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the challenging phase

of Africa’s transformation

By Prof David Abdulai

If one were to consider Sub-Sahara Africa (SSA) as a baby born in 1957, SSA will be 51 years old 
this year.  There are those who will argue that life actually begins at 50, which means that SSA 
is just beginning its life. Others hold the view that actually 50 years of age is the time when 
mid-life crisis sets in. But, be that as it may, what is certain is that at 51 years of age, SSA needs 
to reflect on where it came from, where it is currently at and where it is going.

First, any talk about SSA’s transformation will not 
be complete without touching on Africa’s colonial past. 
This was an era when economic and political decisions 
of the continent were made in Western capitals with no 
input from the colonies. This period started in 1884 at 
the infamous Berlin Conference where Western coun-
tries carved Africa into a quilt by dividing it amongst 
themselves into so-called ‘Spheres of Influence’.

African leaders like the late Sekou Touré of Guinea 
lamented about that time thus, “colonialism’s greatest 
misdeed was to have tried to strip us of our responsibil-
ity in conducting our own affairs and convince us that our 
civilisation was nothing less than savagery, thus giving us 
complexes which led to our being branded as irresponsi-
ble and lacking self-confidence. Our greatest victory then 
will not be the one we are winning over colonialism by 
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securing independence but the victory over ourselves by 
freeing ourselves from the complexes of colonialism.” 

Others like the late Kwame Nkrumah of Ghana in his 
Motion of Destiny speech before the Gold Coast (Ghana) 
House of Assembly in 1953, argued against colonialism, 
saying: “Doubtless we shall make mistakes as have all 
other nations. We are human beings and hence fallible. 
But we can try also to learn from the mistakes of others 
so that we may avoid the deepest pitfalls into which they 
have fallen. Moreover, the mistakes we may make will be 
our own mistakes and it will be our responsibility to put 
them right. As long as we are ruled by others we shall lay 
our mistakes at their door and our sense of responsibil-
ity will remain dulled.” Eventually, most African countries 
attained their independence from their colonial masters 
after a long struggle. But attaining their political inde-
pendence was just the first phase.

The second phase of Africa’s transformation went 
from 1957 to around the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989. It 
was during that period that Africans replaced their co-
lonial masters in positions of power and privilege. This 
time around, the populace believed that with the attain-
ment of their independence and having their own people 
in positions of power and leadership, things were going 
to change. Unfortunately, they were disappointed. 

Africa’s independence era leaders were no different 
from their colonial masters. They ruled authoritatively, 
mismanaged their economies, enriched themselves 
at the expense of their people, some of them even de-
clared themselves ‘Presidents for Life’. They favoured 
their ethnic and tribal groups over the rest in their re-

spective countries in the distribution of their meagre 
resources. 

Some of the African leaders that come to mind who 
can be regarded as being guilty of these crimes are the 
late Mobutu Sese Seko of the former Zaire (DRC), Idi 
Amin of Uganda, Macias Nguema of Equatorial Guinea, 
Sani Abacha of Nigeria and Jean Bedel Bokassa of the 
Central African Republic. While these African leaders 
were ensconced in the lap of luxury, their people wal-
lowed in abject poverty. They turned the national treasur-
ies of their respective countries into their personal banks 
and looted them with impunity. 

Most of the socio-economic and political problems of 
the post-colonial era in SSA then, can be laid at the feet 
of these post-colonial leaders. Their legacies are char-
acterised as a period where Africa’s economies were 
mismanaged. It saw the failure of the continent’s political 
systems, social disintegration and instability. 

This era started coming to an end around the early to 
late 1990s. But it should be mentioned that a few of these 
post-colonial African leaders were beyond reproach. 
These few worked hard to liberate their people from the 
shackles of colonialism and neo-colonialism with all they 
could in a difficult environment. Some of these include 
Kwame Nkrumah, Julius Nyerere, and Houphouet Biogny 
to mention a few. 

A new era has since sprung up in its place. This new 
era can be referred to as the post-post colonial era or 
the renascent era for Africa, wich is seeing a new breed 
of African leaders arriving on the scene. This new lead-
ership are reform-minded and are ushering into their 
respective countries political and economic reforms. It 
has seen a spread of the tide of democratisation and eco-
nomic growth on the continent. 

Part of this growth is driven by the increased demand 
for Africa’s mineral resources, but also due to the good 
macroeconomic policies that most of the countries have 
adopted. The entry of China into Africa also has an im-
pact on the growth of the economies in the region. So 
far, economic growth and the movement of most African 
countries to multiparty democracies are on track. For this 
growth to sustain, there are some intangible challenges 
that Africa must overcome. Without overcoming these 
challenges, Africa’s growth and development into the fu-
ture cannot be guaranteed. This thus constitutes the chal-
lenging phase of its transformation.

This challenging phase entails the change of mind-
sets, and attitudes. The Oxford English Dictionary defines 
mindset as a person’s established set of attitudes. It also 
defines attitudes as a way of thinking or feeling. It is my 
view that as Africans, we have this mindset that ‘someone 
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likes us more than we like ourselves’. We often then wait 
for others to do for us what we can do for ourselves. 

In times of catastrophes or turmoil, in most cases we 
have the tendency of waiting for help from the ‘West’. We 
refuse to see the abilities we have in finding solutions to 
our problems. This is a debilitating mindset, devoid of the 
‘can-do’ attitude, hence depicting us as hapless, helpless 
and powerless.

But are we? I believe that Africans are a resilient peo-
ple, who have been through thick and thin and yet have 
been able to maintain our sanity and humanity. We have 
the capacity to rise up to any challenge, as long as we 
are willing to. But this requires a change of our current 
mindsets. Today Africa is faced with the challenge of its 
economic transformation and this can be achieved if we 
change our mindsets that we can do for ourselves. 

It is often said that a person’s attitude determines 
their altitude. If so, as Africans, our individual attitudes 
will determine the altitude of our continent. This entails 
our attitude towards work, ourselves, each other, society 
and government. We have this attitude of blaming others 
for our misfortune and circumstances. Yet, we refuse to 
assign blame to our own destructive role in bringing the 
said misfortune about or creating the condition in which 
we find ourselves. 

George Bernard Shaw, the Irish playwright once said 
that, “people are always blaming their circumstances for 
what they are. I don’t believe in circumstances. The peo-
ple who get on in this world are the people who get up 
and look for the circumstances they want, and, if they can’t 
find them, make them.” We as a people can change our 
current developmental circumstance by firmly embracing 
our rich and diverse cultures. A culture that is built around 
community, a belief system that holds true that, ‘I am be-
cause we are, and because we are therefore I am’. 

Our attitude towards work, speaks volumes of who we 
are. Most of us ‘want to sweet without sweating’, we want 
the good things in life and all the material trappings but 
we do not want to work for it or work hard for it. We want 
to develop as a continent rivalling the West but without 
the hard work component that comes with such develop-
ment. This is impossible.

We as Africans believe all that is going wrong in our 
various countries is the fault of our governments; without 
assigning any blame to ourselves and the varied roles we 
have played in bringing this about. For most of us, we be-
lieve that the only way of getting rich is going into politics 
or getting a high government position, which is entirely the 

opposite of what I have seen in the U.S. 
In that country, most people go into politics when they 

have made their money and in most cases, it is to serve 
their country or give back to their people. Furthermore, 
there is this attitude in Africa where those who occupy high 
level government positions think that the resources they 
are entrusted with, is theirs. Hence, they misuse and misap-
propriate these resources to the detriment of their people. 

We also have this attitude of wanting to lift our legs 
from ‘step one to step ten’, we want to be rich overnight. 
In trying to do that, we engage in dubious or nefarious 
activities, caring not in the process for who we hurt or 
what aspects of our economies we jeopardise. Laws are 
broken with impunity in the process as we proclaim, ‘the 
devil takes the hindmost’.

Africa’s future at this stage of its transformation is 
bright as depicted by the growth of its various econo-
mies and the overall growth of the continent. There has 
been progress over the years as it pertains to the democ-
ratisation process on the continent as well as peace and 
stability. There are pockets of instability in places like 
Darfur in Sudan, Somalia and Zimbabwe. But these too 
shall come to pass. 

Thus we must understand as President Ben Ali of 
Tunisia put it, that “the challenges that the countries of 
Africa face on so many levels must not cause us to lose 
sight of the innate aptitude Africans have demonstrated 
throughout the ages to confront difficulties, finding sup-
port in African values and relying on their own abilities to 
find appropriate solutions.” At this particular juncture in 
our developmental trajectory, this will have to start with 
the change of our mindsets and attitudes.

complementators


