
 
 
 

Elikia M’Bokolo and the new Africa. Changes after the Berlin Wall fall 
 
“Die mauer ist weg”: the wall has fallen. It happened on 9 November 1989. While 
hundreds of thousands German citizens were destroying the “Wall of Shame” and 
ending the historic division between Western Europe and Eastern countries, millions 
of Africans were looking with surprise at a historical turning point that would change 
the destiny of Africa. The fall of the Berlin Wall, as many experts say, opened a 
breach into the African political landscape, which had been focused for 40 years in 
single party regimes.   
 
“The truth is that Africa was already pervaded by tensions that were overcoming the 
despotic parties in power”, says Elikia M’Bokolo interviewed by Afronline.org 
and two African partners, the newspapers Sud Quotidien from Senegal and Le 
Potentiel from the Democratic Republic of Congo. 
 
When thinking about 1989, which are the images and memories that impressed 
you? (Afronline.org) 
 
The most important event was the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989. Beyond the end of 
the two blocs, what impresses most is the affirmation of population as a political and 
social actor and the presence of a majority of young people among this group.   
 
Some experts say that Africa and its public opinion did not follow the fall of the 
Wall and that it was a matter concerning a limited group of Africans. What do 
you think about this? (Sud Quotidien) 
 
I think that this approach underestimates the fundamental role played by television, a 
medium that was common on the African continent even 20 years ago. 
 
However, away from Berlin, I think that the images of Nicolae and Helena 
Ceaucescu’s arrest in Bucharest, the process and their execution had a stronger 
impact on Africans. The brutal fall of a powerful politician linked to numerous 
African heads of state came from outside the usual circle of journalists, intellectuals 
or politicians. 
 
Outside the realm of the main national conferences many citizens started organizing 
conferences promoting concepts coming from East Europe, for example the so called 



“rumanization” when saying that the main party could overcome its leader. It has 
happened in certain Central African countries such as the Democratic Republic of 
Congo (formerly Zaire). President Mobutu was forced to admit his failings in public 
and promise that he would organize the passage to democracy by renouncing his 
privileges. 
 
 
But we know how it all ended… (Le Potentiel) 
 
The end of the communist system had a really short-term effect. The “political 
genius” of African leaders has quickly taken the upper hand and the despotic regimes 
have been restored quickly. The essential change was the expansion of the political 
class and the growing number of people benefiting from power. 
 
Do you think that African leaders were prepared for the historic transformation 
that changed Europe? How did they perceive it? (Afronline.org) 
 
On the African side there was a historic precedent when in 1980 Senegalese President 
Léopold Sédar Senghor left power. He was very charismatic and the other African 
leaders respected him. History has shown that many heads of state were traumatized 
by his decision. 
 
The former Ivorian President Houphouët-Boigny tried to discourage him and he said 
“If you leave, you will give our people the idea that a head of State can voluntarily 
give up power. We cannot support you”. 
 
After Senghor’s gesture the 80s were notable for pressure from Washington based 
financial institutions– such as the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund – 
which started asking for more transparency and accountability. Maybe we cannot call 
it democracy but measures to limit the political, economic and financial power of 
State leaders were promoted. It enhanced the feeling that in 1989-1990 the world was 
changing and that Africa could not escape this historic turning point. 
 
By the end of the 60s and in particularly from May 1968 weren't African youth 
in high schools and universities demanding freedom and democracy just like 
young people in the ex-DDR? Can't we say that it was an overall change, an 
almost natural evolution of the situation? (Sud Quotidien) 
 
Well, I think that the role played by African actors in Africa should be re-evaluated in 
a positive way. Youth in the schools played an important role. By the end of the 80s 
if you took three Africans, two out of three of them were under 25   a proportion that 
shows how large was the amount of young people who got the protests started. 1968 
was a turning point both in Dakar, where heavy riots took place against Senghor, and 



in Kinshasa, in the former Zaire, where the vice-President of the U.S. was derided 
because of the U.S. role in Vietnam. 
 
However, women and mothers took part in the changes too. During the 80s the flow 
of structural adjustments provoked a dramatic series of food crises in African cities 
and from Conakry to Libreville women went to the streets to protest against the 
misery of many social categories. 
 
We cannot forget religious men either. Muslim leaders in Nigeria and in the Sudanese 
Africa and Catholic and Protestant leaders such as Monsignor De Souza in Benin and 
Desmon Tutu in South Africa protested against leaders’ rampant corruption. 
 
And between the fall of the Berlin Wall and the La Baule summit there was the 
release of Nelson Mandela. The idea that the political battle fought by the ANC party 
could be rewarded was another founding element for African democracy. From this 
perspective we can say that Berlin was an event inside a bigger dynamic. 
 
For the past decade Africa has been the object of new actors’ interests, such as 
China, India, Brazil and the Arabic Gulf countries. Considering also the 
previous interests of Europe, the U.S, Japan and Australia, do you think that the 
African continent is risking a new period of “hot wars” as happened during the 
“cold war”? (Afronline.org) 
 
I think there is a risk, but at the same time I think that these new actors can help 
Africa as well.   
 
Africans are tired of Western lessons: every loan has numerous conditions, such as 
respect for human rights and democratic rules. Today African people meet countries 
that want to do business but that have a similar history, such as China. They have 
experienced colonialism or semi-colonialism too. They passed through a period of 
corruption just like Africa is experiencing now, for example China in the Chiang Kai-
Shek era and India with Nehru or Indira Gandhi. Brazil is different but can be 
compared to Africa because of the ferocity of the dictatorship in its recent history. 
These new relationships will make Africa less ingenuous, more realistic and a bit 
cynical. 
 
And what about Europe? (Afronline.org) 
 
Our relations with the Europeans are ambiguous. European people still consider 
Africa as a continent where people need lessons to act well in economy, capitalism 
and democracy. It wouldn’t be a bad thing for us to look at other partners. I often say 
that our relationship with Europe is new in temporal terms. It all started in the 15th 
century. 
 



Africans had developed intense relations with Asia through its proximity to the 
Indian Ocean. Today the other side of the world is on the main stage on the African 
continent. During the Cold War it was about East and West, but the now the situation 
has turned into a North to South relationship. 
 
 
 
Paraphrasing Professor Joseph Ki Zerbo, “When Africa?” Doctor M’Bokolo? 
(Sud Quotidien) 
 
It will take one or two generations. It could seem a long time, but I think that the 
current African youth have fewer complexes. The former colonial powers are not the 
only international landmark. Now there are China, India, Dubai, Brazil. And the U.S 
with its new black President. 
 
Europeans tend to think only about the migration from Africa to Europe and forget 
that African people migrate among African countries as well. When Africans decide 
to move from their continent they go to numerous nations. The city of Canton in the 
Chinese province of Guangzhou has become one of the main destinations for African 
traders. Turkey and Brazil could be other destinations for African migrants while the 
U.S. hosts the most relevant communities of African people outside the continent. 
 
Young Africans between 10 and 15 will have a different relationship with the 
Northern side of the world. Ki-Zerbo says “When Africa”, he doesn’t say “Never 
Africa”. He means “Africa is here but needs to accelerate the rhythm, to make its 
countries dance to the same rhythm and come nearer to each other”. 
 
By Joshua Massarenti (Afronline.org), in collaboration with Sud Quotidien from 
Senegal and Le Potentiel from the Democratic Republic of Congo. 
 


