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Ohio University Press initially launched titles in its
Ohio Short Histories of Africa series as a copublisher of
pocket format books produced by Jacana Media, a
South African publishing house. In recent years, Ohio
has struck out on its own, initiating and producing these
concise, lively, but academically respectable introduc-
tions. Despite the name of the series, the titles cover not
only topics in African history but also politics, biogra-
phy, and African literature. The author of Thabo Mbeki,
Adeyeke Adebajo, is a Nigerian scholar who has lived
and worked in South Africa since 2003, and who is cur-
rently director of the Institute for Pan-African Thought
and Conversation at the University of Johannesburg—
biographical details that are pertinent to some of the em-
phases and findings of his study of Mbeki.
Anyone writing about Mbeki must work to greater or

lesser extent in the shadow of Mark Gevisser’s mas-
sive, magisterial 2007 study, The Dream Deferred:
Thabo Mbeki. Adebajo distinguishes his approach
from Gevisser’s (and those of other Mbeki biogra-
phers) in two key respects. First, he seeks to place
Mbeki “in a pan-African as much as a South African
context.” Second, he argues that Mbeki’s “legacy lies
in the area of foreign policy: mainly his peacemaking
efforts . . . as well as his initiatives to build African
institutions to promote regional integration, democratic
governance, and peace” (11).
Before assessing these arguments by Adebajo, a brief

outline of Mbeki’s life and career may be useful. Born
in 1942, he was the eldest son of Govan Mbeki—an in-
tellectual, activist, and senior leader of the African Na-
tional Congress (ANC)—who was sentenced to life im-
prisonment just two years after the twenty-year-old
Thabo left South Africa clandestinely in September
1962. Thabo’s exile lasted nearly three decades, in
which time he became a fixture within ANC leadership
structures. Educated in England and the Soviet Union,
in 1970 he also became a member of the Central Com-
mittee of the South African Communist Party. Thabo
worked in underground ANC structures in Swaziland
in 1975–76, and in 1977 was posted to Nigeria as the
ANC’s first representative in that country.
A year later, in 1978, came a key promotion. Mbeki

was appointed to the office of ANC president Oliver
Tambo in Lusaka, Zambia. The two men grew close
personally and politically. For Mbeki, Tambo was a
surrogate father figure, while for Tambo, his articulate
protégé was increasingly relied on as a public face of
the ANC. By the late 1980s Tambo entrusted Mbeki
with the role of leading the ANC delegation in secret
“talks about talks” that set in motion the negotiated set-
tlement and the demise of apartheid. In 1994 Mbeki
was appointed by President Nelson Mandela as one of

two deputy presidents (the other was F. W. de Klerk) in
the Government of National Unity. Throughout Man-
dela’s presidency (1994–99), Mbeki served as de facto
head of government, chairing most cabinet meetings,
and in 1999 he became the second president of posta-
partheid South Africa.
By the time Mbeki entered a second five-year term

as president, his role in that office was increasingly di-
visive and controversial. His HIV/AIDS denialism
went largely unchallenged within his party for several
years before it became untenable. Mbeki expanded and
centralized the power of the executive: he “built his
support and power base around a group of trusted loy-
alists,” many of whom had been in exile with him,
grew increasingly intolerant of political rivals within
the ANC, and used “the ANC-dominated parliament in
effect as a rubber-stamp” (75, 77). Crucially, he fell out
with his own deputy president, Jacob Zuma, and in
2005 dismissed him from the post amid a swirl of cor-
ruption allegations arising from a multibillion-dollar
arms deal. This triggered an intense power struggle
within the ANC, decided in Zuma’s favor in September
2007, when he replaced Mbeki as ANC president and a
year later as head of state when Mbeki was “recalled”
(dismissed by an unforgiving ANC).
For the most part, Adebajo’s narration of Mbeki’s po-

litical career (as noted earlier) provides a useful sum-
mary of existing scholarship without presenting any new
data or interpretations. He relies quite heavily on the
work of previous scholars, thus chapter 3, “The Path to
Power,” cites Gevisser in twenty-nine of forty-eight
references, while chapter 4, “The Domestic President”—
the longest in the book—owes a considerable intellectual
debt to half a dozen sources. The originality of Adeba-
jo’s treatment lies elsewhere. It is flagged in the book’s
first sentence, which avers that Mbeki “is the most im-
portant African political figure of his generation” (7).
Mbeki’s importance is to be weighed in Pan-African and
not South African measures. This is developed in chap-
ters 1, 5, and 6, respectively titled “Africa’s Philosopher-
Kings,” “The Foreign Policy President,” and “The Post-
Presidency.” Each merits closer inspection.
Adebajo develops the heuristic category of African

philosopher-kings through a sustained comparison be-
tween Mbeki and Ghana’s Kwame Nkrumah. Both
men “believed in Africa’s ancient glory and sought to
build modern states that restored the continent’s past,”
both were “visionary and cosmopolitan intellectuals”
and “instrumental in the creation of pan-African organ-
isations,” both “used their parties as elite-driven van-
guard organisations,” both “regarded themselves as
philosopher-kings who sought the company of fellow
intellectuals,” and so on (14–15, 17). Although a long
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list of similarities is tempered by clear differences—
charismatic versus technocratic rule, Nkrumah’s “real
autocracy” compared with Mbeki’s constitutionalism
(15, 17–18)—the comparison rests essentially on de-
clarative assertions of likeness rather than on system-
atic political analysis. The philosopher-king category is
followed by “a second typology of African leadership,”
that of prophetic rule (originally developed by Robert
Jackson and Carl Rosberg). This creates some difficul-
ties. If “Mbeki did not inherit the charisma of his prede-
cessor” Mandela, how relevant is the category if the
first characteristic of prophetic rule is that “these lead-
ers are charismatic” (15, 20)? The second main feature
of prophetic rule “is its religious dimension” (21), yet
neither Nkrumah nor Mbeki appears to demonstrate
this in the slightest. The chapter ends with a more
promising comparison using Shakespearean tragic fig-
ures: Nkrumah as Julius Caesar, a dictator laid low in a
coup, and Mbeki as Coriolanus, his demise brought on
by obduracy and pride (22–24).
Chapter 5 introduces another comparison, this time

between Mbeki and General Olusegun Obasanjo, the
Nigerian president, but eschews rhetorical devices such
as philosopher-king and prophet in favor of a well-
informed account of their relationship. The two men
enjoyed a close personal relationship dating back to
Mbeki’s diplomatic service in Nigeria during
Obasanjo’s tenure as military head of state, but in 1999
both were elected to the presidency of their own coun-
try. One was “a pipe-smoking, Sussex-trained econo-
mist and intellectual; the other a career soldier and en-
gineer,” and both enjoyed international respect but
faced economic and political difficulties domestically
(124–25). They were instrumental in shaping the Afri-
can Union (AU), having persuaded their continental
colleagues that the body—unlike the sclerotic Organi-
sation of African Unity that it replaced—had the right
to intervene in the internal affairs of member states in
egregious instances of human rights abuses. They
jointly promoted the pursuit of conflict resolution in
Africa, lobbied the G8 on behalf of Africa, and drove

the New Partnership for Africa’s Development process,
“which Mbeki had largely devised” (126). They
championed bilateral relations between their countries
in a broad range of fields. All in all, “Mbeki’s strategic
partnership with Nigeria was crucial” to his vision of
an African renaissance (122). Adebajo makes a cogent
and coherent case that it was his foreign policy—espe-
cially its Pan-African outlook and diasporic reach—
“that is likely to be the most noteworthy legacy of
ThaboMbeki’s presidency” (111).
Chapter 6 applies this analysis to Mbeki’s activities

after his removal from office. He brokered the agree-
ment to create Zimbabwe’s government of national
unity, was involved in peacemaking efforts in Sudan
and the Ivory Coast, and headed a United Nations
panel to investigate illicit financial flows from Africa.
Adebajo also identifies “a visibly liberated Mbeki”
shorn of the responsibilities of power, who “trans-
formed himself into a public intellectual—as opposed
to a philosopher-king” (151). Initially, Mbeki studi-
ously avoided writing or speaking on South Africa’s
domestic politics, but continued to promote regional in-
tegration, democratic governance, and socioeconomic
development across the continent. But from October
2012 onward, Mbeki began to express his concern at
the state of the nation under Zuma—although his cri-
tique was frequently oblique and coded.
A brief final chapter considers Mbeki’s mixed legacy

in fairly conventional terms. His positive achievements
in extending services and facilities to the Black major-
ity must be weighed against the AIDS debacle, “the
greatest blot on his record” (159). The points made ear-
lier about Mbeki’s Pan-Africanism and foreign policy
activities are (rather redundantly) repeated, and the
book closes by returning to the Nkrumah/Mbeki com-
parison. In Ghana, anger at Nkrumah transmuted over
time into a nostalgia for his memory. Will South Afri-
cans, Adebajo asks, “also come to view Thabo Mbeki
more favourably with the passage of time” (164)?
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This volume in the Ohio Short Histories of Africa se-
ries provides a comprehensive account for a general au-
dience of the life of the first woman to be elected head
of state of an African country, Liberia’s Ellen Johnson
Sirleaf (b. 1938). Sirleaf was democratically elected to
two terms in office and served from 2006–18. She has
published her own autobiography (This Child Will Be
Great: Memoir of a Remarkable Life by Africa’s Frist
Woman President [2010]), and there are other evalua-

tions of her policies and her political career, but this
text is a useful and concise summary of her life story.
Scully argues that Sirleaf is above all a technocrat,
committed to neoliberal development agendas and
the use of foreign capital and expertise to jumpstart
Liberia’s economy after fourteen years of devastating
internal conflict. While her two terms in office saw
great success in reducing the foreign debt burden and
restoring a sense of normalcy and security to daily life,
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