
The Untold Story of the End of the Cold War in
Africa: A Remarkable Turning Point for the
Continent
From 1975 to 1989, Africa witnessed a significant shift in power dynamics as the
Cold War, which had long plagued the continent, began to fade away. The climax
of the Cold War in Africa came with the collapse of the Berlin Wall and the
subsequent disintegration of the Soviet Union in 1989. This marked a turning
point that would shape Africa's political landscape and, in many ways, bring about
positive change.

The Cold War in Africa: A Battleground for Superpowers

The Cold War was primarily a geopolitical rivalry between the United States and
the Soviet Union, with Africa becoming an unconventional battleground for their
ideological and strategic interests. As newly independent African countries
struggled to establish stable governments and address complex socio-economic
challenges, they became susceptible to external influences.

The two superpowers aimed to gain geopolitical advantages by supporting
various factions and movements across the continent. The United States
supported anti-communist regimes while the Soviet Union sought to spread its
socialist ideology and foster revolutionary governments.
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During this period, Africa witnessed numerous proxy wars, covert operations, and
political interventions that further destabilized the continent. The most notable
conflicts included the Angolan Civil War, the Mozambican Civil War, and the
Ethiopian Civil War.

Turning the Tide: Winds of Change

However, by the mid-1980s, winds of change started to blow across the African
continent. Both the United States and the Soviet Union began to reassess their
strategies and prioritize other global issues. For the United States, the focus
shifted towards the burgeoning Middle East and Asia, while the Soviet Union was
grappling with its own internal challenges.

The declining importance of Africa in the superpowers' foreign policy allowed
room for African countries to reconsider their political alliances and pave their
own paths. This pivotal moment led to significant diplomatic developments that
would ultimately shape the fate of Africa.

South Africa: A Catalyst for Change

One of the key drivers of change during this period was the ongoing struggle
against apartheid in South Africa. The apartheid regime, with its racial
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segregation policies, had long been a point of contention between the
superpowers.

The United States initially supported South Africa's anti-communist stance, but
growing international pressure and domestic opposition forced a shift in policy.
Organizations such as the African National Congress (ANC) and the anti-
apartheid movement gained support from various nations, leading to economic
sanctions against South Africa and the isolation of the apartheid regime.

As South Africa's political landscape began to change, it had a ripple effect
across the continent. Neighboring countries, which had previously aligned with
South Africa due to geopolitical reasons, started distancing themselves from the
apartheid regime. This marked a significant shift in power dynamics, forcing
global powers to reassess their alliances and put pressure on South Africa to
initiate political reforms.

The Winds of Diplomacy: Peaceful Transitions and Reconciliation

Another crucial factor in the end of the Cold War in Africa was the emergence of
visionary leaders who sought peaceful transitions and reconciliation. Leaders
such as Nelson Mandela in South Africa, Sam Nujoma in Namibia, and Joaquim
Chissano in Mozambique played instrumental roles in shaping their countries'
futures.

Mandela's release from prison in 1990 and subsequent election as the first black
president of South Africa marked a historic moment not only for the country but
for the African continent as a whole. Mandela's message of forgiveness and
reconciliation resonated across Africa, inspiring other nations to move away from
the strife of the past.



In Namibia, the country achieved independence in 1990 after decades of struggle
against South African rule. This was made possible through diplomatic
negotiations, ultimately relieving the region from the proxy war that had raged on
its soil for years.

In Mozambique, Joaquim Chissano took over as president in 1986 following the
death of Samora Machel. Chissano's leadership and commitment to political
stability guided Mozambique out of the civil war, leading to significant progress in
the country's development.

An Era of Opportunities: The Post-Cold War Africa

The end of the Cold War in Africa brought about numerous opportunities for the
continent to redefine itself. With the fading influence of the superpowers, African
nations could now actively strive for political stability, economic growth, and
regional cooperation.

The Organization of African Unity (OAU), which was renamed the African Union
(AU) in 2002, played a crucial role in promoting unity and African solutions for
African problems. The AU became a platform for advocating peace, resolving
conflicts, and facilitating economic integration.

As Africa moved forward, democratic elections became more prevalent, with
multi-party systems taking root in many countries. This paved the way for citizens
to have a greater voice in shaping their nations.

Lessons Learned: Looking Back at the End of the Cold War in Africa

The end of the Cold War in Africa taught valuable lessons to both the global
powers and African nations.



Firstly, it highlighted the importance of self-determination and independence for
African countries. The reliance on external forces can lead to prolonged conflicts
and hinder the development of the continent. Africa's ability to shape its own
future became evident during this period.

Secondly, it emphasized the necessity of dialogue and diplomacy in resolving
conflicts. Peaceful transitions and reconciliation proved to be powerful tools in
moving beyond the divisions created during the Cold War era.

Lastly, the end of the Cold War in Africa showcased the resilience and
determination of the African people. Despite being caught in a global power
struggle, African nations and leaders emerged from this era stronger, striving for
peace, stability, and prosperity.

The Legacy of the End of the Cold War in Africa

The end of the Cold War in Africa marked the beginning of a new era for the
continent. It allowed for self-governance, stimulated greater regional cooperation,
and set the stage for African nations to become major players on the global
stage.

Today, Africa continues to face challenges, but the progress made since the end
of the Cold War is undeniable. With its vast resources, youthful population, and
growing economies, Africa has the potential to shape its own destiny and
contribute positively to the world.

In , the end of the Cold War in Africa from 1975 to 1989 brought about significant
geopolitical shifts and marked a turning point for the continent. The demise of the
Berlin Wall and the subsequent disintegration of the Soviet Union had a profound
impact, allowing African nations to redefine their political alliances, pursue
peaceful transitions, and assert themselves on the global stage. The legacy of



this period remains crucial in shaping Africa's future trajectory, inspiring the
pursuit of unity, stability, and sustainable development.
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Following the publication of Al Venter’s successful Portugal’s Guerrilla Wars in
Africa - shortlisted by the New York Military Affairs Symposium’s 'Arthur Goodzeit
Book Award for 2013' - his Battle for Angola delves still further into the troubled
history of this former Portuguese African colony. This is a completely fresh work
running to almost 600 pages including 32 pages of color photos, with the main
thrust on events before and after the civil war that followed Lisbon’s over-hasty
departure back to the metrópole. There are also several sections that detail the
role of South African mercenaries in defeating the rebel leader Dr Jonas Savimbi
(considered by some as the most accomplished guerrilla leader to emerge in
Africa in the past century). There are many chapters that deal with Pretoria’s
reaction to the deteriorating political and military situation in Angola, the role of
the Soviets and mercenaries in the political transition, as well as the civil war that
followed. With the assistance of several notable military authorities he elaborates
in considerable detail on South Africa’s 23-year Border War, from the first guerrilla
incursions to the last. In this regard he received solid help from the former the
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head of 4 Reconnaissance Regiment, Colonel Douw Steyn, who details several
cross-border Recce strikes, including the sinking by frogmen of two Soviet ships
and a Cuban freighter in an Angolan deepwater port. Throughout, the author was
helped by a variety of notable authorities, including the French historian Dr René
Pélissier and the American academic and former naval aviator Dr John (Jack)
Cann. With their assistance, he covers several ancillary uprisings and invasions,
including the Herero revolt of the early 20th century; the equally troubled Ovambo
insurrection, as well as the invasion of Angola by the Imperial German Army in
the First World War. Former deputy head of the South African Army Major
General Roland de Vries played a seminal role. It was he - dubbed ‘South Africa’s
Rommel’ by his fellow commanders - who successfully nurtured the concept of
‘mobile warfare’ where, in a succession of armored onslaughts ‘thin-skinned’
Ratel Infantry Fighting Vehicles tackled Soviet main battle tanks and thrashed
them. There is a major section on South African Airborne – the ‘Parabats’ –by
Brigadier-General McGill Alexander, one of the architects of that kind of warfare
under Third World conditions. Finally, the role of Cuban Revolutionary Army
receives the attention it deserves: officially there were almost 50,000 Cuban
troops deployed in the Angolan war, though subsequent disclosures in Havana
suggest that the final total was much higher.
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