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Africa: The Politics of Suffering and Smiling in World Political Theories

Across the vast continent of Africa, a paradoxical tapestry of suffering and resilience, of despair and hope, has long

fascinated scholars, activists, and policymakers alike. The phrase “politics of suffering” captures the enduring

legacies of colonial exploitation, civil conflict, and socioeconomic disparities that shape contemporary governance.

Yet, beneath this veneer of hardship lies a vibrant culture of smiling—an expression of communal solidarity, cultural

ingenuity, and an unyielding spirit that refuses to be subdued. In the realm of world political theories, Africa offers a

unique laboratory where concepts such as post �colonialism, dependency theory, and the politics of identity

intersect, challenging conventional narratives about development, statehood, and agency. This article explores how

the politics of suffering and smiling in Africa are understood, contested, and reimagined within global theoretical

frameworks, and why this duality matters for a more inclusive understanding of international relations.

1. Historical Foundations: Colonialism, Partition, and the Seeds of Suffering

1.1 The Scramble for Africa and Its Aftermath

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, European powers carved the African continent into artificial

borders, disregarding ethnic, linguistic, and ecological realities. The Berlin Conference of 1884–1885 formalized

this division, leading to a legacy of state structures that were often ill �suited to local governance traditions. The

colonial administration imposed extractive economic systems that prioritized resource extraction for metropolitan

markets over local development. This created entrenched inequalities, sowed ethnic tensions, and laid the

groundwork for future political instability.

1.2 Post �Independence Struggles and the Rise of Authoritarianism

After the wave of decolonization in the 1950s and 1960s, newly independent African states faced the daunting task

of nation �building. Many leaders, driven by a mix of idealism and a desire to consolidate power, adopted

authoritarian regimes that suppressed dissent and stifled democratic participation. The Cold War further

complicated matters, as superpowers vied for influence, often backing regimes that were more compliant than

accountable. The result was a pattern of political suffering characterized by corruption, civil war, and human rights

violations.

2. The Politics of Suffering: Theoretical Perspectives

2.1 Dependency Theory and the “Africa �First” Critique

Dependency theory, emerging in the 1960s, argues that the economic underdevelopment of peripheral nations—

such as many African states—is a consequence of their integration into a global capitalist system dominated by

core countries. According to this view, Africa’s economic suffering is not merely a product of internal

mismanagement but a structural flaw imposed by external forces. Scholars like Andre Gunder Frank and Samir

Amin have highlighted how colonial extraction, unequal trade terms, and the persistence of debt traps keep African

economies in a state of perpetual dependency.



2.2 Post �Colonial Theory: Identity, Agency, and the Politics of Representation

Post �colonial theorists such as Frantz Fanon, Edward Said, and Homi Bhabha emphasize the role of cultural and

psychological dimensions in shaping the politics of suffering. They argue that colonial narratives have imposed a

sense of inferiority and helplessness on African peoples, which persists in contemporary political discourse. The

politics of smiling, in this context, can be seen as a form of resistance—a refusal to internalize imposed narratives

of weakness.

2.3 The “Suffering as a Moral Imperative” in Humanitarian Politics

Within the sphere of humanitarian intervention, the politics of suffering is often framed as a moral duty. The

“Responsibility to Protect” (R2P) doctrine, adopted by the United Nations, posits that states must protect their

populations from genocide, war crimes, and ethnic cleansing. While well �intentioned, critics argue that R2P can be

used to justify interventions that serve geopolitical interests, thereby perpetuating a new form of suffering under the

guise of humanitarianism.

3. The Politics of Smiling: Cultural Resilience and Social Capital

3.1 Communal Solidarity as a Political Tool

In many African societies, the concept of “Ubuntu”—the belief that a person’s humanity is affirmed through

community—serves as a counterweight to structural suffering. Ubuntu encourages collective responsibility, mutual

aid, and a sense of shared destiny. Politically, this translates into grassroots movements that mobilize communities

around shared goals, such as land rights, water access, and political representation.

3.2 Humor, Storytelling, and the Politics of Narrative

African humorists, storytellers, and musicians often use satire to critique political leaders and expose corruption. By

laughing at the absurdities of power, citizens create a space for dissent that is less threatening to authoritarian

regimes. This form of “politics of smiling” demonstrates how cultural practices can serve as a subtle yet powerful

form of political engagement.

3.3 The Role of Diaspora Communities in Political Advocacy

African diaspora communities worldwide act as bridges between their homelands and global institutions. Through

remittances, advocacy, and transnational networks, they contribute to both economic development and political

change. Their engagement often reflects a blend of longing for home and a desire to influence policy, embodying

the duality of suffering (through migration hardships) and smiling (through resilience and optimism).

4. Global Political Theories Revisited: Africa as a Case Study

4.1 Constructivist Insights: Identity, Norms, and the African Experience

Constructivist theories of international relations emphasize that state behavior is shaped by ideas, identities, and

norms rather than purely material interests. Africa’s complex identity politics—rooted in ethnic, linguistic, and

religious diversity—challenge the notion of a monolithic African state. The politics of suffering and smiling illustrate

how African actors navigate normative frameworks such as democracy, human rights, and economic development,

often redefining them to fit local contexts.

4.2 Realist Critiques: Power, Security, and Resource Competition

Realists argue that African states are primarily motivated by survival and power acquisition. The continent’s

abundant natural resources—oil, minerals, and arable land—attract foreign investment and, at times, military



involvement. The politics of suffering can be seen in resource �related conflicts, while the politics of smiling emerges

in strategic alliances that aim to secure economic stability and political legitimacy.

4.3 Liberal Institutionalism: The Role of International Organizations

Liberal institutionalists highlight the importance of international bodies—such as the African Union (AU), the United

Nations (UN), and the World Bank—in shaping state behavior. While these institutions provide platforms for

cooperation, they also impose policy prescriptions that may not align with local realities. The politics of suffering

often surfaces when top �down development programs fail to consider grassroots needs, whereas the politics of

smiling can be observed when local communities successfully adapt global frameworks to their own purposes.

5. Case Studies: Suffering and Smiling in Specific African Nations

5.1 South Africa: Apartheid’s Legacy and the Rise of the Rainbow Nation

The apartheid regime institutionalized racial segregation, leading to widespread suffering for the majority black

population. Post �apartheid South Africa, however, embraced the concept of the “Rainbow Nation,” celebrating

diversity and resilience. The nation’s constitution, the largest in the world, enshrines human rights and equality,

reflecting a deliberate attempt to transform suffering into a platform for inclusive governance.

5.2 Rwanda: Genocide, Reconciliation, and the Power of Memory

The 1994 genocide against the Tutsi resulted in an estimated 800,000 deaths. Rwanda’s post �genocide

reconstruction prioritized reconciliation through the Gacaca court system, a community �based justice mechanism.

While the trauma remains, the nation’s focus on remembrance and collective healing exemplifies how the politics of

suffering can be harnessed to foster national unity and resilience.

5.3 Nigeria: Oil, Corruption, and Grassroots Movements

Nigeria’s oil wealth has paradoxically fueled both development and deep �rooted corruption. The Niger Delta region,

in particular, has experienced environmental degradation and socioeconomic marginalization. Yet, local NGOs and

community groups have organized to demand equitable resource distribution, demonstrating that political smiling

can emerge even in the most challenging circumstances.

6. The Intersection of Development, Governance, and Humanitarian Aid

6.1 Aid Dependency and the “Suffering” Narrative

International aid often frames African nations as passive recipients of generosity, reinforcing a narrative of

perpetual need. This framing can undermine local agency and perpetuate a cycle of dependency. Critics argue that

aid agencies sometimes prioritize short �term relief over sustainable development, thereby contributing to ongoing

suffering.

6.2 Inclusive Development Models: The Role of Community Participation

Successful development initiatives increasingly emphasize participatory approaches that involve local stakeholders

in decision �making. By integrating community voices, projects are better aligned with cultural values and economic

realities, fostering a sense of ownership that mitigates feelings of suffering and promotes collective joy.

6.3 Digital Innovation and the New Smiles of Africa

The rise of mobile technology, fintech, and e �health platforms has transformed many African societies. Initiatives like

M �pesa in Kenya have democratized financial services, while digital health apps have improved access to medical

information. These innovations symbolize a new form of smiling—where technology empowers citizens to



overcome traditional barriers to development.

7. The Future: Toward a Balanced Narrative of Suffering and Smiling

7.1 Reframing Policy Discourse: From Victimhood to Agency

Policymakers and scholars are increasingly calling for a narrative shift that recognizes African agency. By reframing

discussions around resilience, innovation, and local leadership, the politics of smiling can be amplified, while still

acknowledging the historical and structural sources of suffering.

7.2 Strengthening Regional Cooperation

Regional bodies such as the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) and the Southern African

Development Community (SADC) can play pivotal roles in addressing cross �border challenges. Through collective

security arrangements, trade agreements, and shared infrastructure projects, these organizations can reduce the

conditions that give rise to suffering while promoting shared prosperity.

7.3 Integrating Cultural Narratives into Global Theories

World political theories must evolve to incorporate African perspectives that blend suffering and smiling. By

acknowledging the continent’s unique historical experiences and cultural resilience, scholars can develop more

nuanced frameworks that reflect the complexity of African politics.

Conclusion: Embracing the Duality for a More Inclusive World
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