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The question of what percentage of African land was placed under European rule is a significant one
in understanding the continent’s colonial history and its enduring effects on modern Africa.
European colonization dramatically reshaped Africa’s political, social, and economic landscapes,
leaving a legacy that continues to influence the continent today. While exact figures can vary
depending on sources and definitions of territorial control, it is widely acknowledged that a
substantial portion of Africa was colonized by European powers during the late 19th and early 20th
centuries, known as the Scramble for Africa. This article explores the extent of European control,
the historical context, and the lasting impacts of colonization across the continent.

Historical Context of European Colonization in Africa

To understand the scope of European control, it is essential to familiarize oneself with the key
periods and motivations behind colonization.

The Scramble for Africa
- Began in the late 19th century, primarily between 1881 and 1914.
- Driven by economic interests, such as access to resources and new markets.
- Motivated by strategic concerns and national prestige among European powers.
- Marked by the Berlin Conference (1884-1885), which regulated European colonization and trade in
Africa.

Major European Powers in Africa
- The United Kingdom (Britain)
- France
- Germany
- Belgium
- Portugal
- Italy
- Spain

Each of these powers established colonies that vary in size, governance, and economic importance.

Extent of European Control in Africa

The division of Africa among European powers resulted in a continent where approximately 90% of



the land was under colonial rule by the early 20th century. Here are key details:

Percentage Estimates of African Land Under European Rule
- Approximately 90% of Africa's territory was colonized by European powers by 1914.
- The remaining 10% consisted of independent entities such as Ethiopia and Liberia.
- The colonial territories were often arbitrarily divided, ignoring existing ethnic, cultural, and
political boundaries.

Breakdown by Colonial Power
| Colonial Power | Approximate Land Area (in % of Africa) | Notable Colonies |
|------------------|----------------------------------------|------------------|
| United Kingdom | 30% | Egypt, South Africa, Kenya, Nigeria, Ghana |
| France | 20% | Algeria, Senegal, Madagascar, West Africa colonies |
| Belgium | 3-4% | Congo (Kinshasa) |
| Portugal | 10% | Angola, Mozambique, Guinea-Balassau |
| Germany | 2-3% | German East Africa (Tanzania), Cameroon |
| Italy | Less than 1% | Libya, parts of East Africa |
| Spain | Less than 1% | Western Sahara, Equatorial Guinea |

Note: These figures are approximate and rounded, reflecting the colonial territories at the height of
European control.

Colonial Boundaries and Their Impact

The borders drawn during colonization often disregarded existing ethnic, cultural, and political
divisions, leading to long-term conflicts and instability.

Artificial Borders and Their Consequences
- Ignored traditional tribal and ethnic boundaries.
- Merged disparate groups into single colonies or split cohesive groups.
- Led to post-independence conflicts, civil wars, and difficulties in nation-building.

Examples of Arbitrary Boundaries
- The division of the Horn of Africa.
- The borders of the Democratic Republic of Congo.
- The division between Nigeria and Cameroon.



The Lasting Legacy of Colonialism in Africa

The extensive control by European powers has left an indelible mark on Africa’s development.

Political and Economic Effects
- Continued reliance on resource extraction and exports.
- Political instability due to artificial borders and governance structures.
- Underdeveloped infrastructure in many regions.

Cultural and Social Impact
- Lingering influence of European languages, legal systems, and cultural practices.
- Challenges in nation unity and identity.

Modern Perspectives and Estimates

Recent scholarship has refined estimates of colonial control, emphasizing the scale and impact of
European rule.

Scholarly Estimates
- Historians agree that approximately 90% of Africa was under European control at the peak of
colonization.
- Liberia and Ethiopia remained independent, making up the remaining 10%.

Implications for Post-Colonial Africa
- Many countries still grapple with borders and governance issues rooted in colonial history.
- Efforts toward decolonization, regional integration, and self-determination continue.

Conclusion

In summary, it is estimated that about 90% of African land was placed under European rule during
the height of the colonial period, leaving a profound legacy that shapes Africa’s political, social, and
economic realities today. The arbitrary borders drawn by colonizers, combined with the exploitation
of resources and people, have contributed to ongoing challenges. Understanding the extent of
European control over Africa is crucial for appreciating the continent’s history and the pathways
toward development and stability in the post-colonial era.



FAQs

Which African countries were never colonized by Europeans? Ethiopia and Liberia1.
retained independence during the colonial period, although Ethiopia was briefly occupied by
Italy during World War II.

How did European colonization affect Africa’s borders? Borders were often drawn2.
arbitrarily, ignoring existing ethnic and political divisions, leading to long-term conflicts.

What are some lasting effects of colonization? Political instability, economic dependency,3.
linguistic diversity, and social divisions are some enduring impacts of European rule.

In conclusion, recognizing the vast extent of European control over Africa’s land underscores the
importance of understanding colonial history’s influence on contemporary issues across the
continent. The legacy of colonization continues to influence Africa’s development trajectory and
efforts toward unity and progress.

Frequently Asked Questions

What percentage of African land was placed under European
colonial rule during the Scramble for Africa?
Approximately 90% of African land was controlled by European powers by the early 20th century
during the height of colonialism.

Which European countries had the most extensive territorial
control in Africa?
Britain and France held the largest portions of African territory, with Britain controlling around 30%
and France about 20% of the continent.

How did European colonization impact the territorial
boundaries of Africa?
European colonization largely disregarded indigenous boundaries, leading to the arbitrary division
of African land, with over 90% of the continent coming under European rule at the height of
colonization.

What is the current percentage of African land that was
colonized by Europeans?
While the formal colonial period ended mid-20th century, approximately 100% of African countries



were once under European rule, but today, the entire continent is independent, with no land under
European control.

How did European domination of African land influence
modern geopolitical boundaries?
European colonization set the stage for many current national borders, which often divided ethnic
groups and regions, affecting about 90% of the land area during colonial times.

Why is understanding the percentage of African land under
European rule important today?
It helps contextualize current socio-economic challenges, conflicts, and development issues rooted in
colonial history, where over 90% of the land was once under European control.

Additional Resources
What Percentage Of African Land Was Placed Under European Rule?

Throughout the 19th and early 20th centuries, Africa experienced profound geopolitical changes
driven by European imperial ambitions. The phrase “What percentage of African land was placed
under European rule?” encapsulates a complex historical process involving colonization, territorial
claims, and the reshaping of the continent’s political landscape. Understanding this percentage is
crucial to grasping the scope of European imperialism in Africa and its lasting impacts on African
nations today.

---

Introduction: The Context of European Imperialism in Africa

During the Age of New Imperialism, roughly from the late 19th century through the early 20th
century, European powers aggressively expanded their colonies across the African continent. The so-
called "Scramble for Africa" was motivated by economic interests, strategic considerations, and
national prestige. The Berlin Conference of 1884-1885 formalized the major European powers'
claims, leading to rapid territorial annexation.

While Africa was historically diverse with numerous indigenous kingdoms, empires, and societies,
European countries systematically partitioned the continent into colonies. This process raised
critical questions: What percentage of Africa was colonized? and How much of the land was directly
controlled by Europeans?

---

The Extent of European Control in Africa: An Overview

The Colonial Powers and Their Territories

The primary European colonial powers involved in Africa included:



- The United Kingdom
- France
- Germany
- Belgium
- Portugal
- Italy
- Spain

Each of these nations established varying degrees of control over different regions, from large
swathes of land to peripheral territories. The cumulative effect was a continent largely under
European dominion by the early 20th century.

Key Figures and Data

- At the height of colonialism, approximately 90% of Africa's landmass was under European control.
- The remaining 10% consisted of independent states or regions with limited European influence,
such as Liberia and Ethiopia.

---

Quantifying the Percentage of Land Under European Rule

The 19th-Century Partitioning

The “Scramble for Africa” officially began in the 1880s, with rapid territorial acquisitions following
the Berlin Conference. By the early 1900s:

- British Africa encompassed modern-day Egypt, Sudan, Kenya, Uganda, Zimbabwe, Zambia,
Botswana, and South Africa.
- French Africa included vast territories in West and Central Africa such as Algeria, Senegal, Mali,
Niger, Chad, and the Congo.
- Other European nations claimed significant portions, including Portuguese Angola and
Mozambique, German East Africa (present-day Tanzania), and Belgian Congo.

The Approximate Percentage

Based on historical records and modern analyses, the following estimates can be made:

- 90% of the African continent’s landmass was under European colonial control by the early 20th
century.
- The remaining 10% was made up of independent or semi-independent regions, notably:

- Ethiopia (Abyssinia): Successfully resisted colonization, maintaining independence.
- Liberia: Established as a colony for freed American slaves, recognized as independent.
- Sao Tome and Principe: A Portuguese colony but with limited control over the entire territory.
- Some small or peripheral regions with limited European influence.

Visual Breakdown

| Territory | Approximate Percentage of Africa’s Landmass |
|--------------|----------------------------------------------|



| European colonies | 90% |
| Independent or semi-independent states | 10% |

---

Factors Influencing the Extent of Colonization

Geographical and Strategic Considerations

- Coastal regions and navigable rivers facilitated easier European control.
- Large inland areas with difficult terrain remained less affected or resisted colonization.

Indigenous Resistance

- Ethiopia’s successful resistance under Emperor Menelik II.
- The Maasai and other groups’ resistance in East Africa.

Political and Economic Factors

- European interests often focused on resource-rich areas.
- Some regions, like the Sahara, were less colonized due to harsh environments.

---

Regional Variations in European Control

North Africa

- Largely under European influence through the French, Italians, and Spanish.
- Countries like Egypt and Libya experienced varying degrees of direct control.

West Africa

- Heavily colonized by France and Britain.
- Countries such as Senegal, Ghana, Nigeria, and Ivory Coast were under European rule.

Central Africa

- The Congo (Belgian Congo) was a significant colony under King Leopold II and later Belgium.
- German territories included present-day Cameroon and parts of Tanzania.

East Africa

- British Kenya, Uganda, and Zanzibar.
- German East Africa (now Tanzania).
- Portuguese Mozambique and parts of Somalia.

Southern Africa

- The British-controlled Union of South Africa.
- Portuguese colonies of Angola and Mozambique.



- The Boer republics, which eventually became part of South Africa.

---

Post-Colonial Legacy and Modern Implications

The End of Colonial Rule

- Most African countries gained independence between 1950 and 1975.
- The legacy of European rule still influences political borders, economic structures, and societal
divisions.

Contemporary Significance

- Understanding the percentage of land that was colonized helps contextualize current development
disparities.
- It sheds light on the historical roots of conflicts, borders, and governance issues.

---

Conclusion: Summarizing the Colonial Footprint

What percentage of African land was placed under European rule?
The consensus among historians and researchers is that roughly 90% of Africa’s landmass was
colonized by European powers during the height of imperialism. Only a few regions, notably Ethiopia
and Liberia, maintained formal independence during this period. This extensive colonization
profoundly shaped Africa’s political, economic, and social development, leaving a legacy that
continues to influence the continent today.

---

Additional Resources for Further Reading

- “The Scramble for Africa” by Thomas Pakenham
- “Africa: A Biography of the Continent” by John Reader
- “Imperialism in Africa” by David Birmingham
- Reports and archives from the United Nations and African Union on colonial history

---

In understanding the scope of European control in Africa, it becomes clear how deeply the continent
was affected by colonialism. Recognizing that about 90% of African land was under European rule
underscores the scale of imperial expansion and its enduring impact on Africa’s trajectory.
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