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Abstract 
This paper focuses on the Evolution of Political Institution in West-Africa 
from 1945 – 1960, the paper will be divided into three different segments 
for proper understanding, the first part shall examine some of the factors 
which influenced the colonial authority in the region to begin the process of 
self-determination for Africans, the second part shall look at the African 
response to challenges posed by the events during the period vis-à-vis 
evolution of political institutions, lastly, a conclusion was drawn from the 
observed facts. 

 
Introduction 
 The year 1945 symbolized a milestone in the history of nationalist struggle for the complete 
political emancipation of the West African region from the shackles of colonialism in the sense that 
the roadmap for dismantling of colonial rule was firmly established. This was the period when the 
reality of West African independence began to take root in the psyche of the colonial authority. The 
self-determination blitzkrieg which swept across West Africa almost caught the authority unawares, 
but for the quick adjustment of their political time table to accommodate the aspirations of these 
dissenting Africans and hastily grant most of them independence through the instrumentality of the 
various political parties formed by the nationalists which were tailored along the lines of the various 
colonial metropolis. 
 
 This paper will be divided into three different segments for proper understanding of the forces 
at play in the dismantling of colonial rule from 1945 – 1960. The first part will examine some of the 
factors which influenced the colonial authority in the region to begin the process of self-determination 
for Africans. In the second part, efforts would be made to look at the African response to the 
challenges posed by the events during this period vis-à-vis evolution of political institutions. Lastly, 
one would draw a conclusion from the observed facts as analysed above. 
 The demands of the West African nationalists up to the out break of the second world war 
were mainly to secure reforms that would ensure greater participation in government and end 
discrimination and abuses against the Africans within the colonial structure. In spite of the increasing 
radicalism of the nationalists, the ideal of self-government and independences was remotely 
contemplated by a few of them. This tradition of restricting their demands to securing reforms and the 
removal of hated abuses continued by the nationalists of French West African until around 1958 
(Fayana and Anjorin 1979: 40). The late 1930s witnessed an increasing awareness and militancy in 
the demand of the younger and more radical nationalist, but their demands were still mainly 
concerned with securing political reforms within the existing colonial structure. This was the period 
that Nnamdi Azikiwe and some other nationalists entered the political horizon in west Africa, and 
changed the political landscape perpetually to the dismay of the colonial rulers (p. 141). 
 
 After the second world war, the radical awareness which these nationalists had laid down 
began to manifest in the minds of the people who began the demand for self-government and later 
outright independence, some other external factors could be attributable to the increased to the 
demand for self-determination and independence by the West African people, these factors made it 
imperative for the colonial authorities resistance to the demand of the West African to breakdown, 
Perham and Rodney 1986 even admitted that the Colonial Officers timetable for independence had to 
be scrapped in the face of the mobilized African people resistance (Rodney 1986: 307). 

1. The impact of the Second World War was like its predecessor, a primarily European conflict 
in which West Africa was involved because o its colonial status. It has its political 
consequence which greatly aided the development of nationalism. First, it is estimated that 
over 140,000 men enlisted as combat troops from British West African actually fought in 
East, North Africa as well as in Burma. Those who came back after the war had various 
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experiences to relate to their kith and kins. Their experiences with the white women 
completely demystified the god-like image and awe with which African had held the colonial 
officials. 
 

2. The economic hardship which resulted from the war was a crucial factors in the development 
of nationalism. The acute shortage of imported goods and the general fall in the prices of 
exportable goods added to the rise in the cost of living in West Africa. This was a golden 
opportunity which nationalists seized to blame the colonialists of deliberate plot to stifle 
African opposition to European rule. (Barraclough, 1978:264). These important events made 
colonialism to be seen as no longer fashionable in the world during this period under study. 
The first was the rise of the United Nations and its specialized agencies which presented a 
platform for the condemnation of colonialism and the encouragement of self-determination of 
all people of the world. 
 

3. The second point to not is the emergence of the United States of Africa and Soviet Union who 
maintained a common and clearly anti-colonialists stance after the war. Finally, the rise of 
Socialist Parties such as the Labour Party in Britain and the foreign minister, declaration 
before the Un in 1945 that “we must first of all see to it that the dependent territories are 
enabled as soon as possible to take the part of national independence” Rodney (1978: 283). 
This statement opened the flurry of anti-colonial campaign in the U.N. 
 

4. The victory of the Labour Party in Britain in 1945 general elections greatly watered down the 
hard stand of the British colonial government on the decolonization with radical ‘little 
England’ tradition. It was not surprising that Arthur Creech-Jones, the colonial secretary put 
in place effective participation of West African in the administration of the colonies. Thus, 
launching West African on the road to self-government “within the commonwealth” in 
(Fajana and Anjorin 1948: 148) at the same time too, the independence of India and Pakistan 
was also an impetus in the struggle for independence. 
 
It is on record too that France military weakness within this period of study could be partly 

responsible for the softening of her hardened posture to the demand for self-government. She was 
militarily weak after the second world war, she was also engaged in a fratricidal war of independence 
in Indo-China. Vietnam and Algeria. She could not therefore toy with another war in West Africa. 
 
African Response and the Evolution of Political Parties 
 The above factors would deceive any reader of this paper to think that the main effort in 
dismantling colonialism came from the international scene. This is far from it because if Africans had 
not put up a very still resistance against colonial rule, it would have been difficult to persuade the 
colonialists. Though, one would concede to the fact that international influence greatly energized it as 
it brought an awareness and gave the necessary impetus to the nationalists to fight for outright 
independence. 
 The nationalists deployed all weapons in their political arsenal to push the colonialists to 
accede to their demand. They made effective use of propaganda to whip up sentiment on the minds of 
the Africans on the evils of colonialism. The press was the most effective weapon during this period, 
and Nnamdi Azikiwe used the newspaper which he set up so well that became a house hold name 
among the ordinary people in the street. He was seen as a beacon of hope for the liberation of Africa 
from the colonial powers. 
 
 When political parties began to be formed to contest the little concession granted by the 
colonial authorities for some elective positions in the various legislative assemblies in West Africa, 
the newspaper were set up along side these parties to perform the dual mandate of selling their 
manifestoes to the people and to fight the colonial authorities. Newspapers like the West African Pilot 
established by Nnamdi Azikiwe and Isaac Wallace Johnson, Azikiwe’s friend and co-defendant in the 
sedition trial in Ghana established a local newspaper and anti-colonial party in Sierra-Leone. In 
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Ghana, the most important nationalist newspaper was the Accra evening News, to official organ of the 
Convention People’s Party (C.P.P), while in French West Africa, Africa, Afrique Noire was the 
mouth piece of the inter-tarritional Parth, the RDA. In Senegal, Leopold Senghor published the 
Condition Humaine Barracloueh (1978: 149). 
 
 The late 1940s and the 1950s marked a watershed in the struggle for independence by West 
Africans. The belief by the Europeans that independence was a far cry for the Africans was shattered, 
the rapidity with which the colonial political structure began tumbling down caught even the Africans 
by surprise. Rodney (1978) opined that even African leasers never hoped to achieve national 
sovereignty as rapidly as they did until the mass parties began to roll like boulders down the hillside. 
(Rodney, 1978: 308).  From all indication, it appears that the Europeans could hardly continue 
indefinitely to deny the Africans their rightful claims. In fact, they began to realize that it was not in 
their interest to hold back, political independence. The harnessing of colonial markets and resources 
for the benefit of an industrial economy instituted and managed by western European powers had 
been entrenched in West Africans. Since this economic structure cannot be reserved and it was 
inevitable, it could not be undone by the granting of independence to the West Africans, they 
therefore embarked on the process of selecting the Africa leaders who would manage these structures 
without “rocking the economic boat. (Fage 1979: 457). 
 It is in this light that one would see the movement towards self-determination and 
independence as a process of action, reaction and interaction. Action in the sense that it was a period 
of rapid political change; reaction in the sense that development in one colonial territory affected 
those in another. (Joseph and Brown 1999: 326). It was this dilemma that British and the French faced 
when both began the process of Africanization of the administration of their respective colonies in 
West Africa. It is Britain that had a clear cut policy on independence for her colonies more than 
France. While France was still trying to tailor the minds of the West Africans to greater participation 
in their respective territorial governments and forget about independence, Britain on the other hand, 
had commenced various constitutional provisions aimed at achieving self government and 
independence in her dependent in West Africa, most especially in Ghana and Nigeria. 
 
 In the Gold Coast (Ghana), the decisive factor in the road to independence was the emergence 
in July 1949 of a military and radical independence movement the Convention people Party, led by 
Kwame Nkrumah which replaced the United Gold Coast Convention and its moderate more 
respectable leaders. With the conclusion of the general elections held in 1951, the Convention Peoples 
Party defeated all other opposition parties including the National Liberation Movement. It 
consolidated its hold on the political horizon of the Gold Coast between 1954-57 despite the 
incarceration of the leader, Kwame Nkrumah. By this act, the British government had no choice but to 
accept it as the only possible heir to complete political power when independence came in March 
1957. (Hagreaves 1978: 8-21). Nigeria presented a very different picture. The National Council of 
Nigeria and the Cameroon’s led by Nnamdi Azikiwe was neither so militant in its demands for 
independence, nor was the party so well organized as the Convention People Party. The decisive 
factor in Nigeria which finally polarized the nationalists camp and delayed independence was the 
emergence in (1948-51) of regional rivalries and parties. As a result, the period 1951-58 became 
characterized by adjustment of interests between the three major parties and ethnic groups. These 
internal divisions enabled the Colonial Office to retain the initiative effectively and also ensured that 
the federal government which emerged after the 1959 election led Nigeria into independence in 1960 
and represented uneasy fragile coalition of very disparate interest (Anene and Brown 1999: 334). 
 
 The same problem of disparate interest which bedeviled Nigeria’s road to independence also 
market that of Sierra Leone and Ghana. There was rivalry between the colony and protectorate 
peoples in both countries. What this meant was that the political party that won the support of the 
protectorate population, led the country to independence. The Sierra Leone people party emerged in 
the election of 1951 after weathering the storms of economic crisis, strikes, anti-chief riots and a split 
in its own ranks in the period 1955-58. In French West Africa, as mentioned earlier, there was hardly 
the talk of” independence movements at all, at any rate until the very end of the envisage ultimate 
independence for them, but rather sought to find the best form of ‘association’ between them and 
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France itself. But this was very much like the ‘association’ of those and rider. The horse did not 
decide where it wanted to go. 
 Frances’s external problems especially in Indochina, Algeria and the granting of Tunisia n 
independence made I t imperative to introduce some forms of reforms in West Africa. The leftist 
parties, particularly the Socialists and Communists in France gave active support to the formation of 
Africa nationalists parties. For instance, it was the Communist that inspired the formation of the anti-
imperialist, Groups d’Etudes Communists (G.E.C) which ultimately coalesced into the R.D.A party 
(the Rassemblement democratique African, or Africa democratic assemble). The affiliation with the 
Communist party in Paris led to Official hostilities from the authorities. This attitude made 
Houphouet-Boigny to sever his party in the election of 195… The R.D.A. was originally founded to 
provide one unified party for the whole of French West Africa, but increasingly after 1951, the 
various territories diverged. This was made possible with the introduction of the Loi Cadre (outline 
law) reforms leaders in each individual territory. It meant that each territory was to develop along its 
own lines. With the collapse of the French government in May 1958. General de Gaule took over 
power and initiated the Franco-African community and gave the African territories the chance to 
accept or reject this in a referendum of September 1958. Sekou Toure and his Guineas section of the 
R.D.A rejected the proposal and opted for independence with attendant consequences of economic 
strangulation and political isolation from France.  Toure’s action was largely influenced by Ghana 
who had already become independent and with a promise of financial aid from other independent 
African leaders. It became independent on 1st October 1958. Guinea’s choice of independent was the 
deathblow to any attempt to preserve any integral unity between France and the African countries. 
The example was contagious and by late 1960 all the former French colonial territories had claimed 
and secured independence. 
 
Conclusion 
 One is of the view that the road to the evolution of political sovereignty in West Africa from 
1945 to 1960 when majority of the states within the region obtained their independence was fraught 
with dangers and self-sacrifices on the part of African leaders. Despite the odds that were against 
them, they took up the challenge of enlightening the public of colonialism. Agreed that events in the 
international scene accelerated the pace of decolonization, without the selfless sacrifices of these 
nationalists in mobilizing the people against the colonial authorities as seen in the radical approach of 
the Zikist movement, the general strike of 1945, the Enugu coal miner massacre of 1949 in Nigeria, 
the 1949 unrest and killings in Ivory Coast, and the imprisonment of Kwame Nkrumah in Ghana 
pointed to one fact, that is, the general build up of resentment against the continues imposition of 
colonial rule. 
 Having seen the signs of discontent and militancy, colonial authorities were wise to have 
quickly initiated to move for independence and violence averted except in the Portuguese colony of 
Guinea Bissau where Amilcar Cabral and his party waged a relentless armed resistance against the 
Portuguese until it was defeated in 1975. Finally, however, some people have argued that what the 
colonialists gave to West Africans in form of independence was basically nothing but flag 
independence. One would emphasized here that the regaining of political independence by 1960 
constituted an inescapable first step in regaining maximum sovereignty which was lost by the various 
nationalities in West Africa in the Berlin conference of 1885-86 where Africa was partitioned. 
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