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By CARA ANNA
Associated Press

immy Carter was the
first U.S. president to
make a state visit to
sub-Saharan Africa.
He once called helping
with Zimbabwe’s tran-
sition from white rule
to independence “our
greatest single success.”
And when he died at 100,
his foundation’s work in
rural Africa had near-
ly fulfilled his quest to
eliminate a disease that
afflicted millions, for the
first time since the eradi-
cation of smallpox.

The African conti-
nent, a booming region
with a population rival-
ing China’s that is set to
double by 2050, is where
Carter’s legacy remains
most evident. Until his
presidency, U.S. leaders
had shown little interest
in Africa, even as inde-
pendence  movements
swept the region in the
1960s and ‘70s.

“I think the day of the
so-called ugly Ameri-
can is over,” Carter said
during his warm 1978
reception in Nigeria,
Africa’s most populous
country. He said the of
ficial state visit swept
aside “past aloofness by
the United States,” and he
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]oked that he and Nige-
rian President Olesegun
Obasanjo would go into
peanut farming together.

Cold War tensions
drew Carter’s attention
to the continent as the
US. and Soviet Union
competed for influence.
But Carter also drew on
the missionary tradi-
tions of his Baptist faith
and the racial injustice
hewitnessed in hishome-
land in the U.S. South.

“For too long our coun-
try ignored Africa,” Car-
ter told the Democratic
National Committee in
his first year as presi-
dent.

African leaders soon
received invitations to
the White House, in-
trigued by the abrupt
interest from the world’s
most powerful nation
and what it could mean
for them.

Carter observed af-
ter his first Africa trip,
“There is a common
theme that runs through
the advice to me of lead-
ers of African nations:
‘We want to manage our
own affairs. We want to
be friends with both of
the great superpowers
and also with the nations
of Europe. We don’t want
to choose up sides.”

The theme echoes to-

day as China also jostles
with Russia and the U.S.
for influence, and access
to Africa’s raw materials.
But neither superpow-
er has had an emissary
like Carter, who made
human rights central to
U.S. foreign policy and
made 43 more trips to
the continent after his
presidency, promoting
Carter Center projects
that sought to empower
Africans to determine
their own futures.

As president, Carter
focused on civil and po-
litical rights. He later
broadened his efforts to
include social and eco-
nomic rights as the key to
public health.

“They are the rights of
the human by virtue of
their humanity. And Car-
ter is the single person in
the world that has done
the most for advancing
this idea,” said Abdullahi
Ahmed An-Naim, a Suda-
nese legal scholar.

Even as a candidate,
Carter mused about what
he might accomplish,
telling Playboy maga-
zine, “it might be that
now I should drop my
campaign for president
and start a crusade for
black-majority rule in
South Africa or Rhodesia
(now Zimbabwe). It might
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A g|rl holds a portrait of U.S. President J|mmy Carter in amarket in Lagos Nigeria, March 31, 1978, the day
of his arrival for a state visit, the first to Africa by an American president. (AP Photo/Dieter Endlicher, File)

be that later on, we'll dis-
cover there were oppor-
tunities in our lives to do
wonderful things and we
didn’t take advantage of
them.”

Carter welcomed Zim-
babwe’s independence
just four vyears later,
hosting new Prime Min-
ister Robert Mugabe at
the White House and
quoting the Rev. Martin
Luther King, Jr.: “Injus-
tice anywhere is a threat
to justice everywhere.”

“Carter told me that he
spent more time on Rho-
desia than he did on the
entire Middle East. And
when you go into the
archives and look at the
administration, there is

indeed more on southern
Africa than the Middle
East,” historian and au-
thor Nancy Mitchell said.
Relations with Mug-
abe’s government soon
soured amid deadly re-
pression, and by 1986
Carter led a walkout of
diplomats in the capi-
tal. In 2008, Carter was
barred from Zimbabwe,
a first in his travels. He
called the country “a bas-
ket case, an embarrass-
ment to the region.”
“Whatever the Zimba-
bwean leadership may
think of him now, Zim-
babweans, at least those
who were around in the
1970s and ’80s, will al-
ways regard him as an
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icon and a tenacious
promoter of democracy,’
said Eldred Masunun-
gure, a Harare-based po-
litical analyst.

Carter also criticized
South Africa’s govern-
ment for its treatment
of Black citizens under
apartheid, at a time when
South Africa was “trying
to ingratiate itself with
influential  economies
around the world,” cur-
rent President Cyril Ra-
maphosa said on X after
Carter’s death.

The think tank Jimmy
and Rosalynn Carter
founded in 1982 played
a key role in monitoring
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