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Thoughts on Assassination
in Africa*

ALI A. MAZRUI

Makerere University College
University of East Africa
Perhaps no international treaty betrays a greater
sensitivity to the risk of assassination than does the Charter of the
Organization of African Unity. The Charter consecrates its disapproval of this phenomenon in Article III, in which it expresses
its "unreserved condemnation, in all its forms, of political assassination, as well as of subversive activities on the part of neighboring States or any other State."'
Independence is a beginning. So is the month of January every
year, sometimes spilling over into February. For some reason a
disproportionate number of the historic acts of violence in Africa
since independence have tended to happen in the months of January and February. It was in January 1961 that Patrice Lumumba

was handed over to Moise Tshombe, his enemy in Katanga. That
was the prelude to one of the most significant assassinations in
Africa's history. The following month the death of Lumumba
was announced.

In January 1963 President Sylvanus Olympio of Togo was as*This paper was written for the panel on "Consensus and Dissent, with
Special Reference to the Developing Countries" at the Seventh World Congress
of the International Political Science Association in Brussels in September 1967.

'The Charter is available in Boutros Boutros-Ghali, "The Addis Ababa
Charter," International Conciliation, No. 546 (Jan. 1964), Appendix, 53-62.
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sassinated. And it was with Olympio's fate in the background that

the Charter of the Organization of African Unity was signed
a few months later.

In January 1964 the Zanzibar revolution exploded in East
Africa, with vital consequences for the region as a whole. Among

the immediate effects were the army mutinies of Tanganyika,
Uganda, and Kenya which happened later the same month.
In January 1965 the prime minister of Burundi was assassinated. The heads of neighboring Kenya, Uganda, and Tanzania
discussed the event and jointly expressed their sense of shock.2

Within the same period Kenya had its first assassination since
independence-the killing of Mr. Pinto, a prominent member of
Parliament.

In January 1966 came the Nigerian coup, which cost the lives
of Federal Prime Minister Balewa and the premiers of the northern

and western regions. The following month Nkrumah fell. His
regime was overthrown while he was on his way to Peking. From
the point of view of the theme of assassination the Ghanaian coup

had a different kind of significance; it seems to have been a
studied policy of the soldiers to avoid the risk of assassinating
Nkrumah. That seems to have been one reason why the coup was
timed to take place after his departure for Peking.
Is there any special reason why the opening months of January
and February from year to year should have had such a dispro-

portionate share of Africa's great acts of turbulence? Other
months have had their events, too. But the deaths of Lumumba,

Olympio, Balewa, and the Sardauna of Sokoto; the regionally
transformative Zanzibar revolution; the East African mutinies;
and the fall of Nkrumah are almost in a class by themselves as
events which shook Africa. Yet, while sharing January and February for their anniversaries, the events provide little evidence
for a Montesquieu-like hypothesis about the effect of climatic
chanaes on major political events. Our collection of events is too
2 This was the second prime minister of Burundi to be assassinated. The
first was Prince Rwagasore, who was shot dead with a hunting-gun as he sat
in a restaurant in Usumbura, less than a month after his Lumumbist Uprona
party had swept the polls in September 1961. That, however, was before Burundi's independence. For an account of the trial and retrial of those accused of
complicity, see, for example, Clyde Sanger's article in The Guardian (Manchester), Jan. i2, 1963.
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widely distributed to be correlated with weather conditions in
January and February. The most that one can hope for is a symbolic correlation-a new year; a new nation; a new manifestation of instability.
What is of greater interest than the month in which it occurs
is, of course, the phenomenon of assassination itself. Everything
considered, there might easily have been many more assassinations in Africa than we have had so far. The potentialities of this
and other forms of political violence have been there from the
start. What this paper hopes to analyze are, in part, precisely
those potentialities. But it will be a postulate of mine that the
risk of assassination was not only objectively there, but was
keenly felt to be there by many of the leading participants in

African politics. African leadership soon developed a conscious or
subconscious fear of the assassin. This fear exerted an important
influence not only on their personal behavior from day to day,
but also on their policies and ideologies.
In our analysis we shall first place the issue of assassination

within the context of the problem of legitimacy in a newly invented state. We shall then link this up with different levels of
consensus, and examine these in relation to personal leadership

as a functional alternative to weak legitimacy. Where authority
is too personified, challenge to authority also tends to take the
form of personal violence. The possibilities of assassination are

maximized. Ideology, however, tries to mitigate these possibilities.

And in any case there are assassinations which, in their impact,
produce the kind of retrospective hero-worship which is itself a
contribution to national identity. We shall conclude with an examination of the influence of assassination on certain aspects of
Pan-African behavior and diplomatic thought.
But, first, a definitional problem has to be tackled.
What is "Assassination"?

An alternative rendering to the term "assassination" is sometimes
supposed to be "political murder." But this rendering only shifts
the definitional problem. When is a murder "political"? If the
answer is "When it is committed for political reasons," then not
every political murder is an assassination. In the course of the
Zanzibar revolution thousands of people were killed, and many
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of these were killed for reasons which, in their racial implications,
could only be described as "political." Yet the killing was at the

grass-roots level-a petty Arab shopkeeper killed by his African
neighbor; a petty landlord killed by a tenant. One of the curious

things about the Zanzibar revolution-in contrast to, say, the
Cuban, with which it has often been compared-was the relative
toleration shown toward leading members of the previous regime
under the Sultan. The Zanzibar revolutionaries showed little immediate desire to "make a public example" of their predecessors
in power. Not only were there no executions, but a special effort
was apparently made by the revolutionaries to spare Sheikh Ali
Muhsin, the leader of the overthrown Nationalist party, any public indignity. Even John Okello, the temperamental Ugandan who
appeared to have spearheaded the coup, made threats on Zanzibar
radio against anyone who had "violent designs" against Ali Muhsin. A long detention awaited him and his kind, but there was a
marked reluctance to sentence them to a physical penalty.
Yet this tolerance of the revolutionary leaders toward their pred-

ecessors was in marked contrast with the outbreak of racial ven-

detta at the grass-roots level-neighbor against neighbor, farmer
against farmer. Many of these were politically-inspired killings.
But were they "assassinations"? It is possible to argue that the
Zanzibar revolution unleashed a large number of "political murders"-but not a single "assassination." For the term "assassination" does not merely mean "killing for political reasons." In
fact, the reasons can be quite irrelevant. For example, in November
1963 headlines in different parts of the world proclaimed "Kennedy

Assassinated"-before we knew who had killed him, let alone for
what reasons. Perhaps we still do not know for what reasons. Yet
the death of John F. Kennedy remains a case of assassination.
What seems more plausible is that the term "assassination" derives its meaning less from the motives of the killing than from
the political importance of the victim. The victim need not be a
professional politician, nor hold a formal office of state. Neither

Mahatma Gandhi in 1947 nor Malcolm X in 1964 was a politician or state official in this professional sense. Yet we think of
their deaths as instances of "assassination."
Victor T. LeVine prefers to base the definition of "assassination" on the role of the killer rather than the status of the victim.
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LeVine would also add the element of surprise to his definition.
As he himself put it, "the difference between assassination and
political murder is admittedly a tenuous one; I would contend that
it lies in two areas, the role of the killer, and the element of surprise. Assassins are usually hired or delegated, and they generally
strike without warning to the victims."3
That assassins usually carry out their purpose "without warning their victims" can surely be taken for granted. Assassins do
not normally warn the police, either. As for the claim that "assassins are usually hired or delegated," surely this-even if it were
statistically true-could have no bearing on the definition of
assassination. A king can be assassinated by his own prospective
successor.

As for the element of surprise, again this is at best an accompanying characteristic of assassination rather than a defining one.
What if the killer is "theatrical" enough to telephone his victim
anonymously and tell him that he has only until Thursday the
following week to live? And what if on that Thursday the man

is indeed killed? Was the theatrical forewarning enough to deprive the killing of the status of an assassination?
What about Lumumba when he was handed over to his enemies

in Katanga? The news of his death was announced a month later.

Many people were "shocked" without really being "surprised."
The phenomenon of "surprise" implies a high degree of unexpectedness. And yet Lumumba already bore the marks of a violent
beating even before he was handed over to his worst enemies. He

was being publicly manhandled as he was being transported to
Katanga, and the press inforned the world with photographs of
an abused Lumumba being dragged about by soldiers. There followed the weeks of mystery and speculation. Was Lumumba still
alive? When the answer came in February 1961 many people,

especially in the Third World, were indeed shocked that the worst
had come to the worst. Any yet somehow it was the shock of
anger, and perhaps of political anguish, rather than the shock of
surprise.

From this it can be concluded that neither the speed of killing
See Victor T. LeVine, "The Course of Political Violence," in William H.
Lewis (ed.), French-Speaking Africa, The Search for Identity (New York, 1965),
59-60; 68; 241, n. 15.
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nor the role of the killer is crucial in defining assassina

is crucial is the status of the victim. The core or minim

tion is that an assassination is the killing of someone po

important by an agent other than himself or the gover
reasons which are either political or unknown.
Legitimacy Versus Integration

Perhaps the most fundamental problems confronting African
countries are reducible to two crises-the crisis of national integration and the crisis of political legitimacy. For our purposes, the

crisis of integration may be seen as a problem of horizontal relationships. It arises because different clusters of citizens do not as
yet accept each other as compatriots. The sense of a shared nationality has yet to be forged.

The crisis of legitimacy, on the other hand, is a problem of
vertical relationships. It arises not because one citizen does not

recognize another as a compatriot, but because significant num-

bers of citizens are not convinced that their government has a
right to rule them. Integration is a problem of neighbor against
neighbor, legitimacy a problem of the ruled against their rulers.

Assassinations arise both in situations of inadequate national
integration and in situations of weak legitimacy or accepted authority. But it would be a mistake to assume that the crisis of integration and the crisis of legitimacy need necessarily go together.

It is possible for a country to have attained a high degree of integration or sense of nationhood while its capacity for accepting

shared authority remains underdeveloped. The reverse phenom-

enon is also quite possible, and has perhaps even more examples
in history.

Assassinations are often symptomatic of both crises. But here

again it is not necessary that both crises be present. Recurrent
assassinations have been known to happen in countries with a
highly developed sense of shared nationality. Japan provides one
dramatic example. Robert E. Ward has argued that Japan's history
as a whole is a strange mixture of docility and violence:
Violence and the use of armed force to accomplish political ends have
a long and honourable tradition, which is by no means limited to preRestoration times. The phrase "government by assassination" gained
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broad currency in Japan as late as the 1930'S and with co
justification.4

Ward points out that the fourteen-year period of 1932-45
marked a reversion to this form of political behavior. The period
began with the assassination of Prime Minister Inukai Tsuyoshi
on May 15, 1932: "This was merely the most conspicuous of a
number of such incidents that represented protests against widespread economic-especially agrarian-distress .., and a foreign
policy held to be insufficiently nationalistic and aggressive."'
Here were a people with a marked degree of national consciousness. Indeed, many of the killings were widely regarded as
"patriotic assassinations," carried out for the sake of national
honor. And yet the widespread approbation of many such acts in
the country was an indication that the successful creation of national identity in Japan had not been accompanied by a successful
tradition of governmental legitimacy. It is true that the emperor
himself had more than political acceptance. He commanded mystical reverence as well. But in the final analysis the emperor was
perhaps more a symbol of nationhood than of secure governmental
authority.
In Africa the crises of both integration and legitimacy are still

acute. And political violence is often symptomatic of both. Assassination itself as a political solution was rare during the colo-

nial period. One can almost say that-in the light of our definition of it as "the killing of someone politically important, by an

agent other than himself or the govemment, for reasons which are

either political or unknown"-assassination comes near to being a
post-independence phenomenon in Africa. Rival political groups in
colonial Africa might have killed each other before. But the kind

of political importance which a victim had to have if the killing
was to be defined as an "assassination" was, to some extent, cam-

ouflaged by the colonial situation. Thus, if Patrice Lumumba had
been killed mysteriously before the Congo became independent
and afforded him a chance to be prime minister, the killing would
have appeared less obviously as an assassination than it did when

it took place some months after the country's independence.
'"Japan," in Robert E. Ward and Roy C. Macridis (eds.), Modern Political
Systems: Asia (Englewood Cliffs, N.J., 1963) 6o.

'Ibid., 30.
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But reasons of definition are not the only ones which make
the killing of politically important African figures a post-independence phenomenon in the main. More weighty reasons are
tied up with problems of the crises we have mentioned.
British colonial governors were hardly ever killed in office
whereas within a few years of independence African heads of
governments found themselves victims or near-victims of assassins. Why the difference? One possible answer is that the British colonial governor was well guarded. Another answer is that
he mixed less with the general populace, and therefore exposed
himself less to possible assassination. Both these statements might
be true, and yet as reasons they might be of only marginal
relevance.

We might get nearer the real reasons if, first, we reflected on
this hypothesis: That there had been few attempts on the lives of
colonial governors in Africa for the same reason for which there
had been few mutinies by African soldiers under the colonial
regime-the range of possible retaliatory signals was wider in the
British power-spectrum than in that of the new regimes.

And yet the range of possible changes in the situation which
could result from an assassination was seemingly narrower in a
colonial situation than in a post-independence one. An assassin
asks himself in a colonial situation what will happen if he kills
the British governor. On the one hand, British power seemed
great enough to be able to inflict a whole range of possible acts of
revenge on the assassin alone, or on the assassin and others as
collective punishment.

On the other hand, British power also seemed great enough to
prevent any fundamental change in the political situation being
brought about by the mere assassination of a governor. A replacement could be sent, and the colony would remain a colony under
basically the same policy. British capacity for varied forms of
revenge could put off an assassin through fear of credible consequences. British capacity for maintaining the political status quo
despite the loss of a governor could put off an assassin through
fear of futility.

But in a post-independence situation, getting rid of a prime
minister could cause a more significant change in a country's
orientation-just as an army mutiny after independence can ef-
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fect an important change, unless it is thwarted by appeal to the
former colonial power.
And even when thwarted it could-on issues like the Africanization of the officer corps in the army-prove to be a victory of
the vanquished. The fluidity of the basis of legitimacy in a postindependence situation maximizes the temptation to revoltand both military insubordination and attempted assassinations
become a more common phenomenon than in pre-colonial days.
That is one reason why African independence and increased

African violence are; often companions-at least for a time.
Consensus, Primary and Secondary

Linking this up with more traditional categories of political analysis, we may say that the problem of legitimacy is the old prob-

lem of "political obligation" in political philosophy. It is the
problem of why and when one obeys or ought to obey the govern-

ment. Where legitimacy is fully secure, the citizens do not question the government's right to govern, though they may question
the wisdom of this or that governmental action. When it is not
secure, challenges to authority may allow little differentiation between dissent, insubordination, rebellion, and outright treason.

In traditional political theory, the problem of political obligation involves a shifting balance between the area of consent in

government and the area of compulsion. And the area of consent
itself has different levels. To take Uganda as an example, one
might note that there is a difference between consenting to being
ruled by President Obote's government and consenting to this or

that policy of his government. It is possible for an opponent of
Dr. Obote's regime to be in favor of this or that policy pursued by
the regime. Thus there were many Ugandans outside Obote's party
who supported his toughness against the kingdom of Buganda al-

though they would not vote for Obote in a general election. In
this case they accept the policy though, given a choice, they would
not accept the government.

But even the idea of accepting Obote's government, or consenting to be ruled by it, has two levels. The more obvious level
is in the sense of having voted for Dr. Obote's party at the last
election. Yet there is a sense, of course, in which even the Dem-

ocratic party, although in opposition, consented to be ruled by
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Obote's Uganda People's Congress. The very idea of a loyal opposition implies consenting to be ruled by the constitutional government in power, although reserving the right to disagree with
almost everyone of its policies.
The problem in Africa in the first few years of independence
was of trying to ensure that every Opposition remained a loyal
opposition. It was a quest for a situation in which one could challenge decisions of the government and not the government's right
to execute them.

In the final analysis, this was the ultimate problem of consen-

sus-not a consensus on policies (that is, secondary consensus),
but a consensus on legitimate methods of policy-making and legitimate methods of implementation (primary consensus). Thus
even those who did not vote for the majority party in Uganda
but took advantage of the elective principle concede the right of
governance to their rival party.

In this primary sense, consensus is that which makes it possible
to have compulsion by consent. It is what makes citizens accept
a certain degree of force from the government, or even complain
about that force, without feeling that the government lacks the
right to govern them at all.
But the degree of compulsion needed is sometimes in inverse
proportion to the degree of secondary consensus already achieved.
This secondary consensus, or agreement behind certain policies,
is sometimes known as "national unity" at a particular moment
in time. There are occasions when we have to think of compulsion
as that which we have to put into a governmental system in order
to make up for deficiencies in unity. The Congo is less united than
Uganda; therefore the Congo needs more coercion or compulsion
in its system than does Uganda. Mainland Tanzania is more united
than Uganda. Therefore mainland Tanzania or Tanganyika needs
less coercion for minimal system-maintenance than does Uganda.
Coercion and consensus are sometimes functional alternatives for
system-maintenance.
But secondary consensus is not necessarily agreement behind

policies; it can sometimes be agreement behind a leader, almost
regardless of the policies he pursues.

African countries, faced with inadequate primary consensus,
have sometimes invoked diverse devices in order to consolidate
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at least secondary consensus behind the leader. There is a tragic
paradox involved in the process. On the one hand, the absence of
primary consensus creates the danger of assassination because of
the very inadequacy of legitimacy. On the other hand, the attempt
to create secondary consensus leads to the personification of government. "Nkrumah is the CPP; the CPP is Ghana; Nkrumah is

therefore Ghana." This is the syllogism which, in its conclusion,
legitimates African equivalents of Louis XIV. But the doctrine of

"I am the State," by personifying government, can be an invitation to regicide in conditions of primary dissensus. To challenge
the leader is to challenge the state. The transformation of the state

therefore "requires" the elimination of its present embodiment.

African attempts to promote "leader-worship" are, therefore,
caught up in this contradiction. The whole idea of promoting it
is partly inspired by a desire to mitigate the potential for regicide
inherent in primary dissensus. And so leader-worship sometimes verges on being almost literal. Nkrumah was the clearest

example in recent African history, though by no means atypical.
He permitted himself to be portrayed as a messiah. But he needed

to be a political Christ without a political crucifixion. Indeed, the
reason for portraying him as a messiah was to avert the danger of
crucifixion. But the sacralization of authority has entailed a per-

sonification of authority as well. And it is this which leads to the
personification of opposition as well.6
Death and Hero-Worship

Then there are occasions when it is, in fact, the "crucifixion"
which achieves the leader-worship so vainly sought by propaganda. The clearest example is probably the place of Lumumba
in the Congo. Before his death Lumumba was perhaps more a hero
of Pan-Africanists outside the Congo than of the Congolese themselves. It is true that he was "the nearest thing" to a national
leader that the Congo had; but that was not all that "near."

Lumumba stood for Congolese unity, but he was not himself popufar enough or strong enough to ensure that unity without exterc See Ali Mazrui, "The Monarchical Tendency in African Political Culture,"
British Journal of Sociology, XVIII (1967), 231-50. See, also, David E. Apter,
"Political Religion in the New Nations," in Clifford Geertz (ed.), Old Societies
and New States (New York, 1963), 82-84.
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nal help. Perhaps the forces against unity were in any case great

than any single leader could cope with. Lumumba might we

have been a casualty of circumstances. Yet one thing was clear:
while he lived he was essentially a factional hero rather than a
national one.

But after his death the myth of Lumumba was rapidly nation
alized. His death was announced in February 1961. By the sum-

mer of the same year a coalition government was formed unde
the premiership of Cyrille Adoula, with Kasavubu still presiden
When the new Prime Minister Adoula ventured into Stanleyville
he made a point of placing flowers at a temporary monument o
Lumumba and he exclaimed: "We have achieved what Lumumba
wanted: one Congo, one Congo, one Congo."
Commenting on this situation, Henry Tanner said:

The gesture ... showed that Lumumba's place in Congolese politi

has undergone a subtle but far-reaching change. Before the forma
tion of the coalition government, the Lumumba legend had been t
exclusive tool of one political faction. Now it is being invoked, wit
different shades of meaning and enthusiasm, by both parties in th

coalition ... even a politician who owes his power to Kasavubu

Lumumba's earliest rival, may find it wise to worship at the shrine.

In July 1964, to the astonishment of the world, Moise Tshomb
the former secessionist of Katanga, was invited by President Ka

savubu to succeed Adoula as prime minister of the Congo.
Tshombe was widely regarded as the man behind the murder of
Lumumba. Yet he had now come back from his exile in Europe to
take over the reins of national power. On July ic, 1964, he addressed an enthusiastic crowd of 25,000 at the Baudoin Stadium

in Leopoldville and proclaimed: "Give me three months and I
will give you a new Congo."
On July 26 he was in Stanleyville, the Lumumbist stronghold.
He repeated his theme of "give me three months" to a major rally.
And as one more step toward that goal of a "new Congo," Moise
Tshombe laid a wreath at the monument of Patrice Lumumba.8
Yet instability continued in the Congo. Tshombe scored a vic-

tory over the rebels, but the entire political regime ended with
'Henry Tanner, "Over the Congo, Lumumba's Ghost," New York Times
Magazine, Oct. 29, 1961.

'Africa Report, IX (X964), 20.
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General Mobutu's coup in December 1965. On the fir
dence Day anniversary following the coup a great crowd assembled in the capital to celebrate the occasion. The day was June

30, 1966, and President Mobutu was delivering a speech. Suddenly
he made an unexpected statement:
Glory and honour to an illustrious citizen of the Congo, to a great
African, and to the first martyr of our independence. Patrice Emery

Lumumba, who was the victim of the colonialist plot. In the name of
the Government, we proclaim his name on this national heroes' day....

Mobutu also declared a new policy toward the Belgian mining
interests in the Congo, implying a greater assertion of Congolese
control over the country's economy. Opposition to the autonomy
of mining interests in the Congo was certainly in the tradition of
Lumumbist tho;ught in the Congo.9
Not long after, George Penchenier devoted one of four articles
on the Congo in Le Monde to Mobutu's move in proclaiming
Lumumba a hero. Penchenier pointed out that it was not merely

in the rebel-held areas that Lumumba was regarded in such terms.
"The three short months in which he held power were enough to

make him a legend, and the circumstances of his death made him
a martyr." Penchenier went on:
Six years have passed.... The old street named Leopold III will be
known in future as Patrice Emery Lumumba and a monument will
be erected to his memory. The Congolese welcome these acts without
stopping to think about the strange fate of a man who was followed,
then betrayed, and now rehabilitated. General Mobutu has taken a
political step. After having defeated the Lumumbist rebellion, he is
trying to create a united Congo. Who better to help him than Patrice
Lumumba?10

It looks as if the memory of Lumumba may contribute more to
the "oneness" of the Congolese than anything Lumumba himself

actually did while he was still alive. It all depends upon whether
shared heroes constitute one of the factors which help to create
national consciousness.
I Africa Digest, XIV (1966), 22-23.
' Le Monde, Sept. I, 5, 1966. The English rendering of the quotation is from
Africa Digest, XIV (1966), 22-23.
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But why should Lumumba be a hero for reasons other

he actually accomplished for his country while he live
takes us back to the place of violence in political myt
large. Criteria for heroism in relation to violence can t
three main forms. First, a person can be a hero becau
accomplishment in a violent activity like war. These are, of
course, the war heroes. Secondly, a person can be a hero because
of his capacity for non-violence in the face of provocation. Mahatma Gandhi and Jesus Christ fall within this second category.
And, thirdly, a person can be a hero simply by being a victim of
someone else's violence in a particular set of circumstances. It is
within this third category that Patrice Lumumba falls.
Young nations often feel a need to have an antiquity. The desire to be old becomes part of the quest for identity. And dead
heroes even of the immediate past are history personified. In that
lies their relevance for the development of national consciousness.
Hero-worship when the heroes are alive is at best a case of secondary consensus; hero-worship when the heroes are dead might
well be a contribution to primary consensus.
But the secret both of national pride and national cohesion is
to know what to forget. The desire to be old and wrinkled as a
nation must be accomplished by a determination to have a failing
memory. In Kenya, for example, this phenomenon is tested against
what happened during the Mau Mau insurrection. On the one
hand, there is a desire that yesterday's villains-the Mau Mau
fighters-should become today's heroes. On the other hand, there
is a determination that yesterday's heroes-the "loyalists" who
fought against the Mau Mau-should not become today's villains.
A similar selectivity will be demanded of the memory of the Congolese. In the case of the legend of Lumumba, it is a selectivity
which has already taken place.
As we have argued before, the very idea of a nation can sometimes be a little too abstract, and hence a little too cold, to command ready human allegiance. To give the idea of a nation
warmth, it is often necessary either to personify it metaphorically,

or, more effectively, to give it specific human form in national
heroes. This is why ancestor-worship is important not only among
tribes but also within nations. And this is indeed why the assassination of Patrice Lumumba remains one of the most important
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single contributions to the development of primary consensus in
the Congo.
Pan-Africanism and the Assassin

The distinction between national consensus and regional consensus in Africa is not always easy to draw. The same factors which
make nationalism and Pan-Africanism in the continent so intimately connected have also produced an overlap between problems of domestic territorial identity and problems of continental
racial identity. The very fact that Lumumba was a Pan-African
hero before he became a Congolese national hero emphasizes this
overlap.

Problems of separatism in Africa often get into a paradoxical
relationship with problems of Pan-regionalism. The old issue of
Katanga's secession, the continuing difficulty of secessionist
Somalis in Kenya and Ethiopia, and even the isolation of Biafra,
have in their different ways exemplified the tense connection between the politics of African separatism and problems of PanAfricanism at large.

In what way is seccessionism on the one hand and pan-regionalism on the other related to the phenomenon of assassination in Africa? A step toward an answer can be taken by asking
yet another question: What sort of issues in such areas of political experience arouse the kind of passions which produce
assassins?

One major category is of issues which imply a great sense of
finality once a decision is taken. And these are issues which command such a degree of emotional involvement among those affected that the apparent finality of the decision, once it is taken,
seems almost unbearable to the loser. This category of issues can
produce assassins even though the immediate reason for killing a
public figure might be a mere side-effect of the central factor which

set the passions free.

Pre-eminent among the breeding grounds of assassins is a situation involving territorial partition-prospective, accomplished,
or thwarted partition. Partition can take different forms. The term

is normally used to apply to a case like that of Ireland or India
where a foreign power was involved in the partitioning. But in-
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temally-generated secessionism is also a quest for parti
country.

Mahatma Gandhi lost his life in a situation involving separatist passions. Abraham Lincoln lost his life after frustrating a bid
to partition the United States. More recently the issue of the separation of Algeria from France let loose emotions which resulted
in a number of political murders, including several attempts on
the life of de Gaulle.

The situation in the Algerian case was indeed complex. But to
people like Jacques Soustelle, Algerian independence was at the
time synonymous with the partition of France. The assassinative
emotions generated were in part derived from the dread of partition, while the FLN was regarded as a secessionist movement.
When one considers this relationship between separatism and
assassination, the prospect in Africa can be very disquieting. It
was, after all, in Africa that Europe practiced the art of partition
at its most elaborate. Where Europe attempted to unify those who
were distinct, it left the seeds of future separatism-and Patrice

Lumumba was assassinated in a secessionist province. Where
Europe divided, it sometimes left behind latent passions for reun-

ification-and political killings at the grass-roots level have resulted from such division. In short, balkanization is a breeding
ground of political violence, including the phenomenon of assassination. And balkanization is what Africa is burdened with for
the time being.

Pan-Africanism is often an attempt to grapple with the consequences of balkanization. One early assassination which had PanAfrican significance, as well as being somewhat connected with
Africa's fragmentation, was the assassination of Sylvanus Olympio, first president of independent Togo. In this regard, we might
begin by noting that, from the point of view of Pan-Africanism,
there are three types of assassinations. There is the kind of assassination which might harm the cause of Pan-Africanism; secondly, the kind which might conceivably help the cause of PanAfricanism; and thirdly, of course, the kind which has had little
relevance for Pan-Africanism.
The assassination of Sylvanus Olympio remains perhaps the
most dramatic case of a continentally divisive assassination which
Africa has had so far. Olympio happened to be a pre-eminently
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"bicultural" or "tricultural" African leader in his upbringing.
He was at home both among French- and English-speaking colleagues. And his country, Togo, under his leadership, was expected
to be an important inter-lingual link between the two sectors of
Westernized Africa.
However, a border dispute between Togo and Ghana marred
this picture of potential amity. Nkrumah had become a champion
of the reunification of the Ewe on the two sides of the border,
hoping thereby to enlarge the boundaries of Ghana. Because of
this border dispute and of personality factors in the relations between Olympio and Nkrumah, Ghana became a little too hospit-

able in the refuge it gave to discontented Togolese "at war" with
the regime of their own country."
When, therefore, Olympio was assassinated in January 1963,
there was immediate suspicion in some circles that Ghana under
Nkrumah was, either directly or indirectly, implicated. Nigeria's
Foreign Minister at the time, Jaja Wachuku, articulated his sus-

picions perhaps a little too quickly. He regarded Olympio's assassination as "engineered, organized, and financed by somebody."

He warned that Nigeria would intervene militarily if "the contingent of armoured Ghanaian troops lined up on the Ghana-Togo border" attempted to cross the border.12

Observers outside shared similar suspicions. Even the proGhana American periodical at the time, Africa Today, saw a connection between a frontier dispute of that kind and the danger
of assassination. In its own words:
It is not the opposition which takes to the hand grenade but usually
the neighbouring country whose leaders have taken up the cause of
the opposition.... Africa balkanised will continue to be fertile ground
for senseless political rivalries.13

But apart from the issue of frontiers, there was the issue of
diplomatic recognition. With the murder of Olympio, African
states were faced for the first time with the whole problem of
"legitimate succession" following a case of regicide. West African
" For a comprehensive recent treatment of the border problem and its ethnic
implications, see Claude E. Welch Jr., Dream of Unity (Ithaca, 1966), especially
Chaps. II, III.
' See Helen Kitchen, "Filling the Togo Vacuum," Africa Report, VIII (1963), 9.

Is "Conspiracies and Balkanisation," Africa Today, X (1963), 3.
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governments were divided on the issue of whether or n

ognize the new Togolese government under Mr. Nicolas
zky. From the east coast of Africa came the voice of Ta

then almost alone as an independent state in its area. T
cabled the secretary-general of the United Nations in th
ing terms:

After the brutal murder of President Olympio, the proble
ognition of a successor government has arisen. We urge no

tion until satisfied first that the government did not take par

pio's murder or second that there is a popularly elected gov

The first condition concemed the issue of whether ass

of power was by legitimate means. The second concern
sible subsequent legitimation of what was originally an
mate method of assuming power. Subsequent elections
other words, capable of giving a stamp of moral dignity
gime which originally acceded as a result of assassinati
surrection. It was like de Gaulle coming into power in
result of military insubordination-and then organizi
erendum throughout the French community in order to
his standing.

The year of Olympio's murder was also the year of th
tion of the Organization of African Unity. Only a few
separated the two events. The ghost of Olympio virtuall
that dramatic part of Article III of the Charter of the ne
zation: "unreserved condemnation, in all its forms, of
assassination, as well as of subversive activities on th
neighbouring States or any other State."
Lumumba's martyrdom had perhaps, on the whole, be
tive contribution to Pan-Africanism. It gave Africa a sh
as the memory of nationalism indulged in unifying se
Olympio's murder, on the other hand, at first deeply d
continent, as suspicion and recrimination reigned supr
history is beginning to reveal Olympio as essentially t
major victim of a military coup in independent Africa.
now appears to have been an omen of things to come.
this prophetic symbolism of his assassination would
Olympio into a continental African hero depends very m
14 Tanganyika Standard (Dar-es-Salaam), Jan. 26, 1963.
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whether Africa will experience a fundamental disenchantment
with military regimes-and turn back with nostalgia to the first
casualty of the wave of militarism.
If that were to happen, other heroes, too, of pre-military
Africa-from Lumumba to Balewa-may contribute the vague
mystique of their ancient names to the slow growth of primary
consensus in the consciousness of Africa.
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