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A preface to an analysis of decolonisation should firstly reflect upon the limited nature of colonialism. The myths that colonialisation and then decolonization changed everything must be debunked. The coming of independence in Ghana cannot be discussed in full with sole attention to the decade or so before 1960. Nor can it be explained completely only making reference to the territory itself. The decolonisation process must be examined by placing the events of the period in a broader spatial, historical and intellectual context; that is, unique, with important distinctive features, but also part of a far-reaching process. It is only with these postulates that a useful analysis of decolonisation can be constructed.


The nature of the colonial state is of critical importance to this discussion, in particular, particularly the extent to which the imperial power was able to create an effective system of governance. Herbst argues that states in Africa were rarely strong, as they faced the problem of “how to broadcast power over sparsely settled lands”
. Aside from the Asante region, where a long history of trade, in gold, slaves and cocoa, had resulted in a more complex society with greater political development and social differentiation
, the inhabitants of the Gold Coast region were, at the time of imperial conquest at the beginning on the 20th Century, largely disunited and undeveloped in agricultural and economic terms. The British saw little of value outside the goldfields and mono-crop agriculture, and thus created little infrastructure in the North of the state, or outside of metropolitan centres. The only significant attempts by the British to ‘develop’ the people of Gold Coast were in education. However, this was hardly for the benevolent reasons suggested by Lugard’s concept of a ‘moral compass’, but more for the need of a collaborative class of Africans, educated enough to administer on the imperialists’ behalf. 


Despite the limitations of the colonial state, it was still a very real entity. The British government valued its territories, both as of their symbols of prestige and power and their economic value. Yet, Britain’s grip on her colonies loosened remarkably quickly. The reasons for this relate partly to the changed nature of both prestige and economics in the post-war period. The productivity of the colonies was an imperative for Britain from the outset of the imperial era, and at no point was this more sharply focused than in the post-war period of virtual national bankruptcy. The need to economically exploit the colonies was never greater, yet the capital required to build enabling infrastructures was never scarcer. The logical solution for Britain was to retain economic ties but move towards self-governance. Also of significance was a shift in attitudes in Britain, and indeed across the West. As Cooper summarises, World War II had “exposed the hypocrisy of colonizing ideologies and the weakness underlying the apparent power of colonizing regimes”
. That is to say, a war fought to defend notions of freedom and self-determination, rendered an exploitative, and at times, violently repressive empire indefensible.

If, as Cooper asserts, the weaknesses of the white man had been revealed to Africans, an examination of decolonisation must consider who was able to exploit these opportunities, and by what means. This requires a shift of analytical focus onto the Gold Coast specifically. The very fact that the Gold Coast was a ‘model colony’
 hastened the coming of independence. According to Easterly, “it supplied two-thirds of the world’s cocoa. It had the best schools in Africa… [And] a good amount of investment”
. A significant educated class was fertile soil for progressive thinking, a national self-awareness that was broadened further by the return of 40,000 Ghanaian soldiers who had fought overseas in the war. Birmingham asserts that their anger at “the indignity of winning a war only to become imperial paupers”
 was influential in the formation of a broad-based claim for independence. The economic value of cocoa production also gave Africans seeking independence crucial leverage. While much of the cocoa profits were taken by the British, the relative unity of the producers allowed them to exert influence at a national level, a situation highlighted by a disease known as ‘swollen shoot’. The affliction required a drastic response in terms of destroying infected trees, if the national economy was to be preserved, but it was a “recipe for catastrophe”
 for the farmers themselves. The disaffection this caused significant concern in the British administration. Additionally, vocal protests and boycotts against the rising price of consumer goods created the spirit of opposition, and paved the way for a leader to unite these varied and disparate concerns.

Kwame Nkrumah, a man with humble origins, yet educated in a mission school, and later at universities in the USA and Britain, was the leader who was able to weave together the threads of dissent into a genuinely popular national party, the Convention People’s Party. The CPP came into being after Nkrumah left the United Gold Coast Convention, a longer-standing party, whose leaders, including the chairman, J.B. Danquah, had become increasingly concerned about Nkrumah’s “high profile and radical rhetoric”. While Nkrumah was fortunate in that circumstances allowed him to rapidly gain broad popularity, credit must also be given to his considerable personal attributes. As Weber states, a leader of “extraordinary and personal” qualities
 can use his virtues to obtain and legitimate power; Nkrumah’s “charm, charisma, energy, rhetorical power and organizing ability”
 were an example of this.


The British response to Nkrumah was a curiously ambivalent mix of fear, caution and, eventual acceptance. The desire for Lugard’s ‘indirect rule’ to flow smoothly into a new era of ‘self-government’ was borne out by the search for a responsible, conservative body of African leaders who would assume responsibility for Ghana’s administration without radically challenging Britain’s status as the economic hegemon. When Nkrumah’s rhetoric espoused a more ambitious agenda, the knee-jerk response was to brand him a communist troublemaker and imprison him, first in 1948, briefly, and for more than a year beginning in January 1950
. These crass political miscalculations created a martyr, a national hero. Even in Nkrumah’s absence, the elections of 1951 brought the CCP a landslide victory; the people of the Gold Coast appeared to have made their choice.  While militarily able to retain authority, the legitimacy of British power in the Gold Coast required “at least the illusion of political progress”
, an illusion that could not be sustained in a context of mass demonstrations and protests. Nkrumah, as Timothy comments, “described himself as a disciple of…Mahatma Ghandi and said that the non-violence concept of Positive Action was based on Ghandi’s methods”
. This represents Nkrumah’s attempts to articulate himself as a respectable politician, a characteristic seized on by the British government, as they were “constrained to accept Nkrumah as the most responsible and plausible politician it could work with”
.


Accepted into government almost immediately after his release from incarceration, Nkrumah faced considerable obstacles in his desire to move towards genuine independence, not least because of the weak nature of the state, as discussed above, but also as his own administrative inexperience. These problems could not be avoided, but the vision of Charles Arden-Clarke helped to mitigate them. Allowing Nkrumah to serve an apprenticeship, in which he was credited with the reforms of the period, the governor provided stability in continuity, helping to steer the young leader away from the many pitfalls of the delicate political situation. Capitalizing on the optimistic, the CPP won elections in 1954 and 1956 convincingly, and when he became the first Prime Minister of Ghana it seemed that a smooth transition under an increasingly able leader had been completed. The optimism of the period may seem naïve with retrospect, but given the circumstances it was easily understandable. Davidson articulates this theme in his work from 1973 and 1992. In the latter publication, he persuasively argues that "the sense of liberation from a grossly limiting bondage was real and expansive"
.


The optimism proved short-lived. By 1966, Nkrumah had been deposed in a military coup, a mere six years after becoming Ghana’s first president, and three after founding The Organisation of African Unity. The words that best evoke the period were no longer Davidson’s excitable commentary, but in Armah’s bleak, despairing novel ´The Beautyful Ones Are Not Yet Born´. The hero’s struggle to retain his integrity in a society of poverty, corruption and stagnation depicts the failure of Nkrumah’s administration to bring prosperity to Ghanaians.

To search for the reasons of this failure requires attention, again, to the frame of analysis discussed in this paper’s introduction; that is the international as well as national context, and a broad focus in time. Despite his radical overtures regarding pan-Africanism, which he hoped would imbue African nations with the strength to resist economically binding neo-colonialism, his most crucial weaknesses stemmed from his conservatism, in his retention of what was colonial. As Davidson explains, the British habit of extracting a large surplus from cocoa production was continued under the post-independence government; an over-zealous drive for profit that drove many cocoa farmers out of business, or to illegal cross border trade
. Similarly, far from challenging the artificial borders that had persisted since the ‘Scramble for Africa’, Nkrumah reinforced the sovereignty of Ghana by banning “all political parties organized on a regional basis – including the NLM”
, or the National Liberation Movement, which represented Asante interests. In precluding any form of sub-nationalism that might lead to a more nuanced distribution of authority, he assured firm continuities in organisation and administration from the colonial era. Similarly the importance of urban centres during imperial settlement evolved into a political order that under-represented the interests of rural peasants.

In conclusion, decolonisation did occur, and independence was realised, but in limited terms. Certainly, the state of Ghana has a significant level of political autonomy, yet the colonial legacy is has not vanished. Many of the features of contemporary Ghanaian society reflect the features of the colonial era. It is fundamentally misleading to consider the colonial and post-colonial periods as discrete epochs, as they are eras bound together by important continuities, a fact that can only be recognised through examining both internal and external factors over a long period of time.
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