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Editorial

Dear Readers,

When the UN was founded in 1945, it had 51 member states. Today, that number
stands at 193. There were two periods during which the increase in this figure was
particularly striking: around 1990, following the collapse of the Soviet Union; and
earlier, between the mid-1950s and early 1960s, when the remaining European colo-
nial empires largely dissolved and their former territories were “granted” both state-
hood and independence.

That happened more than half a century ago, but it certainly did not involve draw-
ing a line under the subject of colonialism. And that is a good thing. Addressing
and reappraising the crimes committed by the predominantly Western European
colonial powers in the regions they controlled remains a legitimate and important
concern. Equally legitimate is the question as to whether - and to what extent - eco-
nomic exploitation and colonial-era structures have continued to weigh on the devel-
opment of former colonies since they achieved independence. This is by no means a
new issue. Some readers may recall Marxist-influenced dependency theory, which
emerged in the 1960s and 1970s in response to modernisation theory. It dealt with
underdevelopment as a consequence of what was understood to be a structural
dependence on global capitalist systems dominated by the West.

In recent decades, a broader discourse has emerged in academic and activist circles
under the label of postcolonialism - one that goes far beyond these earlier questions
and concerns. In Germany, this discourse long went unnoticed by the broader pub-
lic. Then came 7 October 2023, when an Islamist terrorist organisation launched an
attack on Israel - the only liberal democracy in the Middle East - indiscriminately
murdering civilians and taking others hostage. The cynical response from some
self-proclaimed “progressives” was that this was a legitimate act of resistance by
Indigenous Palestinians against a state of white settler-colonialists.

This gross political and moral misjudgement is the clearest example to date of the

shortcomings inherent in these postcolonial theories. In the present issue of Inter-
national Reports, Andreas Jacobs highlights these flaws in no uncertain terms - flaws

that range from a lack of academic rigour, anti-Western bias and antisemitism to a

vulnerability to misuse by autocrats and to near-total irrelevance to the real lives

of people in former colonies, whose cause postcolonial theorists claim to defend.
As Jacobs puts it, “In reality, methodologically and empirically robust work is the

exception rather than the rule in this field”. In this current issue, we aim to provide -
primarily through the perspectives of our International Offices - a well-informed -
though by no means exhaustive - contribution to the discussion on what role colonial

legacies and the discourse around them actually play in various countries and world

regions.

In her article on the trade relations of African states, Anja Berretta explores the
question as to whether the often-poor economic development of these countries
can be attributed to the legacy of European colonialism and to ongoing unfair trade



relations between the West and Africa. Drawing on a wide range of data and numer-
ous examples of countries, she demonstrates that the trade and economic policies
chosen by African governments themselves often provide a far more convincing
explanation of each country’s performance.

Colonialism is also relevant in a very different way in the case of certain authori-
tarian states. David Merkle analyses how China and Russia use selective historical
narratives both to reinforce the power of their ruling elites at home and to discredit
Western states on the international stage. Postcolonial discourse has become a
favourite tool in these efforts - deployed via artificial intelligence and social media
not only in Africa, Asia and Latin America, but also among sympathetic audiences in
Western societies.

Moscow in particular has often succeeded in portraying Europe and the United
States as colonialists while presenting itself as an anti-imperialist actor with no
colonial past, which is especially striking given Russia’s own long history of impe-
rial ambition in its immediate neighbourhood. Stephan Malerius and Florian Binder
trace this history drawing on the example of the South Caucasus, and reveal that in
this region, and especially in Georgia, Russia is increasingly seen as a colonial power
by some parts of society.

Meanwhile, Sebastian Grundberger examines how the authoritarian Left in Latin
America uses postcolonial rhetoric not only to legitimise dictatorships stretching
from Havana to Managua and Caracas, but also to lend intellectual support to its alli-
ances with the regimes in Beijing, Moscow and Tehran - “united against the West”,
as he puts it in the title of his article.

By contrast, Philipp Gerhard locates Brazil’s foreign policy “between West and
South”. He argues that after decades of Western alignment, Latin America’s larg-
est country has increasingly diversified its relations towards other global partners
in recent years - a shift driven by a number of key factors, with the influence of
postcolonial narratives being one of them. Initially an elite academic phenomenon
imported from North American and European universities, these narratives later
gained traction within Brazil’s left-wing parties. While they do not shape the coun-
try’s overall foreign policy, they do help explain certain tendencies, such as Presi-
dent “Lula” da Silva’s anti-Israeli rhetoric.

Finally, two articles in the present issue also examine how Western European states
are addressing their colonial legacies. Just a few months ago, the United Kingdom
agreed to hand over the Chagos Islands - located in the middle of the Indian Ocean
and of considerable strategic importance - to Mauritius. As Canan Atilgan and
Lukas Wick write in their article, countries that were once part of the British Empire
and that are now members of the Commonwealth are increasingly calling on Lon-
don to confront the darker chapters of its imperial past with honesty. The British



government is willing to engage in such a reappraisal in principle, but it continues to
reject formal apologies or reparations.

A similar debate has emerged in recent years between Germany and Tanzania, which
had been part of the former colony of German East Africa up until the First World
War. The impetus for this debate, however, came not from Dar es Salaam, but from
Berlin. As Tilmann Feltes and Sebastian Laschet observe in their article, “it seems
unlikely that a misguided debate on colonialism would have taken root in Tanzania
without German involvement”. The debate was misguided in the sense that the pre-
vious German government - particularly the leadership of the Foreign Office - con-
ducted it on a one-sided basis, often ignoring the issues that Tanzania’s government
itself wished to address and lacking sufficient awareness of Tanzanian remembrance
culture. As a result, the initiative did more harm than good to German-Tanzanian
relations.

What does all this mean in terms of German and European foreign policy? The les-
son to draw from misguided attempts at reappraising the past - and from legitimate
criticisms of postcolonial discourse - must not be to avoid dealing with the dark and,
to a certain extent, criminal aspects of Europe’s colonial history. Where our inter-
national partners wish to have that conversation, we should engage in it - based on
historical facts. Not only is this a matter of moral responsibility, but it is also in our
own interest. Many of the 193 UN member states referred to above are former colo-
nies. Their positioning is crucial in light of our ongoing confrontation with revisionist
autocracies such as China and Russia.

What we must avoid, however, is a form of ideology-driven remembrance policy that
caters more to the emotional needs of domestic politicians, their electorates and
certain activist groups than to the actual priorities of our international partners. And
under no circumstances should we uncritically adopt a postcolonial narrative that
absolves these partners of their own agency, that portrays Western colonialism as the
root of all global problems and that in so doing not only misrepresents historical and
present realities, but also seriously harms our interests.

I hope you find this report a stimulating read.

Yours,j‘Ld{ L}aLlu,

Dr Gerhard Wabhlers is Editor of International Reports, Deputy Secretary General and Head
of the Department European and International Cooperation of the Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung
(gerhard.wahlers@kas.de).
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Padrao dos Descubrimentos: At the Monument to the Discoveries in Lisbon, a
large mosaic shows the routes of Portuguese sailors in the 15% and 16%" centuries.
Subsequently, Portugal and other European states took possession of large over-
seas territories converting them into colonies. Even though the European colonial
empires have been dissolved for at least half a century now, the long shadows of
that era extend right into the present. Photo: © Markus Matzel, Imago.




After

Postcolonialism

ISRAEL BORN OF

BRITISH COLONIALISM

CREATED THOUGH

ZIONISTS TERRORISM‘

SUPPORTED BY

WESTERS IMPERIALISM

In a Nutshell

"

The outrageous statements coming from “progressive
circles after 7 October 2023 triggered a long-overdue
debate on postcolonial theory, though this debate has
often lacked clarity and objectivity.

Postcolonial approaches have undoubtedly contributed
to the understanding of the legacies of imperialism, but
the field is now increasingly dominated by unscientific
and politically activist writing.

Recent currents display a pronounced hostility towards
the West by narrowing their focus to European colo-
nialism of past centuries. Western “coloniality” has
overtaken "capitalism” as the supposed root cause of
all global ills.

In these narratives, Israel is vilified as a Western state
founded by “settler colonialists” that must be abol-
ished.

The practical value of postcolonial theory in terms of
improving living conditions in the "Global South” is
close to zero. Instead, this theory has become a useful
tool - in both the “Global South” and the West - for a
wide range of actors who reject the liberal-democratic
order.

The uncritical adoption - and to some extent funding -
of such discourse by the German state needs to be
reassessed.
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The Author

The field known collectively as “postcolonial-
ism” - which encompasses various research
approaches and discursive arenas - is currently
under sustained attack. This is no accident.
Many observers were appalled by the reactions
within “progressive” circles to the Hamas massa-
cre of 7 October 2023. These reactions prompted
a closer look: What kind of thinking labels Israe-
lis “white settler colonialists”, seeks to liberate
the world from imperialism and oppression and
simultaneously aims to “provincialize” Europe
and the West? Ever since these questions were
raised publicly, debate around postcolonialism
has intensified, though without being always
accurate, and often with more noise than preci-
sion. At times enlightening yet usually predicta-
ble, this debate is often ineffective.

Dismissing the theoretical structure of postcolo-
nialism as just another woke trend or as a politi-
cally correct aberration may be partly accurate,
but it often fails to do justice to the phenomenon
and leaves critics vulnerable. This is too serious
an issue for polemics. What the postcolonial
paradigm shift calls for is not culture-war pos-
ing, but a thorough and well-grounded exami-
nation: The reinterpretations of history and
contemporary reality that are taking place here
are no longer fringe academic projects; rather,
they now dominate entire disciplines, shape
public discourse and are both politically cham-
pioned and institutionally supported. But how
are we to face up to the force of this intellectual
programme?

First, it is essential to distinguish between post-
colonial scholarship that genuinely contributes
to the study of colonial history on the one hand
and scholarship that is aimed squarely at attack-
ing Western thought and universal values on the
other hand. In the former category, postcolonial
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perspectives have indeed made valuable con-
tributions. They have helped reframe the
importance of colonialism, its lasting effects
in the present and the power asymmetries that
continue to underlie relationships between for-
mer colonies and colonial powers. Postcolonial
approaches have played a major role in changing
how we view the brutality of European impe-
rialism - a perspective that only a few decades
ago was far less critical. Nostalgic glorifications
are now largely out of bounds, and the linger-
ing effects of colonial crimes - from arbitrary
borders and dependencies to psychological
legacies - are broadly acknowledged. However,
these elements are becoming less and less cen-
tral to postcolonial research. Indeed, the focus
has shifted from the analytical project of study-
ing colonialism to the operational project of
changing the world and its structures. A system-
atic critique must therefore take into account at
least five key elements.

1. Lack of Scholarly Rigour

The first line of critique concerns the claim
that postcolonial theories and concepts are by
nature scholarly approaches. In reality, meth-
odologically and empirically robust work is the
exception rather than the rule in this field, which
tends to be dominated by texts that belong more
to the realm of practical philosophy, political
theory or outright activism. “Scholarly” work
often consists mainly of coining and promoting
terminology or sociological concepts such as
“hybridity”, “subalternity” and “epistemic vio-
lence”. While this may be legitimate and occa-
sionally illuminating, it is also an old strategy for
boosting the legitimacy of ideologies and even
religious belief systems. For similar reasons,
Marxism-Leninism once called itself “scientific
socialism”.


https://ogy.de/v8wb

Despite this, the notion that postcolonial the-
ory is inherently scientific has largely taken
hold - just as critics of postcolonialism are
increasingly often accused of lacking scholarly
credibility themselves. Postcolonial apologists
often respond to criticism by claiming that their
opponents have not read the key texts, lack
expertise or dismiss serious concepts based on
a gut feeling, prejudice or vague insinuations.
Unfortunately, there is some truth in this. Criti-
cism of postcolonialism is also something of a
trend - one that fits comfortably within the cur-
rent conservative zeitgeist. Many critiques lean
more on opinion than on substance, with few
people outside expert circles taking the time to
grapple with the dense writings of Edward Said,
Dipesh Chakrabarty or Gayatri Spivak.

However, it is also true that criticism is grow-
ing louder because these foundational texts are

now being read more closely - and are increas-
ingly often being called into question. In the

German-speaking world, we now also find

well-informed critical engagement with specific

aspects of postcolonial theory. Scholars such as

Ingo Elbe - who has written on postcolonial anti-
semitism - and Monika Albrecht - who analyses

the reception of postcolonial approaches - have

laid a solid foundation for challenging the claim

that these theories are genuinely scientific. Dis-
missing such criticism as “unscientific” because

it does not argue from within the system does

not hold up, especially not for a theoretical

framework that sets out to question established

knowledge systems and perceptions of reality.

Postcolonial theorists also frequently argue that
there is no such thing as “postcolonialism” in
the singular - that is, that there is no unified the-
ory or research programme. While this is techni-
cally true, it is also a distraction. It is correct that
the family of postcolonial approaches addresses
a wide range of different phenomena, structures
and processes. However, it is equally true that
these approaches share a set of core assump-
tions and convictions: Reality is said to reflect
power structures, perceptions are said to be sus-
ceptible to deconstruction, changing language is
said to change reality and everything is claimed
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to be “structural” in nature - and therefore sci-
entific by default. Inherited from French decon-
structionism, these assumptions tie the various
strands together - even those that do not deal
directly with colonialism. Thus, the claim that
“there is no such thing as postcolonialism” is a
fairly transparent attempt to deflect criticism.

Ottoman conquests, Arab
slave trading and Soviet
imperialism are largely
ignored.

Finally, postcolonial theorists also regularly
accuse their critics of engaging in revanchist
identity politics and of attempting to engineer a
shift to the right or an illiberal backlash. There is
some truth to this, as well. Indeed, recent moves
by the Trump administration targeting US uni-
versities and postcolonial theorists have under-
mined the credibility of serious critique, thereby
turning some of these theorists into perceived
martyrs for academic and intellectual freedom.
Left-wing identity politics is being fought with
right-wing identity politics.

2. Hostility to the West

As aleftist project of world transformation, post-
colonialism must also be understood as an intel-
lectual revolt against everything associated with
the West (or against that which is perceived as
such). Newer strands of the discipline in par-
ticular show little interest in analysing colonial-
ism as a global, trans-historical phenomenon
and instead focus almost exclusively on Euro-
pean colonialism over the past few centuries.
Ottoman conquests, Arab slave trading, Soviet
imperialism and other non-Western forms of
domination are largely ignored or downplayed.
A central reference point remains Edward
Said’s 1978 postcolonial classic “Orientalism”,
which argued that the West needed the Orient
as a negative mirror to define itself. While Said
rightly exposed racist and exoticizing portray-
als of the “Orient”, his thesis that non-Western
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Focus on European colonialism: While postcolonial thinkers - justifiably and sometimes fruitfully - deal with the
imperial history of the West, other actors and phenomena are left out. The picture shows the Congo Conference
in Berlin in 1884/1885.

people are fundamentally “different” also
arrived at a time when the failure of real-world
socialism was becoming increasingly awkward
for the Left - and when the revolution in Iran
briefly fuelled misplaced hopes. Since then,
the notion of Western “coloniality” - and the
idea that Western societies are intrinsically and
incurably racist - has often replaced capitalism
as the go-to explanation for the world’s prob-
lems.

The end of the Cold War and the 9/11 terrorist
attacks accelerated this shift. The open or covert
approval of the attacks by certain Western intel-
lectuals helped crystallise what critics of post-
colonialism such as Ian Buruma and Avishai
Margalit call “anti-Westernism”. This hostility
to the West found further traction after 2000.
For example, the failure of Western-led democ-
ratisation efforts and the rise of global crises
lent support to postcolonial scepticism towards
the West. Sociologist Vivek Chibber views this
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fixation on “Western guilt” as a reduction of
postcolonialism to a cliché-ridden anti-Enlight-
enment programme.

The reference to “Jewish
voices” within the postcolonial
camp does not absolve it of the
charge of antisemitism.

3. Antisemitism

Third, postcolonial approaches must be criti-
cised for providing an academic framework for
antisemitic ideas and activism. Literary critic

Adam Kirsch has shown in his book on settler

colonialism how concepts that were originally
developed to analyse colonialism in the US and

Australia are now being mechanically applied

to Israel. Since the centuries-old colonisation
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of North America and Australia cannot realisti-
cally be reversed, Kirsch argues, the abolition of
Israel becomes the only remaining case in which
postcolonial theory can be enacted in practice.

Those who advocate this programme reject the
accusation that it has anything to do with anti-
semitism. Further, they claim that criticism of
Israel’s existence is legitimate, that Israel plays
only a minor role in postcolonial theory and that
many Jewish scholars also support postcolonial
approaches. Here again, there is some truth to
these statements - but much is misleading or
simply false. It certainly remains a matter of
debate whether antisemitism is a structural fea-
ture of postcolonial theory or merely a symptom
of this theory’s anti-Western worldview. For
writer Yascha Mounk, the two are increasingly
indistinguishable. In intersectional postcolonial

discourse, Israel - and therefore Jews - are
lumped in with the West and therefore must
be opposed. In Germany, at least, there is still
broad consensus that denying Israel’s right to
exist is antisemitic.

The reference to “Jewish voices” within the
postcolonial camp also does not absolve it of the
charge of antisemitism; rather, this reference is
more a sign of postcolonialism’s dominance in
both Western academia and cultural institutions
than of genuine Jewish support. Where “Indige-
nous perspectives” are otherwise central to post-
colonial thought, Jews appear to be the exception.
Instead, this role is more often claimed by Isra-
el’s self-declared “Indigenous” enemies. For
Islamists such as Hamas - and many other oppo-
nents of the Jewish state - postcolonial language
and its vocabulary of defamation (“genocide”,
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Turning his back on the West: Russia's Foreign Minister Lavrov called for a “post-Western"” world order in Munich
in 2017 - with postcolonial thinkers often serving him and like-minded actors as useful idiots.
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“apartheid”, “colonial state”) offer both political

ammunition and an ideological blueprint. On
the very day of the massacre of 7 October 2023,
the BDS boycott movement celebrated the
attack as a response by “Indigenous Palestini-
ans” to the ethnic cleansing by “apartheid Israel
and the colonialist West”.

4. Exploitation by Autocrats and Radicals

This brings us to the fourth point: Postcolonial

thinkers often unwittingly serve as useful idiots

for those who oppose human rights, democracy,
freedom - and Israel and the West in general.
The West’s own self-critical intellectuals have

become increasingly important allies to its geo-
political opponents. As early as in February 2017,
Russian foreign minister Sergey Lavrov called

for a “post-Western world order” at the Munich

Security Conference and has since pursued alli-
ances with like-minded actors. Russian ultra-
nationalist philosopher Aleksandr Dugin draws

on decolonial rhetoric, as do Hindu nationalists,
Chinese power strategists and Iran’s mullahs.
Across the globe, postcolonial arguments are

used to justify authoritarian, reactionary and

ethnonationalist policies.

In what were once called
“developing countries”,
postcolonial terminology
is seen as intellectual
navel-gazing.

Islamists were among the first to recognise
this potential. For over a century, they have
promoted Islam (as opposed to the West) as
the solution to the world’s problems. Their
fight against democracy, human rights and
secularism - as well as against women, ethnic
minorities, queer people and religious dissent-
ers - is often framed as an “Indigenous Mus-
lim perspective”. The reach and resonance of
this narrative can now be observed not only on
social media, but increasingly often also on the
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streets of German cities. In 2024, the macho
Islamists of the Caliphate Movement marched
through Essen and Hamburg, brandishing slo-
gans about “Western and colonial oppression”
echoing fragments of postcolonial rhetoric and
promoting antidemocratic, antisemitic and
anti-Western ideology. This and similar exam-
ples clearly show how authoritarian and radical
actors are becoming increasingly fluent in the
vocabulary of postcolonialism. This shift should
have prompted a wave of critical self-reflection
among scholars in the field. Thus far, however,
there has been little sign of that happening.
Postcolonial thought continues to operate on
the basic premise that the “Global South” must
be liberated from the West as the sole source of
oppression.

5. No Help for the South

This is one reason why postcolonial perspec-
tives offer little benefit to the South. While the
postcolonial deconstruction of “development”
as a Eurocentric concept may have been intel-
lectually stimulating, it has done nothing to
improve the lot of those living in what were
once called “developing countries”. Postcolonial
terminology remains largely unknown in these
regions - or is seen as an exercise in intellectual
navel-gazing by Western or Westernised elites.
Postcolonial activism becomes completely
meaningless for the people concerned when it
descends into symbolic gestures. In the US and
Australia, for instance, cultural institutions and
universities have adopted the practice of issuing
ritualised statements that recognise Indigenous
land rights. It goes without saying that this has
no practical impact whatsoever on the commu-
nities in question.

Countries such as India, Malaysia and Indonesia
emerged from poverty not as a result of postco-
lonial theory, but through hard work, structured
trade relations and the benefits of globalisation.
If you ask people on the streets of Cairo, Kin-
shasa or Karachi, the response is clear: They
want more trade and investment, not more lec-
turing and interference. The fact that postcolo-
nial ideas have nevertheless become mainstream
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in many parts of the world has more to do with

their usefulness to local elites than with their

relevance to people’s day-to-day lives. The post-
colonial obsession with all things “Indigenous”
and the rejection of Western involvement have

become convenient tools for non-Western elites

to distract from their own failings. In some Afri-
can countries, postcolonial rhetoric is also being

used to justify the growing influence of neocolo-
nial powers, such as Russia and China.

Postcolonial thinkers are
sawing off the very branch
they are sitting on.

What Comes after Postcolonialism?

If all claims about the world are viewed purely
as power-based speaker positions, then the
idea of objective truth disappears. Global gov-
ernance systems, international institutions
and even international law are then dismissed
as constructs of a colonial, Western system
of oppression. The human rights and interna-
tional law principles underpinning these sys-
tems are no longer seen as universally valid, but
rather only as “Eurocentric” perspectives that
are specific to a certain time and context. The
real-world consequences of this shift in think-
ing are already visible: Human rights standards
are being eroded, global institutions and legal
frameworks are being undermined and demo-
cratic principles are being called into question.
If this trend continues, the postcolonial world
will be a world driven by hard interests and
power politics - a world very different from the
one its advocates imagine. Postcolonial thinkers
are - perhaps unknowingly - sawing off the very
branch they are sitting on, the platform from
which they promote their ideas.

All the more reason why critical and clear-
headed engagement with postcolonialism is so
important. There is nothing wrong with think-
ing about power and guilt. Indeed, it is vital
to reflect on the consequences of declining

14

Western influence and the erosion of Western

institutions. However, it is counterproductive to

lump everything together. At a time when some

governments and political actors in the West are

lashing out against postcolonialism and are dis-
crediting legitimate justice debates, construc-
tive alternatives must be offered - from both left

and right - to protect a rules-based order. This

is a challenge facing academia, civil society and

politics alike.

In academia, the bridges between postcolonial
theorists and their critics have largely collapsed.
However, a growing body of serious literature
now offers a constructive critique of the blind
spots and weaknesses in postcolonial knowl-
edge production. This work deserves support
and further development, especially when it
comes to antisemitism, the legitimisation of
authoritarian mindsets and the rejection of uni-
versal human rights. To ignore this criticism
is unacceptable. But critics of postcolonialism
must also become more capable of engaging in
discourse. It is not possible to fight leftist activ-
ism, political agendas and outright nonsense by
replicating these issues from the right.

Public understanding of the scale and signifi-
cance of the postcolonial shift remains limited.
Much as in many areas of academia, the spheres
of the art world, media and public debate too
often fall for postcolonialism’s simulation of
scholarly rigour and pseudo-complexity. There
is still little critical awareness that this way of
thinking now pervades universities, cultural
institutions, political parties and NGOs, not to
mention the UN General Assembly, Islamist
rallies and May Day demonstrations. Some of
what is currently labelled “postcolonial” may
one day be seen as part of a broader social trans-
formation. However, the scandal surrounding
Documenta Fifteen has shown just how vigilant
societies must be when hatred and contempt are
disguised as progressive indigeneity.

The most important answers to postcolonial
challenges will likely have to come from the
political sphere. Domestically, the issues at
stake are funding and cultural policy as well as
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appointments to advisory boards and professor-
ships in addition to political rhetoric and party
platforms. In terms of foreign policy, the grow-
ing criticism of the West calls for a renewed

commitment to Western alliances and institu-
tional cooperation - despite the difficulties in

dealing with the Trump administration, or pre-
cisely because of them. At the same time, there

is a need to revitalise and strengthen global and

regional cooperation mechanisms. Postcolonial

thinking will not solve the conflicts in the Mid-
dle East or in Ukraine, nor will it deliver global

prosperity, gender equality or climate solutions.
What is needed are global alliances, reliable

rules-based systems and smart diplomacy.

The change of government in Germany offers an

opportunity for a reset. The previous government

too often adopted postcolonial redefinitions and

assumptions without reflection, thereby alien-
ating international partners with ideologically
driven lectures. There is now a chance to leave

behind this mix of ideology, activism and seman-
tic confusion - and to help shape a post-postcolo-
nial world order.

- translated from German -

Colonial Legacy and Foreign Policy
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Trade with Africa

New Old Dependencies?

H'Eﬂi"

In a Nutshell

Supporters of neocolonial theories argue that the
economic challenges facing African states can be
explained by continued dependency on Western coun-
tries. However, this view overlooks several important
realities.

Over the past decades, the United States and the Euro-
pean Union have granted African states extensive tariff
reductions and exemptions even though qualitative

product standards can sometimes pose trade barriers.
Many African countries themselves maintain high barri-
ers to imports and exports.

Since gaining independence, African countries have
taken starkly differing economic policy paths, and their
development has likewise varied, which underscores
the importance of internal factors in determining
prosperity.

Africa's trade is no longer dominated by Europe and
the US as it was a few decades ago. Asian countries -
first and foremost China - have become major trading
partners for many African nations.

The implementation of the planned African Continental
Free Trade Area holds significant potential not only for
intra-African trade, but also for cooperation with the EU.
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The Author

based in Nairobi.

In recent decades, researchers have repeatedly
sought to understand why sub-Saharan Africa

consistently ranks at the bottom in global assess-
ments of socio-economic progress. While Jeftrey

Sachs argues in his book “The End of Poverty”
that a “big push” of knowledge and financial

support could overcome the lack of progress,*
for example, Zambian economist Dambisa

Moyo takes the opposite view, contending that

by absolving governments of responsibility and

reducing them to mere recipients, large-scale

aid to African countries does more to hinder
economic growth on the continent than to help

it.2 Between these two positions are numer-
ous other development economists who point

to causes rooted in elites, in state institutions

and in social structures. Postcolonial theorists,
meanwhile, maintain that “the history of colo-
nialism did not end with formal independence”?
and that continuing dependencies on former
colonial powers - or more broadly, “the West” -
continue to obstruct growth and prosperity on

the African continent. Particularly common in

this context is the claim that the exploitation of
Africa’s natural resources is largely to blame for
the continent’s lack of economic development.*
According to this view, neocolonial® structures

favour Western countries in global trade while

exploiting African nations: Africa exports raw
materials such as oil and minerals but has to

import manufactured goods, thereby creating a

trade imbalance that impedes industrialisation

and development. Trade barriers are also said to

further exclude Africa from meaningful partici-
pation in global trade.

African Countries Mainly Export
Unprocessed Raw Materials

It is true that African states continue to export
primarily unprocessed raw materials, such as
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Anja Berretta is Head of the Konrad-Adenauer-
Stiftung's Regional Programme Economy Africa,

crude oil and natural gas, minerals and metals -
a pattern that has remained unchanged over
the past 30 years. Depending on global market
prices, unprocessed raw materials account for
between 60 and 89 per cent of Africa’s total
export volume,® which is also highly unevenly
distributed across the continent. From 2016 to
2020, South Africa, Nigeria, Egypt, Angola and
Morocco exported more than the rest of the con-
tinent combined.”

It is also true that the export of unprocessed raw
materials has numerous disadvantages for coun-
tries: The extraction of fuels and the mining of
ores and metals are capital-intensive activities
but create only a limited number of jobs. Profits
are often not reinvested locally and are instead
transferred abroad. Only a small group of peo-
ple benefit, while the domestic industrial sec-
tor does not. In addition, commodity prices are
volatile and subject to significant exchange rate
fluctuations, thereby making countries vulnera-
ble to external shocks and complicating national
budget planning.

While many Asian countries began pursuing
systematic diversification of their production
and state-supported export strategies as early
as in the 1960s, most African countries failed
to invest the profits from raw material exports
into the development of their industrial sec-
tors. In 1965, for example, per capita income in
Ghana, Chad and Madagascar was higher than
in South Korea.® However, South Korea’s strate-
gic focus on export-oriented production for the
global market and on the diversification of its
product range played a key role in the country’s
subsequent economic rise. At the same time,
South Korea was also able to create large num-
bers of jobs by shifting from low-value to high-
value goods. In general, the gross domestic
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Fig. 1: Per Capita Economic Output in Selected Countries from 1960 to 1975 in US Dollars
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product in Asia grew more than twice as fast as
in the industrialised countries from the early
1970s onwards. In contrast to Africa - where
growth was largely driven by raw material
exports - economic growth in Asia was rooted
in structural transformation.® This point is also
illustrated by the remarkable success of the
Chinese economy, which was likewise based on
export-led growth.

In 2023, more than 90 per cent
of African exports entered the
EU tariff-free.

Various studies have shown that countries with
a more diversified production and export struc-
ture tend to have higher per capita income and
that those producing and exporting more highly
processed goods generally experience faster
growth.'® By contrast, Africa has undergone
deindustrialisation®! since the 1970s in two key
respects: Firstly, the share of jobs in the manu-
facturing sector has declined, and secondly,
export structures have become less diversified
and the produced goods less complex.'?

Therefore, since gaining independence, many

African countries have failed to implement
export strategies aimed at diversification and at
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the development of a domestic manufacturing
sector. The fact that African countries primarily
export raw materials is a result of these coun-
tries’ export models and strategies rather than of
neocolonial structures.

Not a Victim of High Trade Barriers

The European Union is Africa’s most important
trading partner: Indeed, around 26 per cent
of all imported goods come from Europe, fol-
lowed by China at 15 per cent. These figures are
mirrored in Africa’s export destinations, with
26 per cent of exports going to the European
Union and 15 per cent to China. For Europe and
China, however, trade with Africa is of minor
significance, accounting for just 2.2 per cent
and 3.9 per cent of their total trade, respectively.
These figures clearly illustrate that there is an
imbalance in trade relations between Africa and
those regions - an imbalance that is unfavour-
able to Africa. Moreover, although Affrica is
home to around one-fifth of the global popu-
lation, it generates only about 4.8 per cent of
global GDP,*? thereby placing the economic out-
put of the entire continent somewhere between
that of Japan and India.**

By adopting targeted measures, industrialised
countries have sought to improve African busi-
nesses’ access to international markets in recent
years. Trade agreements between the EU and
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Africa grant better market access to 19 African
countries, while a further 35 countries benefit
from the Everything but Arms initiative, which
provides duty- and quota-free access to the
EU. In 2023, more than 90 per cent of Afri-
can exports entered the EU tariff-free.’® This
situation ensures that African exporters have
transparent and straightforward access. The
US government’s African Growth and Opportu-
nity Act (AGOA) - in place since 2000 - allows
for the duty- and quota-free import of various
products into the United States with the aim
of strengthening trade and economic relations
between sub-Saharan Africa and the US. Under
President Trump, the future of AGOA has
become uncertain; but so far, many countries
and industries have benefited from its favour-
able import conditions, including the textile
and automotive sectors.'® Contrary to the wide-
spread assumption that the EU and other indus-
trialised countries shield their markets from
Africa through high trade barriers, both the
Everything but Arms initiative and AGOA sug-
gest the opposite.

African countries maintain
significant domestic
barriers to imports and
exports.

However, strict European quality standards
often constitute non-tariff trade barriers, par-
ticularly in the agricultural sector. Trade rela-
tions under the EU’s Economic Partnership
Agreements (EPAs) also have to be assessed
in more nuanced terms. Emerging economies
and middle-income countries benefit from
improved access to EU markets, but in return,
they are also required to open up their own
markets. The conditions set out in these agree-
ments are in some cases controversial'”, with
critics arguing that the trade reforms could
harm rather than support growth markets in
Africa. A final assessment of these structural
reforms cannot be made here. Nevertheless,
it should be noted that the EPAs also aim to
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reduce tariffs and quota restrictions, thereby
facilitating market access for African goods.

Fig. 2: Economic Diversification by World Region
from 2000 to 2023 (EDI Score)
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The Global Economic Diversification Index (EDI)
measures diversification in terms of trade and pro-
duction, sources of income and the diversification of
government revenues.

Various statistics — such as the International
Trade Barrier Index'® and the World Bank’s
Services Trade Restrictions Index'® - measure
the extent to which a country’s trade policy
facilitates or restricts international trade. These
indices reveal that African countries them-
selves maintain significant domestic barriers to
imports and exports, both tariff and non-tariff.
Non-tariff barriers include lengthy and complex
customs procedures, difficulties in obtaining
import and export permits and the certification
of hygiene standards. Regulations concerning
duty drawbacks, customs exemptions and VAT
refunds are often opaque, time-consuming
and cumbersome, thereby frequently resulting
in considerable delays. According to the UN
trade organisation UNCTAD, technical require-
ments, inefficient customs procedures and
other import- and export-related issues reduce
African trade three times more than the tariffs
themselves.?°
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Economic Development of Former
African Colonies Is Not Uniform

It is problematic in many respects to claim?* -
as is often the case among proponents of neo-
colonial theory?? - that Africa is merely an
“object that has fallen victim to foreign sub-
jects”. Indeed, lumping all 54 African states
together as a single “Africa” fails to recognise
the highly diverse trajectories these countries
have followed since gaining independence.
Africa expert Nic Cheeseman points out that
this trend towards divergence is likely to inten-
sify in the coming years in terms of both eco-
nomic and democratic development across the
continent.??

The following examples illustrate this point viv-
idly. When Kenya and Tanzania gained inde-
pendence from Britain in the 1960s, they had
similar per capita incomes, which were largely
based on agricultural production. While Tan-
zania nationalised businesses and introduced

a socialist state model under President Julius
Nyerere, Kenya has pursued liberal economic
policies?* and market-based structures since
independence. Kenya’s per capita income has
increased from 793 to 1,800 US dollars since
1960, while in Tanzania, it has increased from
834 t0 1,092 US dollars. As a result, Kenyans are
now 70 per cent wealthier than their Tanzanian
neighbours.

Zimbabwe’s economy
deteriorated under
President Robert Mugabe.

The International Monetary Fund (IMF) fore-
casts that Kenya will become the strongest
economy in East Africa in 2025. According to
the IMF, Kenya has weathered the negative
economic effects of the pandemic better than
other countries in the region. Thus far, Ethiopia

No diversification in sight: Many African countries continue to rely on raw material exports such as minerals and
metals. Photo: © Harold Bonacquist, Dreamstime, Imago.

20

International Reports 2|2025



Fig. 3: Development of Per Capita Income in Kenya and Tanzania from 1960 to 2023 in US Dollars
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has dominated the East African economy. How-
ever, after the Ethiopian government liberalised
the exchange rate of its national currency - the
birr - against the US dollar last year and thereby
abandoned its previously controlled exchange
rate, the birr lost significant value.?® By con-
trast, Kenya’s strong performance is attributed
to its open market economy and its diversified
sources of income as well as to the stability of
the Kenyan shilling.2¢

A comparison between Botswana and Zimba-
bwe also highlights the crucial role political
decisions play in economic development. Bo-
tswana gained independence in 1966, Zim-
babwe fourteen years later. At the time of its
independence, Botswana was poorer than its
neighbour Zimbabwe. However, Zimbabwe
did not experience an economic upturn after
gaining independence in 1980. Although Zim-
babwe has abundant natural resources and was
once known as the breadbasket of Africa, the
country’s economy deteriorated severely under
President Robert Mugabe: Skilled professionals
emigrated, while private investors were deterred
by incoherent policies, widespread corruption,
land reforms and expropriations.?”
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Madagascar is one of the few
countries in the world that
has become poorer over the
past 50 years.

A small island state far from its main trading
partners, Mauritius gained independence from
the United Kingdom in 1968. Since then, its per
capita income has increased more than seven-
fold - from 1,522 to 11,319 US dollars - such that
today, it has the highest per capita income in
Africa. In the early 1970s, the country began a
major economic transformation, moving away
from sugar production - then its dominant
source of income - and towards a diversified
export model. Its successful development is
widely attributed to a combination of political
stability, strong state institutions, low levels of
corruption, a sound regulatory environment and
a clear focus on international trade. This devel-
opment has included aliberal investment climate
and generous fiscal incentives for businesses.?®
In addition, Mauritius has the lowest tariff rates
in the world.?° Madagascar - Mauritius’s larger
neighbour - by contrast took a different path
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after gaining independence in 1960. It turned
inward, nationalised private foreign companies
and expropriated privately owned farmland.
While Madagascar was considered a middle-in-
come country3° at the time of its independence,
it is now one of the few countries in the world
that has become poorer over the past 50 years.

A blanket portrayal of Africa as an exploited
continent fails to recognise the highly diverse
development paths taken by individual countries.
Such a one-dimensional perspective also ignores
the fact that the continent’s independent states
possess agency of their own - a capacity for self-
determination that some have used to the ben-
efit of their local population. Reducing the lack
of economic and social development solely to
ongoing global unequal power relations does
not do justice to the varied experiences of Afri-
can countries. It also downplays the success of
those nations that - despite often-difficult cir-
cumstances - have risen to become emerging
economies or - in the case of Mauritius - a mid-
dle-income country.

To argue otherwise would imply that African
countries have failed in recent decades to take

political responsibility for their own economic
development and are merely passive objects
dependent on outside powers. “However, this
kind of paternalism reproduces a colonial view
of Africa as a dependent continent that denies
Africans any influence over their own capacity
for self-determination.”3* The fact that Libe-
ria and Ethiopia - the only countries on the
continent that were never colonised - have
experienced strikingly similar economic and
political trajectories also runs counter to neoco-
lonial theories of persistent dependency.

Africa’s International Relations Are No
Longer Shaped Solely by the West

While Africa does not yet play a major role in
global trade, African countries nonetheless
maintain international economic relations and
make their own decisions about whom they
trade with. Global trade has long ceased to be
dominated by Western industrialised nations;
instead, Asian countries - most notably China -
have also become major economic powers. This
shift has also affected Africa’s trade relations.
From 2014 to 2023, Europe’s share of African
trade averaged around 27 per cent - down from

Fig. 4: Development of Per Capita Income in Selected African Countries from 1960 to 2023 in US Dollars
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Positive example: Mauritius has pursued a liberal commercial policy and active export diversification since the
1970s, thereby rising to middle income status. Photo: © Vale T, Panthermedia, Imago.

48 per cent in the 1990s. Over the same period,
Africa’s trade with China and India grew from
approximately 9 to 23 per cent.3?

It is troubling that the term
“neocolonialism” is used to
fuel anti-Western resentment.

Like Western industrialised countries, China
mainly imports raw materials, minerals and
metals from Africa and exports manufactured
goods in return - such as machinery and elec-
tronics. In addition, China has invested heavily in
infrastructure development across the continent
over the past decade, often securing preferential
access to strategic raw materials in return. Unlike
the EU, however, China has thus far made little
effort to promote manufacturing industries or to
create employment opportunities within Africa.
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While the Chinese model has indeed helped
many African countries to quickly develop
urgently needed infrastructure, the extent to
which this model has contributed to sustainable
economic growth remains questionable.

Against this backdrop, it is troubling that the
term “neocolonialism” is sometimes used to
fuel anti-Western resentment by suggesting
that the oppressed nations of Africa must be
liberated from Western exploitation: After all,
the global and diverse trade relations of Aftri-
can countries clearly show that their trade is no
longer limited to Europe.

The Political Accountability of African
Leaders Must Not Be Overlooked

Neocolonial theories attribute the African con-
tinent’s relative economic underperformance
to external factors. Not only is this view overly
simplistic and dismissive of the heterogeneity
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of African states, but it also ignores internal
dynamics and overlooks the fact that “a lack
of good governance and questionable policy
choices have significantly contributed to many
postcolonial problems”, as the examples of Zim-
babwe and Madagascar clearly show.3? Indeed,
as Nigerian scholar Ejike Raphael Nnamdi aptly
writes, “[m]ore than 60 years after indepen-
dence, one wonders why colonialism would still
be seen as a scapegoat for our inactivity. Does
it mean apart from colonialism and its appur-
tenances, as exogenous factors, no endogenous
factors can be responsible for our predicament?
Who takes the blame for the endogenous factors
when they are present?”3+

In this context, it is also important to acknowl-
edge that trade partnerships and agreements
with international companies do not necessarily
mean that the population at large receives the
maximum benefit. This is particularly true of
resource agreements, which are often negoti-
ated behind closed doors - a practice that fosters
corruption. While the exact revenue generated
by such agreements remains unknown, it is
clear that governments are missing out on tax
income that could otherwise be used to support
socio-economic development. Poor governance,
corruption and mismanagement also deter
potential investors as these issues can increase
business costs by up to 40 per cent compared
with other developing and emerging regions.3°

Africa’s Agency Is Growing

There is no doubt that colonisation has had neg-
ative effects on the social, societal and economic
development of African countries - effects that
are still felt today. It is therefore right and impor-
tant that countries such as France, the United
Kingdom and Germany acknowledge their colo-
nial past, be willing to confront this history and
apologise for colonial injustices. Nonetheless,
African countries are no longer economically
dependent on their former colonial powers and
now make independent decisions concerning
their trading partners. At the same time, inter-
national trade relations have contributed to
growing prosperity in many African countries in
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recent decades - provided that these countries
have used their post-independence agency to
improve overall economic well-being.

Major efforts are required to
make the African free trade
area a reality.

As trade relations have expanded, so too has
the presence of African countries in multilat-
eral forums, such as in the United Nations, in
the G20 and in BRICS, whose members now
include South Africa, Ethiopia and Egypt. South
Africa - which is holding the G20 presidency
this year - places particular emphasis on the
continent’s economic development. Issues such
as industrialisation, the processing of raw mate-
rials, trade partnerships and the implementa-
tion of the African Continental Free Trade Area
(AfCFTA) can be expected to feature promi-
nently in high-level meetings between heads
of state and government throughout the year.3¢
Given the current geopolitical situation and the
reduced engagement of the United States with
Africa, the European Union has a real opportu-
nity to demonstrate that it is a long-term and
reliable partner for the continent - and that it
supports these key priorities.

African Countries and Europe Both Stand
to Benefit from Stronger Trade Relations

African countries maintain trade and economic
ties with a wide range of partners, increasingly
also with countries beyond Europe and the
Americas. Europe would do well not to over-
look this trend: From a geostrategic perspective,
trade relations with Africa are becoming ever
more important, not least because the future
of the transatlantic partnership remains uncer-
tain. The African Union is pressing ahead with
the implementation of the African Continental
Free Trade Area, which offers enormous poten-
tial, including for European and German busi-
nesses. In 40 years’ time, there will be more
people living in Africa than in India and China
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combined.3” With the middle class on the con-
tinent growing, there will also be a growing
demand for foreign goods. At the same time,
AfCFTA creates opportunities for foreign com-
panies to set up local production and to benefit
from the young and expanding workforce. How-
ever, major efforts are still required in order to
make the free trade area a reality - and this too
should be addressed openly and honestly.

There often seems to be a lack of political will
on the part of African governments to disman-
tle trade barriers and to open up markets. How-
ever, stronger intra-African trade could offer the
continent enormous benefits: At present, intra-
African trade accounts for