

[image: cover]






Astrid Madimba and Chinny Ukata are the co-founders and hosts of ‘It’s a Continent’, a podcast focussing on African history and current affairs. The podcast was recognised as the 25th most popular history podcast in 2020, and has been mentioned in The Guardian, BBC Radio, and PodBible. 

Astrid was born in the Democratic of Republic of Congo and grew up in the UK. She studied at the University of Exeter and is a marketing professional by day.

Chinny is British-Nigerian and studied at the University of Southampton. Her previous work has featured in publications including gal-dem and Black Ballad. It’s a Continent is both Astrid and Chinny’s first book.





It’s a Continent

 

 

Unravelling Africa’s History One Country at a Time

 

 

Astrid Madimba and Chinny Ukata

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[image: CORONET_LOGO]

 

www.hodder.co.uk





First published in Great Britain in 2021 by Coronet

An Imprint of Hodder & Stoughton

An Hachette UK company

 

Copyright © Astrid Madimba and Chinny Ukata 2022

 

The right of  Astrid Madimba and Chinny Ukata to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by them in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

 

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library

 

Paperback ISBN  9781529376814  

eBook ISBN  9781529376807  

Hardback ISBN 9781529376784 

 

Hodder & Stoughton Ltd

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

 

www.hodder.co.uk





Contents

A Note From The Authors

Introduction

Glossary

Map of Africa

 

NORTHERN AFRICA

Algeria’s Nationalist Fight

Egypt’s Feminist Reformer

Libya: Gaddafi’s Pan-African Motives

Mauritania’s Interracial Conflict

Ceuta & Melilla: Morocco’s European Cities

Tunisia: A Force Against the Roman Empire

Western Sahara: Africa’s Disputed Territory

 

EASTERN AFRICA

The Comoros Islands’ Neocolonial Divide

Djibouti: Africa’s New Moscow

Eritrea: Surviving Ethiopia’s Colonisation

Ethiopia: Evading Italian Occupation

Kenya’s Leading Eco-Activist

Madagascar’s Uprising

Mauritius: Pursuit OF the Chagos Islands

Rebuilding Rwanda

Seychelles’ Path to Self-Sovereignty

Somalia and Somaliland: A Post-Independence Divide

South Sudan: A New African Nation

Sudan: The Kingdom of Kush

Tanzania’s Founding Father

Uganda: Sexuality in Pre-Colonial Times

 

SOUTHERN AFRICA

Queen Nzinga: Angola’s Protector

Botswana’s Royal Interracial Love

eSwatini and the World’s Longest Serving Monarch

Lesotho: The Country Within a Country

Malawi: Hastings Banda’s Autocracy

Mozambican Civil War

Namibia’s ‘Forgotten’ Genocide

South Africa’s Black Consciousness

Zambia’s Contribution to World War II

Zimbabwe: Mugabe’s Fall From Grace

 

WESTERN AFRICA

Benin’s Socialist Past

Burkina Faso’s Icon

Cabo Verde’s Lost History

Côte d’Ivoire: Women’s March on Grand-Bassam

The Gambia: ‘The Banana Between Senegal’s Teeth’

Ghana’s Independence Battle

Amílcar Cabral: Guinea-Bissau’s Bright Leader

Samory Touré: Guinea’s Ambitious King

Liberia’s American Shadow

Mali and the World’s Wealthiest Man

Niger: The Kawousan War

Nigeria’s Civil War

Senegal and the Mali Federation

Madam Yoko: Sierra Leone’s High Society

Togo: a Complicated Relationship with Ghana

 

CENTRAL AFRICA

Burundi’s Ethnic-Based Conflict

Cameroon’s Anglophone Crisis

Central African Republic: A Process of

Chad: The Kanem-Bornu Empire

Mobutu Sese Seko: The DRC’s Leopard King

Equatorial Guinea: Africa’s Hispanic State

Gabon: The Orungu Kingdom

Republic of THE Congo: Forming an Identity

São Tomé and Príncipe: Plantation Economy

 

Afterword

Acknowledgements

Credits

Notes





A Note From The Authors

Before we begin: this isn’t a classic history book, nor is it a textbook. Think of this as a collection of stories you never learnt about in school. We’ve grouped the nations regionally, according to the African Union (AU)’s structure. Some chapters are shorter than others because, quite honestly, sources even today remain limited (or were destroyed). In other cases, a lack of direct translation provides an additional barrier. The collection of events spans all fifty-four countries (and a disputed territory, but we’ll get into that later) from pre-colonial times, modern and present day. Each chapter shouldn’t be taken as a direct representation of a nation; we encourage you to use this as a springboard to learn more about individual cultures and other events within a country.





Introduction

How did two non-historians end up writing a history book?

It’s a Continent is a history book for non-historians. Neither of us are full-time historians, but that’s a good thing – you won’t see any academic jargon, but we’ve got the receipts. Our journey began with a podcast by the same name, born out of our experiences to date.

 

Astrid: I was born in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) which contrasted with my upbringing in Devon. The history I learned in school reflected those around me, whilst African history was limited to Egypt and the transatlantic slave trade. This led me to view African history through a particular lens that was unrepresentative of the continent’s breadth and depth. Reflecting upon my experiences, I had no place to understand the DRC and the broader African continent. I can still recite all of Henry VIII’s wives but had no idea of Mobutu’s wives (don’t worry, we cover them in this book). I’ve especially felt this gap as I began to think about the future. If this was my experience to date, how much African history would be erased for future generations, especially as a lot of our history, particularly pre-colonial times is patchy at best. This sense of disconnect drove me to educate myself on Africa’s rich history, with a key part of this learning process sharing this information to audiences through our podcast. This book is very much for my younger self, who was looking to connect to my history but had no idea where to begin. I had seemingly erased Africans from key moments in history. I had no idea of African feminist icons, Africans’ role in the World Wars and its forward-thinking leaders. It’s a Continent is about creating a space where people can ask questions without judgement on African history. This book explores topics we should all know, but which the world has failed to share with us.

 

Chinny: Southend-on-Sea, Essex is where I grew up from the nineties right up to the early 2010s. During my school years, I found myself inadvertently representing not only Nigeria, but also the entire African continent.

I felt poorly equipped to deal with a micro-aggressive educational environment, and an ethnocentric curriculum deeming African history not worthy of sharing with my peers. The only examples of Black history aside from Ancient Egypt was a slice of Martin Luther King Jr. and a sprinkle of Malcom X, or Britain’s exaggerated role in the abolition of enslavement. I remember dreading a secondary school history project where classmates were to write about the role their grandparents played in World War II. My mind drew a blank, as I was still under the whitewashed impression that people who looked like me weren’t involved in the conflict that a lot of this country’s identity rides on.

I’ve since realised that education is a seed which has led to the biases we see persisting today. Suppose the general public knew how much the African continent has lost to Europe. I doubt anti-immigration rhetoric would be so compelling if this was the case. With no knowledge of why and how Africa ended up in its current place in the world, my curiosity led me to understand how the role the country I was born in was in part responsible for the state Nigeria was in (though, I’m not absolving Nigerian leaders of their decisions), leading to why my parents and countless others made the move from there to the UK. African history is everyone’s history. It deserves to be examined in as much breadth and depth as European history.

 

 

 

 

This book is a mix of the past and present, we won’t just be listing facts about the geography of each nation – Wikipedia is free. We’ll cover a range of stories from Queen Nzinga’s pre-colonial reign in modern-day Angola, Thomas Sankara’s revolutionary administration in Burkina Faso to the effects of incomplete and disruptive decolonisation. We cannot ignore the impact that years of exporting enslaved people and colonisation have had on the continent, the effects far-reaching to this day.

It’s a Continent is your starting point to understanding African history, highlighting that Africa is not a country, (with a side of shade).





Glossary

African Union AU – an organisation that replaced the Organisation of African Unity (OAU) in 2002. All African nations are part of the AU and implement various initiatives, with a key focus being the continent’s long-term growth and success.

 

Berlin Conference 1884–85 – this conference saw the coming together of European nations to discuss and agree on how they would divide the African continent between each other. The event is responsible for many African countries’ artificial borders. Of course, Africans were not included in these discussions.

 

Black African – Black African is the term we’ve used to refer to Africans below the Sahara Desert. This is because the term ‘sub-Saharan’ Africa is often used in a derogatory manner. Remember, Arab-Africans exist too.

 

Coloniser Handbook – the pattern we see so many European powers employ when dealing with laying claims to African land. It’s almost as though they used the same manual. These include disregarding local culture, capitalism and extracting resource, to name a few.

 

Coloniser Heavyweight – European heavy hitters who are largely responsible for colonising huge Anglophone and Francophone regions of Africa, in turn becoming wealthy nations in the process.

 

Despot – a ruler with ultimate power, think dictator. There are many to be seen within the continent.

Despot manual – in a similar vein to the Coloniser Handbook, these are the repeated patterns seen in some African countries, when a post-independence leader abuses their power.

 

Developing countries/nations – is the term we’ve used to refer to what would often be described as ‘Third World’ nations. Before the term became pejorative, Third World meant a country that was neutral in terms of the Warsaw Pact (Soviet et al.) and NATO (US et al.).

 

Enslaved – we’ve used this term in place of the word ‘slave’ to describe people taken from their homes into forced labour for generations. The term ‘slave’ tends to dehumanise them.

 

International Monetary Fund (IMF) – an organisation which provides various economic support to 190 member countries, from bailing out nations facing financial challenges to providing advice on the management of state funds. Its programmes can be seen as the cause of stunted economic growth in some developing countries.

 

Kleptocracy – when a government has corrupt leaders who make themselves wealthy by taking money from the people they’re meant to serve.

 

Organisation of African Unity (OAU) – an organisation established in 1963 by thirty-two African nations inspired by the Pan-African movement. The organisation focused on uniting and decolonising the continent.

 

Pan-Africanism – a movement focused on uniting Africans and liberating them from oppression.

 

President for Life – a position in which a president decides (or arranges constitutionally) that they will have the job until death.

Realpolitik – a form of policy based on a goal, rather than the moral implications of engagement.

 

Scramble for Africa – a period when European countries decided to carve out nations within the African continent in order to extract wealth for themselves. Long lasting legacies of this include straight lined unusual borders, ethnic conflict and underdevelopment.

 

‘Winds of Change’ – named after a speech by then British Prime Minister Harold Macmillan in 1960, this saw a shift in British policy as they began accepting that the days of Empire were numbered.

 

Year of Africa – 1960 was termed the Year of Africa as seventeen African countries gained independence within the twelve-month period.
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Algeria’s Nationalist Fight

Between 1954 to 1962, Algerians fought a war for independence from France. This war remains seldom talked about in France – until recently, the French government referred to Algeria’s conflict as ‘the events’.1 To this day tension remains between the two countries, with many viewing the conflict in Algeria as France’s undeclared war. The French first invaded Algeria in 1830. By 26 August 1881, Algeria was governed as part of France, meaning it was legally as much a part of France as Normandy, Évian, or Zidane’s headbutt during the 2006 World Cup final.

As the French took control, they slowly excluded Algeria’s Muslim majority from political power through voter suppression. Muslim communities lived in what was known as mixed communes and no voting took place. French settlers to Algeria and their descendants were known as pied noirs, translating to ‘black feet’. In true fashion, male pied noirs began dominating Algerian society.

Algeria was among twenty-three French colonies involved in combat against Nazi occupation in World War II – with Algerian soldiers deployed to Italy, France, and Germany. Allied forces didn’t treat their African counterparts with the same level of respect. The film Days of Glory depicts French African soldiers facing segregation and mistreatment.2 Following World War II, Algerians, like most of the continent, gained increased self-sufficiency and wanted sovereignty. During VE Day on 8 May 1945, nationalist demonstrations took place in the Sétif and Guelma regions.3 French police violently repressed these actions, giving way to riots. Between 1,500 and 2,000 Algerians died.4 Faced with the knowledge that peaceful demonstrations weren’t being listened to, Algerian Nationalists decided that pushing for independence would inevitably involve violent force.

By 1954, unemployment levels amongst Algeria’s 8.4 million-strong Muslim population stood at 25 per cent.5 Compare this to just under a million French settlers, who, as expected, held most of the wealth at the time. This frustration, coupled with repressive action taken if Algeria expressed a desire to break free from France, reached boiling point on 1 November 1954. This date is All Saints’ Day in the Catholic calendar or Toussaint in French. The day is known as Toussaint Rouge – meaning bloody All Saints’ Day. Between midnight and 2 a.m., the National Liberation Front (FLN) co-ordinated bomb attacks on colonial symbols of power. France made the mistake of underestimating the FLN, culminating in Algeria’s War of Independence.6

Jacques Soustelle, governor at the time, declared ‘France will not leave Algeria any more than she will leave Provence and Brittany.’ He also went on to say, ‘Whatever happens, the destiny of Algeria is French.’7

The French had recently lost their Indochina colony (modern-day Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia) and were so desperate to avoid a repeat defeat that they began conscripting civilians in response to Algeria’s escalations. On the other side, Nasser’s Egypt, the USSR and Spanish dictator Francisco Franco (who hated French policy in Algeria) supported Algeria’s liberation movement. The FLN employed guerrilla and terror tactics, using their knowledge of the terrain to their advantage. Algerian soldiers even left notes behind mocking the French, one reading: ‘Go eat your sardines elsewhere you miserable colonisers.’8 France brought in 25,000 African soldiers from French West African colonies – assigning them the worst tasks, including torturing FLN members.9

France frequently tortured those supporting Algeria’s sovereignty, with forced disappearances and extrajudicial killings, sleep deprivation, waterboarding, and even sexual assault. In June 1957, French forces accused Maurice Audin, a communist mathematics instructor at the University of Algiers, of helping FLN forces. Nobody ever saw him again.10 It took France until Emmanuel Macron’s presidency in 2018 to admit their involvement in Audin’s torture and resulting death.11 The French government also censored newspapers and films which referenced torture against Algerians. This brutality destroyed French prestige and public perception abroad, with their ally the United States abstaining in a UN debate on Algerian people’s right to independence.

Meanwhile, over in France, Charles De Gaulle’s government offered a ceasefire with the FLN, despite reattaining power on the assumption that he supported French Algeria. The Organisation of the Secret Army (OAS) formed, a far-right French group. They amplified conflict in Algeria and increasing violence against decolonisation. OAS members viewed French supporters of Algeria’s independence as traitors, killing them too. On 18 March 1962, the French government and the provisional government of Algeria signed the Évian Accords, a treaty formally ending the war (or event, was it?), setting the stage for an independent Algeria. The Évian Accords were the result of a referendum held in both Algeria and France on Algerian independence. Finally, Algeria gained independence on 5 July 1962.

France didn’t expect large numbers of pied noirs returning, as around one million French settlers came back to the country. Harkis followed, they were Algerians who supported France and were seen as traitors by their fellow countrymen. A significant number of Algerians remain in France to this day and continue to face racial discrimination. In the early 1960s, when Algerians and other former French colonies began coming home to roost, the French government used propaganda to portray Algerians as barbaric. It produced reports stating Africans had poor diets, meaning they carried disease. As a result, French officials subjected African immigrants to have detailed medical records with them, which were frequently checked.12

France didn’t start admitting that what happened in Algeria was a war until around 1999. Historians, including William B. Cohen, refer to this conflict as a ‘war without a name’.13 If France acknowledged a battle occurred, they would be suggesting that Algeria was a different nation, when in their eyes, they believed it was part of France. Instead, they referred to the events as ‘police action’. Critics have compared Algeria’s relocation camps – where prisoners were executed or mysteriously disappeared – to crimes against humanity during World War II, with Algerian-born critic Jules Roy saying ‘Les Nazis c’était nous’.14 (The Nazis are us.)

Despite 25,000 French soldiers dead and 60,000 wounded, France didn’t initially see these former troops as veterans, with acknowledgement taking twelve years. It took fifteen years to build a national monument to the Unknown Soldier (a memorial recognising unidentified soldiers who lost their lives in battle) compared to just two years for World War II.15 Even so, the unknown soldier was known as ‘the Unknown Soldier of North Africa’,16 the vague description conscious. There were no memorials of this war in Paris until 1996. A 1984 article in Le Monde described these attitudes as a ‘repression of memory’ and referred to those complicit as the silent generation. ‘Don’t we have anything to say?’17





Egypt’s Feminist Reformer

The story of the twentieth-century feminism movement is often limited to the West, with women like Emmeline Pankhurst and Betty Friedan being some of the key figures frequently cited and well-recognised for heralding the first and second wave of the feminist movement respectively. Of course, Western countries don’t have a patent on feminism. Within the African continent, intersectional feminist movements also emerged. One example of this is Egypt, spearheaded by Doria Shafik. She was a trailblazer who set Egypt and the Arab world alight with her activism. Still, her story is one of defending one’s beliefs against a government prepared to silence anyone who took a stand against them.

Doria Shafik was born in Egypt on 14 December 1908, a time marked by strong British influence. Her family were devout middle-class Muslims, a faith she also adopted and subsequently challenged society’s interpretation of the Quran, especially regarding the treatment of women.1 Education also played a pivotal role in her upbringing, with her parents ensuring she went to study at the highly acclaimed school Notre Dame des Apôtres. Following her early years education, she set her sights on pursuing further studies at the Sorbonne in France, but lacking the funds to pursue this venture, she reached out to Huda Hanum Sha’rawi. Sha’rawi was a notable Egyptian feminist who founded the Egyptian Feminist Union (EFU) and drove social change. Examples of this include ‘equal rights in education, the abolition of prostitution, the abolition of the veil, and the raising of the age of marriage to sixteen for women and eighteen for men’.2 Through Sha’rawi, Doria was able to go and study philosophy in Paris. Still, she felt the pressure of living in a patriarchal society, as the traditional next step would have been to get married. She struggled with this concept as various suitors were presented, and she went so far as to reject an arranged marriage.

Shafik returned to Egypt in the 1930s, by which time the country had gained independence from Britain following the Unilateral Declaration of Egyptian Independence introduced on 28 February 1922. However, Britain retained control in Egypt’s communications, defence and foreign affairs.3 This loophole meant Britain could quench its thirst to control more of Africa. Egypt’s road to independence was also fought by women, with the likes of Sha’rawi demonstrating and writing in support of the cause, as well as highlighting the importance of women’s rights.4 The hope was that this would ensure that upon receiving independence, the country would give women greater rights such as the right the vote; however, they received nothing.5 This lack of acknowledgement and recognition of women’s role and the government’s inability to view them as equal was something Doria pushed to change for the better.

Doria was unafraid to challenge the status quo and the expectations society placed on women. During the mid-1930s, she entered the Miss Egypt beauty pageant. Participating in such an event was against Islamic teachings. Women of European or Coptic Christian heritage were the only contestants at the time.6 Her participation in the pageant created an uproar as she became the first Egyptian Muslim woman to enter such an event.

Doria became increasingly focused on the struggles women faced within Egypt, which propelled her in 1945 to create the magazine Bint al-Nil (Daughter of the Nile), which reflected her perspective on the challenges Egyptian and Arab women faced. In the January 1948 issue, she wrote, ‘Here in Egypt, We wage a bitter war not against gambling and alcohol but in defence of the girl who wishes to enter engineering or agricultural school, an educated woman who wishes to participate in public life, one who wishes to apply the constitution and ask for her right to vote.’7

At this point, Doria’s personal life had completely transformed; she had got married and went on to have two children. Two years following the initial publication of her magazine, she established the Bint al-Nil Union which became a political party for women to support each other in gaining equal rights and education.8 The education provided by the union came in the form of literacy lessons as it looked to tackle the country’s illiteracy problem. However, some men felt this was an issue. There was a case in which a man divorced his wife because she participated in literacy lessons – despite being illiterate himself.9 The creation of Bint al-Nil led to there being two major groups within the country, the EFU and Bint al-Nil. Although they were both fighting for women’s rights, the union has been credited for helping to reawaken the country’s feminist movement, as Sha’rawi’s approach was considered more conservative.10

The 1950s proved to be both a blessing and a curse for Doria. Bint al-Nil placed her at the heart of discussions within Egypt as it addressed the issues of inequality Egyptian women faced, from voting rights to polygamy, unilateral divorce, and child custody.11 Her message was further amplified on 19 February 1951, when she stopped parliament for four hours by bringing together 1,500 women to demonstrate and demand equal rights. The government agreed to action their demands but later retracted. This event saw her arrested and in court, but the case never went any further. Another issue at the time was ongoing tensions between Britain and Egypt. In support of her country, Doria established a female military unit to support the men in battle and nurse them back to health.12 She even led her military unit to a Barclays Bank in Egypt to protest Britain’s continued presence within the country. Eventually, Britain left Egypt to be truly independent. There was hope that the rights of Egyptian women would take precedence with Britain out of the way. Yet, this didn’t materialise: women were still unable to vote.13 In protest, Doria and a group of women went on hunger strike but once again, the government made empty promises.14

On 16 January 1956, women were successfully given the right to vote; however, they had to prove their literacy.15 This wasn’t fully what they had fought for and the following year, Doria went on another hunger strike that she undertook on her own, this time calling out the country’s then-president, Gamal Abdel Nasser.16 The president saw Doria and her ability to galvanise women as a threat to his government, so he needed to silence her. She also became quite a polarising character, as some women began to turn against her.17 In her personal life, her marriage was in trouble and eventually led to divorce. Following her second hunger strike, she was placed under house arrest and essentially became a recluse, withdrawing herself from society even when her house arrest came to an end.18 Nasser also banned any mention of her in the press. On September 20 1975, eighteen years after her house arrest, Doria Shafik took her own life by throwing herself from a balcony.

Doria truly reawakened Egypt’s feminist movement and her legacy should be remembered alongside the many feminist activists who have come before and after her.





Libya: Gaddafi’s Pan-African Motives

Some Libyans view Colonel Muammar Gaddafi as an unforgiving dictator, whilst the West believed Gaddafi promoted terrorism. The late Ronald Reagan referred to Gaddafi as a ‘mad dog’.1 On the other hand, other Africans continue to view Gaddafi as a hero – it’s not unusual to see the opinion that Gaddafi’s murder robbed Africa of its best leader.2 Muammar Gaddafi dominated Libya’s politics for more than forty years, living la vida despot with a cruise liner and shark pool in tow.3 When flying to international engagements, he had a tent flown ahead of him with an excessive entourage. Gaddafi also had beautiful female bodyguards known as the Amazonian Guard.4

In 1959, the Kingdom of Libya discovered substantial oil reserves,5 allowing the country to transition from one of the poorest nations into incredible wealth. However, resentment built in the population as the country’s wealth remained concentrated in the hands of King Idris. This dissatisfaction, coupled with Nasserism and Arab nationalism, increased discontent amongst Libyans. Finally, in September 1969, Muammar Gaddafi rose as Libya’s de facto leader after overthrowing King Idris in a bloodless coup.

In the early days, Gaddafi tackled the unfair economic legacy of foreign domination. While Libya uncovered oil reserves in the late 1950s, extraction remained in foreign petroleum companies’ hands, setting prices to their consumers’ advantage, and benefitting from a half share in the revenue. Gaddafi demanded renegotiation of these contracts and threatened to shut off production if these oil companies refused to comply. This bold strategy was successful, and Libya became the first developing country to secure a majority share of revenues from their oil production – with money from Libyan oil deposited into bank accounts of every citizen. During Gaddafi’s reign, Libya’s petrol price reached a low of fourteen cents (US dollars) per litre.6 Oil made Libya very rich quickly – and for an African nation to have agency over its resources is remarkable.

Patricia Bamurangirwa’s book Africanism outlines conversations the author had with Libyans living in Tripoli before 2011. Anyone who wanted to become a farmer received free land, house farm equipment, livestock and seeds. Gaddafi set up irrigation projects to support a drive towards agriculture development and self-sufficiency. All people had access to hospitals, clinics and medicines free of charge. Funding was even provided for overseas treatment if a Libyan needed surgery that was unavailable. These policies raised life expectancy in Libya from forty-four to seventy-five years. The literacy rate increased from 20 per cent to 85 per cent. The government subsidised essential food items, and couples received a home following marriage.7

This high quality of life stemmed from Gaddafi’s vision, which he set out in the Green Book. In the early 1970s, he wrote this book outlining his political philosophy, which was the theory behind many of his reforms and policies. According to the Green Book, Gaddafi’s Third Way solution mapped a new political, economic, and social revolution and liberation model. The reality? A hierarchical pyramid with Gaddafi’s family and allies at the top with all the power. Great idea, but poor execution.

From April 1976, Gaddafi’s revolutionary committees antagonised university students suspected of opposing his regime. Anti-Gaddafi students held peaceful demonstrations in major Libyan cities. These demonstrations expressed students’ concern with the regime’s human rights abuses and military control seen in all aspects of Libyan life. Gaddafi and his supporters retaliated by raiding educational institutions to silence and eliminate protesters, with students detained for months. On 7 April 1977 (the first anniversary of these events), the state hanged Benghazi students in a public square, including Omar Dabob and Muhammed Ben Sa-oud.8 In particularly awful taste, the government began executing dissenting students each year. Video footage of these hangings shows crowds cheering and clapping in response.9

Gaddafi set out to liberate the Arab world, but Arab leaders snubbed him. By 1973 he was growing increasingly impatient with his Arab allies – his main complaint being that Syria and Egypt, Libya’s partners in the Federation of Arab Republics, were not heeding his plea for a collective, pan-Arab strategy against Israel. When Arab countries turned their backs on Gaddafi, he turned to Africa radiating with power, buying off African leaders. There was a sense that he was a revolutionary, promoting African unity. Gaddafi supported Nelson Mandela, providing funding and support to South African anti-apartheid movements and military training to the ANC (African National Congress), the ruling party of South Africa post-apartheid. He also bankrolled projects across countries, building Africa’s largest mosque in Uganda – and many young Muslims in the region regarded Gaddafi as a revolutionary, seeing him as a means to leave suffering and misery. What were his motives? Was Gaddafi using oil export revenue to pour into aid and investment to increase political clout?

In 2009 Gaddafi pronounced himself ‘King of Kings’ (of Africa) and brought local chiefs to testify his grandness at the 12th African Union summit in Addis Ababa. A bizarre public ceremony took place in Libya in the presence of over 200 African traditional leaders. A year later, Gaddafi claimed he was offering to invest $97 billion in Africa to free it from Western influence. His ideas included contributing 100 million euros for constructing a Trans-Sahara highway north of Niger, building schools and hospitals in Mauritania and supporting the Gambian agriculture sector through tractor donations.

After all this supposed goodwill on the African continent, Gaddafi’s private conversations reveal contradicting beliefs. In an interview, Nuri Al Mismari – former chief of protocol – said that Gaddafi referred to the president of an African state as a ‘black slave’. Al Mismari alleges that Gaddafi despised Africans and described them as idiots – claiming they were easy to bribe and intimidate.10

This benevolent image also contradicts Gaddafi funding brutal regimes on the continent. For example, Gaddafi was pally with Idi Amin, a Ugandan despot, to the point where he offered Amin refuge after he was ousted. Sierra Leone is another unsettling case – after funding what is known as a ‘Gaddafi bus’, luxury buses for intercity travel, Gaddafi allegedly financed Sierra Leonean rebels11 to carry out awful and horrific crimes against humanity. Is this Gaddafi’s legacy?

We also can’t ignore Gaddafi’s comments in 2010 to Silvio Berlusconi, Italy’s then Prime Minister. Gaddafi forged close ties with Italy to draw the line under Libya’s former colonial master. Referring to the growing migrant crisis across the Mediterranean, Gaddafi said: ‘Tomorrow Europe might no longer be European, and even Black, as there are millions who want to come in.’12 This was at a ceremony in Rome whilst standing next to the Italian Prime Minister.

By February 2011, North Africa and the Middle East were in the throes of the Arab Spring, and Gaddafi’s fears at this point were the Libyan people. Three of his sons were already dead, and his family fled elsewhere. To this day, it’s still not apparent what happened in his final moments. NATO was involved in an airstrike on Gaddafi’s convoy, and Libyan rebel forces found him hiding in a tunnel as he tried to make a break for it. Either way, Gaddafi was killed, and his body was dragged through the streets by jubilant Libyans.

Today, Libya is on the route to Europe before a dangerous journey across the Mediterranean, with smugglers exploiting the vulnerable. An account in Time magazine details a man from Nigeria telling how his captors branded him as a punishment and to identify him.13 Tens of thousands of Black Africans are finding themselves treated as chattel and trapped in terrifying cycles of extortion, imprisonment, forced labour and prostitution – all in the name of resettling to Europe.

In the words of Aboubakar Soumahoro, a union representative who came to Italy from the Côte d’Ivoire – ‘We no longer need slavers going into Africa to capture their quarry, now Africans are sending themselves to Europe and becoming slaves in the process.’14
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