Why and how did European nations colonise
Africa in the nineteenth century?

Poppy Cullen

new imperialism
Describes late
nineteenth century
colonial expansion, in
contrast to that of Spain,
Portugal, England and
France between 1600
and 1800.
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Exam links 0

AQA 1J The British empire ¢.1857-1967

Edexcel paper 3, option 35.1 Britain: losing and
gaining an empire, 1763-1914

OCR Y142/Y112 Britain 1900-1951

OCR Y320 From colonialism to independence: the
British empire 18571965

he Scramble for Africa occurred in the late

nineteenth century as European powers

expanded their empires into Africa, dividing
the continent between them. Before the Scramble,
only 10% of Africa was controlled by Europeans. By
1914, the whole continent except Liberia and Ethiopia
was under European control.

Before the Scramble

Before the late nineteenth century, European powers
such as Britain and France had empires, meaning that
they controlled large areas of territory around the
world. Mostly, however, these empires did not extend
very far into Africa. There were some exceptions —
the British in South Africa and particularly the French

conquest of Algeria which began in 1830. Elsewhere
too, there had been contact and trade for centuries,
such as the slave trade in west Africa.

Nevertheless, before 1870 European powers
controlled only small areas of Africa in some coastal
regions, which were useful for trade and as stopping-
points while at sea. Europeans in the mid-nineteenth
century had a lot of racist misconceptions about
Africa, often believing it to be a ‘dark continent’ that
was mysterious, backwards and ‘uncivilised'.

What was the ‘Scramble for Africa’?

In the 1880s, Europeans began to extend control
over Africa. This occurred very quickly, so that over
only a few years, Europeans had control (at least
in name) of the whole continent. This expansion
of colonisation is referred to by historians as the
‘partition of Africa’ or the ‘Scramble for Africa’. As
the name ‘scramble’ implies, this was quick and
competitive, with European powers ‘scrambling’
to control as much of Africa as they could before
anyone else.

This process formed part of the new imperialism
of the late nineteenth century. Several European
powers were involved, including Britain, France,
Germany, Belgium, Portugal and Italy. At first, their
actions were largely haphazard, but they tried to
organise the partition at the Berlin Conference.
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quinine Made from
the bark of the South
American cinchona tree,
it was one of the most
effective treatments for
malaria.

The ‘scramble’ to claim
land often resulted in
violent confrontations
with indigenous people
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Box | cecil Rhodes

Colonisation was encouraged by ‘men on the spot’.
These were people who led expeditions into Africa to
claim territories for their own country. One prominent
‘man on the spot’ was Cecil Rhodes. Rhodes moved
north from South Africa into two countries which
were then named after him: Southern Rhodesia (now
Zimbabwe) and Northern Rhodesia (now Zambia).
Rhodes aimed for British control from ‘Cape to Cairo’,
meaning from South Africa all the way up to Egypt.

Recently, there has been a backlash against him in
the ‘Rhodes Must Fall’ movement in South Africa and
Britain. This movement has aimed to remove statues
of Cecil Rhodes. The movement's supporters view him
as a racist, colonial expansionist.

European advantages in the Scramble

One other reason for Europeans colonising Africa
was simply that they could. Technological and
medical advances made it possible for the first time.
New medicines, particularly quinine, meant that
Europeans could protect themselves from tropical
diseases such as malaria. Before using quinine,
malaria had often been lethal and meant that few
Europeans had been able to stay in Africa for long.
This is one of the most important reasons why it
was in the late nineteenth century that Europeans
expanded their presence in Africa.

Europeans also had technological benefits,
including steamships and railways, which meant

they could penetrate further into Africa. They also
had military advantages, such as the Maxim machine
gun. While Africans did have guns, they were older
and less sophisticated or powerful. This meant that
in any battle the Europeans had a clear advantage.
For example, in Omdurman in Sudan in 1898, 10,800
Sudanese were killed, while only 49 were killed on
the British side.

Events in Africa

Events in Africa also prompted the Scramble. Africans,
especially those who lived near the coast, had been
trading with European merchants for generations.
Some were very successful, and so one argument
is that Europeans took control to keep more of
the profits for themselves. Political stability was
also under threat because trade relationships were
changing as the slave trade diminished. This could
encourage Europeans to take over. For example when
Egypt, which had been very profitable and successful,
could no longer pay its debts, Britain and France used
that as a pretext to expand their control. Following
more riots, British troops occupied Egypt.

How were Africans involved?

Much of the Scramble was decided in Europe, but this
does not mean that we should see the situation only
from the European point of view, or that Africans were
not involved. It is also worth remembering that most
of those who did the actual fighting for European
control were black Africans paid by Europeans. Some
Africans saw benefits in working with Europeans.
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