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The conditions in Africa stand as the largest and most devastating humanitarian crisis on earth. 

The United States is privy to this problem and annually values the issue as being worth billions upon 

billions of dollars in bilateral aid. In fact, wealthy nations have transferred over $1 trillion dollars of 

foreign aid to Africa in the past fifty years. Despite this fact, the governments of Africa are in dire need 

of reform. Issues such as stagnant economies, crushing unemployment, corruption, poverty, and disease 

have completely debilitated many of Africa’s nations, and there are many more on the brink of collapse. 

This begs the question: what then, has been the result of the United States’ involvement in Africa? The 

answer is a continent in economic remission. If Africa is to achieve economic and political stability, the 

traditional US foreign policy consisting of large sums of foreign aid, colonialism, and an overall disregard 

for African citizens must be replaced with a commitment to investment, sustainability, and to the 

African people themselves.  

Policy Blunders 

 Within the past half-century, the United States has made a number of political missteps in 

regards to Africa, many of them due to neglect and ignorance. Africans have been forced to watch as 

more developed nations collaborated and debated on the future of the continent, more often than not 

completely ignoring the opinions of African leaders and citizens. The result has been sixty years of 

foreign aid, regime building, and colonialism that has helped keep many African nations in economic 

disparity. By turning a deaf ear to African voices throughout the 20th and 21st centuries, the West and 

the United States in particular have cultivated much anti-western sentiment among nations that now 

desperately require Western assistance.  

Regime Building 

Perhaps the most egregious and damaging mistake of all has been the malicious policy of regime 

building throughout the Cold War. Countries like Zaire, Somalia, Sudan, Liberia, and Ethiopia have all 

been strategic assets for America in its fight against communism. It is no secret that the United States 
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used Africa for its own geopolitical gain: Howard Wolp, former chairman of the House Foreign Affairs 

Subcommittee on Africa openly admits that “[the United States] poured billions of dollars into these 

countries solely on the basis of their leaders’ claim to be anti-communist.” Many of the leaders that the 

US supported had no concern for their people, and despite abhorrent reports of human rights abuses, 

these leaders continued to receive monetary assistance from America.  As a result the large majority of 

Cold War benefactor nations have seen extremely slow and even negative growth rates to their GNP.1 

Repercussions in the African nation of Zaire (now known as the Democratic Republic of Congo) 

have been especially severe. A CIA-assisted coup allowed the notorious leader Mobutu Sese Seko to rise 

to power in 1965. What followed was three decades of money laundering, political assassinations 

torture, and nepotism. Mobutu created a brutal autocratic regime complimented by a cult of personality 

that he used in order to steal massive amounts of money. Between Seko and Nigerian President Sani 

Abacha upwards of $10 billion dollars was stolen away from deserving Africans and placed in Swiss 

accounts.2  

This American-assisted corruption has quantifiable consequences. Studies by Graf Lambsdorff 

and Joel Kurtzman show significant correlation between levels of corruption and GDP.3 As the dust 

settles, Africa has emerged worse for the ware. Only in 1998 did Africans finally receive any recompense 

for the selfish actions of the United States during the cold war. President Clinton, during his visit to 

Africa, apologized profusely for “American neglect and ignorance of Africa, American complicity in 

apartheid, and American support of nasty African dictators during the Cold War.”4 Unfortunately the 

United States owes a lot more than an apology to the continent of Africa.  
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Foreign Aid and Unintended Consequences 

 Government to government payments of foreign aid (bilateral aid) has been the go-to response 

by wealthy nations to all of Africa’s woes, however recent research and analysis has helped to reveal 

foreign aid as curse, not a crutch. This is not to say that all foreign aid is harmful. It is important to note 

that world renowned economist and Harvard Professor Jeffrey Sachs clearly details the saving ability 

foreign aid can have on struggling nations in his book, The End of Poverty: Economic Possibilities for Our 

Time. There can be no doubt that aid has been a force of good many times in the past. But even Sachs 

admits that Africa is the most severe case the world has ever seen, and that aid should only be 

considered for countries serious about economic recovery.5 For a more in depth and unforgiving analysis 

of aid one turns to Dambisa Moyo and her controversial book: Dead Aid. 

 Zambian born, World Bank advisor and student of Jeffrey Sachs, Moyo has a large personal stake 

in the success of the African continent. However, she deviates on her approach to foreign aid, pegging it 

as the largest reason that Africa continues to suffer. In her text, she describes the “vicious cycle of aid” 

that has been created by first world nations’ constant stream of money that has poured into Africa for 

over sixty years, upwards of $1 trillion of it in fact. According to Moyo, “With Aid’s help, corruption 

fosters corruption… foreign aid props up corrupt governments – providing them with freely usable 

cash.” These corrupt governments “interfere with the rule of law, the establishment of transparent civil 

institutions and the protection of civil liberties.” This makes these nations unattractive to investors and 

increases poverty, to which the response is more aid.6 

 In short, reckless aid policies have created a deadly aid-dependent culture that has gravely 

damaged many African nations. In her work, Moyo discovered that Africa’s growth has only decreased 

while levels of poverty have increased. In the last thirty years “the most aid dependent countries” have 
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shown growth rates at negative 0.2 per cent annually. In fact, when aid was flowing into Africa at its 

highest rates between 1970 and 1998, poverty levels shot up from 11 per cent to 66 percent.7 Dead Aid 

and its accompanying research help to raise very important questions about Africa and monetary 

assistance. The age of throwing large sums of money at Africa is coming to an end, and for the United 

States to help Africa join the developed world, this problem must be addressed.  

Colonial Tendencies 

 It is no secret that the vast majority of African nations were once owned by one great colonial 

power or another. The twentieth century saw a turning away from this power by Africans in over fifty 

different nations. Britain, France, Germany, and the United States all lost control off different areas in 

Africa during the roughly one hundred years it took for the continent to become independent. Many of 

the newborn nations have had tumultuous starts, and many more are now stuck in increasing levels of 

poverty. These independent, internationally recognized nations now require the help of their wealthier 

peers.  The problem arises however when these wealthy nations, the United States being no exception, 

continue to treat the continent of Africa as a collection of colonies.   

Through the support of violent regimes throughout the cold war, the complete failure to 

intervene in multiple genocides, and the decades of relief decisions that have taken place without 

African consent, the United States has only helped to define themselves as a 21st century colonial 

power. Kenyan native Maina Kiai has called for the United States to “put people over politics” in an 

article in the Harvard National Review, urging the US to begin considering the lives of the hundreds of 

millions of Africans that suffer on a day to day basis. He asks for American assistance despite the fact 

that Africa no longer holds any “strategic interest”.8 
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 The real consequence of negligent and ignorant policies abroad lies within growing ant-

American sentiment. These attitudes are bad for the United States for obvious reasons, but they will 

also come to harm African nations when the US attempts to employ helpful policies, and they are 

rejected by understandably angry Africans. This anti-western view is especially prevalent amongst critics 

of the World Bank, who they clam maintains post-colonial dominance over many African nations. 

Despite gaining geo-political independence, many African nations feel they are being kept under the 

thumb of wealthy nations and have yet to achieve economic independence. 9 The United States must do 

its part to dispel these notions of colonialism and to do that, they must begin to not only empower 

Africans on a local level, but also to seriously include them on the international stage as well.  

Alternative Solutions 

Aid Where It Counts 

 Even with current research by Dambisa Moyo and other colleagues, the fact is that official 

development assistance (ODA) in the form of aid can work. No one, not even Moyo, advocates a 

complete moratorium on aid. One aid based solution would be to offer much smaller aid packages with 

much more stringent conditions. Large packages encourage crony capitalism and have been shown to 

increase the size of government while failing to help people on the ground. 10 Smaller, more manageable 

packages of aid give governments a chance to actually pay off their loans while avoiding cronyism. In the 

end this is also a mechanism to eventually wean seriously dependent nations off of aid completely when 

the time is right.  

 Wealthy nations must also attempt to improve the quality of ODA instead of increasing its 

quantity. Promising larger and larger amounts of aid each year as in the case of President Obama in 
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2011 and 2012,11 has done nothing to help Africa achieve its most coveted milestone: the UN 

Millennium Development Goals. By quality, it is meant that aid should be focused on specific solutions 

and monitored closely in order to assure that these solutions are genuinely pursued.12 However, 

government aid, no matter how calculated, manageable, or monitored, is not the fix all that the US once 

thought it was. It must serve to bolster more nuanced solutions instead of acting as an oversized brush, 

painting all of the problems of Africa the same shade.  

Investing in Africa 

 Proposed by many as a viable alternative to aid, Foreign Direct Investment or FDI can be used to 

bolster the economies of struggling nations. Generally defined as the investment in a foreign nation’s 

economy by purchasing a company or by expanding on existing corporations, FDI has been heralded as 

the ethical imperative of wealthy investors in developed nations.13 Foreign investment in combination 

with globalization provides such a positive light for African countries that even the dichotomous writings 

of Sachs and Moyo agree on its importance. The basic argument for FDI states that when wealthier 

nations invest directly in the economy of a struggling nation, the overall purchasing power of local 

people in that country goes up. With higher purchasing power comes the potential for real economic 

growth including higher demand for products and services, as well as new jobs. On the other hand, 

North Korea serves as the perfect example of what happens when a nation is secluded from global 

markets.  

 Policies of foreign investment also stand as a much better alternative to the many harmful 

policies that the United States has attempted in the past. Moyo makes light of a few of these policies. 

One includes the fictional but representative story of the mosquito net maker in Africa. He has ten 

workers who all have about ten family members to support. When the US catches wind of Africa’s 
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malaria problem, instead of investing in the local net manufacturer, they saturate the market with 

mosquito nets at low prices. Before long the African suppliers are out of business and the nets the US 

sent are worn and useless. As a result the ten workers are out of a job and their cumulative one hundred 

benefactors must ask for assistance from the government. The same policies have been practiced by the 

US in the food market, often times putting local farmers out of business. Moyo says why not purchase 

food from the farmers and have it distributed instead.14  

Including and Empowering Africans 

 Perhaps the most important solution for wealthy nations such as the United States is the 

inclusion of Africans into African foreign policy. This sounds like an obvious plan of action, but 

unfortunately it is one that has been largely ignored for many decades. So long as packages of aid, 

bundles of mosquito nets, or bushels of corn are shipped out despite African consent, the problems of 

Africa will never be resolved. If the IMF, World Bank, and the United States continue to treat Africans as 

children, then it follows that Africans will understand that it is permissible to act as such. This not a 

comment about Africans in particular, but to any rational nation state; so long as they can receive large 

amounts of food and money, there remains no incentive to change. However the US and its allies cannot 

afford to continue to send these things to Africa forever. The policy is simply not sustainable.  

 If Africa is to have any hope of reaching and maintaining economic stability, there must be a 

greater effort to mobilize local resources and reduce dependency on foreign donors. The key to real 

economic success in Africa is dependent on sustainability.15 It is here that packages of foreign aid could 

be used to strengthen the power and efficacy of Non-Governmental Organizations in Africa. NGOs are 

an integral part of almost every developed society, and Africa has an unsurprisingly low number. 
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Conclusions 

 The United States has an openly controversial past in Africa. Their own leaders have admitted to 

tragic policies and decisions that continue to haunt Africa to this day. The United States has also 

demonstrated an awareness of their responsibility to the continent of Africa. They have (although 

almost entirely unsuccessfully) spent hundreds of billions of dollars in the name of African development. 

However, recognizing past mistakes and committing money to solving them is only part of the solution. 

It will take serious policy reform and myth busting on behalf of policy makers. It will require genuine 

commitments of long term investment in African economies. Finally, and most importantly, it will 

demand that developed nations recognize African nations as peers and not peons, as global partners 

and not free riders. Whether or not Africa will succeed as a continent is ultimately contingent upon the 

will of Africans themselves, but it is equally as important for the United States to lend a helping hand.  
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