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Abstract  

Political upheaval in Africa can be caused by a number of factors, including economic 

instability, corruption, ethnic and tribal conflicts, human rights abuses, and external 

interference from other countries. Many African countries have also experienced a 

legacy of colonialism, which has left deep social and economic divides, as well as 

authoritarian governments that have suppressed political opposition. Additionally, the 

lack of strong institutions and the failure of some governments to provide basic 

services and address the needs of their citizens can also lead to political instability and 

upheaval. Ultimately, the specific causes of political upheaval in Africa can vary 

greatly from one situation to another. It is these factors that bring about political unrest 

that the writer aims at discussing in this paper. With the methodological approach of 

philosophical inquiry, the study intends to effectively examine the causes of political 

upheaval in Africa.  
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Introduction 

Africa experiences political upheaval due to a range of diverse causes that differ from 

one country to another. Common factors contributing to political instability include 

the continent's history of colonialism, economic inequality, and corruption. Ethnic and 

religious tensions, power struggles among political elites, external interference in 

domestic affairs, and natural disasters like droughts and famines also play a role in 

exacerbating political instability in Africa. The legacy of colonial rule, characterized 

by arbitrary borders, weak institutions, and ethnic rivalries, has significantly 

contributed to political instability in African countries.¹ Ethnic and religious conflicts 

often act as triggers for political violence and widespread unrest.² These conflicts may 

stem from long-standing grievances, competition for resources, or political 

manipulation of identity divisions. 

 

Struggles for power among political elites have frequently resulted in violent conflicts 

and political instability.³ These power struggles can arise from contested elections, 

authoritarian regimes, or factionalism within ruling parties. Additionally, external 

interference by foreign powers, either through direct military intervention or covert 

support to local factions, has often fueled conflicts and disrupted governance 

processes in African countries.⁴ Such interference may be driven by geopolitical 

interests, access to natural resources, or ideological motivations. 
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Natural disasters, such as droughts and famines, further contribute to political 

instability by undermining governments' ability to maintain social order and provide 

essential services.⁵ These disasters exacerbate existing socio-economic inequalities 

and trigger mass movements of people, placing additional strain on governance 

systems.Understanding the complex interplay of these historical, socio-economic, 

political, and environmental factors is crucial for policymakers to develop more 

effective strategies to address and mitigate political upheaval in Africa. 

 

Theoretical Review  
Political upheaval in Africa is a widespread phenomenon that has occurred in various 

countries on the continent over the years. This can take many forms, such as coups 

d'état, civil wars, and popular uprisings against oppressive regimes. These events often 

result in significant political, social, and economic upheaval, with far-reaching 

consequences for the people of the affected countries. According to Ulf Engel and 

Gorm Rye Olsen (2018), political upheaval in Africa has been a recurring feature 

throughout the continent's history. They state that political upheaval, defined as the 

violent or non-violent and contested displacement of a political regime or order, is a 

long-standing phenomenon on the African continent.⁶ Political upheaval, therefore, is 

not a recent occurrence, but rather a persistent issue in African politics. 

 

One of the most significant examples of political upheaval in Africa in recent times 

was the Arab Spring, which began in 2011 and resulted in widespread protests and 

revolutions across the Middle East and North Africa. In many cases, these protests 

were sparked by long-standing grievances against authoritarian governments, such as 

corruption, economic inequality, and lack of political freedom. The Arab Spring led to 

the overthrow of several regimes in the region, including in Egypt, Libya, and Tunisia. 

The Arab Spring, according to Sarah Wolff, constitutes an exceptional moment of 

collective political mobilization that seemed to open up the possibility of a radical 

transformation of the social and political order in the region.⁷ 

Another example of political upheaval in Africa is the ongoing conflict in the 

Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC). The DRC has been plagued by political 

instability and violence for many years, with various rebel groups and armed factions 

vying for power and control over the country's vast natural resources. This conflict has 

had devastating consequences for the people of the DRC, with widespread human 

rights abuses, displacement, and a humanitarian crisis. According to Jason Stearns, the 

DRC's political landscape has been shaped by armed conflict and political upheaval 

since its independence in 1960.⁸ 

Political upheaval can also take the form of popular protests and uprisings against 

oppressive regimes. In recent years, there have been several such examples in Africa, 

such as the End SARS protests in Nigeria and the ongoing protests in Ethiopia over 

the government's treatment of the Oromo people. In both cases, these protests were 
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sparked by widespread grievances against the government and its policies, and have 

led to significant political upheaval and change. The significance of popular protests 

as a form of political upheaval is evident in the case of the End SARS protests in 

Nigeria. According to 'The Youth, Peace and Security Project' (2020), "End SARS 

represented one of the largest and most significant youth-led protests in Nigeria's 

history.⁹ This underscores the magnitude of the protests and their impact on the 

political landscape of Nigeria. 

Admittedly, political upheaval in Africa is a widespread and complex phenomenon 

that has had far-reaching consequences for the people of the continent. From popular 

uprisings to armed conflict, political upheaval has the potential to cause significant 

social, economic, and political instability, with long-term consequences for the 

affected countries. 

 

Major Causes of Political Upheaval in Africa  

There are many factors that can contribute to political upheaval in Africa, and the 

specific causes can vary depending on the country and the circumstances. Some of the 

most common factors that can lead to political upheaval in Africa include: 

● Economic instability and inequality: Economic issues such as high levels of poverty, 

unemployment, and income inequality can fuel political unrest and contribute to the 

rise of extremist groups. Economic instability and inequality are two of the biggest 

challenges facing the world today. Economic instability refers to a situation where the 

economy is not growing or is experiencing significant fluctuations, such as booms and 

busts. This can lead to high levels of unemployment and underemployment, as well as 

other negative effects on individuals and society as a whole.¹⁰ 

Inequality, on the other hand, refers to the unequal distribution of income, wealth, or 

other resources among members of a society. This can result in some individuals or 

groups having more access to opportunities and resources than others. This can lead to 

social and economic disparities and can be a source of conflict and social unrest.¹¹ 

Addressing economic instability and inequality requires a multi-faceted approach that 

involves both short-term and long-term solutions. In the short term, governments can 

implement policies that help to stimulate economic growth and provide support to 

individuals and businesses affected by economic downturns. In the long term, policies 

that promote education and training, as well as those that aim to reduce income and 

wealth inequality, can help to build a more stable and equitable economy. 

● Corruption and abuse of power: Corruption and abuse of power by government 

officials can lead to widespread anger and frustration among the population, which 

can fuel political upheaval. Corruption and abuse of power are serious issues that can 

have harmful consequences for individuals and society as a whole. Corruption is the 

use of power or position for personal gain, and it can take many forms, such as bribery, 

extortion, embezzlement, and cronyism. Abuse of power, on the other hand, is the 

improper use of authority or position to benefit oneself or others, often at the expense 

of others.¹² Both corruption and abuse of power can undermine trust in government 
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and institutions, and they can lead to unequal treatment and injustice.¹³ It is important 

for individuals and organizations to be vigilant and to speak out against corruption and 

abuse of power whenever they encounter it. 

● Lack of political representation: In some cases, political upheaval can be caused by 

a lack of representation for certain groups or communities within a country's political 

system. This can lead to feelings of disenfranchisement and can contribute to the rise 

of extremist groups. Political representation refers to the idea that the government 

should represent the interests of the people. This can take many forms, but generally it 

means that elected officials should make decisions on behalf of their constituents and 

that the government should be accountable to the people it serves.¹⁴ 

● Ethnic and religious tensions: Ethnic and religious tensions are another major cause 

of political instability in Africa. In many countries, the population is divided along 

ethnic or religious lines, and conflicts between different groups can easily escalate and 

lead to political upheaval. Ethnic and religious tensions can refer to conflicts or 

tensions that arise between different ethnic or religious groups. These conflicts can be 

based on a variety of factors, such as differences in cultural practices, beliefs, or 

values, competition for resources, or historical events.¹⁵ In some cases, these tensions 

can lead to violence or other forms of conflict, such as war or discrimination. In order 

to address ethnic and religious tensions, it is important for different groups to engage 

in dialogue and work towards understanding and respect for one another. This can 

involve efforts to promote education, cultural exchange, and conflict resolution.¹⁶ 

There are many other potential causes of political instability in Africa, including weak 

institutions, poor governance, and external factors such as conflict and intervention 

from other countries. It is important to note that the specific causes of political 

instability can vary from country to country, and a thorough understanding of the 

specific political and social context is necessary to fully understand the root causes of 

any given instance of political upheaval. 

Possible Solution to the Political Upheaval in Africa  

The political situation in Africa is complex and varied, with each country having its 

own unique challenges and circumstances. As such, there is no one-size-fits-all 

solution to the political upheaval in Africa. However, some potential solutions that 

may help address some of the issues facing the continent include: 

 

Promoting good governance and the rule of law: This involves strengthening 

democratic institutions and ensuring that they are accountable and transparent. This 

can help to prevent corruption and abuse of power, and ensure that the government 

serves the interests of the people.¹⁷ 

Good governance and the rule of law are essential for the smooth functioning of any 

society. Good governance refers to the way in which a government or organization is 

run, with a focus on fairness, transparency, and accountability. The rule of law, on the 
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other hand, refers to the principles and norms that govern a society, including the 

protection of individual rights and the enforcement of laws. Supporting economic 

development: Economic growth can help to reduce poverty and inequality, and create 

opportunities for people to improve their lives. This can be achieved through a range 

of measures, such as investing in infrastructure, providing access to education and 

healthcare, and promoting entrepreneurship and job creation.¹⁸ 

Economic development refers to the efforts of governments, businesses, and 

communities to improve the economic well-being and quality of life of their citizens. 

This can include initiatives to create jobs, promote entrepreneurship and innovation, 

improve infrastructure, and provide access to education and healthcare. Economic 

development is important because it can help reduce poverty, improve living standards, 

and promote a more equitable society. However, it is also important to consider the 

potential negative impacts of economic development, such as environmental 

degradation and the displacement of communities, and to take steps to mitigate these 

effects. 

Addressing conflicts and violence: Many of the political challenges in Africa are 

rooted in conflicts and violence. To address these issues, it is important to find 

peaceful and inclusive solutions, such as through dialogue, mediation, and 

reconciliation.¹⁹ 

Conflicts and violence can be addressed in a variety of ways, depending on the 

specific situation and the individuals involved. Some potential strategies for 

addressing conflicts and violence include: 

* Using communication and negotiation to resolve disagreements peacefully. This can 

involve listening to the other person's perspective, expressing your own point of view, 

and finding a compromise or solution that works for both parties. 

* Seeking help from a mediator or third party who can facilitate communication and 

help parties find common ground. 

* Implementing conflict resolution programs or trainings in schools, workplaces, and 

other settings to teach people how to handle conflicts in a healthy and productive way. 

* Using non-violent discipline and punishment to discourage violence and promote 

positive behavior. 

* Providing support and resources for individuals who have been affected by violence, 

such as trauma counselling, legal assistance, and medical care. 

* Working to address the underlying causes of violence, such as poverty, 

discrimination, and unequal power dynamics. This can involve implementing social 

and economic policies, creating educational opportunities, and promoting inclusivity 

and equality. 
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Strengthening regional cooperation: African countries can work together to address 

common challenges and promote regional integration. This can involve initiatives 

such as trade agreements, security cooperation, and joint efforts to address 

development challenges.²⁰ 

Regional cooperation refers to the collaboration between countries within a particular 

region to achieve common goals. This can take many forms, such as through 

economic, political, or military alliances. Strengthening regional cooperation can be 

beneficial for a number of reasons, including the following: 

▪︎Economic benefits: By working together, countries within a region can increase 

trade and investment, leading to economic growth and increased prosperity. 

▪︎Political stability: Stronger regional cooperation can help to reduce tensions and 

prevent conflicts from arising. This can lead to greater political stability and peace 

within the region. 

▪︎Shared security: By collaborating on security issues, countries within a region can 

better protect themselves from external threats. 

▪︎Improved access to resources: Through regional cooperation, countries can share 

resources and expertise, allowing them to access resources and technology that may 

not be available to them individually. 

▪︎Greater global influence: By working together, countries within a region can have a 

stronger voice in international affairs and be better able to achieve their collective 

goals. 

In order to strengthen regional cooperation, it is important for countries within a 

region to establish strong political and economic ties, and to work together to address 

common challenges and achieve shared objectives. This may involve setting up 

institutions or agreements that facilitate collaboration, as well as regular meetings and 

discussions between leaders and officials. 

 

Evaluation  

The article titled "Causes of Political Upheaval in Africa: A Philosophical Inquiry" 

provides a comprehensive overview of the factors contributing to political instability 

in Africa. It explores a range of causes, including economic instability, corruption, 

ethnic and religious tensions, external interference, and the legacy of colonialism. The 

article also discusses potential solutions to address political upheaval in the region, 

such as promoting good governance, supporting economic development, addressing 

conflicts, and strengthening regional cooperation. 

One strength of the article is its comprehensive coverage of the various factors that 

contribute to political upheaval in Africa. The author acknowledges the complexity 

and diversity of the causes, highlighting economic, social, political, and historical 
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dimensions. By examining factors such as economic instability, corruption, and ethnic 

tensions, the article presents a well-rounded understanding of the multifaceted nature 

of political upheaval in Africa. 

Moreover, the article effectively incorporates philosophical inquiry as a 

methodological approach to analyzing the causes of political upheaval. By employing 

philosophical analysis, the author delves deeper into the underlying assumptions, 

values, and ethical considerations that shape political dynamics in Africa. This 

approach adds depth to the discussion and encourages critical thinking about the root 

causes of political instability. The inclusion of case studies, such as the Arab Spring, 

the conflict in the Democratic Republic of Congo, and the #EndSARS protests in 

Nigeria, strengthens the article's analysis. These examples provide real-world 

illustrations of the causes and consequences of political upheaval in Africa, making 

the content more engaging and relatable to readers. 

Additionally, the article offers some potential solutions to address political upheaval in 

Africa. It emphasizes the importance of promoting good governance, supporting 

economic development, addressing conflicts, and strengthening regional cooperation. 

These recommendations reflect a holistic and integrated approach that acknowledges 

the interconnectedness of political, social, and economic factors in fostering stability. 

However, there are a few areas that need further improvement. Firstly, while the 

article highlights the causes of political upheaval in Africa, there is still need for more 

in-depth analysis and evidence to support its claims.  

Secondly, external interference is mentioned briefly. Further exploration of its impact, 

motivations, and potential solutions should be researched into as to add another layer 

of understanding to the topic. Undoubtedly, the article "Causes of Political Upheaval 

in Africa: A Philosophical Inquiry" provides a solid overview of the causes and 

consequences of political instability in Africa. Its comprehensive coverage, 

incorporation of philosophical inquiry, and inclusion of relevant case studies 

contribute to a thoughtful analysis. By addressing the areas for improvement, such as 

incorporating more empirical evidence, discussing external actors' role, and offering 

concrete recommendations, the article could further enhance its impact and relevance 

in understanding and addressing political upheaval in Africa. 

 

Conclusion  

In conclusion, political upheaval in Africa is a complex and a hydra headed 

phenomenon influenced by a variety of factors. Economic instability, corruption, 

ethnic and religious tensions, external interference, and the legacy of colonialism all 

contribute to political instability in the region. Addressing these challenges requires a 

multi-faceted approach that includes promoting good governance, supporting 

economic development, addressing conflicts, and strengthening regional cooperation. 

By employing a philosophical inquiry, this article provides a thorough examination of 

the causes of political upheaval in Africa. However, further analysis of social and 
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cultural factors, as well as the impact of globalization and technological advancements, 

would enhance the article's depth and relevance. 

Understanding the causes of political upheaval in Africa is crucial for policymakers, 

scholars, and practitioners seeking to promote stability, peace, and development in the 

region. By addressing these underlying causes and implementing effective solutions, 

African countries can work towards a more stable and prosperous future for their 

citizens. 
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