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Abstract 
From 1960, most of the African nations got their political independence. 
Many countries started to establish national and regional vision about the fu-
ture. Then some political scientist, state men and scholars came out with a 
new philosophy called socialism. The concept of socialism was at the same 
time philosophical and ideological conviction made to promote national and 
regional unity in Africa. Unfortunately, the concept was misunderstood by 
most of the leaders to some extent, but also, the lack of good will led some 
others to mislead their own people by fighting against the idea of socialism. 
The fact that many Africans were not educated, contributed to the growth and 
expansion of socialism with effectiveness. For all these reasons, the application 
of socialism was difficult, even impossible. In this article, we are trying to ex-
plain the main reason of the failure of this political and philosophical thought 
and set a new trend for the new generation. 
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1. Introduction 

Socialist ideas and practices have been in Africa before the colonialization in ni-
neteenth century. African socialism as ideological thought had strong value in 
African identity. The similarity among African people is more represented in so-
cialism than anything else. The way most of the African societies are structured, 
proved that the idea of socialism was already in Africa. The only fact is that So-
cialism was known in Africa as culture than philosophy. The new concept was a 
revolutionary idea, and conviction with the purpose to demolish everything that 
stood against African values. It was a new call into consciousness. 
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The concept of socialism was also conceived by African scholars as a platform 
of ideological and political thoughts and writings. It was conceived in order to 
encourage one another and promote the hope that the restoration of African 
people was possible. This political concept was created and developed by African 
leaders for African Countries and for a common goal. It was unfortunate that 
there was a contrast between the meaning of the concept and the real intention 
of some leaders. Very soon socialism became just a simple theory between lips. 
Because conceptually, African socialism was so strong and meaningful. But 
through the attitude of some leaders, you could notice the gap between what so-
cialism means and what they are doing. The simple example is the fact that some 
leaders were involved in corruption which was against the principles of social-
ism. That is why the authors think that for some leaders, it was just concept and 
nor conviction. 

The other problem with African socialism was the inability of citizens to un-
derstand the concept. For example, When Nyerere wrote about essays on social-
ism, many active party workers and also many teachers in Tanzania and civil 
servants remained unclear about the most important principles of socialism. In 
such case, how can somebody expect the other citizens to understand? [1] In the 
same book, we can read in introduction: “socialism, like democracy, is an atti-
tude of mind. In a socialist society it is the socialist attitude of mind, and not the 
rigid adherence to a standard political pattern, which is needed to ensure that 
the people care for each other’s welfare.” [1] This inability of citizens to under-
stand socialism can be explained by the high intellectual level of those who con-
ceived the concept compared to the numberless uneducated citizens. When the 
intellectual like Nyerere and others conceived the concept, they forgot that a 
great number of people would not understand. 

One truth remains about socialism: it is the source of restoration of Africa. Even 
though the first trial failed, socialism is still the main door needed by African 
people to step into the true independence. The neo-socialism should be the politi-
cal battle for African leaders to move forward. The new generation should use the 
lessons from the failure of socialism to empower the new-socialism. To do so, we 
have to build and develop strategies of information from top to down. 

2. The Genesis of African Socialism 

We can define African socialism as an attempt to recapture and modernize the 
communal way of life practiced by the traditional African before the contact 
with the world and values of the white man. Nkrumah defined socialism in a 
special way when he wrote: “Socialism is a form of social organization which, 
guided by the principles underlying communism, adopts procedures and meas-
ures made necessary by demographic and technological developments” [2]. In 
this perspective the socialism has to fit with the reality of the society. Tom 
Mboya, one of the Kenyans political figure conceived African socialism as the 
best way to restore national values. He was truly and genuinely attached to tradi-
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tional values. The major purpose of African socialism was more about the crea-
tion of social values that fit the ideological mind state of African people. The 
values such as communalism, hospitality, generosity are not new in Africa. They 
are part of African identity. They are the essence of African society. Looking at 
African socialism as a philosophy and an ideological conviction, Nkrumah was 
trying to make a room for each citizen in the concept. Even though the leaders 
were more focused on the cultural aspect more than a political aspect in most of 
their discourse; in the practice it was a kind of political system. The fact that 
many people were not educated, African socialism was the affair of those who 
were involved in politics. The battle was more political position than a cultural 
movement. From the beginning we could see the conflict between the theory and 
the practice. Nyerere has given one of the wonderful definitions of African so-
cialism. According to him: “African socialism is essentially an attitude of the 
mind which involves a change in personal attitude and a reconciliation of indi-
viduals” [1]; this perspective was actually the real need. Changing begins with 
setting a new state of mind. But to be able to change the mind of somebody, that 
person has to be exposed to ideological influences and good examples. Unfortu-
nately, African intellectuals failed to developed unity among themselves. As they 
were divided into political tendency, the citizens also were divided. That was the 
main reason of the failure of African socialism. It was like promoting unity and 
division at the same time. The first work had to be done among scholars and in-
tellectuals first and citizens later. 

The term “socialism” was a powerful concept which was rich of meaning. It 
was a complex concept with multidisciplinary targets. It was a complex of social 
purposes regarding economic policies, organizational patterns, state structure, 
and ideologies which would led Africa in the achievement of its holistic success. 
The main idea was to grant African society the socialist vision which will recon-
cile the humanism of traditional African life with the modern intellectual com-
munity [2]. We can say in a short way that the main purpose was to empower 
Africa in diverse dimension. As many African countries gained independence 
during the 1960s, some of these fresh governments rejected the ideas of capital-
ism in favor of a more afro-conception of economic model. African socialists 
were nationalist-politicians who believed the restoration or restructuration of 
precolonial community's traditions of social mutualism, social egalitarianism, 
and a consensus system of political order. According to most of the African so-
cialists, socialism was the best way to bring Africa into the roots of its ancestors 
with adjustment according to modern thought.  Julius Nyerere of Tanzania, 
Modibo Keita of Mali, Léopold Senghor of Senegal, Kwame Nkrumah of Ghana 
and Sékou Touré of Guinea, were the main architects of African Socialism.  

3. Socialism as Afro Marxism 

The traditional African society was founded on principles of egalitarianism and 
communalism. The concept socialism in Africa introduced a new social, ideo-
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logical, philosophical and political thought in which modern perception is re-
conciled with the pre-existed human values inherited from traditional society [2]. 
African socialists were convinced that the economic and social development 
cannot be promoted without the right socialization of productive and distribu-
tive processes. African leaders who believed these principles engaged themselves 
to restore righteousness in the society. African socialism shares with Marxism 
the same spirit which is the establishment of justice and freedom in society. The 
traditional society in Africa was not a society of class. Africa, before colonization 
was living what Marx and Engels were looking for. That is the proof that before 
the coming of western society imperialists, Africa was living in a far advance 
model of society [3]. 

In His book Essays on socialism Nyerere gave the real picture of socialism: 
“The true socialist may not exploit its fellows. So that if the members of any 
group within our society are going to argue that, because they happen to be con-
tributing more to the national income than some other groups, they must there-
fore take for themselves a greater share of the profits of their own industry than 
they actually need; and if they insist on this in spite of the fact that it would 
mean reducing their group’s contribution to the general income and thus slow-
ing down the rate at which the whole community can benefit, then that group is 
exploiting (or trying to exploit) its fellow human being. It is displaying a capital-
ist attitude of mind.” [1]. It means that any attitude of exploitation of one’s fel-
low human may be against the principles and ethics of socialism. So the spirit of 
socialism is against exploitation. That is one of the reasons of the battle of Marx. 
In his book the communist manifesto we read: “The distinguishing feature of 
communism is not the abolition of property generally, but the abolition of 
bourgeois property. But modern bourgeois private property is the final and most 
complete expression of the system of producing and appropriating product, that 
is based on class antagonisms, on the exploitation of the many by the few.” [3] 

That’s why when bourgeois society is destroyed, national differences and an-
tagonisms between people are daily more and more vanishing. Then the exploi-
tation of one individual by another is put an end as well the exploitation of one 
nation by another. This level is the proof of the political supremacy of the prole-
tariat. According to Marx and Engels, the abolition of classes will allow the re-
organization of the structure of the society. Then instead of a majority working 
for the minority, the entire society will then be part of production. The com-
munism is focused on honest production and equable distribution [3]. 

The same way, Nyerere wrote: “For when a society is so organized that it cares 
about its individuals, then, provided he is willing to work, no individual within 
that society should worry about what will happen to him tomorrow… This is 
exactly what traditional African succeeded in doing”1 It means that the work was 
a valuable duty for each individual in traditional African society. Through the 
concept of African socialism, according to Nyerere emphasis should be on sensi-

 

 

1Nyerere, Ujamaa, The basis of African socialism, p. 3. 
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tizing people to be involved in production. That’s why he continued and say that 
if you received a visitor treat him as visitor during two days, after that take him 
to the farm. He was convinced that in a really socialist Country, no person ex-
ploits another; everyone who is physically able to work does so [4]. According to 
Nyerere, without an acceptance of human equality there can be no socialism. He 
insisted on the principle of human equality as principle of socialism in many 
dimensions such as social, economic and political organization. 

4. The Collapse of African Socialism 

The collapse of African socialism has diverse reasons. In this research we shall be 
focused on the following: problem of consistency, Misunderstanding of the con-
cept, Lack of trust in the vision, Lack of security strategy. 

4.1. Problem of Reconciliation (Direct Consequence of  
Colonialism) 

In his book entitled “Class struggle in Africa” Nkrumah raised an importance 
issue which is the diverse differences between African Countries in politics and 
socio-economic patterns. When some were still in a deep traditional conservat-
ism, some others were in a high industrialization and others were in between 
modernism and traditional. This reality made the task of synchronization be-
tween Countries difficult. Different Countries, different realities, and different 
interest. The first difficulty was regional reconciliation. The other problem, na-
tional reconciliation, was even worst. Colonialism has created two major classes: 
privileged classes and oppressed classes [5]. The first one was in the mercy of 
imperialists and the second one was abused. It was difficult to build trust be-
tween these two classes. As the main idea of African socialism was the restora-
tion of justice and equality, it could not succeed. The imperialists created social 
classes in the sake of neo-colonialism. It would be difficult to merge privileged 
and oppressed classes into the same political ideology. Nkrumah also mentioned 
the input of education in the creation of social classes in Africa, especially those 
who went abroad to study. Most of them become alienated from tribal and vil-
lage roots. According to Nkrumah their aims are political power, social positions, 
and professional status. Even after building excellent schools and training cen-
ters, Africans still prefer to go abroad for studies. From that perspective Nkru-
mah noticed that their purpose is not radical transformation or society or the 
establishment of a true African socialism, but to replace the colonial power [5]. 

4.2. Misunderstanding of the Concept 

Some African political leaders and thinkers used the concept “socialism” accor-
dingly, when they described it as a complex of social purposes such as economic 
policies, organizational patterns, state structure, and ideologies which can lead 
African nations to their destiny. For such leaders, the purpose to unit African 
society in the socialist direction has benefits such as harmonize the humanism of 
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traditional African life with modern society perspectives. Many citizens misun-
derstood the concept and the application of socialism. That’s why the more re-
levant ideologist of socialism, like Kwame Nkrumah and Modibo Keita were 
dethroned by militaries. Ghanaians were tired of Nkrumah and his rhetoric. In 
1966 when he was dethroned in a military coup, there was much joy and jubila-
tion in the streets of Ghana. Many Malians clap and dance as well when Modibo 
Keita was arrested, because they misunderstood his politics. The socialism was 
for the citizens, but unfortunately they couldn’t understand. That one can be ex-
plained by the consequence of ignorance of the majority. Also many citizens 
were not ready for sacrifice. Socialism as Nyerere mentioned does not appear it 
has to be built. So one can say that the Citizens were more focused on today than 
tomorrow. It’s always difficult to win a battle you are fighting on the behalf of 
somebody who sees you as an enemy. The contrast was so obvious, because the 
educated people were running after positions, the ignorant ones were confused 
and the socialists’ idealists were under multiple pressures such as pressure from 
assimilated intellectuals, pressures from colonialists and pressure from the citi-
zens they were fighting for.  

4.3. Lack of Agreement in the Vision 

The other leaders, such as Nyerere, Nkrumah, Sekou Toure, Modibo Keita 
trusted in the success of socialism. They even suggested that African should ex-
ploit their cultures and value to build a system which is completely different 
from capitalism. A new system conceived by Africans and applied in Africa for 
the sake of citizens. African socialism claimed that it was neither the opposite of 
capitalism, nor a response to it, but something completely different.  

Leopold S. Senghor, although favoring some kind of return to African com-
munalism but insisted on the fact that the refashioned African society must ac-
commodate the “positive contribution” of colonial rule, “such as the economic 
and technical infrastructure and the French educational system”. The economic 
and technical infrastructure of even French colonialism and the French educa-
tional system must be assumed, though this can be shown to be imbued with a 
particular socio-political philosophy. Senghor has, indeed, given an account of 
the nature of the return to Africa. His account is highlighted by statements using 
some of his own words: that the African is “a field of pure sensation”; that he 
does not measure or observe, but “lives” a situation; and that this way of acquir-
ing “knowledge” by confrontation and intuition is “negro-African”; the acquisi-
tion of knowledge by reason, “Hellenic”.  

4.4. Lack of Security Strategy  

One of the biggest mistakes of African socialism was the absence of military 
strategy [6]. 

With the time the old master came into the “dance” in order to destroyed 
African vision about complete independence [7]. It was difficult for each country 
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to provide genuine protection in national level. So finally, Countries started to 
go back to the imperialist strategy to survive [8]. No Country cannot claim the 
desire to prosper without building a strong military strategy. 

In his book Class Struggle in Africa, Nkrumah gave some quality explanation 
to that fact. He wrote: “The majority of Africa’s Armed forces and police came 
into existence as part of the colonial coercive apparatus. Few of their members 
joined national liberation struggles. For the most part, they were employed to 
perform police operation against it.” [5]. Nkrumah recognized that some of the 
officers were supporting socialist revolutionary ideology, but most of the officers 
were succumbed to the same bourgeois indoctrination as their older fellow of-
ficers. It’s unfortunate to see that militaries were not supportive in majority to 
the socialist ideology. That can explain the reason of multiple military coup 
d’état in Africa. Instead of being under the socialist revolutionary party, in many 
cases armies were a danger for the civilian leaders. Because the training of mili-
taries was not based on understanding but blind obedience. The proof is that 
from January 1963 to December 1969, 25 coup d’état have taken place in Africa. 
The observation of Nkrumah is still relevant now in our days, due to the fact that 
the structure of the Army and the police does not give confidence to the citizens. 
In most African countries we do have army of repression not a defensive army. 
It’s difficult for our armies to stand before the enemy to protect the interest of 
the nation [9]. 

5. What Lesson to Learn about African Politics? 

Even though Africans have great and famous scientists in diverse areas, still 
there is problem to maintain peace and unity. African politics suffers from many 
issues such as personal interest, lack of patriotism. From the beginning of inde-
pendence up now the same problems have been facing everywhere in Africa. It’s 
not possible to build socialism upon individualism ideology. The way African 
want to build socialism is funny and dramatic. The funny thing is when people 
are claiming to be socialists and individualists at the same moment. It appears 
like drama in the sense that the one who is claiming to be socialist, knows for the 
sure that he is not one. How come ones can desire something and its opposite at 
the same moment? It’s like setting the air condition on and keeps complaining of 
the weather. From above study we can see clearly that the first enemy of Africa is 
Africans themselves. One may wonder, what to do? 

5.1. Ideological Training Based on Nationalism 

Nationalism or Patriotism ideology means being faithful to ones’ nation or 
country. It is the willingness to be devoted, to accept self-sacrifice for the inter-
ests of the country. Socialism cannot function without patriotism. The dictatori-
al regime force people to serve the nation and defend its interests. But in social-
ism citizens are trained to serve the nation with love and devotion. The dedica-
tion of the people can readily eliminate fraud, corruption and unfaithfulness. A 
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patriot sees the state first and then himself after. The culture of patriotism is not 
a new value in African society; it’s just a value distorted. When people are proud 
of their nation and have examples to follow, so officials don’t need any extra ef-
fort to win the trust of citizens. About patriotism, the first example must be 
shown by officials and then the others follow. China is a perfect example in that 
case. Chinese people are proud of their nation and their leaders [10]. 

Rebellions and civilian wars in Africa can be explained by the lack of patriot-
ism. In many cases Rebels and loyalist governments are all mercenaries, they use 
citizen to satisfy their personal target. They all serve the population as a shield to 
get what they really want. The future belongs to those States that have managed 
to bring their people to act as good patriots. Freedom in this case is not meas-
ured by the impunity, rather to serve with genuine love without external con-
straint [11]. 

5.2. Put Emphasis on Education 

One of the mega issues in African politics is education systems and programs. 
Most of time, the contents of schooling program are inspired from western pat-
tern. But western society and African society are two completely different reali-
ties. Understanding that Africa is historically and culturally rich, shall be one of 
the targets to be fulfilled. The key question in that fact is: which kind of citizen is 
needed for Africa? The success criteria must be defined according to the need 
and work accordingly. It’s so easier for an African citizen even leader to sacrifice 
his own nation with the promise of exile. It’s true that during colonization Afri-
can were forced to be taken out of the continent. But now nobody is forcing, but 
the move is still going on. Africa needs powerful ideological teaching about hu-
man value, nationalism, the importance of hard work. In that case, China may 
be a right source of inspiration [12]. 

In China, under Mao, a discipline, educated, united and hard worker citizen 
was needed, that’s why Mao was able to succeed. But you can never succeed to 
establish unity when there is controversial issue among people. Knowing that, 
Mao could say: “The only way to settle questions of an ideological nature or 
controversial issues among the people is by the democratic method, the method 
of discussion, of criticism, of persuasion and education, and not by the method 
of coercion or repression. To be able to carry on their production and studies ef-
fectively and to arrange their lives properly, the people want their government 
and those in charge of production and of cultural and educational organizations 
to issue appropriate orders of an obligatory nature. It is common sense that the 
maintenance of public order would be impossible without such administrative 
regulations. Administrative orders and the method of persuasion and education 
complement each other in resolving contradictions among the people. Even ad-
ministrative regulations for the maintenance of public order must be accompa-
nied by persuasion and education, because in many cases regulations alone will 
not work” [13]. 
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Without proper program of education, the condition of Africa will remain the 
same. Until people receive quality education there is no hope for freedom. The 
lasting freedom is understanding of social values and ones’ role in the preserva-
tion of those values. It shall start by oneself and reach to others. That is the need 
to have a sound and profound knowledge if there is no self-knowledge. In many 
cases, African are good in foreign languages but fair good in local language. The 
center of education shall be valuable knowledge. In Mali there is a saying: “It’s 
good to know how to ride a horse, even to climb three, but the best knowledge is 
self-knowledge”2. Violence and hatred among ethnical groups and religion be-
lieves in Africa are source of ignorance of social value. We are convinced that all 
these realities are changeable if citizen received social and ideological training 
basically in schools and generally to the entire society. 

5.3. Set a New Vision to Establish a New Trend 

A man without vision is likely going to fulfill somebody else’s vision uncons-
ciously. Likewise a people without vision is ready to be exploit by another. When 
young people think about their destiny, they will fight the right battle for it. The 
very need is to help the new generation that there is hope in Africa, and that 
there are that hope. Then African leaders should train the young people and 
trust them to do better. The new socialism should be the global vision about the 
development of Africa in the whole continent. African should stop importing 
things that they can produce locally. In his book entitled new colonialism, 
Nkrumah wrote: “African States are importing large amounts of food than ever 
before from abroad. This trend must be stopped by a carefully planned expan-
sion of our own agriculture” [14]. The new generation should be trained to love 
local production than local farmers will be encouraged to produce more. At the 
same time trade and agriculture will grow up. Time has come for African to 
open eyes and see far for the sake of the destiny of Africa.  

Another aspect is to refuse African land to the unnecessary battle place. When 
you look at the different rebellion groups in Africa, they are trained and 
equipped by other people to fight their own country mate. The war in Africa is 
no more border issues but inside matters. Until citizens develop ideological in-
terest for their own nation, rebellion will continue.  

6. Conclusion 

Firstly, the African socialism failed mainly because of African leaders. Secondly, 
communal co-existence suggested by African socialism for the present African 
socialism is not plausible in an over populated geographical area as the African 
states, except if sanctions will be applied in proportions to the populations. 
However, that could be a drift towards capitalism. Communalism is not peculiar 
to Africa. It is found in traditional industrial societies all over the world. Thirdly, 
African socialists assert that the bond of brotherhood and unity, in the tradition-

 

 

2Meaning, self-knowledge is the highest. 
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al society of Africa was very strong; they therefore suggest that these brother-
hood and unity should be encouraged in the modern society. This is really a 
good suggestion; but then if the bond of brotherhood and unity was that strong, 
why did Africans sell their fellow African brothers into slavery in exchange for 
the goods of the white man? [15] 
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