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African Diplomacy in the Cold War

* Adeyomoye, Deborah Ebunoluwa, PhD

Abstract
During the Cold War, African nations were often portrayed as peripheral 
players, overshadowed by the ideological and military contest between the 
United States and the Soviet Union. This paper challenges that narrative by 
arguing that African states exercised significant diplomatic agency, leveraging 
superpower rivalry to advance their own political, economic, and ideological 
objectives. Far from being passive recipients of external influence, African 
leaders pursued calculated strategies to assert national sovereignty and 
influence international norms, while at the same time dealing with economic 
weakness, security pressures, and constant superpower competition. Through 
detailed case studies of Egypt under Nasser, Ghana under Nkrumah, and 
Tanzania under Nyerere, the paper examines the tension between the desire for 
full sovereignty and the realities imposed by a polarized global system. Their 
non-aligned or selectively aligned foreign policies, their negotiations for aid and 
political backing from both blocs, and their involvement in the Non-Aligned 
Movement reveal strategies that were as much adaptive as they were assertive. 
African diplomacy in this period was therefore shaped by both ambition and 
constraint. By placing these cases at the centre of Cold War analysis, the 
study presents a more balanced account of Africa’s role in global politics and 
emphasizes the difficult strategic choices faced by postcolonial states operating 
within an intensely divided world.

Keywords:	 African diplomacy, cold war, non-aligned movement, postcolonial 
states

Introduction
The Cold War (1947-1991) marked a prolonged period of global 
tension rooted in the ideological divide between capitalism, led by the 
United States, and communism, championed by the Soviet Union. 
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Although they never engaged in direct military conflict, the period 
was defined by proxy wars, a fierce arms race, intelligence warfare, 
and strong economic and political competition that extended across 
Europe, Asia, Latin America, and Africa (Aluko & Olaleye, 2022). 
The global nature of the Cold War meant that regions outside the 
traditional centers of power became increasingly important arenas 
where influence, loyalty, and strategic advantage were contested. 
Africa, therefore, emerged as a significant theatre of Cold War 
diplomacy. 

Africa’s growing importance in Cold War politics was closely 
linked to the wave of decolonization that swept the continent 
from the late 1950s through the 1960s. As colonial rule collapsed, 
dozens of new African states entered the international system, 
each seeking political stability, economic development, and 
international recognition. Despite the constraints, African states 
were not simply passive actors in Cold War politics. Many leaders 
actively engaged in diplomatic bargaining, using superpower 
rivalry to secure economic aid, military assistance, and political 
backing necessary for state consolidation and development. In 
this context, the emergence of the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM) 
in the late 1950s and early 1960s offered African countries a 
collective framework through which they could assert autonomy, 
resist formal alliance with either bloc, and amplify their voices on 
the global stage (Bhati, 2023). 

This paper explores the role of African nations in Cold war 
diplomacy, examining the strategies they employed to navigate 
superpower competition. It seeks to answer two key questions: 
How did African states position themselves within the Cold War’s 
ideological and strategic divides? What diplomatic, economic and 
military strategies did they use to maximize their autonomy and 
national interests? 
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The Cold War and Africa’s Strategic Importance
The Cold War, which emerged in the aftermath of World War II 
and lasted until the early 1990s, was a period of intense geopolitical 
rivalry between the United States and the Soviet Union. While 
much of the ideological struggle was concentrated in Europe and 
Asia, Africa also became a significant battleground due to its 
strategic location, abundant natural resources, and the emergence 
of newly independent states. Scholars such as Motswaledi and 
Marumo highlight that Africa’s involvement in the Cold War was 
deeply rooted in its colonial history and the influence of the North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) (Motswaledi & Marumo, 
2023). Its European member states (especially Britain, France, and 
Portugal) extended their reach into Africa through their colonial 
holdings and historical ties. While NATO itself did not directly 
intervene in Africa, its European members played a decisive role 
in shaping the continent’s Cold War landscape. Western powers 
actively supported pro-capitalist governments, providing economic 
and military aid to regimes that opposed communism. 

Africa’s post-independence geopolitical landscape was deeply 
shaped by Cold War dynamics, further entrenching the continent in 
global power struggles beyond its colonial ties to Europe. As newly 
sovereign nations sought to establish governance frameworks 
and economic policies, they grappled with institutional fragility, 
economic instability, and political fragmentation—vulnerabilities 
that external powers readily exploited. Former colonial rulers, 
many of whom were NATO members, leveraged their alliances 
to preserve strategic interests, influencing Africa’s political 
evolution through economic incentives, military interventions, 
and ideological advocacy. The United States and its Western 
allies championed capitalism and liberal democracy, aiming 
to curb the spread of socialism while securing regional allies 
(Usiemure, 2024). Conversely, the Soviet Union positioned itself 
as a vanguard of anti-colonial movements, promoting socialist 
policies and providing financial and military aid to revolutionary 
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factions (Usiemure, 2024). This ideological confrontation turned 
Africa into a proxy battleground, with global superpowers backing 
different regimes, political parties, and militant groups based on 
ideological affiliations.

Cold War rivalries frequently exacerbated local conflicts. 
While some African leaders strategically leveraged superpower 
competition to attract economic and military support, others 
struggled to maintain neutrality amid external pressures (Schmidt, 
2013). Countries such as Angola, Mozambique, and Ethiopia 
became theaters of prolonged conflict, fueled by foreign intervention 
and an influx of arms (Schmidt, 2013). The enduring ramifications 
of these power struggles shaped governance structures as well as 
influenced political trajectories, and, in many cases, contributed to 
instability and underdevelopment. Africa was not merely a passive 
observer in the Cold War but an active geopolitical arena where 
global superpowers projected their influence, leaving a lasting 
imprint on the continent’s political and economic landscape.

The Cold War strategies of the United States and the Soviet 
Union unfolded in distinct ways. The U.S. pursued a policy of 
containment, seeking to prevent the proliferation of communism 
across the developing world. This often entailed bolstering pro-
Western regimes, including authoritarian ones, as long as they 
opposed Soviet influence (Filibus, 2024. Economic and military 
aid were instrumental tools in this effort, with nations such as 
Zaire (now the Democratic Republic of Congo) and South Africa 
receiving substantial support despite widespread human rights 
violations (Filibus, 2024). In contrast, the Soviet Union engaged 
in expansionism, aiming to extend its ideological and political 
reach by backing revolutionary movements and socialist-oriented 
governments. Angola, Mozambique, and Ethiopia became key 
recipients of Soviet aid, frequently in coordination with Cuba, 
which played an active role in Cold War conflicts across Africa 
(Gleijeses, 2013). The USSR’s objective was to challenge Western 
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hegemony, dismantle capitalist structures, and establish a network 
of socialist-aligned states.

Decolonization was a critical factor in shaping Africa’s Cold 
War alignments (Gerits, 2023). As European powers withdrew 
from their colonies, African leaders faced the formidable task of 
nation-building while navigating the ideological pressures of the 
Cold War (Gerits, 2023). Some, like Ghana’s Kwame Nkrumah, 
embraced socialist policies and cultivated ties with the Soviet bloc, 
envisioning socialism as a pathway to economic self-sufficiency 
and political autonomy (Nunoo et al, 2023). Others, such as 
Kenya’s Jomo Kenyatta, aligned with the West, recognizing the 
economic and security advantages of capitalist partnerships. 
However, many African nations sought a path of non-alignment, 
resisting superpower entanglements. The Non-Aligned Movement 
(NAM), established in 1961 by leaders including Egypt’s Gamal 
Abdel Nasser, India’s Jawaharlal Nehru, and Yugoslavia’s Josip 
Broz Tito, sought to insulate newly independent states from 
becoming mere instruments of superpower rivalry (Bhati, 2023). 
Despite these efforts, Cold War realities often compelled African 
nations into strategic alliances dictated by economic dependencies, 
military aid, and ideological pressures.

African States as Diplomatic Agents in the Cold War
The wave of decolonization that swept across Africa from the 
late 1950s through the 1970s marked a significant shift in global 
politics. As European colonial powers retreated, many African 
nations emerged as independent states, bringing fresh voices 
and perspectives to the international stage (Gerits, 2023). At the 
same time, the continent became a strategic battleground in the 
Cold War, as the United States and the Soviet Union each sought 
to expand their ideological influence (Westad, 2017). The Soviet 
Union promoted socialism as a counter to colonial-era capitalism, 
while the United States, committed to capitalist democracy, 
viewed the spread of communism in Africa as a threat to its 
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global strategic interests (Filibus, 2024). In contrast, the USSR, 
guided by Marxist-Leninist ideology, aligned itself with liberation 
movements across the continent, often framing its support as part 
of a broader anti-imperialist effort (Filibus, 2024). As a result, the 
ideological battle between socialism and capitalism became deeply 
connected to Africa’s post-independence challenges, including 
political sovereignty, economic development, and nation-building. 

Rather than automatically aligning with the East or the West, 
many African countries sought to protect their sovereignty and 
pursue national development on their own terms. One of the most 
important ways African states exercised diplomatic agency during 
the Cold War was through their participation in the Non-Aligned 
Movement (NAM). Prominent figures like Kwame Nkrumah of 
Ghana and Julius Nyerere of Tanzania championed the idea of 
non-alignment, insisting that Africa should avoid relying on any 
foreign bloc (Filibus, 2024). This movement, officially founded in 
1961, was made up of countries that did not want to formally align 
with either the U.S. or the Soviet Union. Through the NAM, African 
states promoted peaceful coexistence, economic cooperation, and 
respect for sovereignty.

Despite their desire for neutrality, African states found 
themselves caught in the web of Cold War geopolitics. The 
continent’s rich natural resources, strategic locations, and 
ideological diversity made it important to both the U.S. and the 
Soviet Union. As a result, both sides tried to win influence by 
offering military aid, economic assistance, and political support. 
For example, in Angola, the U.S. and the Soviet Union supported 
opposing sides in a brutal civil war that lasted for decades. 
Similarly, in Ethiopia and Somalia, Cold War loyalties shifted over 
time as both countries sought from whichever superpower best 
served their interests. These examples show that African states 
were not just pawns in the Cold War; they often negotiated their 
positions to get the best deals for their own needs. 

African leaders became skilled at playing the super powers 
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against each other. By threatening to align with one side, they 
often gained concessions from the other (Westad, 2017; Schmidt, 
2018). For instance, some countries secured loan, infrastructure 
projects, military training, and trade deals by leveraging Cold 
War rivalries (Gerits, 2023; Ibhawoh & Dibua, 2017). This form 
of “aid diplomacy” demonstrated African agency in shaping the 
terms of their engagement with global powers (Cooper, 2014). At 
the same time, African states used international platforms such as 
the United Nations and the Organization of African Unity (OAU) 
to promote anti-colonialism, peace, and African unity (Nunoo et al, 
2023). These efforts showed that African diplomacy was not just 
reactive, it was proactive and strategic (Gerits, 2023). Of course, not 
all diplomatic efforts were successful. Some African states suffered 
internal divisions, coups, and economic struggles that made it 
hard to maintain consistent foreign policies (Meredith, 2005). 
External pressure from the superpowers sometimes undermined 
their sovereignty, especially when foreign military interventions 
or covert operations African states played important and active 
roles as diplomatic agents during the Cold War (Schmidt, 2013). 
Far from being mere spectators or victims, they navigated a 
complex international system with creativity, resilience, and 
strategic thinking (Gerits, 2023; Ibhawoh & Dibua, 2017). Through 
movements like the Non-Aligned Movement, savvy foreign policy 
choices, and skilled negotiation, they carved out space for African 
voices in global affairs. The Cold War period is therefore not just 
a story of superpower rivalry, but also one of African agency and 
diplomacy in a challenging and rapidly changing world (Westad, 
2017; Schmidt, 2018). 

Case Studies of African Diplomatic Engagements
The post-independence era in Africa coincided with the height 
of Cold War tensions, placing the continent in the cross-hairs of 
global ideological rivalry. While some African leaders embraced 
non-alignment, using it as a tool to maximize foreign aid and 
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autonomy, others aligned more closely with either Washington or 
Moscow, often in exchange for military or economic support. These 
engagements were deeply shaped by internal political dynamics, 
leadership personalities, and broader ideological commitments 
such as Pan-Africanism and regional integration. 

This paper examines three African states- Egypt, Ghana and 
Ethiopia- whose diplomatic strategies during the Cold War reveal 
the complexity and agency of African foreign policy during this 
turbulent period. While all three operated within the constraints 
of bipolar competition, their foreign policies were also products 
of domestic political calculations, leadership styles, and efforts 
to leverage international and regional institutions to consolidate 
power and pursue developmental and ideological goals.

Egypt
Egypt under the charismatic leadership of President Gamal 
Abdel Nasser, provides an example of African and Middle Eastern 
diplomacy that extended well beyond the Non-Aligned Movement. 
In the aftermath of World War II and amid the collapse of European 
colonial empires, Nasser positioned Egypt as a leading voice in 
postcolonial politics, Arab nationalism, and Afro-Asian solidarity. 
While his role in the Non-Aligned Movement was central, Egypt 
also pursued an active and visible presence within the United 
Nations, using the General Assembly as a platform to challenge 
colonialism, oppose Western intervention, and advocate for the 
sovereignty of developing states (Katsakioris, 2020). 

Nasser’s leadership personality played a decisive role in 
shaping Egypt’s foreign policy. His personal authority, populist 
appeal, and revolutionary legitimacy allowed him to pursue an 
assertive international posture that resonated across Africa and 
the Middle East. Domestically, the consolidation of power under 
a centralized state enabled a coherent foreign policy vision, 
even as political pluralism was curtailed. This internal political 
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configuration strengthened Egypt’s capacity to act decisively on 
the international stage. 

 The 1956 Suez Crisis illustrates Egypt’s ability to mobilize 
international institutions to its advantage. Following the Anglo-
French-Israeli invasion, Egypt appealed to the United Nations, 
where international pressure, particularly from both the United 
States and the Soviet Union, forced a withdrawal. This episode 
demonstrated how African and postcolonial states could use 
multilateral institutions to constrain traditional imperial powers 
and reshape global diplomatic norms. It also reinforced Egypt’s 
leadership role within emerging Afro-Asian and African political 
networks.(Katsakioris, 2020). The rare alignment of U.S. and 
Soviet interests during the crisis underscored Egypt’s strategic 
importance in Cod War geopolitics and marked a shift away from 
European dominance in global affairs (Grilli, 2018).

In the wake of the crisis, Nasser continued to cultivate a non-
aligned posture, but his foreign policy increasingly tilted toward 
the Soviet Union, particularly after the U.S. and World Bank 
withdrew funding for the construction of the Aswan High Dam, 
one of Egypt’s most ambitious infrastructure projects. The Soviet 
Union stepped in with financial aid, engineering expertise, and 
military support, fostering a strong bilateral relationship that 
remained more pragmatic than ideological (Grilli, 2018). While 
Nasser did not fully embrace communism, his alignment with 
Moscow allowed Egypt to modernize its military, assert regional 
influence, and maintain a degree of independence from Western 
economic and political pressures. 

Beyond global institutions, Egypt played a significant role 
in promoting Pan-African solidarity and regional cooperation. 
Nasser supported African liberation movements and forged close 
ties with leaders such as Kwame Nkrumah, viewing African unity 
as essential to resisting imperialism and strengthening the global 
position of newly independent states. Egypt’s Cold War diplomacy 
thus reflected the interaction of leadership agency, domestic 
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political authority, and strategic engagement with international 
and regional institutions. 

Ghana
Kwame Nkrumah, the first president of an independent Ghana, was 
a visionary leader whose foreign policy was deeply shaped by his 
commitment to Pan-Africanism and anti-imperialism. As one of the 
most prominent voices for African liberation in the post-War II era, 
Nkrumah believed that political unity and continental cooperation 
were essential not only for resisting the lingering influence of 
colonial powers but also for promoting economic development 
and global relevance. A founding figure in the Organization of 
African Unity (OAU) and the Non-Aligned Movement, Nkrumah 
championed the idea that the newly independent African nations 
should chart their own path, free from the entanglements of Cold 
War superpower politics (Lartey, 2024). 

In practice, however, Ghana’s non-alignment was more idealistic 
than neutral. Facing resistance from Western governments wary 
of his socialist rhetoric and pan-African ambitions, Nkrumah 
increasingly turned to the Eastern Bloc for support (Zizwe Poe, 
2023). He established strong diplomatic and economic ties with 
the Soviet Union, China, and other socialist states, which provided 
Ghana with technical assistance, educational exchanges, and 
funding for large-scale infrastructure and industrial projects. 
Programs such as the Akosombo Dam and the Volta River Project 
were emblematic of his vision for rapid modernization and economic 
transformation, plans that drew heavily on centralized, state-
led development models inspired by Marxist-Leninist ideologies 
(Mazov, 2020).

Yet while Nkrumah’s international alliances expanded Ghana’s 
global profile, they came at a political cost. His alignment 
with socialist states and his outspoken criticism of Western 
neocolonialism strained relations with the United States and 
its allies. Internally, its increasingly authoritarian governance, 
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marked by the suppression of dissent, a one-party state, and 
expansive state control, alienated segments of the Ghanaian 
population (Van den Boogard, 2018). Coupled with growing 
economic instability, rising debt, and widespread dissatisfaction, 
these issues eroded his popular support.

In 1966, while Nkrumah was on a state visit to Asia, a military 
coup overthrew his government. Though the precise extent of foreign 
involvement remains debated, many scholars point to declassified 
documents and circumstantial evidence suggesting that the U.S. 
Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) had at least tacit knowledge of, 
if not direct involvement in, the coup. Nkrumah lived the rest of 
his life in exile, convinced that his downfall was orchestrated by 
external forces opposed to African unity and socialism.

Ghana’s Cold War experience under Nkrumah illustrates the 
difficult balancing act faced by postcolonial African leaders: the 
pursuit of independence in a world divided by ideological rivalry. 
It underscores the vulnerability of states that sought to challenge 
the global order while relying on one side of the Cold War divide, 
and it reveals the geopolitical risks inherent in trying to marry 
revolutionary ideals with the practical demands of state-building.

Ethiopia
In the Horn of Africa, Ethiopia experienced a dramatic reorientation 
in its Cold War alignment following the 1974 revolution that 
overthrew Emperor Haile Selassie, ending centuries of monarchical 
rule. The revolution was driven by a combination of popular 
discontent, economic stagnation, military unrest, and famine. In 
the political vacuum that followed Selassie’s ousting, a Marxist-
Leninist military junta known as the Derg, led by Mengistu Haile 
Mariam, seized control of the state. Declaring Ethiopia a socialist 
republic, the Derg pursued radical land reforms, nationalization of 
industry, and an aggressive program of ideological restructuring, 
aiming to transform the country into a Soviet-style command 
economy (Lee, 1999).
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This ideological shift led to a realignment of Ethiopia’s foreign 
policy. Under Mengistu, Ethiopia became one of the Soviet Union’s 
most important allies in Africa. In exchange for political loyalty, the 
USSR provided massive amounts of military hardware, training, 
and economic assistance (Chauke, 2024). Cuba also played a central 
role in bolstering the new regime, sending thousands of troops and 
advisors (Yordanov, 2016). This alliance was solidified during the 
1977–1978 Ogaden War, when neighboring Somalia, under the 
leadership of Siad Barre, (then aligned with the United States), 
launched an invasion into Ethiopia’s Ogaden region, seeking to 
annex territory inhabited by ethnic Somalis. The Soviet Union, 
which had initially supported both countries, decisively backed 
Ethiopia, cutting ties with Somalia and mobilizing Cuban and Soviet 
resources to help Mengistu repel the invasion (Yordanov, 2016). 
The Ethiopian victory in the Ogaden War marked a significant 
turning point, reinforcing Mengistu’s position domestically and 
confirming Ethiopia’s place in the Soviet orbit (Belete, 2014).

However, the benefits of this alliance came with considerable 
costs. While Soviet aid helped the regime survive external threats 
and build a powerful military apparatus, it did little to address 
Ethiopia’s deep-rooted structural problems. Internally, the 
Derg regime became increasingly repressive. The “Red Terror” 
campaign of the late 1970s saw the execution and imprisonment 
of tens of thousands of suspected political opponents (Belete, 
2014). These purges, along with state mismanagement and forced 
collectivization, contributed to widespread human rights abuses 
and economic collapse (Yordanov, 2016). The catastrophic famines 
of the mid-1980s, exacerbated by war and government policy, 
brought international attention to the suffering of millions and 
revealed the regime’s inability or unwillingness to provide for its 
population (Yilma, 2020).

By the late 1980s, as the Cold War began to wind down and 
Soviet support declined under Mikhail Gorbachev’s policy of 
retrenchment, Mengistu’s regime faced mounting internal 
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resistance. Armed insurgencies, economic paralysis, and growing 
public disillusionment weakened the state. In 1991, the Ethiopian 
People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF), a coalition of 
rebel groups, overthrew the Derg, forcing Mengistu into exile in 
Zimbabwe (Olika, 2023).

Ethiopia’s Cold War experience illustrates both the strategic 
opportunities and long-term dangers of superpower alignment 
during a bipolar era. While Soviet backing provided the Mengistu 
regime with short-term military and political advantages, it also 
entrenched authoritarianism, deepened internal divisions, and 
delayed democratic and economic reforms. The Ethiopian case 
highlights how Cold War rivalries often amplified domestic crises, 
leaving behind legacies of conflict and instability that extended 
well beyond the Cold War’s end (Olika, 2023).

Economic and Military Dimensions of African Cold War 
Diplomacy
One of the most significant diplomatic tools during the Cold War 
was foreign aid. Both the United States and the Soviet Union 
viewed economic assistance as a means of securing influence in 
the developing world, and Africa became a key arena in this global 
competition. Egypt under President Gamal Abdel Nasser is a clear 
example. In the 1950s and 1960s, Egypt pursued a policy of non-
alignment while seeking development financing from both East 
and West. Initially, the U.S. and World Bank offered assistance 
for the Aswan High Dam. However, after Egypt recognized the 
People’s Republic of China and engaged more closely with the 
Soviet Union, American support was withdrawn. The Soviet Union 
quickly stepped in to finance the project, providing engineers, 
funds, and technical equipment. This example highlights how 
African states could use Cold War tensions to their advantage, 
switching partners when political terms became unfavorable.

Another illustrative case is Zaire (now the Democratic Republic 
of the Congo), led by Mobutu Sese Seko. Mobutu adopted a 
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staunchly anti-communist stance, which made him a favored ally 
of the West, particularly the United States and Belgium. As a 
reward, Zaire received extensive economic and military aid, even 
though the regime was characterized by widespread corruption 
and human rights abuses. For Western governments, propping 
up anti-communist regimes like Mobutu’s took precedence over 
concerns about governance, underscoring how strategic interests 
shaped aid policy (Filibus, 2024).

In both cases, economic diplomacy was not simply about 
ideology, it was also about who could provide timely support for 
national development or regime survival. African leaders learned 
to negotiate with both blocs to gain maximum economic advantage, 
often without full ideological alignment.

Military Assistance and Security Alignments
Alongside economic aid, military cooperation was another vital 
component of Cold War diplomacy in Africa. The superpowers 
viewed arms transfers, training programs, and defense treaties 
as means to cultivate loyal partners and deter rivals. For African 
states, military assistance served dual purposes; deterring 
internal and external threats and consolidating political authority. 
The Angolan Civil War provides a stark example of Cold War 
military entanglement. Following independence from Portugal in 
1975, Angola became a flashpoint for international rivalry. The 
ruling MPLA (Popular Movement for the Liberation of Angola) 
government received military support from the Soviet Union and 
Cuba, including tens of thousands of Cuban troops (Schmidt, 
2013). In contrast, the U.S. and apartheid South Africa backed 
UNITA (National Union for the Total Independence of Angola), the 
main opposition group. These alliances prolonged and intensified 
the civil war, which became one of the most devastating conflicts 
in modern African history. Angola’s military alignment with the 
Eastern bloc was not purely ideological, it was a matter of regime 
survival in the face of coordinated external aggression.
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Similarly, Mozambique, under FRELIMO (Liberation Front 
of Mozambique) leadership, aligned with the Soviet Union after 
independence in 1975. Facing a violent insurgency from RENAMO 
(Mozambican National Resistance), a rebel group supported by 
Rhodesia and later South Africa, the FRELIMO government relied 
heavily on Soviet arms and military training. Despite significant 
aid, the prolonged civil war exposed the limits of military 
diplomacy. Soviet military assistance failed to deliver lasting 
peace, and Mozambique later shifted toward the West during the 
1980s, seeking IMF and World Bank support under a structural 
adjustment program (Ochieng, 1993).

These examples show that while military aid often offered 
short-term stability, it also entrenched African states in long-
term conflicts. The presence of foreign troops, arms, and advisors 
frequently escalated domestic tensions, drawing African countries 
deeper into global Cold War rivalries.

Balancing Non-Alignment and Strategic Alliances
A central challenge for many African governments was maintaining 
a balance between non-alignment and the practical demands of 
state-building. The Non-Aligned Movement (NAM), established in 
1961, offered African states a platform to assert independence from 
both superpowers. Countries like Tanzania, under Julius Nyerere, 
and Ghana, under Kwame Nkrumah, promoted African socialism 
and economic self-reliance while formally distancing themselves 
from military alliances. However, maintaining non-alignment 
was often easier in rhetoric than in practice. For example, despite 
Nyerere’s efforts to remain neutral, Tanzania accepted Chinese 
support for the construction of the TAZARA railway, connecting 
Zambia to the Tanzanian port of Dar es Salaam. This project 
was both economically significant and geopolitically symbolic, as 
it reduced dependence on apartheid-era South Africa for trade 
access Kieh, 2018). In many cases, African states found themselves 
pragmatically tilting toward one bloc or another, depending on 
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immediate security or economic needs. This approach was not 
necessarily opportunistic but reflected the structural limitations 
facing newly independent states with limited domestic resources 
and fragile institutions (Schmidt, 2013).

Implications of the End of the Cold War for African 
Diplomacy
Throughout the Cold War, African diplomacy operated within a 
global system defined by the rivalry between two superpowers. 
African states often used their strategic importance to extract 
benefits from both the United States and the Soviet Union. 
However, the dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991 marked 
the end of the Cold War and brought about a transformation in 
international relations. The collapse of the bipolar structure 
had profound implications for African diplomacy, fundamentally 
altering the continent’s external relations, patterns of aid, and role 
in international politics. No longer central to superpower strategy, 
African countries faced a new international order in which 
influence had to be negotiated through new channels, alliances, 
and multilateral institutions (Clapham, 1996).

1. The Collapse of Strategic Patronage
One of the immediate consequences of the Cold War’s end was the 
erosion of the strategic patronage system that had characterized 
African diplomacy for decades. During the Cold War, both the U.S. 
and the USSR supported regimes that aligned with their interests, 
often overlooking governance failures or human rights abuses in 
favor of geopolitical loyalty. With the fall of the Soviet Union, this 
strategic logic vanished. Countries such as Ethiopia, Angola, and 
Mozambique, which had depended on Soviet military and economic 
support, suddenly found themselves without a major patron. The 
abrupt termination of aid exposed economic vulnerabilities and 
forced governments to seek alternative partnerships. Ethiopia, 
for example, experienced the collapse of the Derg regime in 1991 
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shortly after Soviet support evaporated. Similarly, Angola began 
transitioning toward peace, with the end of foreign military 
involvement creating space for domestic and regional diplomacy to 
address the long-standing civil war (schraeder, 1994).

On the Western side, the United States and its allies also began 
re-evaluating their Africa policies. Without the imperative to 
counter Soviet influence, African states were no longer considered 
critical to national security interests in Washington or Brussels. 
As a result, aid became increasingly tied to political and economic 
conditionalities, such as democratization, market liberalization, 
and human rights reforms (Mkandawire, 2007).

2. The Rise of Conditional Aid and Neoliberal Reform
Another important shift in post-Cold War African diplomacy was 
the transformation of foreign aid into a tool for promoting neoliberal 
economic reform. During the Cold War, both superpowers had 
often provided aid with minimal strings attached if recipient 
governments maintained the right political alignment. After 
1991, Western governments and financial institutions such as the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank began 
promoting a new agenda centered on structural adjustment, 
good governance, and democratic accountability. African leaders 
now had to meet specific conditions, ranging from privatization 
of state enterprises to multi-party elections, in order to qualify 
for development assistance. This marked a fundamental shift in 
diplomatic strategy, as states could no longer rely on geopolitical 
leverage alone. Diplomacy increasingly became about satisfying 
donor criteria, attending international development forums, 
and participating in policy dialogues shaped by global financial 
institutions. Countries such as Zambia, Tanzania, and Ghana 
underwent significant economic restructuring in the 1990s as 
part of this new diplomatic and economic landscape. While some 
leaders embraced the reforms, others found their policy autonomy 
severely constrained. African diplomacy had entered a period 
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where engagement with the West was conditional and often 
dictated from Washington or Bretton Woods institutions (Ndlovu-
Gatsheni, 2020).

3. Emergence of Regional and Continental Diplomacy
The Cold War’s end also contributed to a new emphasis on regional 
and continental diplomacy. With declining interest from global 
superpowers, African states increasingly looked inward, seeking 
solutions through African-led institutions. The Organization of 
African Unity (OAU), and later the African Union (AU), took on 
greater responsibility in conflict resolution, peacekeeping, and 
regional cooperation. The 1990s saw African countries becoming 
more involved in regional conflict mediation. South Africa, newly 
emerging from apartheid, assumed a leadership role in Southern 
Africa and became an important diplomatic actor on the continent. 
Nelson Mandela’s presidency marked a turning point, as South 
Africa began promoting democratic governance and peace-building 
across the region (Adebajo, 2000).

Moreover, regional economic blocs such as the Economic 
Community of West African States (ECOWAS) and the Southern 
African Development Community (SADC) began to play more 
active roles in diplomacy and conflict prevention. ECOWAS’ 
military intervention in Liberia during the 1990s was a significant 
demonstration of African regionalism in action, occurring at a time 
when global powers showed limited interest in African conflicts. 
This new regionalism was both a necessity and an opportunity. As 
external support waned, African nations recognized the importance 
of developing autonomous capacities to handle political crises 
and economic integration. African diplomacy began to emphasize 
continental solidarity and collective negotiation with external 
actors, particularly in trade and development forums (Lartey, 
2015).
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4. Repositioning Africa in a Multipolar World
Although the end of the Cold War marked Africa’s marginalization 
in some respects, it also opened new opportunities for 
diversification in foreign relations. In a unipolar world initially 
dominated by the United States, African states gradually began 
to develop relationships with emerging powers, such as China, 
India, Brazil, and Turkey. The most significant development has 
been Africa’s growing ties with China, particularly from the early 
2000s onward. Unlike traditional Western donors, China provided 
aid and investment without political conditionality, appealing to 
governments seeking alternatives to the Western aid model. The 
shift in African diplomacy toward a more multipolar engagement 
strategy reflected a pragmatic recognition that global power was no 
longer concentrated in just one or two capitals. At the same time, 
African countries became more active participants in multilateral 
forums such as the United Nations, World Trade Organization 
(WTO), and Group of 77 (G77). African diplomats increasingly 
sought to leverage their collective voice in global negotiations, 
advocating for debt relief, fairer trade practices, and climate justice. 
Thus, the post-Cold War era introduced a new chapter in African 
diplomacy—one in which states sought to reposition themselves 
globally not as ideological proxies but as assertive players with 
their own strategic and economic agendas (Lartey, 2015).

Conclusion	
African diplomacy during the Cold War was far more dynamic 
and strategic than often acknowledged in traditional geopolitical 
narratives. While Africa was undoubtedly a site of superpower 
competition, African states were not merely passive arenas of 
ideological confrontation. From Egypt’s strategic balancing under 
Nasser to Angola’s entanglement in proxy warfare, and from 
Ghana’s pan-African diplomatic vision to Ethiopia’s ideological 
realignment, African states adopted diverse approaches tailored 
to their historical, political, and regional contexts. The Cold 
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War period also exposed the vulnerabilities of overdependence 
on external powers, as many African regimes struggled with 
internal instability, economic challenges, and foreign interference. 
Ultimately, African diplomacy in the Cold War era reflects a 
complex interplay of constraint and creativity, revealing how newly 
independent nations sought to assert sovereignty and define their 
place in a polarized world. 

r e f e r e n c e s

Adebajo, A. (2000). Regional security in Africa: The role of ECOWAS. African 
Security Review, Vol. 9, No. 3, Pg. 75–92. Retrieved from https://www.
researchgate.net.

Aluko, Y., & Olaleye, A. (2022). Cold War; 1945-1990: A Restrospect. 
International Journal of Multidisciplinary Research and Publications, Vol. 5, 
No. 2, Pg. 192-196. Retrieved from https://www.researchgate.net.

Belete, B. (2014). Ethiopian Foreign Policy and the Ogaden War: The Shift from 
‘Containment’ to ‘Destabilization’, 1977-1991. Journal of East African Studies, 
Vol. 8, No. 4, Pg. 678-680. Retrieved from https://doi.org.

 Bhati, K. (2023). Non-Alignment Movement. Retrieved from https://www.
researchgate.net.

Chauke, T. (2024). Cold War Espionage: The Ghanaian Experience. Retrieved 
from https://www.researchgate.net/. 

Clapham, C. (1996). Africa and the international system: The politics of state 
survival. Retrieved from https://assets.cambridge.org. 

Filibus, Y. (2024). Issues and Debates Surrounding the Cold War Era in Africa. 
International Journal of Emerging Multidisciplinaries: Social Science, Vol. 3, 
No. 1, Pg. 24-35. Retrieved from https://ojs.ijemd.com.

Gerits, F. (2023). The Ideological Scramble for Africa: How the Pursuit of 
Anticolonial Modernity shaped a Postcolonial Order, 1945-1966. Retrieved 
from https://www.cornellpress.cornell.edu. 



Deborah Ebunoluwa Adeyomoye (2025). African Diplomacy in the Cold War. 
LAJOPSS 1(1) 217 

LASU Journal of peace & security Studies 
www.lajopss.edu.ng

Gleijeses, P. (2013). Visions of freedom: Havana, Washington, Pretoria, and 
the struggle for Southern Africa, 1976-1991. Retrieved from https://www.
researchgate.net. 

Grili, M. (2018). Nkrumaism and African Nationalism: Ghana’s Pan-African 
Foreign Policy in the Age of Decolonization. Retrieved from academia.
edu/37203873/.

Katsakioris, C. (2020). Nkrumah’s Elite: Ghanaian Students in the Soviet Union in 
the Cold War. Paedagogica Historica, Vol. 57, No. 3, Pg. 2-3. Retrieved from 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/342823030.

Lartey, S. (2024). The Influence of Kwame Nkrumah in Promoting Pan-
Africanism: Linking Various Freedom Fighters for the Cause with Future 
Recommendations. Retrieved from https://www.researchgate.net. 

Mazov, S. V. (2020). USSR and the 1966 Coup d’etat in Ghana: Based on Materials 
from Russian Archives. Journal of Modern Russian Studies, Vol. 20, No. 3, Pg. 
619-633. Retrieved from https://www.researchgate.net. 

Meredith, M. (2005). The State of Africa: A History of the Continent since 
Independence. Retrieved from https://www.perlego.com. 

Motswaledi, T., & Marumo, P. (2023). The Cold War and its Trajectory on 
African Philosophy and African Politics. International Journal of Research 
in Business and Social Science, Vol. 12, No. 6, Pg. 212-220. Retrieved from 
https://www.researchgate.net.

Ndlovu-Gatsheni, S. J. (2020). The decolonial Mandela: Peace, justice, and the 
politics of life. Retrieved from https://www.berghahnbooks.com. 

Nunoo, I., Atenka, J.K., & Chipaike, R. (2023). Kwame Nkrumah’s Intervention 
in the 1960s Congo Crisis: A Pan-African Geopolitics and Personality Trait. 
The African Review, Vol. 51, No. 1, Pg. 73-91. Retrieved from https://doi.
org/10.1163/1821889X-BJA10095.

Ochieng’, W. (1993). Tanzania and the TAZARA Railway: A geopolitical and 
economic perspective. African Affairs, Vol. 92, No. 367, Pg. 247–266. 
Retrieved from https://academia.oup.com/afraf/issue/92/367. 

Olika, T. (2023). Political violence in Ethiopia: Some reflections on the Red Terror 
and its legacies. Ethiopian Journal of the Social Sciences and Humanities, 
Vol. 8, No. 1, Pg. 66–70. Retrieved from https://ejol.aau.edu.et/index.php/
EJOSSAH/article/view/6193. 



Deborah Ebunoluwa Adeyomoye (2025). African Diplomacy in the Cold War. 
LAJOPSS 1(1) 218 

LASU Journal of peace & security Studies 
www.lajopss.edu.ng

Poe, D, Z. (2023). Ghana as a Pan-African Liberated Nation-state: Kwame 
Nkrumah’s Contribution to Pan-African Agency. Contemporary Journal of 
African studies, Vol. 10 No. 2, Pg. 53-667. Retrieved from https://journals.
co.za.

Schmidt, E. (2013). From the Cold War to the War on Terror, 1991–2010. Foreign 
Intervention in Africa: From the Cold War to the War on Terror, Pg. 193-226. 
Retrieved from https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/foreign-intervention-
in-africa/from-the-cold-war-to-the-war-on-terror-19912010/943F0DFDB106
16E257C58B714E929B88. 

Usiemure, C. (20240. The Cold War in Africa: Superpower Rivalries and Proxy 
Conflicts. Asaba Review, Vol. 1, No. 1, . Retrieved from https://www.
theinterscholar.org.

Westad, O.A. (2017). The Cold War and the International History of the 
Twentieth Century. Diplomatic History, Vol. 41, No. 1, Pg.1-17. Retrieved 
from https://doi.org/10.1093/dh/dhw041.

Yilma, K.M. (2020). The Legal Characterization of Facts During the Red Terror in 
Ethiopia: Genocide, War Crimes, or Crimes against Humanity?. International 
Annals of Criminology, Vol. 58, No. 1, Pg. 6-8. Retrieved from https//doi.org. 

Yordanov, R. (2016). The Soviet Union and the Horn of Africa during the Cold 
War: Between Ideology and Pragmatism, Pg. 120-124. Retrieved from https://
academic.oup.com/ia/article. 


