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COLONISATION of AFRICA 

 

In the history of Africa, European colonisation occupied a very brief period. As late as the 1870s, European 

states still controlled only ten percent of the African continent, all their territories being near the coast, but by 

1914, only Ethiopia and Liberia were independent of European control. The Germans then lost control of their 

African territories at the end of World War I, when they were taken over by the British, French and Belgians. 

During the 1960s almost all British, French and Belgian colonies in Africa had gained independence, and 

Portuguese colonies by the mid 1970s. 

 

The Portuguese explorers of the 15th and 16th centuries established small coastal trading settlements all along 

their pioneering maritime route to the east, including Goa in India, Macau in China and at Nagasaki in Japan. In 

Africa, they were the first Europeans to hold land interests in Guinea, modern Angola, Mozambique and Oman. 

In north Africa the Ottomans had taken control of Egypt and the Maghreb in the early 16th century. Persian and 

Arab seafarers had been trading along the east African coast as far south as Mozambique since the time of the 

Romans in Europe and by the late 17th century, Arab traders from Oman, based in their island colony of 

Zanzibar, regained control of trade from the Portuguese along the east coast. 

 

In the 17th century, the Dutch followed the Portuguese route and built settlements on the coast of the Cape of 

Good Hope (South Africa), where further inland the Xhosa, Ndebele and Zulu peoples had only recently arrived 

in successive internal migrations southwards from central and east Africa. 

 

Algeria, Tunisia and modern Libya were home to Barbary (Berber) pirates who attacked non-Islamic shipping 

(particularly American) in the Mediterranean and east Atlantic (in league with Caribbean pirates who controlled 

the west Atlantic) during the 17th-18th centuries, leading to the Barbary Wars (coincident with the Napoleonic 

Wars), which subsequently encouraged European powers to seek control of north African territory and in 1830 

the French seized Algeria, while during the Napoleonic Wars the British had taken control of the Cape of Good 

Hope from the Dutch. 

 

For many centuries, Arab traders had traversed the western Sahara to buy gold in west Africa, while Arabs from 

Mombasa had contact with African tribes around the Great Lakes of modern Kenya and Tanganyika and further 

south had traded with Great Zimbabwe, but until the early 19th century there had been little European interest 

in, or knowledge of, the interior of the continent. From Algeria and Morocco expeditions now mapped the north 

west and in the south the original Dutch settlers started to move inland, to distance themselves from the British. 

Military involvement in Egypt led to a preoccupation with finding and securing the source of the river Nile and 

expeditions by Burton explored Ethiopia and then with Speke the Great Lakes. At a similar time, Livingstone 

crossed the continent from modern Angola to the Indian Ocean, following the Zambezi, and subsequently 

headed north to the Great Lakes, again in search of the source of the Nile. He was met by Stanley, who from 

the Great Lakes explored westward into the Congo river basin. Later de Brazza explored eastward into the 

Congo basin from the Atlantic coast. 

 

During the final three decades of the 19th century, Europe suffered a long economic depression. Undeveloped 

Africa offered a source of abundant raw materials (including cotton, rubber, palm oil, cocoa, tea, copper, tin, 

diamonds and gold) but also a vast potential market for manufactured goods. Exploitation of mineral resources, 

securing new markets, and protection of maritime trading routes (first around the southern tip of Africa, but from 

1869 through the Suez Canal) all contributed to strategic rivalry between Britain, France, Germany, and the 

other European powers. Britain had already established an empire (including the vast lands of India, Canada 

and Australia) and the other nations saw Africa as an opportunity to compete by building empires of their own. 

 

In 1881 France, already in control of Algeria, occupied Tunisia. The following year, to protect its interests in the 

Suez Canal (in particular the maritime route to India), Britain sent troops to quell rebellion in Egypt, which at that 

time was nominally an independent part of the Ottoman empire. With occupation of Egypt, Britain also gained 

control over Sudan, modern Uganda, parts of Chad, Eritrea and Somalia. This prompted Italy to take control of 

the remainder of Eritrea and France to take Djibouti (Somalia), both on the sea route to India. 

 

In southern Africa, the British had expanded eastward from the Cape Colony into Natal, while the original Dutch 

population of the Cape had moved north to establish during the 1850s the independent states of Transvaal and 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ethiopia
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Liberia
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Orange Free State, where diamonds were discovered in 1871 and Orange Free State was annexed by the 

British, but Transvaal resisted the British until 1902, including fighting two "Boer" wars. 

 

 

 

 
 

Germany, in particular, sought to aggressively pursue an expansionist imperial policy and in 1884 seized control 

of Cameroon, Togoland and South West Africa (Namibia), then in 1885 established German East Africa 

(modern Tanganyika, Rwanda and Burundi). At much the same time, Belgium seized a vast area of the Congo 

basin. To avoid the European nations going to war over control of African territories, German chancellor 

Bismarck convened the Berlin Conference, which in 1886 effectively apportioned Africa between the competing 

powers, in particular confirming German and Belgian control of these territories. 

 

In 1885 the Portuguese published a map claiming a corridor of land connecting their east and west coast 

territories of Mozambique and Angola. But in 1890 they accepted a British ultimatum and abandoned their claim, 

allowing the British to take control of what became known as Rhodesia. Large quantities of gold were 

discovered in Transvaal in 1886 and in the following years, the British pushed northward to take control of all the 

territory south of German Tanganyika, as well as southward from Sudan to take modern Kenya and thus contain 

any risk of further German expansion. Cecil Rhodes became prime minister of the Cape Colony and in 1892 

declared the intention that the British should control the whole eastern side of Africa, with plans first for a 

telegraph line and then a railway, continuous from Cairo to Capetown. 

 

French ambitions were to consolidate a similarly uninterrupted empire stretching eastward from Senegal on the 

Atlantic coast, from the Niger river to the Nile across the Sahel belt to the south of the Sahara, controlling all 

trade along the traditional caravan routes across the Sahara and Sahel. French West Africa was thus 

established in 1895, incorporating modern Senegal, Mali, Niger and Chad. The French west-east vision 

extended to Somalia and Djibouti on the Horn of Africa, which clashed with the British north-south vision in the 

Fashoda region of Sudan, almost resulting in war in 1898. 

 

From Eritrea, Italy attempted to occupy Abyssinia (Ethiopia) by force in 1896, but met with fierce resistance and 

was unsuccessful until the attack was repeated in 1936. Meanwhile Italy successfully attacked the Ottomans in 

Tripolitania, seizing the territory in 1911 and renaming it Libya in 1932. French West Africa was extended 

southwards with the establishment of French Equatorial Africa in 1910 and in 1912, France and Spain took 

control of Morocco. Except in southern Africa, most of the territories controlled by the British, French or 

Germans were not given individual names until the 1920s, after the establishment of the League of Nations. 

 

(For more detailed information on some aspects, see also separate pieces entitled Southern Africa, 

Islamic Empires, Arab Nations, European Colonial Empires) 

 

 

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- ----------------------- 
Colonisation of Africa - Portuguese, British, French, German and Belgian exploration and territorial control 
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(incorrectly shows Orange Free State as independent and independent Transvaal as incorporated within Cape Colony) 
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