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From independence onwards, Kwame Nkrumah of Ghana pursued a position of
positive neutrality and non-alignment. Historians claim that the Congo crisis and
the Sharpeville massacre of 1960 led Nkrumah to question the viability of strict
non-alignment. Newly declassified Ghanaian sources and an analysis of the
components that make up the pan-African ideology, however, suggest that these
events validated Nkrumah’s pan-African worldview. Only a combination of
continental unification and non-alignment was considered to be an effective
strategy to avoid a repetition of the Congo debacle. Ghana’s public diplomacy
tactics switched from targeting political activists to convincing people through a
vociferously anti-colonial propaganda campaign, a modification that cast doubt
on the sincerity of Ghanaian neutrality at a moment when non-alignment actually
began to affect Ghanaian diplomacy on all levels.
Keywords: pan-Africanism; public diplomacy; Kwame Nkrumah; Ghana; Bureau
of African Affairs

In September 1961, Kwame Nkrumah of Ghana gave a speech at the Belgrade Conference that addressed the ‘basic principles’ of a ‘non-aligned’ policy. He called upon
other attendees to end colonialism, proposed a reorganisation of the United Nations
(UN), and urged the attendees to constitute a ‘moral force’ to avoid war between
East and West. The term ‘moral force’ had been launched by Sukarno, the leader of
Indonesia, in his speech at the Bandung Conference in 1955, a meeting that had
acquired mythic proportions by the time delegates convened in Yugoslavia. Sukarno
realised that the fight against colonialism would have to be waged on the battlefield
of ideas and international norms. ‘We can inject the voice of reason into world affairs
and mobilise all the spiritual, all the moral, all the political strength of Asia and
Africa’, he declared.1 Like Sukarno, Nkrumah believed that emotional appeals and
the promise of an improved international position would expose the civilising mission as a lie and demonstrate how post-colonial leaders could act independently on
the international stage.
Nkrumah’s principled stance on non-alignment in Belgrade is remarkable in light
of the existing scholarship, which has revealed four distinct ways in which the Cold
War intruded upon his ability to speak from a position of non-alignment, particularly after the assassination in 1961 of the Congolese Prime Minister, Patrice
Lumumba. First, the Afro-optimist scholarship of the 1960s and mid-1970s faulted
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leaders for their inability to capitalise on the momentum of independence. Scott
Thompson wrote how the Congo crisis led an ‘intellectually insecure’ Nkrumah to
seek rapprochement with the Soviet Union.2 When bureaucrats began to publish
their memoirs in the 1980s, a second explanation for Nkrumah’s apparent volte-face
about non-alignment surfaced: radical and incompetent aides were blamed for the
discrepancy between diplomatic practices and Nkrumah’s pan-African ideal. David
Rooney concluded that the Osagyefo - meaning ‘redeemer’ - was ‘humiliated by the
forces of the Cold War’ and ill informed due to ‘sycophantic supporters’.3 These
explanations fitted seamlessly with the dependency literature of the 1980s, which
described African leaders who tried to circumvent an inherently exploitative capitalist system.4 International historians, in their turn, have crafted an image of Nkrumah
as a shrewd negotiator who exploited the East West competition to extract gains.
As Sergei Mazov observed: Nkrumah ‘zigzagged’ between the United States and the
USSR, which opened the door to superpower intervention.5
Lastly, Africanists who explore the global and transnational dimension of Ghanaian anti-colonialism foreground how the Congo crisis highlighted the need for
African unity as the Cold War disrupted those plans. Ama Biney, for instance,
argues that the calamity in the heart of the continent led Nkrumah vigorously to pursue ‘African political union’, even though there was ‘considerable difficulty in making non-alignment work’. Jean Allman, who lays bare the transnational dimensions
of pan-African activism, concludes that ‘the challenge being mounted from Accra
[…] was not contained by or within some pristine, isolated academic sanctuary’, but
part of ‘a Cold War world where local and global politics could intervene’ and obliterate ‘the possibilities that might have been imagined’.6 In short, African leaders are
subjected to the Cold War order and unable to reconfigure the constantly changing
set of alliances that constitute the international system. Nkrumah, it is claimed,
adopted a more flexible form of non-alignment to safeguard his pan-African
objectives.
While the following pages sustain the notion that Ghanaian diplomacy after 1960
became more assertive, it is argued here that this alteration in tone did not stem from
Cold War pragmatism, but resulted from a new public diplomacy strategy, a form of
diplomacy that engages the foreign public through such means as pamphlets, exhibitions, or cultural exchanges.7 A re-examination of the Ghanaian documents suggests
that non-alignment - rather than a form of window-dressing, a diplomatic manoeuvre, or an unrealised dream - was part and parcel of the pan-African worldview and
shaped decision-making. For Nkrumah, non-alignment offered the only sure route
to African unity, particularly after 1960 when the threats to the unification project
multiplied. This article therefore traces Nkrumah’s commitment to public diplomacy
in conjunction with the shifting definition of Ghanaian non-alignment before, during, and after the Congo crisis.
This argument on the importance of Ghanaian public diplomacy offers insight
into the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM), which has been approached in ‘realist’
terms by political scientists in the 1960s and 1970s who set out to uncover what this
complex phenomenon was about in geopolitical terms, what distinguished it from
traditional neutralism, and how it transformed from Bandung, over Belgrade, to the
conference of 1964 in Cairo.8 Social and cultural historians have sought to restore
the role of race and the symbolism of the NAM through discourse-centred work that
presents Belgrade as a key moment when international relations became overlaid
with racial meaning.9 The declassification of post-colonial archival material in the
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past decade has revived research that centres on the pragmatism of non-alignment
and focuses on leaders who worked to acquire more political influence alongside
increased economic assistance.10 In Ghana, however, the symbolic and the pragmatic
were intertwined: within the pan-African worldview non-alignment was considered
to be the optimal way to protect Africa’s interests.
More importantly this article wants to demonstrate how the Africanist scholarship and the global Cold War literature could engage in a dialogue by reconsidering
the agency of African leaders in international affairs. While global Cold War historians emphasise that post-colonial diplomats were not mere pawns of the superpowers,
the manoeuvring room granted to these actors is limited. Post-colonial diplomats
have no ideological project and are only able to resist or utilise Cold War pressures.
Even Matthew Connelly, who made the case for removing the Cold War lens, argues
that the Algerian Front de Liberation Nationale worked to exploit the Cold War
and other international tensions.11 Nkrumah, however, was willing to rival communist and capitalist proscriptions for Africa’s future with his own pan-African
blueprint.
Conversely, Africanists set out to uncover how pan-African experimentation
could persist despite the damaging effects of the Cold War. Frederick Cooper has
expertly traced how leaders in French Africa were able to debate novel forms of sovereignty beyond the nation-state and has called on historians of Africa to produce
more subtle narratives that transcend the subaltern resistance narrative. At the same
time he maintains that new states were vulnerable to the machinations of outside
powers, who could ‘either provide the sustenance an unpopular regime needed or
sponsor alternatives’. Most scholars, most notably Christopher Clapham, conclude
that external powers intervened when African states challenged the bipolar status
quo. Patrick Chabal summarised Africanist political theory as the study of the
impact on Africa of globalisation by looking for ‘causes that lie beyond agency’ and
the ways in which ‘foreign assistance’ makes ‘it possible for the political elites to use
the state’.12
Instead of assuming the international system of the 1950s and 1960s was a static
structure that did not allow for emancipatory political projects, Nkrumah’s panAfricanism is approached here as a mature ideology that aspired to rival communist
and capitalist proscriptions for African development. This article wants to heed
Cooper’s and Connelly’s call and build on the work of Africanist and Cold War
historians alike by attempting to write an Africa-centred narrative in which interAfrican dynamics, the agency of African leaders, and their impact on international
relations is foregrounded. Why, it is asked, did Nkrumah choose non-alignment if it
damaged his international position?
I. Non-alignment and the Ghanaian ideology of continental interventions
Nkrumah’s belief in the potential of a united Africa formed during the 1930s while
studying at Lincoln University, where he wrote his first critique on colonialism.
Towards Colonial Freedom presented economics as the root of imperialism and West
African unity as the principal goal of political activism. George Padmore, a Trinidadian intellectual who became Nkrumah’s Advisor on African Affairs, pushed him to
rethink his position, resulting in support for a continental union. At the Pan-African
Congress of 1945 in Manchester, where Nkrumah and Padmore met, non-violent
political action was advocated and pan-Africanism was presented as an ideology
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distinct from communism. Through the writing and activism of other intellectuals of
African descent, such as C.L.R. James and Jomo Kenyatta, pan-Africanism transformed from a utopian into a political project which from 1957 onwards was projected to other parts of the continent by Ghanaian public diplomats.13
I.i. Pan-Africanism as an interventionist ideology
Whether pan-Africanism in the 1960s was a separate ideology or if more weight
has to be given to the fact that its substance relied on Wilsonianism and Leninism quintessentially Cold War ideas - is a contentious issue. Admittedly the hegemonic
messages of Soviet-Chinese communism and US liberal capitalism helped postcolonial regimes define their domestic policy and gave rise to different types of African
socialism.14 Nevertheless, Ghanaian foreign policy was guided by a set of systematically expressed ideas, rather than a set of narrow national concerns. As a result
Ghana’s pan-African anti-colonialism could not stop at its borders if this new African
country wanted to remain independent. As Nkrumah - who was hailed as the Osagyefo - proclaimed on 6 March 1957: ‘Our independence is meaningless unless it is
linked up totally with that of the African continent.’15 Ghanaian pan-Africanism consisted of a political philosophy (anti-colonialism and ‘African Personality’) and a theory
of history with slavery as a defining moment, as well as a vision of the future (African
unity) alongside a national and international explanation of the legitimacy of the regime
(non-alignment or positive neutrality and disarmament).
Non-alignment, used interchangeably with ‘positive neutrality’, was conceived of
as a Monroe Doctrine for Africa. In his speech in front of Congress on 24 July 1958,
Nkrumah linked his reading of ‘Africa for the Africans’ - a plea made by the founder
of the Universal Negro Improvement Association, Marcus Garvey - with the US
foreign policy doctrine of 1823. ‘Our attitude […] is very much that of America looking at the disputes of Europe in the 19th century. We do not wish to be involved.’
Just as the United States wanted to keep the Europeans out of the US continent,
Ghana believed that ‘the peace of the world in general is served, not harmed by keeping one great continent free from the strife.’ This was not simply a position of ‘noninvolvement’ that enabled Nkrumah to swing his preferences from East to West and
back, as Evan White claims. Ghana’s leader shied away from exploiting the Cold
War rivalry because he believed interference would only draw Africa into conflict:
‘When the bull elephants fight, the grass is trampled down.’ Playing the USSR and
the United States off each other would only result in the destruction of less powerful
nations and make it more difficult to attain unity.16
Non-alignment had to provide a foundation to establish three pan-African principles. First, anti-colonialism. As a student, Nkrumah defined colonialism in a Leninist
way, as a system that was driven by the need for raw materials. Education only served
to spread European ideas and denied Africans the opportunity to acquire skills required
for nation-building. However, by the time Nkrumah watched the fireworks on the eve
of independence, he had come to see colonialism in much the same way as other liberationist thinkers: as a system that oppressed the sense of African self-worth. In Black
Skin, White Mask, Frantz Fanon, a psychiatrist and key theorist of the Algerian War,
rejected the so-called dependence complex. In Psychologie de la colonisation, Octave
Mannoni had argued that the Malagasy could not bear the fact that they were not
white. Fanon reversed that reasoning: the white man had imposed discrimination and
had robbed non-whites of their self-worth. Similarly, Nkrumah called upon his
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countrymen on the eve of independence to ‘change our attitudes, our minds […] we shall
show the world that the African man is capable of managing his own affairs’.17
Nkrumah’s Neo-Colonialism: The Last Stage of Imperialism therefore presented
colonialism as an enduring influence on every aspect of life. Neo-colonialists worked
in subtle and varied ways: in the economic field, but also in the political, religious,
ideological, and cultural spheres. For the Osagyefo, who had been born in Nkroful,
close to the slave fort of Elmina, the slave trade marked the start of this long history
of continental exploitation. At the Conference of Independent African States (CIAS)
organised by Ghana in 1958, he elaborated upon this linear view of history in which
the ‘slave trade and the rape of Africa’ by the European powers were presented as
turning points. After the abolition of the slave trade, Africans were subjected to a
colonial system, which in its turn transformed into a more subtle form of exploitation: neo-colonialism.18 Strict non-alignment made it possible to protect against neocolonial intrusion.
A non-aligned Africa was indispensable if the ‘African Personality’ were to flourish. The revival of a ‘common fundamental sentiment’ among Africans provided a
shield against neo-colonialism. Colonialism had not only oppressed local cultures,
but had also duped generations into believing that the solution for Africa’s problems
was to be found outside of the continent. Nkrumah adopted the ‘African Personality’
- a term coined in 1893 by Edward Wilmot Blyden, an American-Liberian educator to stress the autonomous role of the African on the international stage where for
‘too long in our history, Africa has spoken through the voices of others’. The
‘African Personality’ or ‘Genius’ was an idealised ‘authentic’ image of the past.19
To attain a Ghana-led continental integration, Ghanaian diplomats had to
address the disagreement that had emerged about the optimal form of unity and the
appropriate relationship with the former coloniser, since the three groups that
emerged hampered Nkrumah’s efforts. Ghana was part of the Casablanca Group,
which was also comprised of Guinea, Mali, Morocco, Algeria, Egypt and Libya. As
‘radical’ and socialist states they called for the immediate formation of a pan-African
government and strongly criticised the former imperial powers. The Brazzaville
Group consisted of the other French colonies that strove for the integration of
French Africa with a strong connection to France. The Monrovia Group united the
more pro-capitalist and pro-United States countries which advocated a gradualist
approach towards unity.20 As the 1960s went on these inter-African divisions became
more important. To get others to support the Ghanaian brand of unity, a public
diplomacy machinery was set up.
I.ii. Pan-Africanism as foreign policy
In July 1958, US Embassy officials noticed that the Osagyefo had exchanged the
favourable references to the Commonwealth for a firm stance on African affairs in
his foreign policy speech. Accra had to be converted into a revolutionary Mecca
that could rival other anti-colonial centres like Cairo and, from 1960 onwards, Dares-Salaam. Since Ghana’s influence depended upon its ability to attract African
leaders, every radio emission had to identify the source of the broadcast messages:
‘This is the Voice of Africa coming to you from Radio Ghana, Accra.’21 To foster
deeper links between African activists and Accra, the Conference of Independent
African States (CIAS) between 15 and 23 April 1958 and particularly the All-African
People’s Conference (AAPC) from 8 to 13 December 1958 created a network that
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included Kenneth Kaunda of Northern Rhodesia, Julius Nyerere of Tanganyika,
Joshua Nkomo of Southern Rhodesia, Patrice Lumumba of the Belgian Congo,
Tom Mboya of Kenya, and Kanya Chiume of Nyasaland. The fact that African leaders and activists were able to meet in Accra was proof that they had become ‘the masters of their own fate’, as Nkrumah phrased it in his April 1958 opening speech.22
However, since they had received their educational formation in Western schools,
in part Nkrumah and other government officials also recuperated the civilising mission. After having attended Achimota School in Accra, a missionary school where
British and African teaching practices and cultures were combined, Nkrumah left for
the United States and the United Kingdom. It led him to absorb civilisational discourses about premature independence, arguing that dependent territories were considered ‘backward in education, in agriculture and in industry’ and in need of
assistance. Ghana’s UN representative, Daniel A. Chapman, wanted education to
produce men and women for a public service which would facilitate the institutional
development of the modern self-governing state.23 Early Ghanaian public diplomacy
therefore invested in the training of freedom fighters and African leaders rather than
the masses.
At the same time Nkrumah was acutely aware that the age of mass communication had altered the nature of foreign policy. Mobilising public opinion was an effective way to expose the immoral character of colonialism. In a meeting of the AfroAsian group at the UN, for instance, Nkrumah spoke about how international public
opinion forced nations to act in more ethical ways. Similarly, during a television
recording at the UN television studio, Nkrumah declared that the UN founding
members had hoped that ‘world public opinion would develop on the basis of international morality’.24 Once in exile in 1966, Nkrumah grew to regret his reliance on
persuasion and propaganda, but until the early 1960s, the belief in the power of propaganda was widely held. Alphonse Ebassa, a freedom fighter in Sierra Leone,
requested more copies of Voice of Africa, the monthly periodical printed in Ghana,
since propaganda had proven to be more ‘powerful’ than guns.25
The dual task of creating a network and managing public relations was the
responsibility of the Ghanaian Bureau of African Affairs, which replaced the Office
of the Advisor to the Prime Minister on African Affairs when its Director, George
Padmore, died on 23 September 1959. In so doing, Nkrumah realised Padmore’s
dream: a bureau, officially a non-governmental organisation, in support of independence movements. Despite rumours of espionage and financial mismanagement, the
BAA described itself as an information office and maintained a research department,
protocol division, printing press, library, linguistic secretariat, conference hall, and
publications section. Some of the political organisations in dependent Africa were
represented by their own personnel in the bureau, while literacy classes for expatriates were set up. Other groups, such as the Mouvement de liberation nationale in the
Belgian Congo, had their own material printed, while AAPC pamphlets rolled off
the presses and were disseminated.26
Ideological training was the most direct way in which the network of political
activists could be extended. In September 1958, Padmore had been advised by
W.W.K. Vanderpuye of the Ministry of Education to emulate the Indian and Egyptian cultural-exchange scholarships, which were explicitly political. On 11 November
1960, the Kwame Nkrumah Youth Training School was opened with youth from
Nyasaland and 108 Gambians, of whom fifty returned to their country after completing a general course in youth leadership. These efforts were stepped up when the
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Winneba Party College was converted into the Kwame Nkrumah Ideological Institute
in 1961. This school, in Nkrumah’s mind, had to ‘propagate firmly the essence of
African unity in Ghana and throughout the continent of Africa’.27
Additionally, newspapers were disseminated. As a former journalist on the
Chicago Defender and the Pittsburgh Courier, Padmore ordered the daily dispatch of
300 copies of Evening News and Ghanaian Times to ‘selected people, news agencies of
European countries as well as those of independent and dependent African States’ in
January 1959. Although read in public, newspapers were primarily meant for an
educated audience that was able to digest academic essays on the ‘African
Personality’. Dorothy Padmore, for instance, published a piece in which she analysed
how the Africans in British Africa had been more successful in safeguarding their
Africanism compared to their counterparts in French Africa.28 The illiterate reader
was serviced by cartoons that visualised what it meant to be African, while postcards
and other visual materials were produced to bring a pre-colonial African past to life.
The role of the press, however, lay primarily in creating ties among elites and activists.
Lastly, the Ghana External Broadcasting Service and the Voice of Ghana were
founded. These services compiled news bulletins and were intended to project
Ghana’s image abroad. The expansion of external broadcasting capacities was
inserted into the second Five Year Development Plan (1959 64) and in March 1958,
two advisors from the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation arrived in Ghana with a
plan for a radio network at an estimated cost of £1,077,950 and an annual operation
cost of £169,410.29 Nonetheless, until 1961, when transmitters finally became strong
enough, radio remained an instrument of national education.
In short, education, journalism, and, increasingly, radio were deemed essential
tools in the competition between pan-Africanism and capitalist, communist, and
late-colonial proscriptions for modernity. Kofi Baako, the first BAA director,
described the 1950s and 1960s as a time of ‘national rivalries, ideological competitions and racial antagonisms’. His words mirrored the US National Security
Council’s report of 1958 that concluded that the ‘African’s mind’ was not yet made
up, due to the ‘number of contradictory forces’. The African was the ‘target for the
advocacy of communism, old-fashioned colonialism, xenophobic nationalism and
Egyptian “Islamic” propaganda, as well as for the proponents of an orderly development’. Ghana had declared that it would give financial assistance to all freedom
fighters, but Nkrumah understood that dollar bills would not suffice. At the end of
1959, when £20,000 had been funnelled to others on the continent, he reiterated that
assistance could only be given to organisations that subscribed to the idea of African
unity.30
The Ghanaian plan for Africa was only one of many in a veritable glut of blueprints for the new Africa, non-alignment a way to resist external influences. The outbreak of the Congo crisis forced Ghanaian diplomats to revise those views.
II. The Congo Crisis and the strengthening of non-alignment
On 30 June 1960, King Baudouin of Belgium arrived in Leopoldville to witness the
transfer of power to the newly formed Congolese government in which Lumumba
took the position of Prime Minister and Joseph Kasavubu became the President.
After Baudouin sung the praises of Leopold II as a civiliser and Kasavubu promised
to honour the longstanding ties between both countries, Lumumba made an unannounced speech in which he reminded his audience of Belgian colonial exploitation.
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Baudouin had to be persuaded by the Belgian Prime Minister, Gaston Eyskens, not
to walk out of the ceremony. Only forty-eight hours later workers went on strike and
riots broke out among the soldiers of the Force Public while the mineral-rich province, Katanga, which was led by Moise Tshombe, declared its independence with Belgian support.31
II.i. The Congo Crisis and the new public diplomacy strategy
Ghanaian diplomats and African freedom fighters with ties to Accra were excited
about the opportunities that Congolese independence offered. The AAPC in Tunis
concluded that the Congo would provide a ‘springboard for effective propaganda’.
Consequently, experts from the Bank of Ghana, Ghanaian doctors, engineers, and
civil servants poured into Leopoldville, Lumumba signed a secret agreement that
established the Ghana-Congo-Guinea Union, and the Ghanaian Chief of Staff, General Alexander, took command of the United Nations Operation in the Congo
(ONUC) and disarmed the mutinous Congolese Army.32
At the 15th session of the UN General Assembly, which started on 20 September
1960, the Congo crisis was the main topic of debate, the Afro-Asian group gained
traction, Nikita Khrushchev called upon Secretary General Dag Hammarskj€
old to
resign, and US President Dwight Eisenhower defended his Congo policy. Nonetheless, the most intriguing speech came from Nkrumah, who entered the General
Assembly as a vindicated man. The crisis in the heart of Africa validated his worldview in which the threat of ‘balkanisation in Africa’ loomed large. The Belgian support for secession and international intervention strengthened him in the conviction
that Africa’s problems could only be solved by a joint African front. In August 1960,
a Conference of Independent African States in Leopoldville met to discuss the distribution of aid to the Congo.33
Nonetheless, Nkrumah stood alone in his support for Lumumba. William Tubman, the President of Liberia, and Gamal Abdel Nasser, the leader of Egypt, had
publicly expressed their irritation about the Ghanaian assistance mission to the
Congo. Subsequently, Nkrumah could not secure support for the creation of an African High Command. He had already proposed such an effort at the AAPC in 1958,
but now re-launched his proposal in an effort to reconcile Lumumba, who wanted
the UN troops to leave, with the Western powers. With little support from African
leaders Nkrumah turned to the Congolese. Ghanaian and Guinean pamphlets were
hidden in packing cases filled with medical supplies destined for the Indian UN Hospital. Together with the troops a mobile cinema van from the Ghana Information
Services, which was officially meant to entertain the troops but secretly used to promote African unity, was also unloaded.34
After Lumumba’s assassination became public in January 1961, A.K. Barden,
Director of the Ghanaian Bureau of African Affairs, and Captain Hassan left for
Leopoldville to discuss the new situation with the Deputy Prime Minister of
Lumumba’s government, Antoine Gizenga, who lost no time in summoning a cabinet meeting to devise a joint strategy. A direct line of communication with Accra was
established while underground support and vital public services were funded. More
importantly, continuous radio propaganda by independent African states was made
possible. Neither Nkrumah nor Barden had been surprised by Lumumba’s assassination, since pan-African ideas compelled Ghanaian diplomats to believe that his murder had resulted from a lack of inter-African co-operation. Ghanaian public
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diplomacy was therefore redirected towards the African public, who had to convince
their leaders to support African unity. Nkrumah came to realise that unifying the
African continent required a clear and coherent ideological message presented in an
emotional and appealing way. The chosen style can be characterised as a published
form of radio trottoir - pavement radio - where newspapers such as The Spark and
Voice of Africa were filled with fake telegrams, cartoons, and rumours to mobilise
the public.35
The letter Lumumba had written to his wife was spread by the BAA as a pamphlet and republished in the Voice of Africa, a periodical for freedom fighters, but
also in newspapers for a general audience, such as Workers World. Lumumba wrote
how some of his ‘compatriots’ had been ‘corrupted’ by ‘Belgian colonialists and their
Western allies’ and embedded the Congolese struggle within the larger context of
continental liberation: ‘Long live the Congo, Long live Africa.’ Ghanaian officials
flew in the sons of Maurice Mpolo and Joseph Okito, who had been murdered
together with the Congolese Prime Minister, not for training but to use them in propaganda stories. In July 1961, for instance, Voice of Africa published an interview
with Denis Prosper Okito, the son of the late President of the Congolese Senate, in
which he praised a Ghana that ‘so selflessly’ had ‘devoted itself to the welfare of the
Congo’ and had offered ‘technicians, health personnel and administrative officers’.
The BAA also published a letter directed at Pauline Lumumba, the wife of the murdered leader. The letter was not a typical enumeration of imperialist crimes concluded with a call to fight and liberate Africa. Instead, it played on readers’ emotions
and attempted to bring Lumumba’s death to a personal level: ‘“Mummy, Lumumba
has been killed,” grieved my little boy and his eyes moistened with tears as he brandished his clenched little fist. His grief was profound, Pauline and he will take this grief
into his years of manhood and he will be the hero I expect him to be one day.’36
Internationally, the choice for an emotional anti-colonial discourse sowed doubt
about Nkrumah’s commitment to non-alignment. Secretary of State Christian A.
Herter, for instance, interpreted Nkrumah’s UN speech as a signal that the Ghanaian
leader was ‘leaning towards the Soviet bloc’. In 1961 the British information officers
in East Africa were also disquieted by the ‘propaganda’ producing ‘young left wingers’ at the BAA. When Mark Mwithiga, the Chairman of the Kenya African
National Union, was arrested by the authorities in Kenya carrying a letter in his
pocket from Ghana’s BAA which promised support, Nkrumah lost his credibility as
an interlocutor. The French Ministry of Cooperation began to devise a strategy to
counter Nkrumah’s appeal.37 The paper trail left behind by US, French, or British
officials has been relied upon to argue that Lumumba’s murder finally made
Nkrumah realise he had to play a Cold War game.
II.ii. The preservation of non-alignment
Although Ghanaian public diplomacy became more stridently anti-colonial, nonalignment remained Ghana’s foreign policy line. On 3 March 1961, an unknown aid
tried to convince Nkrumah to take a more realist approach to Ghana’s positive neutrality, claiming international politics were ‘tough’ and required a new approach. To
obtain a maximum of capital from ‘all sources abroad’, Ghana’s ‘tactical move to
the Left’ required adjustment because it damaged Ghana’s image abroad. He urged
Nkrumah to play the Cold War powers off against each other because outside
observers already understood his foreign policy in that way. In its efforts to obtain
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funding for the Volta River Project, Ghana had already followed this course, without
major consequences. In his own words:
Most people assume that there has been a definite move on Ghana’s part to play the
East off against the West (as has been done by the [United Arab Republic] UAR), and it
can be argued that some of the progress with the Volta River project has been made possible by these methods. There is no quarrel with Ghana overseas in the use of these
tactics.38

When the All African Peoples Steering Committee, established after the AAPC in
1958, met in Dar-es-Salaam from 26 to 30 January 1961 they viewed the calamities
on the continent through a pan-African lens. The French atrocities during the Algerian War, the Congo Crisis, and the violent oppression of anti-apartheid protest in
South Africa were not an indication that the Cold War had arrived on African soil.
On the contrary, these crises were the dying breath of colonial regimes. The real
problem was the failure of the Congolese and other African peoples to unite. Political
parties, the trade-union organisations, youth movements, and women’s groups therefore had to win over the people to achieve African unity.39

III. Non-alignment in the battle for African hearts and minds
On 7 October 1961, therefore, all the heads of mission in African countries were
called to Accra to discuss ways in which Ghana’s foreign policy could be more effectively explained. In his opening speech, Nkrumah stated that the principal task of
the African diplomat was the creation of public opinion. In 1961 therefore the Ministry of Foreign Affairs began to invest in public diplomacy outside of Africa with
exhibition windows in New York and London. Ambassadors had to make Ghana’s
policy understandable and push other independent territories into taking a ‘militant
attitude’ against the external interference in African affairs. A strategic paper by the
BAA had already recommended an expansive propaganda campaign to diminish the
tensions between Ghana and other African countries in June 1960. The absence of
communication channels had to be addressed since it caused suspicion of Ghana’s
aims and motives.40
Even though the spread of Ghana’s brand of pan-Africanism had always been an
uphill struggle, particularly in French Africa where the ties with Paris remained
strong, after 1960 the problem became more pressing. Leaders to whom Accra had
given political training or assistance began to oppose Ghana’s blueprint for African
unity. Although Milton Obote in Uganda remained an ally, Jomo Kenyatta and
Tom Moboya of Kenya, as well as the Tanzanian leader, Julius Nyerere, disagreed
with Nkrumah on four issues. Nyerere, first of all, advocated a regionalist approach
and advocated an East African Federation, whereas Nkrumah believed regional
groupings would reduce the incentive for further integration. Additionally, Kenya
and Tanzania wanted a gradual step-by-step plan for unity. Nkrumah’s third complaint was that the gradualists were not willing to commit all their resources and
energies to the cause. All the while these statesmen debated ways in which continental prosperity could be attained: with Nyerere’s plough and pick-axe or through a
jet-propelling towards modernisation, as Nkrumah argued.41
What is more, having just emerged from colonialism, new African governments
were wary of foreign ideas and reluctant to submit themselves to new forms of
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Western paternalism. As Paul Nugent writes, these leaders tried to fend off an emerging international discourse on human rights and democracy, which could lend itself
to interference in African affairs. Nonetheless, deeper ideological incentives were at
work as well. Nkrumah believed he had to shelter his developing society from neocolonial propaganda while less radical leaders, such as Hastings Banda in Malawi,
were also adamant about the uniqueness of African ways. El Ferik Ibrahim Abboud
of Sudan hinted at the threat posed by ideas at the Belgrade Conference. He defined
‘political ideology’ as a form of interference because it touched ‘on the belief and
freedom of a nation’ and could lead to ‘political indoctrination’. Ethiopian King
Haile Selassie talked about ‘engorgement’, a gradual process that destroyed identity
and personality.42 After 1961 the Ghanaian definition of non-alignment was
expanded to include the threat of foreign propaganda.
III.i. Teleguided diplomacy
Nkrumah was unable to understand why leaders who had been part of Accra’s revolutionary network had refused to support his operation in the Congo. In line with his
pan-African worldview, he blamed the subtle manipulations of neo-colonialists in
the cultural and ideological sphere for the lack of support. Through so-called
‘teleguided diplomacy’ neo-colonial states had been able to divorce leaders from their
people. Leaders refused to co-operate with Ghana and reach African unity because
imperialists had convinced a number of truly anti-imperialist states such as Kenya
and Tanzania to compromise. Great Britain and France were seen as shady puppeteers who pulled strings ‘to make us cut each other’s throat for the sake of their diabolical purposes in Africa’. As mere puppets, African leaders were steered towards
making decisions that went against the interests of their own people.43
Ghanaian public diplomacy officials therefore intensified their efforts to convince
the African public rather than their political leaders that Ghana was the only nation
able to lead an African union and cope with neo-colonial conspiracies. Stories about
Portuguese brutality in Angola and Mozambique, prints of Nkrumah’s speeches, or
articles about the alleged plans to build bases for the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) with a detailed map were all motivated by a concern to mobilise a
mass audience. The projects of the Development Secretariat, such as Tema Harbor,
the Volta River Dam, and Ghana Airways, were also set up with an eye for Ghana’s
reputation. Students, who were in Accra on a government scholarship to study a
technical profession, were featured in Voice of Africa. An article about Haile
Selassie’s state visit entitled ‘Two African Leaders Speak’ had to impress upon readers that Nkrumah was an important international statesman. A teacher diligently
writing formulas on a blackboard or experimenting with test tubes had to convey
that an intensive study of science was a crucial feature of Ghanaian education.44
The attempt on Nkrumah’s life in Kulungugu on 11 August 1962, where someone
handed him a bouquet with a bomb, was also seized upon as an opportunity to
‘strengthen the independent position of Ghana in African Affairs’, as the new BAA
Director, A.K. Barden, phrased it. The Ghanaian Bureau of African Affairs
saw that crisis as an opportunity to make an emotional call to rise up against neocolonialism. Nkrumah personally ordered Barden to plan a demonstration against
neo-colonialism in Accra, which had to come across as spontaneous and was supposed to mobilise mass support outside of Ghana. Barden therefore asked every
bureau staff member to write a slogan as a news item about the demonstration for
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the external broadcast. He wanted to gather no less than 50,000 demonstrators by
bringing freedom fighters, members of the Convention’s People’s Party, ex-Servicemen, and the Asafo Companies, a traditional warrior group in wider Accra, Winniba, and Swedru, to Accra.45
Although this endeavour only produced a small gathering of children holding
French flags and signs reading ‘Down with Neo-Colonialism and Imperialism’, the
plan points to an appreciation for public relations which had been less prominent
before 1960 and shows BAA operatives eager to create the illusion of spontaneity,
essential to acquire mass support for Ghana’s pan-Africanism.
III.ii. Redefining non-alignment in public diplomacy terms
Rather than an indication of his growing sympathy for the Soviet Union, the antiWestern tone the propaganda campaign aimed at giving Ghana a louder voice in the
inter-African debates about the best way to attain African unity. When Leonid
Brezhnev arrived in Accra in February 1961, visits from Tito, Senghor, and Assistant
Secretary of State of African Affairs G. Mennen-Williams as well as Nkrumah’s own
visit to the Soviet Union in March 1961 were deliberately scheduled in close proximity to each other to reflect Ghana’s non-aligned stance.46
This theatrical form of non-alignment drew inspiration from the French President, Charles de Gaulle, and the counterculture of the New Left. The ghost-writers
of Neo-Colonialism, one of Nkrumah books, quoted The Invisible Government, a
New Leftist piece of literature, which defined the government as ‘a loose amorphous
grouping of individuals and agencies’ with the CIA at its heart. De Gaulle proved
that an assertive stance with a proposal to transform NATO, the creation of a
nuclear force de frappe, and the rejection of Americanisation could increase French
grandeur and produce a favourable outcome.47
In his critique on French colonialism Nkrumah could barely hide his admiration
for de Gaulle, since France had been able to establish successfully a link with its African territories. In his 1964 book, Nkrumah described France as a colony of the US
Empire and de Gaulle as someone who defied US power. The French nuclear test in
the Sahara, the intervention in Gabon of 1964, and de Gaulle’s trips to Cambodia in
1966 and Latin America in 1964 were all seen as ways to defect from US power. If de
Gaulle and US beatniks defied US power, Nkrumah could not stay behind if Ghana
wanted a credible neutral position. Nkrumah became an indirect ally of de Gaulle in
his search for a world that was not dominated by the superpowers. That shared
view would eventually lead to the almost forgotten state visit to France by Ghana’s
Foreign Affairs Minister, Kojo Botsio, in June 1965.48
After 1960 non-alignment was redefined in public diplomacy terms, which
affected Ghana’s bilateral relations, its stance on international organisations, and
its aid policy towards freedom fighters. Botsio explained that the appearance of nonalignment was at least as important as the principle itself, since ‘the manner and
timing of foreign policy statements’ became essential. Bilateral trade relations, diplomatic representations, and foreign-aid agreements could not be entered into lightly
and even student scholarships had to be divided in such a way that they were not
only genuinely non-committed, but also ‘seen to be non-committed to any of the two
power-blocs’.49 Nkrumah further believed that international organisations had
become institutions where states which defied ‘world opinion’ acquired a lot of influence. The intervention in the Congo had made Nkrumah wary of the UN since
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imperialists had abused its resources and facilities to manipulate public opinion.50
Non-alignment also provided a solution to the fights within the BAA that centred on
whether or not to support certain liberation movements, which were splintering
along Cold War lines. Diplomats such as Kwesi Armah demanded a ‘machinery’
with better-greased wheels to avoid debate over supporting, for instance, Potloko
Leballo’s Pan Africanist Congress (PAC) or Nelson Mandela’s African National
Congress (ANC) in South Africa.51
But, principally, non-alignment was a way to shield Ghanaians from adverse foreign propaganda. Both the East and the West were barred from using Ghana as a
‘propaganda forum’. S.A. Moore of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs scrutinised the
press releases that were issued by every embassy in Accra. Officials at the United
States Information Agency (USIA), the US public diplomacy institution, astutely
observed that Ghana’s warning was a way to deal with the ‘increased propaganda
competition’ on the continent. US officers therefore tolerated Nkrumah’s accusation
that USIA was planning a propaganda offensive against the developing countries
and ignored the allegation that NATO devised psychological warfare plans for
Africa. From 1962 onwards, Ghanaian journalists were instructed to pay attention
to the wording and style of foreign news since these could contain secret messages. It
was therefore forbidden to copy news stories from Western newspapers, while in
1963 the BAA began publishing the African Chronicler, a newspaper in which journalistic pieces coming from the New York Times, the Christian Science Monitor, and
the New York Herald were reprinted in a dry and factual style. Written by Africans
this bulletin could not contain any secret ideological messages. Accordingly, when
the Afro-American magazine Ebony began its operations in Ghana, The Spark was
quick to point out that the periodical could poison the atmosphere in Africa with
neo-colonialist ideas and create disunity.52
In 1964, William Gardner Smith, Director of the Ghana Institute of Journalism,
turned this opposition to foreign news into a coherent theory named ‘revolutionary
journalism’. In his classes, Smith outlined how Western newspapers distorted stories
and were governed by a Cold War bias. He indicated that even the most objective of
the Western papers employed the term ‘free world’ and included countries such as
South Africa, Southern Rhodesia, Portugal, and Spain within that definition. Instead,
Smith argued, African journalists should write for a broad audience and simplify their
prose. The call to arms for the freedom fighters was a thing of the past. The revolutionary journalist possessed a solid ideological basis, had the ability to differentiate
between friend and foe, and did not rely on slogans or jaded cliches, but instead
incited people to action. The journalist had become an instrument of the African revolution in which everyone, not only those who were politically active, was involved.53
Moreover, Nkrumah tried to convince other African leaders of the need to protect their population against neo-colonialist propaganda. In a letter to Nyerere in
December 1961, Nkrumah wrote that too much democracy would hand imperialists
the sticks to beat them with. The language differences in Africa were only an artificial
division created by colonialism, claiming that ‘we can even make love without the
help of any language!’ The real dividing line between French and British Africa was
drawn because French Africa still leaned on its former coloniser, a problem that
could not be resolved by economic co-operation alone. Sound economic integration
needed a ‘stable political direction, force and purpose’. In the European Economic
Community - Nkrumah argued - confusion reigned supreme since a sound foundation for political action was missing.54
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In a letter to Kenyatta, Nkrumah expressed concern about the foreign owned
press, ‘one of the formidable enemies of our political struggle’. Formal independence
had made direct intervention difficult, but the press remained a ‘deadly weapon’ at
the disposal of the imperialists who ‘put out vile propaganda’ and in that way magnified internal differences. Nonetheless, to all this there was ‘an effective antidote’,
Nkrumah claimed: ‘the establishment of a strong party press’. He offered to send a
printing expert from the Guinea Press, a corporation formed under the governmentsponsored Industrial Development Corporation, who would distribute printing samples and assist local journalists.55
The exchanges among Nkrumah, Nyerere, and Kenyatta elucidate how interAfrican conflict about the strategy to create African unity motivated the Ghanaian
leader to choose a more emotional form of propaganda and expand his conception
of non-alignment. Some have interpreted Nkrumah’s sustained attention for panAfricanism as the sign of an irrational obsession. In fact, for Nkrumah, this sort of
plea was a tactic to mobilise a mass audience behind his plan for direct unification.
Nkrumah believed that leaders who questioned his approach had become subject to
‘teleguidance’, the victim of French and British manipulation. Therefore the African
people rather than leaders had to be counted on to reach African unity after 1960.56
Conclusion: continued non-alignment and the Africa-centred perspective
Taking the interlaced nature of the pan-African ideology and public diplomacy
within Ghana into account elucidates how the Ghanaian brand of non-alignment often used interchangeably with neutralism - was rooted in a pan-African worldview
and only in part a response to the Cold War binaries. Non-alignment was primarily
understood as a form of non-intervention in African affairs, a term that after the
Congo crisis came to include African ideas and culture. Rather than prioritising African political unification over a non-aligned stance in the Cold War world,
Nkrumah’s interventionist ideology compelled him to remain staunchly non-aligned,
since this was considered the only way to limit the damage of neo-colonial intrusion.
Nkrumah’s non-aligned stance in international relations was profoundly shaped by
the interventionist ideology of pan-Africanism and not restricted by a need for Cold
War pragmatism.
This article can only hint at the potential of an Africa-centred perspective in
understanding the international position of the continent. While the work of international historians and Africanists elucidates how post-colonial leaders and diplomats
were not mere pawns of the superpowers, Sub-Saharan Africa is still approached as
a ‘politically empty space’57 in the realm of international relations, located outside of
the normal dealings of diplomacy. The agency of Third World actors has been limited to harnessing the dominant international reality of their age, the Cold War, to
maximise potential benefits.58 This structure is problematic because it flattens the
complex strategies that diplomats from (former-) colonies pursued. In this way, the
subaltern resistance narrative persists, even though historians such as Elizabeth
Schmidt have produced a more complex image.59 The possibility that African action
might actually alter the significance of the Cold War for Africa is underestimated. A
redefinition of the conceptual limits of the Cold War and the Non-Aligned project
within the context of the broader twentieth century might productively start with a
rethinking of Africa’s international history, since the Cold War on the continent
unfolded in unexpected ways.
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