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The addition or integration of Africa in inter‐
national relations is not a new or modern innova‐
tion.  Various regions of  Africa maintained close
connections with Europe and Asia even in ancient
times. However, if at first these were relations be‐
tween equals, a process developed in the course
of history in which Africa came more and more to
be under European rule.[1] There were many rea‐
sons for Europe's growing interest in Africa, to the
point of almost complete control of the continent:
control over the route to India, including the sea
routes, profitable slave trade, exploitation of natu‐
ral resources for European industries, and on the
other side of the coin, markets for European prod‐
ucts.  Still  another  reason was  that  control  over
parts of Africa, especially toward the end of the
nineteenth century, translated into the accumula‐
tion of national prestige in the overall  frame of
the  imperialist  struggle  among  European  coun‐
tries.  From a military viewpoint,  there were the
Straits  of  Bab-al-Mandeb  and  the  Cape  of  Good
Hope,  two  geostrategically  important  areas  that
were vital to the passage to Asia from Europe. 

In  World  War  II,  North  Africa  served  as  a
point of deployment for the Allied assault on Eu‐
rope, and at the start of the Cold War it was a re‐
gion of importance in the defense of western Eu‐
rope. Technological developments, such as nucle‐
ar submarines, intercontinental ballistic missiles,
and  strategic  bombers,  lessened  Africa's  impor‐
tance as a site for forward deployment bases. On
the other hand, nuclear weapons and space tech‐
nologies  raised  the  continent's  importance,  be‐
cause of the important quarries found on its terri‐
tory,  such  as  uranium,  cobalt,  manganese,
chrome,  and  others,  and  the  fact  that  various
African countries became important oil suppliers.
Its importance as a sub-system of international re‐
lations, therefore, rose in direct relation to compe‐
tition  among  the  powers;  and  its  political,  eco‐
nomic, and social fate continued to be closely tied
to global events. 

Africa  south  of  the  Sahara  merged into  the
Cold  War at  the  close  of  the  1950s.  Simply  put,
Africa  was  the  last  continent  penetrated  by  the
struggle between the two world powers. The main



reason for this was the fact that the decoloniza‐
tion process reached Africa only in the beginning
of the 1950s, this process having started in Asia al‐
most  immediately  with the conclusion of  World
War II. The new states that arose in Africa strug‐
gled with internal instability, which included se‐
vere economic problems.  Therefore,  these coun‐
tries were in immediate need of capital and tech‐
nological  knowledge.  As  such,  they  became tar‐
gets for the world powers, which in their ideologi‐
cal struggle tried to increase the circles of their in‐
fluence. It should be recalled that in this period,
too, China began attempts to expand its influence
beyond  the  immediate  area  of  East  Asia.  Thus,
Africa became another battlefield in the Cold War.

Lise  Namikas’s  book  deals  with  one  of  the
complex episodes of the Cold War in general and
Africa  in  particular--the  Congo  crisis.  Her  book
covers the period from the Congo's receiving inde‐
pendence in 1960 to Jozef Mobuto's military rebel‐
lion in 1965.[2] The stormy history of the Congo in
this period constitutes a kind of microcosm for ex‐
amining  international  relationships  during  the
Cold War, and therefore Namikas argues that "it is
not an exaggeration [to say] that the Congo crisis
is one of the most overlooked crises of the Cold
War" (p. 9). 

Namikas's book examines the gamut of events
in the period prior to the Congo's receiving inde‐
pendence,  focusing  on  those  that  occurred  be‐
tween 1960 and 1965 and emphasizing the inter‐
ests and involvement of the two superpowers. The
book's  importance  lies  in  the  historical  discus‐
sions that Namikas weaves in over and above the
superpower relations, thereby providing a broad‐
er historical canvas. The complexity of the discus‐
sion that Namikas supplies, based on a wide vari‐
ety of  archival  and other primary sources,  very
well suits the complexity of the crisis itself in the
Congo. Civil wars between a number of different
power  factions  within  the  Congo,  especially  the
secessionist  trends  of  the  Katanga  district;  UN
campaigns  to  keep the  peace;  covert  operations

and the conducting of a proxy war by the pow‐
ers--all  were  elements  of  the  anticolonial  con‐
frontation in this period. 

Namikas is not the first to examine events in
the Congo in this half decade.[3] Hers is, though,
the first study to examine the crisis comprehen‐
sively, basing itself in depth on a variety of Ameri‐
can, Soviet, and European archives and UN docu‐
ments. Previous studies that dealt with the Congo
crisis,  even  if  based  on  new  archival  material,
such as the books by Madeleine Kalb and Sergey
Mazov, placed emphasis in the final analysis only
on one side of those involved in the struggle.[4]
The work under review presents a fuller picture
of the crisis. This broad observation and examina‐
tion aids us in examining the steps taken by one
power against the other and those of the first in
reaction  to  the  actions  of  the  second.  Historio‐
graphically, then, Namikas's study can be associat‐
ed with the post-revisionist school, which does not
seek to blame this or that party for the outbreak
of  the  Cold  War  and  subsequent  events.  This
school of historical thought began to take shape
after the Cold War, when documents from the So‐
viet Union and other East European countries be‐
came available to researchers. In general, the con‐
clusions of this school suggest that no one side can
be  blamed,  that  the  Cold  War  stemmed from a
process of mutual suspicion. In the context of the
involvement of the powers in the Congo, Namikas
states  that  the  documents  used  in  the  current
study  testify  to  the  fact  that  "neither  adversary
ever adequately understood the other's  goals  or
the degree to which they would defend their posi‐
tion in the Congo" (p. 11). 

The first two chapters of the book present the
historical frameworks for the events in the Congo.
Namikas combines two frameworks that impact‐
ed the crisis: internal and external events. Inter‐
nal events include the securing of independence
from Belgium, the civil war, and power struggles
within the Congolese system. External events are
the involvement of the United Nations and the su‐
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perpowers.  This  parallel  discussion  enables  fol‐
lowing  more  easily  the  chain  of  intense  events
that was the lot of the Congo. The initial chapters
deal with events of the 1950s, with the beginning
of  Patrice  Lumumba  and  Joseph  Kasavubu’s  ef‐
forts  to  attain  independence  for  the  Congo.  De‐
spite the lack of stability stemming from the coun‐
try's intertribal complexity, the Congo obtained its
independence  on  June  30,  1960.  Lumumba  was
appointed  prime  minister,  and  Kasavubu  presi‐
dent. On July 5, less than one week later, the Con‐
go witnessed a  rebellion by army forces,  in  the
course of which Belgian civilians were attacked.
In  reaction,  Belgium  sent  armed  forces  to  put
down the uprising, but it did so without obtaining
the consent of the Congolese government. A week
after  the  outbreak  of  the  rebellion,  Moise
Tshombe  announced  the  independence  of  the
mineral-rich Katanga district. Tshombe based his
army on mercenaries and gained the support of
European mine  owners.  Because  he  feared  that
Belgium would return to take control of Katanga,
Lumumba turned to the UN for help in suppress‐
ing Katanga's secessionist tendencies and also to
restore order to the Congo. The UN set up a peace‐
keeping force, UNOC (UN Operation in the Congo),
and Secretary-General Dag Hammarskjöld called
for the withdrawal of Belgian forces. The Belgians
withdrew  in  August,  and  the  UN  peacekeepers
took their place. Hammarskjöld, though, refused
to order the UN to occupy Katanga. 

In effect, four political entities struggling for
control of the Congo toward the end of 1960 can
be identified. One was headed by the prime minis‐
ter,  Lumumba;  a  second  by  the  president,
Kasavubu; and the third was led by the chief of
staff,  Mobutu.  The  fourth  entity  was  Katanga,
which was struggling to build a basis for indepen‐
dence from the Congo itself. This political fissure
led  to  civil  war,  with  UNOC  supporting
Kasavubu's forces. It was at this stage that the su‐
perpowers  became  involved.  The  Soviet  Union
aided Lumumba, while the United States support‐
ed Mobutu. The United Nations tried desperately

in this period to achieve a political solution that
would  restore  stability,  but  without  success.  In
January 1961, Lumumba was assassinated, and in
early 1962, his forces were beaten. These events,
though they assisted in the establishment of a na‐
tional  unity  government,  did  not  bring  about  a
cessation of the civil war. 

Namikas's book is,  first of all,  a comprehen‐
sive study of the Cold War in Africa, with an in-
depth discussion of one of the clearest test cases
of this period. The involvement of the superpow‐
ers was perhaps marginal,  certainly in compari‐
son with past cases, such as Korea, but the United
States  and  the  Soviet  Union  still  followed  each
other's steps. This process had begun in the 1950s,
at a time when African countries began to be de‐
colonized  and  to  obtain  independence.  Each  of
the superpowers hoped to see the continent come
under the area of its ideological, political, and eco‐
nomic  influence.  In  developing  this  discussion,
the book can be placed in a number of other his‐
toriographical  frameworks  that  strengthen  the
importance  of  the  study.  Deriving  directly  from
the discussion of the Cold War, the work may be
seen, too, as adding to the research of American
and Soviet, as well as Chinese, foreign policy to‐
ward Africa. Another framework that may be re‐
lated to the book is that of a study of military in‐
volvement and of UN peacekeeping campaigns. 

Although  her  focus  is  on  Cold  War  events,
Namikas examines, through the events in the Con‐
go,  the  history  of  the  decolonization  process  in
Africa despite the fact that the Congo constituted
an exception. Not many Europeans had settled in
this  huge  region,  but  the  interests  of  European
commercial  companies  were  involved  in  the
process of the country's obtaining independence;
these wanted to maintain control over the Congo's
many natural  resources.  In due course,  the two
superpowers  joined in,  competing to  gain influ‐
ence.  The  events  in  the  Congo,  therefore,  con‐
cretely exemplify the fact that even after indepen‐
dence was obtained, one could still find the domi‐
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nant influence of European colonialism in African
countries--in  the  Congo's  case,  Belgian  involve‐
ment--and neocolonialism, which emanated from
the  ideological  competition  between  the  United
States and the Soviet Union. The two powers may
have adopted anticolonial rhetoric, but there is no
avoiding  the  fact  that  their  respective  policies
were  meant  to  push  aside  the  former  colonial
rulers and to ensconce themselves as part of an
attempt  to  expand their  areas  of  influence.  The
two  superpowers,  especially  the  United  States,
were often perceived as replacing European colo‐
nialism, thereby strengthening the tendencies to‐
ward anticolonial struggle in Africa. To a great ex‐
tent, these processes continued to determine the
fate of the continent in general,  in consequence
influencing events in the Congo. 

The Congo crisis joins a host of other cases--
Vietnam, Indonesia, and Burma, among others--in
which two powerful processes, the Cold War and
decolonization,  that  stemmed  directly from  the
results  of  World  War  II  intersected  at  different
points in time and space. Through an analysis of a
wide variety of archival material from both sides
of the Iron Curtain, and with the massive backing
of  secondary  literature,  Namikas  succeeds  in
showing  the  range  of  factors  that  influenced
events  in  the  Congo and,  in  particular,  in  high‐
lighting the convergence ofthe two central global
processes of the second half of the twentieth cen‐
tury. This is a book about the Cold War, but re‐
searchers  and  students  of  the  history  of  post-
World War II Africa and the study of the decolo‐
nization phenomenon can make much use of the
work, as well. 

Notes 

[1]. This survey distinguishes between Africa
south  of  the  Sahara  and  Africa  north  of  this
desert. It should be remembered that from many
viewpoints,  both  political  and  economic,  North
Africa was perceived as the southern periphery of
Europe. Unless otherwise indicated, the intention
here is to Africa south of the Sahara. 

[2]. Mobutu later changed his name to Mobu‐
tu Sese Seko, and the name of the Congo to Zaire. 

[3]. See, for instance, Thomas Kanza, Conflict
in the Congo (London: Penguin, 1972), which fo‐
cuses on events that led to the declaration of Con‐
go's independence and up to Lumumba's assassi‐
nation. 

[4]. Madeleine G. Kalb, The Congo Cables: The
Cold War in Africa--From Eisenhower to Kennedy
(New  York:  Macmillan,  1982);  Sergey  Mazov,  A
Distant Front in the Cold War: The USSR in West
Africa and the Congo, 1956-1964 (Stanford: Stan‐
ford University Press, 2010). 
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If there is additional discussion of this review, you may access it through the network, at
https://networks.h-net.org/h-war 
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