing support for 
fronthne forces 

' C o m m o n goal to seek Soviet political influence, encourage Marx is t regimes 
F]a,st Germany 

*** Cuba 

I 

SOVIET ADVENTURES IN AFRICA 
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T o most enlightened African leaders, it is quite clear that the Soviet Union too' 
has moved from being a revolutionary state to being an imperial ist one w i t h i m 
perialist ambit ions. When Soviet interests are at risk, principle never seems to stand' 
in the way of negotiations; as a result Soviet policy tov/ards Africa becomes more and 
more pragmatic, 

T h e i r longer term objectives include 1) the obviou^ desire of Russia to mainta in 
a presence in Africa consonant w i t h their newfound global role: such a creaenfie.ia-; 

eludes concerns for mineral resources, naval faci l it iesandconimunicationfaci l it ies; ' 
21 a strong effort to neutralise western influence in economic and mi l i tary affairs ' 
3) to prevent the further introduction of any western m i l i t a r y force8;4) to enhance 
the security and stabil ity of allied or cl ient states;5V to continue to support 
insurgencies and wars of national l iberation consistent w i t h Soviet policy; and 6 
where possible to encourage the development of " c o m m u n i s t " regimes i n Africa. 

A n y examination of these goals and the Table of Soviet activity above leads t h 
reader quickly to the conclusion t h a t Soviet policy has not been particularly suc
cessful in Africa, anymore than t h a t of the Americans. I t is even conceivable t l : 
their cont inuing presence in Angola through the Cubans could rapidly come to a 
end i f there is a resolution of the Namibia affair, and thereby a separation of Angol 
from the potential of direct conflict w i t h the South African mi l i tary forces. Furthw. 
in any case, the rate of success as .shown on ti ie Figure does not seem to warran 
any exaggerated alarm in western capitals, though con tinued western vigilanc 
is certainly necessary. 

C h a p t e r I V 

T h e Reagan Admin is t ra t i on began in January 1981 w i t h a promise to " g 
tough," w i t h the Soviet Union . The fu l f i l lment of that camp,<»ign promise which cai 
quickly signaled a formal return to the harsh words of the cold war fol lowing a near 
successful poli(:y of detente that was con.sumed in the firestorm called "Watergate 
and an ineffective policy of openness and friendship w i t h Russia dur ing the Car 
Admin is t ra t i on . 

The success of the Carter Adminis trat ion ' s .African policy, however, stood 
stark contrast to its Soviet policy. T h e US took a strong stand for the independen 
of Namibia again.st apartheid in South Africa, opposed the South African policy 
"bantus tans " for each of the black ethnic groups ' ' , and even warned South A f 
not to expect US support i f South Afr ican policy encouraged Soviet and Cuban 
tervention. ' ' ' Ant i - c ommunism was an insuff icient ra l ly ing cry to attract Americ . 
support dur ing the Carter years. These policies which significantly improved US 
Afr ican relations experienced an apparent rever.sal w i t h the new Reagan Ai 
ministrat ion . 

A change in style, to make i t clear t o the Soviet Union that the US would ni 
tolerate any continued use of force by the Soviet Union where American interes 
were concerned i n the T h i r d Wor ld was probably desirable; a policy designed 
return both countries to th ê negotiating table where they had been when the sel 
destruction of the Nixon Adminis trat ion b ^ a n i n the summer 1973. Presidel 
Reagan and bis close supporters, however, had been critical of that policy of deteri 
and negotiations and were personally disposed to see the Soviet U n i o n as the basis' 
much of the evil in the world . As a result, they cai-ried a logical policy of attemptiJ 
to curta i l Soviet adventurism in the T h i r d World to the i l logical extreme 
describing al l Soviet behaviour and attempts to gain influence there as dangerous 
the security of the world. 

In Africa, the gains of the Carter years in both goodwill and progress were 
l i ininished as the new US leaders moved closer to the South African government 
igain i n a new policy called "constructive engagement ' , Arguments about South 
Africa's contributions to the Al l ied cause dur ing W W I I were heard again in the US, 
i)ut they were rejected i n the T h i r d Wor ld ; in fact, such arguments clearly ignored 
ihe contributions of other Africans who also fought against the Germans. Further , 
iie arguments about the US dependence on South Afr ican mineral resources was 
I'vived by the Reagan Administrat ion ignoring the profound and fundamental 
hanges in the US dependency relationship wi th the rest of Africa that has developed 
n the last twenty years. 

The attempts by the Reagan Adminis t rat ion to l ink the presence of Cuban 
r(X)ps i n Angola to a settlement of the Namibigm independence question have 
aused friends and foe alike in Africa to begin to doubt America's commitment to 

• rcedom in southern Africa. Nigerian leaders, among the most impor tant and out-
poken i n Africa, consider any support for South Africa, even over the question of 
\ngola, to be tantamount to an American alliance w i t h South Africa. T h u s many 
\fricans see the results of the Reagan Adminis trat ion policy of a return to cold war 
> hetoric as an ant i -A f r i can policy insofar as i t enhances a South Afr ican government 
c inmi t t ed to a m n t i n u i n g policy of apartheid; further, that such a policy .seems to 
h.ive delayed independence for Namib ia and made freedom for the majority of South 
\tVicans an even more distant hope. Perhaps, most important ly , contrary to the 

policy of most African nations and contrary to US policy, that policy also seems to 
have increased the probabil ity of a continued Soviet presence i n Africa, as i t con-
inues to be the pr imary supplier of assistance to the freedom fighters i n southern 

.Africa. 

C h a p t e r V 

I t seems apparent then that the preoccupation of the Reagan Administrat ion 
A ith the US-Russian struggle and its attempts to exchide the Soviet Union and Cuba 
from African affairs is at serious odds w i t h the priorities established by the leader-
-ihip of most Afr ican states, those friendly to tbe wast included. Current US policy 
toward Africa is not sensitive to the dynamics of change taking place i n Africa, nor to 
the almost universal Afr ican concern to end minor i ty rule in .southern Africa — i n 
Namibia and in South Africa. T o ignore this dynamic , .since i t affects the behaviour 
of all Africa's leaders, is to have no workable African policy. 

Al thougl i Moscow has become the principal arms supplier to Africa, the com
plexities of African politics continue to shape the contours of Soviet involvement. Ac
cording to A l v i n Rubinstein, the only " p r i z e s " of super-power rivalry i n Africa are 
the acquisition of short - term advantages. Likewise, Robert Legvold concluded that 
the unpredictable Afr ican political environment has afforded the Russians only oc
casional transitory successes. Despite advances and l imited success by Moscow, 
Africa remains largely under residual, i f not active, western influence. Moscow on 
several occasions has abandoned its earlier goals of ro l l ing back the west in Africa, in 
favour of a more conservative strategy of seizing upon targets of opportunity . Even 
Moscow's access to strategic facilities can be considered more an outgrowth of 
broader and closer Soviet-African ties, a reflection of indiv idual African leaders' 
predispositions, rather than a mark of Soviet influence. 

Further , tbe revived US policy concerning access to v i t a l , scarce mineral resour
ces which has led the US to establish closer relations w i t h the South African govern-



ment and more distant relations with the independent states of black Africa is at 
odds w i t h the facts about tbe location of resources in Africa and is a continuing con
tradiction in America's professed concern about freedom in general. The US has a far 
gieater long term dependence on mineral resources from Afri^'an countries other than 
South Africa; hence, a policy that links the US to South Africa i n any meaningful or 
longer term way is l ikely to be counter-produc-tive to the interests of the United 
States in Africa. 

P'inally, majority rule i n South Africa could very well l i m i t any further 
penetration of Africa by the Soviet Union , or its proxies Cuba and the ( lerman 
[democratic Republic, and reduce the power of the radical movements in Af i ica . Most 
of the Afr ican countries have long term needs that cannot or have not been met by 
the Soviet Union; in fact, most African leaders recognise that their development is 
inextr icably linked to the west, and i n particular to the technology available from 
the United States. The west alone is able to help the African states to develop 
their economies, they alone have the technology atid capital ; thus the U n i l . d States 
has a f imdamental advantage over the Soviet U n i o n . Nevertheless, the African 
countries cannot, in most cases, l ink their country to t b f US or to the west when 
the west remains close to an unacceptable minor i ty - ru led government in South . 
Africa. 

Unfortunately , at least t h r o u ^ the mid-1980s, i t appears l ikely that the U S , 
under President Reagan's leadership, is more likely to see the US-Afr ican relat ion
ship i n terms of US-Soviet relations, or cold war terms. Africa can only lose w i t h the 
continuation of such a policy relationship. Perhaps, in t ime, American policy wi l l be 
determined more by its fundamental and historical concern for freedom and human 
rights, and not based .so completely on questionable and transient issues of mineral 
resources or Cuban troops in Angola or Ethiopia . 

U n t i l that day arrives, Africans who are immediately concerned about freedom 
in .southern Africa may f ind i t net^essary to continue to depend on Soviet and Cuban 
mi l i tary .support in their struggle for independence. They recognise that a Soviet 
presence i n Africa in the longer term Ls not desirable, and, i n fact, not l ikely to con
tinue once independence is f inal ly achieved. They note as evidence the patterns 
shown on the map of Soviet interventionary efforts in Africa since 19.55, I n an ob
jective di.scu.ssion, many African leaders might concede that a v ig i lant , free and 
strong United States closely watching Soviet activity - in-Africa makes i t possible for a 
single country like Egypt or Ghana to expel the Ru.s.sian or Cuban forces and to have 
them leave voluntari ly when the inv i tat ion is wi thdrawn. They know from experience 
that the Russians w i l l try again somewhere el.se to gain bases for their blue sea navy, 
resources and influence; the Africans do not delude themselves about the rapacious 
potential of any of the great powers, inc luding the Soviet Union . Certainly, they have: 
a history of experience from which they should have learned about great power 
behaviour. In the quest for freedom, however, they, like Churchill , may well make a 
pact w i th the 'devi l ' in the interests of freedom. 
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E C O N O M Y AND G O V E R N M E N T A L D I S O R D E R 
IN G H A N A 

K. Osei-HweUie 

I N T R O D U C T I O N 
T h i s paper focuses on the background to the political i n s t a b i l i t y ' i n Ghana which 

has led to the fa l l of three civihan governments and several coup attempts. The main 
objective is to demonstrate that the economy and its effects on major sections of the 
|)opulation are the pr imary factors in political instabi l i ty . I n this respect, problems 
such as concentration of administrat ion , duplication of efforts, corruption of govern
ment officials, bribery, nepotism, incompetency and selfishness, which are often 
given as the causes of pol it ical instabi l i ty , are secondary, and manifest through the 
poor performance of the Ghanaian economy. 

T h e paper argues that the linkage between economics and politics has much to 
do w i t h the re-occurence of coups i n Ghana. I t is the abi l i ty of those in power to 
minimise socio-economic hardships which sets the pace and determines the life-span 
of governments. 

Final ly , the paper also deals wi th tbe linkage between the economy and its 
legacy of inequality that helps to translate pol i t ical conflicts in to class struggles and 
the real ignment of socio-economic groupings which eventually br ing about coups. 

Ghana is a particularly good case to examine when try ing to answer questions 
about polit ical instabi l i ty in Africa and the developing world generally. On March 6, 
1957, Ghana became the first independent black Afr ican country after 113 years of 
colonial rule. Indications were that Ghana had a great promise for rapid develop
ment. Economically, the countiy was i n good standing; the sale of cocoa had 
generated large reserves of foreign exchange; i t had a large l iterate population and a 
good infrastructure. P o l i t i c a l l y , t h e c o u n t r y a d o p t e d a 
parliamentary form of government with the party in power having seemingly 
widespread support and consensds. I n addit ion, there was a relatively low level of 
regional or ethnic conflict. From the conventional standpoint , Ghana had a l l the 
characteristiffi or ingredients for 'modernising successfully. From another standpoint, 
Ghana held great promises; i t was the champion of anti -co lonial and ant i - imper ia l 
struggle; its leaders had a broad pan-Afr ican outlook; and i t embarked upon a 
socialist experiment, after 1961, which the internat ional left watched with hopeful 
eyes. B u t the warning signs of economic, political and social troubles were there and 
had been thf e for a long time for anyone who wanted to recognise and heed them:^ 

I n any ease, Ghana's vision as black Africa's " s h i n i n g s tar " was shattered in 
1966 when the ru l ing government of N k r u m a h was overthrown in a mi l i tary coup. 
The National Liberat ion Council (NLC) , the new mi l i tary government, ruled u n t i l 
1969 and handed over power to a civi l ian government w i t h Dr. K . A . Busia as the 
Prime Minister . ' I n January 1972, Busia's government was overthrown and the 
National Redemption Council (NRC), formed by the armed forces, became the new 
government. Its name was later changed to the Supreme M i l i t a r y Council (SMC). 
The head of this council was overthrown in September 1978 and replaced by another 
coup whicbi established the Armed Forces Revolutionary Council (AFRG) led b.'V 
F l ight L ieutenant Rawlings. On September 24, 1979, power was 
passed from the m i l i t a r y to the civi l ian government of Dr . Hi l la L i m a n n and the 

Brandeis University, USA. 
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