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Research Questions

• What was the motivation, the nature and the impact of the Anti-

colonial resistance in Africa:
• Demands, Organization and Strategies?

• How did colonial powers respond?
• What are the post-colonial impacts of these movements and colonial 

responses? How to quantitively assess impacts?
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Historical Background (I): Economic Conditions

• Restructuring of local economies to profit colonial powers: 

• Strategies: Land seizures, Forced labor, Taxation, Low-wage 
payments
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Historical Background (I): Economic Conditions

Building of a railway in Dahomey around 1900. (Source: Roger 
Viollet) French officials inspect latex collected by laborers in Cameroon in 1941. 

(Source: Jacobinmag.com)
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Historical Background (II): Political Conditions

• Post-WWII fading colonial empires instigated significant institutional 

reforms (1945-1950):
• Extensions of citizenship to Africans and legislative elections 

(France). 
• e.g., 4th French Republic Constitution assigned overseas 

territory status to Madagascar in 1946. All Malagasy were 

granted full French citizenship.
• Devolution of power to local governments (UK).
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Historical Background (III):

• These events have been documented by historians (e.g., Cooper 2002 and Mamdani 
1996), but several questions remain:
• Why did independence movements turn violent in some areas and not 

in others?

• To what extent do these movements still matter today?
• Cooper focuses on colonial repression, and Mamdani on pre-colonial institutions. 

Limited to few cases. We need a more comprehensive investigation.
• In our view, the key determinant of post-independence institutions is the 

geography of the insurgency (rural versus urban) and economic variables such 
as land and natural resources.
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Historical Background (IV): Independence Movements as Critical 
Junctures

• The decade following the end of World War II was a foundational moment 
for African political development.

• Movements against colonial rule evolved into large-scale Pan-African 
organizations that reflected the ideological divide of the international 
socialist and labor movement:
1. Western European-style socialists, such as Kwame Nkrumah in 

Ghana, and Julius Nyerere in Tanzania .
2. Radical Maoists, such as Frantz Fanon in Algeria, Dedan Kimathi in 

Kenya, and Ruben Um Nyobé in Cameroon.
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These two sets of leaders advocated radically different paths towards 
independence...
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In contrast, Fanon [1961] colorfully advocated the use of violence as 
a necessary strategy of emancipation...
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The choice between these contrasting strategies was driven in part 
by geographic conditions...
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African Resistance

• Demands: Full independence, Active participation in local elections, 

Human capital investments.
• Organizations: unions, parties and militant groups (F. Ransome-

Kuti, Nyerere, Diagne…)
• Integration to Black liberation movements (WEB Dubois, M. 

Garvey, with Tovalou Houenou)



Léonard Wantchekon (Princeton) AFRICANANTI-COLONIALRESISTANCE: MOTIVATION, NATUREAND IMPACT

African Resistance: Leaders

George Marke, Prince Marc Kojo Tovalou
Houènou, and Marcus Garvey, 1924
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African Resistance: Leaders



Léonard Wantchekon (Princeton) AFRICANANTI-COLONIALRESISTANCE: MOTIVATION, NATUREAND IMPACT

African Resistance: Leaders

Teacher Union Leader and mother of mus
Fela Kuti
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African Resistance: Leaders

Ivorian president Felix Houphouet Boigny (R) and Senegalese president 
Leopold Sedar Senghor
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African Resistance: Leaders

Jomo Kenyatta, President of Kenya and 
prominent independence leader
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African Resistance: Two Broad Categories

• Initial response of African political elites: 

• Urban social movements pushing for independence and later 
active participation in elections (e.g., Ghana, Senegal).

• Spread of violent independence movements in about 40% cases 
(Madagascar, Cameroon, Algeria).

• Emergence of new democratically elected leaders (Benin, Gabon, 

Mali, Senegal, etc.).
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African Resistance: Two Broad CategoriesType of Independence Movement

Léonard Wantchékon (Princeton) Critical Junctures: Independence Movements...
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African Resistance

British soldiers and police in Karoibangi, Kenya, in about 
1954 round up local people for interrogation as they look for 
Mau Mau fighters.
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Colonial Response

• Violent and brutal repression:
• Following a 1947 rebellion in Madagascar, France sent 18,000 troops to 

restore order, resulting in 30,000 - 100,000 deaths.
• The 1955 outlawing of the Union des Populations du Cameroun (UPC) 

prompted a long guerrilla war and assassination of Ruben Um Nyobé, the 
leader of the UPC.

• Political response:
• Election result falsification (Côte d’Ivoire), Arrest of political leaders 

(Kwame Nkrumah of Ghana), Backing of political leaders to introduce 
changes (Abubakar Tafawa Balewa and Aminu Kano of Nigeria)



Léonard Wantchekon (Princeton) AFRICANANTI-COLONIALRESISTANCE: MOTIVATION, NATUREAND IMPACT

Colonial Response

§ Castor Osendé Afana (pictured 1st by the left) a Marxist economist and 
militant nationalist died in 1966 while fighting as a guerrilla against 
the government of Cameroon.



Léonard Wantchekon (Princeton) AFRICANANTI-COLONIALRESISTANCE: MOTIVATION, NATUREAND IMPACT

Impact of Colonial Response

• What was the impact on democracy and development in Africa?

• Need data in order to quantitively measure 
• Use of novel methods to establish causality

• Critical Junctures: Independence Movements and Democracy in Africa 
(García-Ponce and Wantchekon, 2022)

• The Long-Term Effects of Colonial Repression on Political Attitudes in 

Madagascar (García-Ponce and Wantchekon, 2018)
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Critical Junctures: Independence Movements and Democracy in 
Africa (García-Ponce and Wantchekon, 2022)

Data
• Original coding of independence movements (rural insurgency vs. urban protest). 

• Democracy measures (Polity IV and Freedom House). 
• Rough terrain (% mountains) and other geographic conditions (fertile soil, desert, 

climate, distance to coast, land size, natural resources). 

• Colonial data (urbanization, colonial rule indicators, slave exports, % European descent). 
• Contemporaneous controls (per capita income, population size, ethnic and religious 

fractionalization). 
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Relationship between Democracy and Type of 
Independence Movement over Time (1960s–2010)

The gap in democracy levels between these two sets of countries is very clear after the 
end of the Cold War 
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Relationship between Type of Independence Movement 
and GDP per capita, 1950–2010
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The Long-Term Effects of Colonial Repression on Political 
Attitudes in Madagascar (García-Ponce and Wantchekon, 2018)

Data
• Freedom of expression come from the Afrobarometer surveys conducted in Madagascar.

• Exposure to the legacy of repression taking into consideration both the ethnicity and the 
residential location of respondents.

• District-level controls: rainfall (1946), temperature (1946), area, mean elevation, distance to the 

nearest industrial town (1950s).
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Freedom of Expression

Freedom of Expression is operationalized as a latent continuous variable. We estimate an ordinal-
item response model based on the following items: 

1. How free are you to say what you think? 
2. How free are you to join any political organization you want? 
3. How free are you to vote without feeling pressured? 
4. How likely do you think it is that people can be punished if they make complaints about poor 

quality services or misuse of funds? 
5. During election campaigns in this country, how much do you personally fear becoming a victim 

of political intimidation or violence? 
6. How often do people have to be careful of what they say about politics? 
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Exposure to legacy of repressionFigure 3: Distribution of Ethnic Groups in Madagascar: 1908 (left), 1958 (center), and 2008 (right)

32
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Methodologies

• Critical Junctures: Independence Movements and Democracy in Africa 
(García-Ponce and Wantchekon, 2022) uses three empirical approaches:
• Statistical association between rural insurgency and post-1990 levels of 

democracy is robust to a number of potential confounders (OLS)
• Instrumental variables (IV) approach that relates exogenous variation 

in rough terrain to democracy levels through its impact on rural 
insurgency.

• DID approach with fixed effects which compares democracy levels 
before and after the end of the Cold War in rural insurgency versus urban 
protest countries.

Sensitivity & Robustness
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Methodologies

• The Long-Term Effects of Colonial Repression on Political Attitudes in 

Madagascar (García-Ponce and Wantchekon, 2018) uses: 
• GenMatch (Diamond and Sekhon’s, 2005), CEM Matching (King, 

Iacus and Porro, 2008)
• Fuzzy Regression Discontinuity (FRD) design (Imbens and 

Lemieux 2010)

Sensitivity & Robustness
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RDD

§ We exploit plausible exogenous variation in exposure to the 
rebellion generated by a mountain range that contained the 
spread of the rebellion and helped the French army to seize 
the insurgent area (Tronchon 1986) 
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Statistical Association between Democracy and Rural 
Insurgency by Decade (OLS Estimates)

§ Rural insurgency is negatively and significantly correlated 
with democracy during the 1990s and 2000s, but not before 
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Critical Junctures: Independence Movements and Democracy in 
Africa (García-Ponce and Wantchekon, 2022) – OLS estimates

Column (1) doesn’t include controls.
Column (2) includes geographic controls.
Column (3) includes colonial controls.
Column (4) includes contemporaneous controls. 
Column (5) includes geographic and colonial controls. 
Column (6) includes the full set of controls. 



Léonard Wantchekon (Princeton) AFRICANANTI-COLONIALRESISTANCE: MOTIVATION, NATUREAND IMPACT

1st Stage: Rough Terrain and Rural Insurgency
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Reduced-Form Estimates: Rough Terrain and Democracy

§ Higher levels of rough terrain are significantly associated with lower democracy scores. 



Léonard Wantchekon (Princeton) AFRICANANTI-COLONIALRESISTANCE: MOTIVATION, NATUREAND IMPACT

IV Estimates: Rural Insurgency and Democracy
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DID Estimates with Fixed Effects
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Potential Mechanisms

We consider two alternative pathways:
1. Institutions: early post-independence constitutional arrangements may 

have been decisive in shaping future democratic development (e.g., rural 
insurgencies may have generated exclusive institutions immediately 
after independence).

2. Norms of behavior: armed struggles may have perpetuated political 
violence, making post-colonial (civil) wars more likely to occur in 
countries that fought violently for their independence. Rural 
insurgencies legitimated the use of violence as a form of political 
expression.
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The logic behind the second mechanism was clearly 
outlined in Nyerere in 1967...

It is clear that the independence campaign has had great influence on 
[current] attitudes [in] independent Tanzania. TANU’s emphasis on 
the morality of its case, and its stress on peaceful methods, has created 
among the people certain expectations about the actions of their 
independent nation and its leadership. TANU called for equality; our 
people now expect it [...] We called for equality of opportunity; our 
people are now critical that this does not exist. It is these moral 
expectations which create both the problems and the opportunities in 
the very different circumstances of the post-independence period in 
Tanzania.
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Potential Mechanisms: Social Movements & Institutions
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Mediating Effect of Social Movements
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Further Evidence (from Afrobarometer): Support for 
Violence and One-party Rule
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Micro-level Evidence
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Alternative Mechanism

The Long-Term Effects of Colonial Repression on Political Attitudes in 

Madagascar (García-Ponce and Wantchekon, 2018): past violence induces 
change in behavior e.g., self-censoring (lower level of freedom of 
expression)
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RD Estimates

** The results confirm the existence of a negative and statistically significant treatment effect. The results are 
robust across specifications that add or remove different subsets of control variables.
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RD Graphic Analysis
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RD Graphic Analysis
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Summary of Findings and Contribution (1)

• Democratic culture in Africa can be traced back to the legacy of the independence movements.

• Countries that experienced rural anti-colonial insurgencies tend to be either autocratic or 
unstable democracies.

• In contrast, those that experienced urban anti-colonial movements tend to have stable 
democracies.

• The effect is stronger when introducing a measure of conflict intensity.

• Land or resource conflicts negatively affect democracy, regardless of the type of insurgency.

• One potential channel of causality is the strengthening of civil liberties prior to democratization.
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Summary of Findings and Contribution (2)

1. Path dependence. Significant historical events can generate path-dependency and shape 

future institutions and norms of behavior (Arthur 1994; Pierson 2000).
2. Critical juncture. Events at critical historical junctures can lead to divergent political 

development paths (Acemoglu et al 2009). In our case, the critical juncture for democratic 
change in Africa is the particular form of its independence movements.

3. Social movements and democratic culture. The nature of social movements can facilitate 

or inhibit the emergence of civil liberties and liberal democracy (Dahl 1971).
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Summary of Findings and Contribution (3)

• The repression of the 1947 Madagascar revolt has negatively affected 
people’s willingness to express themselves freely

• The mechanism through which this legacy operates may be cultural, rather 
than institutional

• Persistence of fears associated with engagement in politics

• Future work: impacts on turnout and political preferences, heterogeneity by 
profession and education level

• Extension to similar events: Bamileke War (Cameroon). 
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