Independence in Africa and Asia Following World War II
In the four centuries between 1500 and 1914, the central theme of world history was the expansion of European power. After 1914, however, a series of events took place that gradually undermined the West’s global dominion. The catalyst was World War I (1914-1918). For four years, Europeans slaughtered each other by the millions and laid waste the financial resources of the entire continent. No sooner had Europeans begun to recover from this catastrophe than they stumbled into the greatest economic depression of modern times. Then came World War II (1939-1945). By the end of that bloody conflict, European powers were so exhausted, so poor, and so demoralized they were barely in a position to assert control over their own countries, let alone their colonies. Not surprisingly, nationalist movements throughout Asia and Africa took advantage of Europe’s weakness. Within a generation, these movements had swept aside colonial governments and established an assortment of independent states. By the end of the third quarter of the 20th century, 400 years of European dominance had ended. 
Common Characteristics of the World’s Independence Movements
One such characteristic is a common antagonist, namely Europe. To be sure, the various European states administered their colonies differently. Nevertheless, they all manifested similar qualities of paternalism and arrogance. The various independence movements also frequently shared elements of paradox and irony. In many European colonies, for example, local intellectual and political leaders were often educated in Europe or America. There they were exposed to the Western ideals of freedom and equality embodied in the American and French Revolutions. Small wonder, then, that they returned home with these ideals—especially the goal of national sovereignty. The leaders had also learned from another model of political action, the Russian Revolution. The success of the 1917 Marxist revolution in Russia seemed to offer a do-it-yourself kit for nationalist intellectuals around the world intent on overthrowing their old regimes. Freedom did not always bring with it the prosperity and self-government for which so many early leaders had earnestly worked. In some cases, newly “free” people woke up to discover that their colonial masters had simply been replaced by local dictators who used the old colonial institutions for their personal gain. In other cases, countries faced new forms of economic exploitation as oppressive as those of the colonial period. 

Africa

In Africa, the experience of independence movements was as diverse as the colonial powers who dominated the continent. They were also as diverse as the remarkable leaders who emerged to forge the new nations. Post-war Britain and France were the first European powers to extricate themselves from their colonial territories—although not always peacefully, as in the case of Algeria. At the other end of the spectrum was Portugal, which held onto colonies such as Angola and Mozambique until the last possible moment. For the most part, Britain and France left without violence; however, where there were large numbers of European settlers, such as in Kenya and Algeria, independence was granted only after a hard struggle. By and large, African states were able to obtain independence through a combination of the efforts of African nationalist movements and Europe’s weakness following World War II.

West Africa
The British experience in sub-Saharan Africa varied widely. In West Africa, freedom came peacefully. In the Gold Coast (present-day Ghana), an independence movement arose in 1947, immediately after World War II. There, one of Africa’s most influential leaders, Kwame Nkrumah came to prominence. In 1957 Nkrumah helped Ghana become the first nation in sub-Saharan Africa to win independence. Nigeria, Africa’s most populous country, followed only three years later, in 1960. The British did not necessarily welcome Nigerian independence; however, neither did they act to suppress the movement begun in 1944. In the end, independence also came peacefully to Nigeria, as it had in Ghana.
Central/East Africa

Often, violence was the only means of achieving independence in East and Central Africa, where there were substantial numbers of white settlers. The experience of Kenya is a case in point. There, the white settler community numbered approximately 60,000 people. Adamantly opposed to any concessions to African self-rule, the settlers were willing to kill to preserve their privileges. Only after a long and bitter struggle, during which Jomo Kenyatta became a major figure in modern African history, did Kenya obtain independence in 1963. 
South Africa
In 1961, South Africa, like Zimbabwe, also severed its ties with Britain and then established a republic ruled by white settlers. The black African and Indian populations were systematically denied access to positions of political power. New laws, part of a wider policy known as apartheid, segregated white and African populations, forcing Africans to live in substandard housing and attend substandard schools. Resistance among the African community grew, especially under the leadership of a young lawyer named Nelson Mandela. In 1962, Mandela was imprisoned by the South African government. When he was released in 1990, Mandela used his moral stature to negotiate an end to apartheid and a peaceful transition to democratic institutions. In 1994, as a result of elections that included all races, Mandela became president of South Africa. For the first time in history, South Africa was a full-fledged democracy. 

