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Part I
Africa: A Paradoxical Conundrum



My Encounters with Africa

There is a famous saying in Korea that with the passage of a decade, 
even rivers and mountains change. Over time, things are expected to 
change, and for the better. Sub-Saharan Africa is so blessed with abun-
dant natural resources, fertile soils and beautiful weather, and it attracts 
so many foreign visitors who come and marvel at the unexpected. You 
can see a lot of dynamism in the capitals, but the vast majority of the 
ordinary people remain poor, to the bewilderment and disappointment 
of many. With globalization and business opportunities, international 
development assistance, advances in technology, etc., one would think 
that the ‘great convergence’ would also apply in Africa.

My early encounter with Africa was a story of fascination and dis-
illusion, and to this day Sub-Saharan Africa largely remains a land of 
mystification and paradox. I still remember how surprised we were 
when we first came to Africa. As a teenager, when I placed my first step 
on African soil in 1973, I was charmed by the unexpected. My father, 
who was a diplomat at that time, was posted to Uganda and our fam-
ily stopped over Nairobi, Kenya, for a couple of days before heading 
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to Uganda. We were struck by the orderliness, cleanliness and level of 
development of Nairobi compared to Seoul.

This was not what we had imagined Africa to be. Kampala, which 
was rather modest compared to Nairobi, was nonetheless very attractive. 
It was a beautiful city full of gardens and greenery, sitting on the rolling 
hills under the fabulous blue sky, and it had a number of good hotels 
like the International Hotel (now called the Sheraton Kampala Hotel), 
which is famous for its swimming pool, which was frequented by then 
President Idi Amin. A scene in the Hollywood film The Last King of 
Scotland (2006), which tells a tale of a Scottish doctor who arrives in 
Uganda in the early 1970s to serve as Idi Amin’s personal physician, was 
also filmed at this swimming pool.

Just before we departed Korea, I and my older brothers were scared of 
going to Africa and watched, of our own accord, the film Mondo Cane 
in a downtown Seoul cinema. This was to mentally ‘prepare’ ourselves 
for the worst in Africa. The movie is a documentary of all the horri-
ble things like cannibalism that happen in Africa and elsewhere in the 
world, but to our relief, we did not come across anything like that. At 
the time, there was not much difference in the per capital income of 
South Korea, Uganda and Kenya ($278, $133 and $142 respectively in 
1970).1 Economic indicators aside, the actual quality of life and even 
some facilities and infrastructure in these African capitals looked better 
than that of Korea. Politically, however, in Uganda, needless to say it 
was trying times under the infamous Idi Amin.

The advantage of being a teenager is that you can be carefree in 
respect of many things, including politics, which can be left to adults to 
worry about. The best thing about Uganda was its beautiful weather all 
year round. The weather then was clearly better than now, being more 
moderate and predictable, without the climate change effect that we are 
currently seeing. I enjoyed the natural environment and the kindness of 
the natives, and the merry moments with my family and friends, like 
when we even went on a safari tour to Murchison Falls National Park 
and fishing on the Victoria Lake.

What was also unexpected was the level of education in Uganda. 
When I entered Aga Khan Middle School, I could see the marked dif-
ference between this school and the school I went to back in Korea.  
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We were taught with Oxford University Press and Cambridge 
University Press textbooks, and the science classes—physics, chemis-
try and biology—were all conducted in laboratory rooms. My English 
teacher was native Irish and the French teacher was native French. Just 
a few hundred metres away from my school towered the Makerere 
University, at that time one of the most prestigious universities in Africa.

That was my early life in Africa. A couple of years later, we departed 
for Turkey, but the time I spent in Uganda left a profound and lasting 
imprint on me. Much later, I entered the Korean Foreign Service and 
the first time that I engaged in work on Africa was when I was stationed 
at Washington, DC as a political section officer. Besides the Korean 
Peninsula and East Asia, I covered the Middle East and Africa.

It was in 2001 that I returned to Africa, this time to Côte d’Ivoire. 
For the first time in its history since independence, a military coup was 
launched in the country in 1999 by General Robert Guéï and politi-
cal unrest ensued. Laurent Gbagbo defeated General Guéï in the pres-
idential election held in October 2000 and it looked as if peace would 
be restored. As I approached Abidjan, the capital, and saw its skyline 
unfold before my eyes, I could see why it was called the ‘Paris of Africa’ 
or ‘little Manhattan’. But in September 2002, a mutiny by disgruntled 
soldiers sparked a civil war, engulfing the country in chaos and uncer-
tainty. I witnessed how a country that was long regarded as a beacon of 
stability and prosperity in Africa with comparatively good institutions, 
infrastructures and sound economy could crumble so easily. All this was 
a good learning experience for me to understand the fragility of African 
states and the dynamics of external influence in the region.

In 2006, I was working on the President’s African tour to Egypt, 
Nigeria and Algeria in the office of the President. It was during this 
tour, when we were in Nigeria, that ‘Korea’s Initiative for Africa’s 
Development’ was announced, the first of its kind for Korea. The visit 
to Algeria in particular was extraordinary and unforgettable, and it 
inspired me to seriously contemplate Korea’s soft power.

Then in 2010, when I was in Rome, I applied for the position of 
the head of our mission to be re-established in Uganda. My gov-
ernment decided to reopen the embassy in Kampala that had been 
closed down in 1994 and I took a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity: to 
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become the head of the diplomatic mission to the country that you 
have always reminisced about, but never thought you would return 
to. When I first heard that the position was open, I still needed some 
time to think about it and to consult with my family. Obviously, phys-
ically setting up an embassy is a really challenging task, especially in 
places like Uganda, a landlocked country of Sub-Saharan Africa. But 
the more I thought about it, the more I felt that it would be a wise 
choice. I made the decision to return to Uganda and there was no 
turning back.

On 18 May 2011, I returned to Uganda for the first time in 36 years. 
As the British Airways plane was hovering over Lake Victoria, approach-
ing Entebbe Airport, my heart started to beat faster. I was anxiously 
staring out the window. It was a dream come true and I couldn’t wait 
to see what Uganda looked like after all those years. Coming out of the 
airport, moving to Kampala, I saw that there were so many more vehi-
cles, but that the road has not been widened at all, and its condition 
had deteriorated significantly, with potholes and torn-off edges that  
I didn’t see back in the 1970s.

Then there was an unbelievable traffic bottleneck of about 10 kilo-
metres into central Kampala. It was Monday morning, making matters 
worse. Boda-boda motorcycle taxis and Matatu public taxis, along with 
other passenger cars and trucks, flooded and converged on roundabouts 
and crossroads as we were approaching the city. I don’t know how long 
we were stuck in the traffic just a few kilometres away from downtown 
Kampala. I have not seen such chaos in my life. The total disorderliness 
on the outskirts of the city made me wonder whether this was the main 
gateway to the centre of the capital.

I sensed that something must have been going wrong for a long time 
for the situation to have come to this. When our car finally mounted 
the hills of Nakasero, things got a lot better, but still I couldn’t quite 
catch a glimpse of the clean and orderly downtown that I used to see 
36 years ago. By the time we arrived at the hotel, we were so exhausted. 
Apparently, population growth and concentration, deterioration of the 
physical infrastructure, environmental degradation in urban areas, etc. 
are common phenomena in the developing world. But it was not what  
I had expected to see. Koreans are used to fast improvement and 
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development, and we tend to take it for granted that with the passing of 
time, things gets better. What I felt this day was a sober reminder that 
in Sub-Saharan Africa, some kind of deep-seated problems persist and 
that they needed to be identified and addressed.

But other than the terrible traffic situation and poorly maintained 
roads, the nature of Uganda is most attractive and visitors soon get to 
understand why Winston Churchill named Uganda ‘the Pearl of Africa’. 
Outside the central urban district, the beautiful, lush greenery unfolds 
wherever you go. I couldn’t forget when I travelled for the first time to 
western Uganda. On the way through the Mbarara District, I saw so 
many wonderfully manicured plantations and rich livestock farms, and 
densely planted vegetables and fruits growing in red and black fertile 
soils. It made you wonder whether this is really Africa and not some-
where in Europe.

Each way you look at it, you sense that for whatever reason, huge 
opportunities have been lost, but still there is great potential for growth 
and prosperity. Someone said that living in perennial poverty amid such 
an abundance and riches of natural gifts, when you have just about 
everything you need, is tantamount to a sin.

Afterwards, to add a little more to our adventure, we drove deep 
into the southwestern end of Uganda bordering Rwanda and, from 
there, ventured into Rwanda in order to arrive at Kigali. How the city 
infrastructure was managed was so impressive, and what I saw there 
was really an eye opener and renewed my hope for Africa. On the con-
trary, my visits to South Sudan after the infighting broke out there has 
reminded me that still in some parts of Sub-Saharan Africa, even the 
most basic political, social and economic conditions required to run a 
state are seriously deficient.

Fast forward to 2018, as if almost seven years of my assignment in 
Uganda was not enough, I am still working in Africa, of course with 
great pleasure, having moved to South Africa in February to begin 
another tour of duty in the continent. I have arrived at a very inter-
esting time when South Africa’s new President Ramaphosa is trying to 
navigate through tough political and economic challenges in the wake 
of Zuma’s downfall. While the fight against the legacy of apartheid and 
the campaign to redress historical ‘injustices’ continues to be waged 
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explicitly in South Africa, from a developmental point of view, South 
Africa nonetheless poses another dilemma. In a sense, South Africa 
offers an epitome of Africa’s great irony.

A Glimpse Back at Colonization and Its Legacies

Colonial history and legacies, whether one likes it or not, has relevance 
to the nations that have experienced colonialism and is an unavoida-
ble subject of conversation on the development processes of the nations 
concerned. Almost all developing countries of the world today have 
gone through colonialism in one form or another, and the impact it has 
had on Africa is considered to be especially far-reaching. But how the 
colonial experience is perceived by the peoples and how this has shaped 
their relationship with their former colonizers will depend on the nature 
of the colonial rule and how it was pursued, along with many other fac-
tors. Regardless, for any developing nation, understanding its historical 
path and status in the nation-building process is an obvious necessity.

Sub-Saharan Africa’s urban centres are rapidly becoming globalized, 
but the tendency to view things in terms of their historical connectiv-
ity to a colonial past evidently persists in the region. And many African 
leaders are not shy to speak out on colonial legacies, neo-imperialism, 
the ‘arrogance of the West’, the ‘conspiracy of the West’, the ‘political 
agenda of the West’ and so on, whenever they feel challenged by the 
Western world. It could be political gesturing, rationalization or a way 
of expressing African solidarity. Normally, the rhetoric is not literally 
antagonistic, but rather political or conventional.

A typical case is when African leaders express their displeasure over 
‘political pressures’ from Western countries on such issues as violations 
of human rights, the rule of law and democracy. Generally, people in 
the region are very receptive to Westerners and other foreigners, are 
pragmatic and non-ideological, and espouse ‘global civilization’, which 
is predominantly Western in its composition. Based on historical ties 
and geographical proximity, European nations maintain special ties with 
Africa, and they continue to play ‘principal’ roles in the region as major 
partners.
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The influence of the major Western powers was truly far-reaching. By 
1921, the British Empire, at its peak, was covering about one-quarter of 
both the world’s population and territory: about 4.6 billion people and 
37 million km2 respectively.2 France, another former colossal power, 
boasts over 56 member states in La Francophonie on a par with the 
Commonwealth of Nations membership of 53. Interestingly enough, 
those who have lived both in the Commonwealth and the Francophonie 
world would be able to tell there are some differences between them, 
reflecting respective colonial legacies. Most Latin American countries 
were formerly Spanish colonies, and many other colonial powers existed 
in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

The vast majority of developing countries have experienced coloni-
alism in some form or another. The influence of the West in terms of 
political, economic and social institutions, as well as popular cultures 
and the ‘modern’ way of life, has been dominant in the rest of the 
world, and this continues under globalization, although now there are 
more players in the region. Africa was the object of an all-out exploita-
tion by the Western powers in the nineteenth century. Continuous 
population growth and concentration in Europe from around the early 
fifteenth century required an increasing supply of farmland, foods and 
energy, but there were also widespread epidemic diseases, wars and 
exploitation by rulers and landlords. Power struggles, frequent wars 
among Europeans powers and the difficulty in extracting resources from 
their own boundaries led European states to seek wealth overseas.3

The fragmentation of the European political systems actually started 
much earlier, with the fall of the Roman Empire in the late sixth cen-
tury and the expansion of Islamic powers in the eighth century. The 
nobility built fortresses against potential invaders and looters, while 
exploiting the serfs and mobilizing troops to put down rebellions by the 
serfs, and to counter attacks from outside and within. The frequency of 
wars was on the rise and never-ending, and new armouries like cannons 
were developed, driving up the costs of waging war. Crusaders were also 
sent to recapture holy places occupied by Islamic forces. Their objec-
tives, besides religious, were political and commercial in nature, and 
successful campaigns helped reopen the Mediterranean Sea for trade 
and travel.4
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The development of city states in Europe that became the major cen-
tres of trade, together with connections of various trade routes, formed 
a natural ‘world system’ of trade. But the fall of Constantinople in 1453 
caused by the Ottoman Empire’s invasion dealt a heavy blow to Europe 
as the trade route to the East through the eastern Mediterranean Sea 
was blocked by the Ottomans, forcing the West to find alternate sea 
routes to access Asia’s riches through the Indian Ocean.5

Europe’s limited farmland and natural resources, the increasing  
struggle and competition among factional powers, and greed for  
wealth and power drove Europeans to venture into aggressive cam-
paigns outside their continent. During this period of excursions, 
America was discovered and Sub-Saharan Africa was further surveyed. 
A Portuguese expeditionary force in the early sixteenth century ended 
the era of peaceful navigation by introducing maritime trade using coer-
cive means. While the West’s mission to Asia was mostly to find mar-
kets in order to trade commodities, their efforts in Africa were focused 
on mobilizing slaves for plantation farming in Africa and the New  
World.6

In Latin America, the two powerful Aztec and Inca Empires were 
known to have flourished by the fifteenth century, but they were con-
quered by the Spanish expedition and subjected to harsh domination. 
Also in Africa, before it was colonized by the West, there existed many 
empires in Sub-Saharan Africa, besides those in Maghreb or the North 
Africa region. They were mostly concentrated in West Africa, but other 
empires or kingdoms were identified in central, eastern, western and 
southern Africa as well.7 The most prominent ones were the Ghana 
Empire, the Mali Empire, the Benin Empire, the Mossi Kingdoms, the 
Aksum Empire and the Ethiopian Empire.8

While the features of European incursions into Asia, Africa and 
America varied, they all had one thing in common, in that they were 
carried out coercively, by ‘gunboat trade’, conquest, imposition of 
terms, etc., based on the Europeans’ superior arms and fighting capa-
bility. As time passed, the exploitive nature of the West’s adventurism 
intensified and degenerated to the point of doing anything possible, like 
conducting forced opium sales and the gunboat diplomacy in Asia in 
the nineteenth century.9
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The continents that Europeans targeted to advance their wealth and 
power—Asia, Africa and Latin America, including the Caribbean—
were themselves more or less inter-connected in the dynamics of grow-
ing international trading system. But the trade in the Indian Ocean, 
even before Portugal, the Netherlands, Britain and France embarked on 
the ‘armed trade’, was robustly carried out by regional players, includ-
ing Islamic powers, India and China. Natural resources such as gold and 
silver were introduced to China and India, and from these countries 
fabrics and other commodities were exported to neighbouring regions. 
Some items like cotton fabrics were distributed beyond East Africa to 
reach West Africa.10

In the process, the Western imperial powers erected what can be 
called a world trading system. An example of its sub-system is the one 
which was based on plantation systems in Africa and South America 
and Caribbean. The Atlantic world was connected to two triangular 
trade systems which emerged in the seventeenth century and were com-
pleted in the eighteenth century. The most widely known one is that 
linking the Britain, Africa and America: sugar cane, timber and fisheries 
from America were exported to Britain, and manufactured goods from 
Britain were sold to Africa in exchange for slaves, who were exported 
to America. The other system involved the export of rum to Africa 
from the North American British colony, the sale of African slaves 
exchanged for rum to the Caribbean, and the export of molasses from 
the Caribbean to New England. Through such trade systems, the colo-
nial rulers amassed huge wealth.11

How such a large-scale slave trade could have been brazenly and per-
sistently carried out for many centuries is unimaginable today, but at 
that time human expropriation and exploitation were not uncommon. 
Muslims are said to have engaged in trans-Saharan slave trade well 
before this transatlantic slave trade took place, while various kingdoms 
and states in Africa were operating slavery in one form or another. Of 
course, slavery itself was prevalent in many regions and throughout our 
history, and skin colour was of no relevance in terms of becoming a 
slave. When you look up the word ‘slave’ in the dictionary, you will find 
that it is derived from the ‘Slavs’, who were sold off in great numbers 
into servitude by conquering forces in the early Middle Ages.12
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Wars, conquests and subjugation of the weak by the powerful—in 
other words, the rule of the survival of the fittest—were commonplace 
among Europeans. The development of modern nation states in Europe 
in some ways exacerbated the rivalry and divisions in the region, cul-
minating in the two World Wars in the twentieth century. When we 
reflect on the history of imperialism and colonialism of the West, peo-
ple may see these as ‘sins’ committed by the West on others, but back 
then there were no such thing as universal values like human rights, let 
alone the kind of international norms or regulations that we take for 
granted today.13

However, the word ‘imperialism’ in today’s context only has negative 
connotations. It implies greed, exploitation, control and subjugation of 
the weak. In ancient or medieval times, empires might have been help-
ful in reducing wars or bringing about stability. However, with growing 
populations and political entities or states having limited land and nat-
ural resources, Europe was increasing engaged in internal rivalries and 
conflicts, not to mention clashes with foreign (namely Islamic) forces.

Europe’s internal tensions could have been relieved as European 
states focused on expanding into other continents: Portugal and Spain 
led expeditions to find new sea routes and riches, and embarked on the 
colonization of foreign lands during the fifteenth and sixteenth centu-
ries, while the Netherlands, Britain, France, Belgium and Germany fol-
lowed suit. After Asia and America, it was Africa’s turn to be subjected 
to renewed exploitation, culminating in the Scramble for Africa by the 
European powers in the late nineteenth century. The Berlin Conference 
of 1894 and subsequent arrangements among the colonial powers 
largely defined the territorial boundaries of African countries that we see 
today. The colonial expansion in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries is referred to as the New Imperialism.

However, as it turned out, the West’s power game did not end with 
such partitioning of sphere of influence. Meanwhile, the Industrial 
Revolution that started in Britain and spread to other European coun-
tries as well as to the US and Japan, also upgraded the technology and 
output of weaponry, making wars all the more devastating. The tensions 
were brought right back to the continent of Europe, where the First 
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World War was triggered. This was followed by the Great Depression 
and the Second World War, which was unprecedented in the history 
of humankind in terms of the scale of its casualties. The surfacing of a 
whole different form of nationalism in Europe—Nazism and fascism—
showed the dangers inherent in Western democracies degenerating into 
something far worse.

Imperialism and colonialism withered following the World Wars, and 
as the principle of self-determination of nations was declared. On 14 
December 1960, the United Nations (UN) General Assembly adopted 
a resolution called the ‘Declaration on the Granting of Independence 
to Colonial Countries and Peoples’. Most Asian and Middle Eastern 
countries were decolonized by the 1950s, while almost all African and 
Caribbean countries achieved independence by the 1960s. For African 
countries, decolonization was not the end of the story of interna-
tional intrusions. They were still being drawn deep into the forces of  
the international political economy, and faced challenging tasks of 
nation-building and development both during and after the Cold War 
and into the era of globalization.

No doubt, for Sub-Saharan African nations, extensive colonization, 
subsequent decolonization and continued close ties with their former 
colonial powers have helped them to become open and engaged with 
the West and the world as a whole. In the process, Western ideas, 
education, cultures, political, economic and social systems and know-
how continued to flow in, having a truly profound influence on the 
region.

African colonization was a conquest launched by the West equipped 
with superior armoury and professional expeditionary forces. Before  
the twentieth century, there were no widely established norms like 
human equality and non-aggression in the world as we know it 
today, and many in Europe viewed the white race as being superior.14 
Europeans went about taking the lands and assets of others by forceful 
means in the context of building empires or enriching themselves and 
their motherland. The politics of sheer realism prevailed. There were not 
many objections to those actions taking place outside of Europe and 
even when Europeans clashed with each other, it was not considered 
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to be extraordinary. With the passage of time, however, the exploitive 
apparatus of the colonial settlers turned into a more stable and routine 
governing mechanism that later provided a groundwork for state-build-
ing by Africans.15

Although Sub-Saharan African countries adopted Western-style 
modern state institutions and governing systems, and pursued mar-
ket economics early on, common syndromes such as the weakness of 
state institutions and the weakness of national identity or a sense of 
nation persist. Modern states or nation states that we see today began 
in Europe, although in other continents, such as Asia, there were highly 
centralized and developed kingdoms or dynasties. As mentioned earlier, 
there were already empires and kingdoms in Africa before colonization 
and to this day, some of those sub-national kingdoms persist. Uganda is 
an example of a country having officially five kingdoms or monarchies: 
Buganda, Bunyoro, Busoga, Toro and Rwenzururu.

In medieval Europe, there existed a variety of forms of authority or 
rule over people like feudal lords, empires, religious authorities, free 
cities and other authorities.16 Students of international politics have 
learned that the 1648 Peace of Westphalia, which was the outcome of 
the Thirty Years’ War, gave rise to the development of modern states 
having a sweeping capability for taxation, a sophisticated bureaucratic 
system and coercive control over their populations. The form of state-
hood that became prominent in Europe later spread to the rest of the 
world through the process of colonization and decolonization. Modern 
colonialism has deep roots in the Western history of the formation of 
nation states and we are reminded of its influence on the rest of the 
world. It is argued that among the countries that were colonized, some 
types of modern states were developed in Asia and elsewhere prior to 
colonialism, but they were largely displaced by colonial rule.17 The 
West’s military capability, technology and expansionist posture made 
the difference.

Jürgen Osterhammel points out that colonialism contributed to mak-
ing the European concept of the modern state universal and that this 
is one of the greatest impacts colonialism had on the world.18 Before 
Western colonization, it is said that only centralized despotic powers 
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like the Mughul Empire had the semblance of a modern state. Other 
than this, political powers in Asia and Africa had the appearance of 
being rather informal, personal and ritual-religious. These entities were 
not based on sound institutional structures, but were founded on loose 
networks of loyalty. On the other hand, colonial states of the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries were secularized and administrative states were 
backed up by a military apparatus.19

A problem here was that while the colonial states and subsequent 
independent states were territorial states, they were hardly nation states. 
In other words, there was a discrepancy between the concept of territorial 
state and nation state due to arbitrary territorial boundaries set by the 
colonial powers. It was an outcome of social Darwinism thinking and the 
‘divide and rule’ policy of European colonialists, which may explain why 
to this day so many ethnic, religious conflicts occur in Africa.20 However, 
a mismatch between territorial boundaries and the peoples does not 
necessarily correlate to conflicts, and it would be virtually impossible to 
divide up territories in order to suit every ethnicity or tribe. Correcting 
the ‘territorial mismatch’ can still bring about conflict, as can be seen in 
the case of South Sudan, which became independent from Sudan.

The prime objective of the colonial state was to maintain control over 
the people conquered and establish conditions or mechanism through 
which the colony could be exploited economically to serve the interests 
of the colonial power. In addition, colonial states were equipped with 
a highly developed bureaucracy. In the case of Sub-Saharan Africa, the 
current modern state structure that was ‘transplanted’ by the West and 
also many of its institutional components emulated by African countries 
are in most cases functionally weak, inefficient and unreliable, and are 
frequently riddled with corruption and bad governance.

Unlike in other regions, where the state acquires its sovereignty in the 
political process of building capacity for the statehood and is eventually 
recognized by other states, African states gained their sovereign status 
instantly by collective recognition by the international community, such 
as the UN. Despite the fact that more than half a century has passed 
since most African countries gained independence, they are still strug-
gling with the fundamentals of statehood and governance.
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Continuing Woes and Dilemmas in Africa’s 
Development

Many decades have passed since the independence of Sub-Saharan 
African countries, but to this day not much has occurred in terms of 
fundamental progress in their development. When Ghana, then the 
wealthiest nation in Sub-Saharan Africa, became independent in 1957, 
it was more prosperous than South Korea, but by the early 2000s, 
Korea’s gross national product (GNP) per capita was over 20 times that 
of Ghana. Nigeria collected over $600 billion in oil revenues since the 
early 1960s when it started oil production, but a study conducted in 
2004 revealed that as much as $400 billion has disappeared, while the 
majority of its population suffers from acute poverty.21

How the predicaments have persisted expansively and commonly 
over many decades throughout the region is quite astonishing, as 
Martin Meredith observes: ‘Although Africa is a continent of great 
diversity, African states have much in common, not only their origins 
as colonial territories, but the similar hazards and difficulties they have 
faced. Indeed, what is so striking about the fifty-year period since inde-
pendence is the extent to which African states have suffered so many of 
the same misfortunes.’22

Crawford Young also notes African countries’ similarities on many 
fronts, such as in cultural patterns ‘that underpin the regular invoca-
tion of an “African Society” as a generic entity by leaders and analyst’.23 
Other similarities include the ‘defining impact of the colonial occupa-
tion’, the fact that most of the countries decolonized at the same time, 
the similarity of regime structures at the outset, the ‘high degree of 
political diffusion in the political arena’ and Africa’s poor developmental 
performance.24

From the perspective of development, Africa’s history since coloniza-
tion can be broken down into five periods: (1) the period of exploita-
tion by the colonizers; (2) the period of early nation-building (the 
mid-twentieth century, roughly the 1950s–60s); (3) the period of ‘deep-
ening’ of international aid (the 1970s–80s); (4) the period of post-Cold 
War globalization (the 1990s–2015); and (5) period of the Post-2015 
Development Agenda (2015 onwards).
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Colonial legacies still matter today. It is evident that African coun-
tries became independent under the most adverse circumstances. They 
inherited very meagre agricultural or industrial foundations and lacked 
human capital and other assets required for rapid growth. The trans-
atlantic African slave trade over some 400 years also had a profound 
impact on Africa. There were also slave trades within the region and 
across other regions, but these were smaller in scale. The early phase of 
colonization was marked by extensive human exploitation and plunder-
ing of natural resources. African economies became extractive to serve 
the colonizers and most infrastructures served the needs of the export 
market rather than internal development. The coercive force used 
to manipulate labour turned the economies into monocultures, and 
Gareth Austin notes that under colonialism ‘African societies ceased 
being self-sufficient as they began to import manufactured goods and 
basic foodstuffs, while exporting raw materials. To this day, the per-
ceived comparative advantages of many African economies are little 
more than their colonially derived specializations, even though export 
agriculture had begun to develop in late pre-colonial times’.25

Ever since African countries were decolonized, up until now, they 
have continuously missed opportunities and faced dilemmas regardless 
of how international dynamics and environment have evolved, to come 
to a state of ‘African paradox’. During the early nation-building period, 
the goal of African states was to build autonomous states, but they faced 
strong counterforces holding them back or even driving them back-
wards towards structural and psychological dependency.

In the era of ‘deepening of aid’ in the 1970s and 1980s when empha-
sis was placed on targeting the poorest and correcting the ‘dual econ-
omy’, Africa again missed the opportunity due to its political unrest, 
tribal conflicts and wars, continued mismanagement, corruption, etc. 
Then, entering the 1990s, the demise of the Cold War ushered in the 
era of political transition, economic liberalization and globalization. 
Again, what could have been an opportunity disguised as a challenge 
presented itself to Africa, but the countries were virtually irresponsive. 
The adaption to the changing world was limited maybe due to failure  
to fully grasp the weight of dilemma they were in with respect to indus-
trialization under globalization.

16 Perspectives and Problems of Developing Nations: Volume 1



The globalization, and especially the financial liberalization, of the 
1990s was a force to be reckoned with and not many saw it as such. 
Even South Korea, which in 1994 espoused segyewha (globalization) as 
a national policy was hit hard by it in the 1997 Asian financial crisis. 
Given the global economic environment and trends, in retrospect, the 
1990s may have been the last real opportunity for Sub-Saharan African 
economies to solidify their industrialization capacity. The emergence 
of ‘Africa’s new tycoons’ or ‘business giants’, while meaningful, can-
not be a credible indicator of the countries’ transformative economic 
development.

The global development regime entered a new chapter with the 
launch of the Post-2015 Development Agenda, and the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) in 2015 after the completion of 
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). The lesson learned from the 
MDGs may be that such global efforts may have been good in terms of 
tackling Africa’s humanitarian needs and crisis, but were hardly effective 
in pushing African countries to have greater ownership and be develop-
mental in substantive terms. The dilemma continues because when the 
dust settles, everyone is back to their routine business.

The irony is that Sub-Saharan African nations that should be most 
distressed about their state of development and therefore should be the 
most eager to undertake the necessary actions to lift themselves out of 
present situation in fact appear to be the least bothered in this regard. 
While serious deliberations and debates have taken place in and around 
the UN and other development forums like the Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development’s Development Assistance 
Committee (OECD DAC), equally serious soul searching by Africans 
within the African continent has been lacking.

The syndromes of dependency and ‘backtracking’ that will be dealt 
with later on seem to be quite widespread in the region. There is every 
reason to believe in the positivity of Africa rising in the long term, but 
for now, the great potential of Africa has not materialized and largely 
remains as potential. Yet in order to be able to move forward with con-
fidence, countries would need to learn the lessons of their past trials 
and errors, and come to a clear understanding of where they stand. The 
dilemma for African countries was that as they were embarking on the 
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path to national autonomy, they soon found themselves held back by 
the structure of dependency that has re-emerged in the aftermath of 
decolonization. In the absence of conscientious and sustained efforts to 
be autonomous, it would have been difficult for the newly independ-
ent states to delink themselves from the strong influence of their former 
colonizers.

A governance crisis was seen as a main culprit for Africa’s poor perfor-
mance in development. But in Sub-Saharan African states, the capacity 
and institutions of governance have never really been strong since the 
colonial period, nor was the sense of nation or national identity. Even 
after gaining independence, many of these states were not effectively 
prepared for self-government and had to deal with various social and 
political tensions that were created or neglected by the colonial regimes.

During this time of ‘paradox of nation-building and dependency’, 
the most important means sought was foreign aid. Aid was a prime 
objective for African nations and the main policy tools for developed 
countries. This was particularly so during the Cold War era, when the 
developing countries joined the political-ideological blocs. Although 
some small amounts of aid were given by some European countries for 
their colonies in the early twentieth century, it was after the Second 
World War that international aid as we know it began to be institution-
alized and expanded to become an international norm.26

Initially, aid was primarily targeted at emergency relief, rehabilitation 
or national reconstruction and was directed at Western countries. After 
the war, much of Europe was left in ruins and it was the Marshall Plan, 
or the European Recovery Program, pushed forward by the US, that 
first set up the international aid regime. The rise of the Soviet Bloc and 
the beginning of the Cold War increased such efforts. So the purpose of 
aid during this period was to serve the donor’s diplomatic, political and 
strategic objectives.27

Later, mostly in the 1960s, the majority of Sub-Saharan African 
countries gained independence. Since African countries became inde-
pendent at the height of the Cold War, from a strategic point of view, 
they could have used the international political dynamics to advance 
their own economic development. By all accounts, this should have 
been a golden opportunity for Africa to grasp because the external 
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conditions were benign. In the 1950s and 1960s, the dominant aid 
strategy was to focus on developing countries’ need for investment cap-
ital and modern technology so that they could boost their economies.28 
Emphasis was placed on offering financial assistance and expertise to 
help plan and manage infrastructure and other economic development 
projects. The expectation was that modern technology and know-how 
in institutional building and organization would have trickle-down and 
spreading effects. But not much consideration was given to promoting 
links between urban and rural areas, and agriculture and industry.

High expectations and optimism can quickly turn into disap-
pointment. In the 1960s, there was growing dissatisfaction with this 
approach, as the majority of the populace did not benefit from both  
the aid and economic growth that followed decolonization. Foreign 
aid was not having the desired effect on all parts of the targeted areas.  
It was during this time that much self-criticism in the donor com-
munity was voiced towards the tendencies of ‘dual economy (a divi-
sion between a modern, urban-based economy and traditional peasant 
economy)’ in the developing countries, and the term ‘white elephants’ 
became popular. In sum, the main point of criticism was that the poor 
got very little out of such assistance and that the technology used was 
not adaptable to local conditions.29

As early as the beginning of the 1970s, when developed countries 
already have well-established aid programmes, there were talks about 
‘donor fatigue’ and ‘crisis of development’ within the donor community. 
What finally came out of all these debates and criticisms regarding the 
way forward for aid were ‘basic human needs’ rather than stimulating 
long-term growth. Immediate and direct benefit for the poor was the 
focused goal of donors in this period.30 The fall in primary commod-
ity prices, the mood of détente, the lessening of rivalry between the 
West and the East, the international oil shock and the responses of the 
Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) and oil-
rich Arab countries may have also contributed to this. In the 1970s and 
1980s, the general tendency of donors’ approaches was placing greater 
emphasis on, and distributing more aid towards, the poorest countries, 
with an increased portion of aid going to Sub-Saharan Africa.

Perspectives and Problems of Developing Nations: Volume 1 19



The dominant aid strategy during this time took the form of ‘inte-
grated rural development (IRD)’ projects, which were aimed at large 
parts of the local economy, especially small farmers, and engaged much 
of the central and local government bodies with the goal to reaching out 
to large parts of the targeted group. Planning units were set up within 
the central ministries to coordinate multi-sector projects,and interna-
tional and local non-governmental organizations (NGOs) started to 
take part in international assistance programmes.31

However, the aid strategy of the 1970s encountered various prob-
lems, such as the extreme complexity of the integrated development 
projects demanding a level of coordination that was beyond the admin-
istrative capability of most countries and too much faith placed on cen-
tral planning. Also, the success of the welfare state system that many 
industrialized countries experienced in the 1960s and the aid strat-
egy that was more or less influenced by such economic development 
optimism were out of touch with reality, given developing countries’ 
resources and capacity.32 I think that the international development 
community was right to bring comprehensive rural development to the 
forefront of its strategy, but unfortunately this approach lost steam and 
withered because of the very problem that still haunts Africa today—the 
lack of initiation for change and corresponding actions on the part of 
Africans themselves.

While rural development is a fundamental task for any developing 
country, it is unclear what really ignited the ‘integrated rural develop-
ment approach’ to take centre stage in the international development 
arena in the early 1970s. Interestingly enough, it was in 1970 that 
Korea’s New Village Movement, the Saemaul Undong, was launched. 
But the reason why Korea’s movement was successful while IRD pro-
jects failed is probably because unlike the former, the latter was driven 
and assisted by donors and did not induce locals to work voluntarily in 
a self-help fashion to generate resources and income on their own.

In the 1980s, amid a lack of progress in aid programmes and the 
looming dangers of further debt crises in developing countries, as the 
Mexican debt crisis of 1982, soon spread to other parts of the Third 
World. The International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank 
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led the structural adjustment programmes that demanded liberaliza-
tion and the removal of state control for macro-economic stability. The 
debt crisis turned the 1980s into the ‘lost development decade’: before 
the path of development and poverty alleviation could be resumed, 
they had to implement painful polices of stabilization and structural 
adjustment.33

However, because of the inherent limitations of applying such formu-
lae in rigorous fashion to developing countries and also of the apparent 
need to continue assistance for building infrastructure and directly tar-
geting those most in need, the structural adjustment programmes were 
only partially executed, accounting for only a fraction of the total loans. 
And many bilateral donors and UN organizations continued to work 
in the same way as they had in the 1970s.34 From the 1970s to the late 
1980s, we can see the aid focus on poverty reduction shifting to struc-
tural adjustment and back again to poverty reduction. In the late 1980s, 
there were growing criticisms in the international development commu-
nity that adjustment policies neglected the poor.

The end of the Cold War was accompanied by a number of signifi-
cant changes in foreign aid. Most of all, the disappearance of the East 
European Communist Bloc and dissolution of the former Soviet Union 
changed the attitudes of major donor countries’ aid policies vis-à-vis 
their allies and the former Communist Bloc countries. The US and 
other Western countries were increasingly linking aid to the state of 
governance of developing countries rather than supporting any friendly 
countries from a foreign policy standpoint.

As a result of the end of the Cold War, some countries lost the strate-
gic value that the US and others have placed on them, and the amount 
of aid flowing to them dropped sharply. Also, great attention was given 
to assisting the political transition processes in former Communist Bloc 
countries. Therefore, much rhetoric and many efforts were directed 
towards the governance, democracy and political transition of the 
developing or newly independent countries in this decade. Amid grow-
ing donor fatigue, the total amount of aid funding fell quite markedly, 
while demands for political reforms became stronger.35

The instruments donors used with the focus of aid were sector pro-
gramme support, capacity-building, policy dialogue, ‘selective assistance’, 
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etc. All these methods were geared towards responding to the widen-
ing scope of aid targets in a more focused manner, with lower amounts 
of aid available in a bid to achieve greater aid-efficiency. But the devel-
opment community continued to be dismayed by the lack of progress 
shown, especially in the poorest nations of Sub-Saharan Africa. Africa’s 
crisis of governance and moral hazard problem were very frequently dis-
cussed during this period.36

In 2000, the UN adopted the MDGs, which targeted eight areas: (1) 
eradicating extreme poverty and hunger; (2) achieving universal primary 
education; (3) promoting gender equality and empowering women; (4) 
reducing child mortality; (5) improving maternal health; (6) combat-
ing HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases; (7) ensuring environmental 
sustainability; and (8) developing a global partnership for development. 
Each of these goals has specific targets and set dates for achieving those 
targets.37

In 1999, the IMF and the World Bank initiated the Poverty 
Reduction Strategy Paper (PRSP) approach, a comprehensive coun-
try-based strategy for poverty reduction. This approach was the IMF’s 
and the World Bank’s recognition of the importance of ownership and 
the need for a greater focus on poverty reduction, and it has become 
integral to the negotiation of development assistance for African coun-
tries. Its aim was to support heavily indebted poor countries (HIPCs) 
and provide the crucial link for aid flows with poverty reduction strat-
egies developed by the aid recipient countries. It was to help the coun-
tries meet the MDGs, which aimed to halve poverty between 1990 and 
2015. The PRSP has become a key benchmark for most countries in 
Africa for accessing external finance through bilateral and multilateral 
sources.38

In addition to MDGs and the PRSP, at the turn of the new century, 
there appeared more new initiatives, including Africa’s first self-devel-
oped initiative. In 2001, the Organisation of African Unity (OAU) 
(now the African Union (AU)) endorsed the New Partnership for 
Africa’s Development (NEPAD) for economic regeneration of Africa, 
with the goal of eradicating poverty, promoting sustainable growth and 
development, integrating Africa into the global economy, and acceler-
ating the empowerment of women. NEPAD, which is a merger of the 
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Millennium Partnership for the African Recovery Programme (MAP) 
and the OMEGA Plan for Africa, was hailed as ‘Africa’s own initiative, 
Africa’s plan, African crafted and therefore, African-owned’.39

It was argued that NEPAD ‘constitutes the most important 
advance in African development policy during the last four decades. 
Undoubtedly it is an ambitious programme and represents perhaps one 
last hope for Africa to reverse its slide into irrelevance.’40 But seven years 
after its launch, President Abdoulaye Wade of Senegal, who was one of 
its initial backers, accused NEPAD of wasting hundreds of millions of 
dollars and achieving nothing.41

Following the end of the Cold War, special emphasis was placed 
on aid effectiveness. Besides donor fatigue, recipient fatigue was also 
acknowledged. The donor community began to realize that its many 
different approaches and conditions were imposing a huge burden 
and costs on developing countries, making aid less effective. It began 
to consult and coordinate closely among its member states and with 
developing countries to enhance the impact of the aid given. The aid 
effectiveness movement, led by the OECD DAC, picked up momen-
tum in 2002 with the Monterrey Consensus reached during the 
International Conference on Financing for Development held in 
Monterrey, Mexico. The participants of the meeting agreed to increase 
its funding for development, but acknowledged that more money alone 
was not enough. A new paradigm of aid as a partnership, rather than a 
one-way relationship between donor and recipient, was evolving.42

As follow-up measures, a series of High Level Forums on Aid 
Effectiveness was held in Rome, Accra, Paris and Busan (Korea). The 
fourth meeting in Busan (2011) is considered to have marked a turning 
point in international discussions on aid and development. It brought 
together over 3000 delegates to take stock of the progress made in aid 
delivery and to come up with collective aid plans for the future. The 
forum culminated in the signing of the Busan Partnership for Effective 
Development Co-operation by ministers of developed and developing 
nations, emerging economies, entities of South-South and triangular 
cooperation and civil society. This declaration established for the first 
time an agreed framework for development cooperation that embraces 
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traditional donors, South-South cooperators, the BRICS nations 
(Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa), civil society organiza-
tions and private funders.43

The UN was involved intensively in drawing up the Post-2015 
Development Agenda, playing a facilitating role in the global conver-
sation on this subject and supported broad consultations, leading to its 
launch during the UN Development Summit in September 2015. The 
process of formulating the Post-2015 Development Agenda was led by 
member states, with broad participation from major groups of nations, 
international bodies and other civil society stakeholders. Numerous 
inputs have been made to the agenda, producing a set of SDGs. This 
was an outcome of an open working group of the General Assembly, 
the report of an inter-governmental committee of experts on sustainable 
development financing, General Assembly dialogues, etc.

These efforts notwithstanding, the era of full-fledged globalization 
that began in the early 1990s has not been benign in relation to Africa. 
Thus, it is caught in a very long stretch of a third dilemma that we can 
call the ‘globalization-industrialization dilemma’. In order to realize 
economic transformation, countries need to first build and strengthen 
the basis on which economic growth can take place, and then work on 
building the manufacturing industry sector along with or based on agri-
cultural sector development.

But ironically, globalization which entails trade-investment liberaliza-
tion, free market access, global competition, etc. perhaps poses a serious 
obstacle to this African dream. As such, the task of achieving transfor-
mation in the era of hyper-globalization from the perspective of African 
states is quite a big challenge. Certainly, there is an increasing awareness 
within Africa of this issue, but there do not seem to be clear ideas and 
answers in terms of what concrete measures should be taken. Figure 1.1 
illustrates Africa’s continuing predicament. It shows the increasing gap 
in the average per-capita income level between Africa and rest of the 
world.

Figure 1.2 illustrates the points made here with respect to Sub-
Saharan Africa’s paradox viewed from a historical perspective.44 It also 
shows Africa’s continuing tribulations and challenges. In the colonial 
era, Africa was subjected to all-out exploitation. Upon independence, 
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African states had the opportunity to newly shape their destiny, but 
failed to move on and were held back by inherent ‘limitations’, such 
as a lack of true sense of nation. Then, with favourable international 
settings, Africans aspired to achieve economic development, but the 
negativities like dependency syndrome and ‘backtracking syndrome’ 
deepened so as to offset what was gained.

Africa continued to miss out on the opportunities in the changing 
international political-economic environment. The end of the Cold 
War ushered in an era of full-fledged globalization, but the ‘readiness’ 
of African nations in terms of nation-building and development mind-
edness, let alone industrialization and economic competitiveness, is a far 
cry from what was expected. To this day, many political leaders, poli-
cy-makers and economic experts in African do not seem to fully grasp 
the nature of the problem. As for the income gap shown in Fig. 1.1, the 
extended projection shows the gap growing into 2030. The question is: 
when will African countries break out of this dilemma? The basic coun-
try profile information of 49 Sub-Saharan African countries is shown in 
the Tables 1.1, 1.2, 1.3 and in Chapters 2 and 3.

Table 1.2 Country classification by income in Sub-Saharan Africa

Source World Bank list of economies, June 2017

Low income Lower to middle 
income

High-middle 
income

Benin Malawi Angola Botswana
Burkina Faso Mali Cape Verde Equatorial Guinea
Burundi Mozambique Cameroon Gabon
Central African 

Republic.
Niger Congo Mauritius

Chad Rwanda Cote d’Ivoire Namibia
Comoros Senegal Djibouti The Seychelles
Congo, DR Sierra Leone Kenya South Africa
Eritrea Somalia Ghana
Ethiopia South Sudan Lesotho
Gambia Tanzania Mauritania
Guinea Togo Nigeria
Guinea-Bissau Uganda São Tomé and 

Príncipe
Liberia Zimbabwe Sudan
Madagascar Swaziland

Zambia
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Criticisms of Foreign Aid

Since the early 1980s, there have been exhaustive debates on foreign aid 
focusing on its failures in Sub-Saharan Africa. The literature on foreign 
aid to Africa, especially among intellectuals, is most often critical of 
its disappointing performance in terms of poverty reduction and eco-
nomic development. Critics argue that the aid architecture in Africa 
presents a sad story of hundreds of billion dollars of aid poured into 
the continent to virtually no avail. A large number of Africans are today 
even poorer and many African states are less developed than they were 
before. Despite continuous massive inflows of foreign aid far exceed-
ing debt servicing outflows, Africa has failed to use aid to make signifi-
cant improvements in its development. It is the last region in the world 
where official aid inflows outstrip private capital inflows by a very large 
margin. And Africa is so dependent on aid not only in terms of quantity 
but also in terms of the institutional mechanisms.1

Among many people from various backgrounds, including govern-
ment officials, diplomats, development experts, scholars, businessmen, 
NGO workers and journalists, with whom I have had discussions with 
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over the years in Africa, no one seems to refute the fact that aid in itself 
cannot lead to development. Aid, in the form of financial assistance or 
material supply, can be easily diverted to be ‘consumed’ for various pur-
poses. Facilities and equipment that are donated usually become useless 
or ‘white elephants’ as soon as they are handed over. The irony is that 
the more aid that is provided, the more it will be seen as given and its 
value will decline in the eyes of its recipients. It is as if aid is ‘public 
goods’ provided free and without limits. Hence, conditionality is being 
applied, but the reality of Africa is such that applying conditionality in 
itself poses challenges. Some critics go as far as claiming that the provi-
sion of foreign aid itself contributes to Africa’s troubles and underde-
velopment by fuelling dependency syndrome and weakening African 
states’ governance or administrative capacity, or even legitimacy.

Peter Bauer, who was considered a pioneering critic of foreign aid, 
believed that government-to-government aid was neither necessary nor 
sufficient for development, as it only entailed the danger of increasing 
the government’s power, promoting corruption and the misallocation 
of resources, destroying economic incentives, eroding civil initia-
tives and dynamism. Bauer persistently criticized the big push model 
(Rosenstein-Rodan 1943), which provided the intellectual support for 
allocation of aid to stimulate economic growth. He argued that donors 
do not know which investments are appropriate for developing coun-
tries and that aid not only fails to jump-start growth, but actually hin-
ders it.2

In his book Emerging Africa, Kingsley Chiedu Moghalu suggests 
that perhaps the main element that has caused the underdevelopment 
of the African continent is foreign aid. He asks whether several decades 
of huge amounts of development assistance have failed to produce any 
significant development, and if this is self-evident, why African leaders 
have not reacted to this in kind. He stresses that development, by defi-
nition, is a process that should be driven internally by organizing the 
production economy in an efficient manner.3

Researchers have found out that the per capita gross domestic prod-
uct (GDP) of Africans living south of the Sahara declined by an average 
annual rate of 0.59% between 1975 and 2000. Over that period, per 
capita GDP adjusted for purchasing power parity declined from $1770 
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in constant 1995 international dollars to $1479.4 An observation is 
made that over the past 60 years, at least $1 trillion of foreign aid is said 
to have been transferred to Africa, but real per capita income today is 
lower than it was in the 1970s.5 For critics, aid has not only impeded 
economic growth in Africa, but has also led to the huge debt burden 
that many African countries are saddled with today.6

Many point out that aid flows into Africa have left the continent 
worse off: ‘Aid cannot be blamed for all the mistakes made in the pro-
jects it bankrolls. However, by providing a seemingly endless credit 
line to governments regardless of their policies, aid effectively discour-
ages governments from learning from and correcting their mistakes. 
Giving some Third World governments perpetual assistance is about 
as humanitarian as giving an alcoholic the key to a brewery’.7 In their 
paper ‘The Curse of Aid’, Simeon Djankev and others liken aid to nat-
ural resources, in that it provides a windfall of resources to recipients, 
which may result in the same rent-seeking behaviour as is the case with 
the ‘curse of natural resources’.8 Abdoulaye Wade, the former President 
of Senegal, said: ‘I’ve never seen a country develop itself through aid 
or credit. Countries that have developed … There is no mystery there. 
Africa took the wrong road after independence’.9

Bill Easterly has been perhaps the most pronounced critic of aid 
since the turn of the twenty-first century and his ideas are expressed in 
a series of books. The central theme of Easterly’s book The Elusive Quest 
for Growth is that ‘incentives matter’: despite all the efforts and money 
spent trying to remedy extreme poverty in the developing world, the 
donor countries have repeatedly failed because they have neglected the 
fundamental rule that individuals, businesses, governments and donors 
respond to incentives.10 In The White Man’s Burden, he contends that 
existing aid strategies provide neither accountability nor feedback, but 
without accountability, the problems are never fixed, and without feed-
back from the poor, no one will understand what exactly needs to be 
fixed.11 In The Tyranny of Experts, he claims that development experts 
consider poverty in technical terms and focus on fixing immediate 
problems without dealing with the political oppression that caused the 
problems in the first place.12
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According to Acemoglu and Robinson, the failure of aid for Africa is 
not due to a vicious circle of poverty per se. Poverty is instead an out-
come of ‘economic institutions that systematically block the incentives 
and opportunities of poor people to make things better for themselves’. 
In sum, the problematic economic institutions that are extractive in 
nature are blocking their aspirations today in a similar manner to what 
South Africa’s apartheid regime did to black people.13

The basic criticism of aid is that it neither goes where it was intended 
nor helps those anticipated. Paul Collier, in The Bottom Billion, high-
lights the ‘four traps’ that contribute to this problem—the conflict trap, 
the natural resource trap, being landlocked with bad neighbours and 
having bad governance—but aid can potentially help turn things by 
incentives, skills and reinforcement.14 And on the question ‘is aid part 
of the problem or part of the solution?’, he points out aid is part of 
the solution, although it has serious problems and is not in itself suf-
ficient.15 Of course, there are self-criticisms within donor community 
that they have taken too much responsibility for solving Africa’s prob-
lems and that aid-dependency syndrome has become deeply rooted in 
Africa’.16

On the other hand, there are strong advocates of aid like Jeffrey Sachs 
who think that donor countries should increase the amount of aid to 
poor countries. In The Age of Sustainable Development, Sachs again 
stresses the need to push for global sustainable development, which 
‘is a way to understand the world, yet is also a normative or ethical 
view of the world: a way to define the objectives of a well-functioning 
society, one that delivers wellbeing for its citizens today and in future 
generations’.17

Foreign aid has had a positive impact on health and humanitar-
ian needs. The issue is what impact it has on economic development. 
According to Sebastian Edwards, the overall findings of a large body of 
research have been ‘fragile and inconclusive’, with some experts con-
cluding that ‘in the best of cases, it was possible to say that there was 
a small positive, and yet statistically insignificant, relationship between 
official aid and growth’.18 Meanwhile, Steve Radelet observes that ‘the 
pendulum has swung, with more evidence that aid has a modest posi-
tive impact on growth’ (Table 2.1).19
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Who Is to Be Blamed? Donors or Recipients?

If aid has indeed failed, then who should be blamed for this? Looking 
at the dismal state of development of Africa, many intellectuals and 
experts in this field have fallen into a habit of doing two things: accus-
ing foreign aid of being a failure or even evil, and blaming it all on the 
donor community, sometimes insinuating that they are evil-doers. But 
the way I see this issue is that aid is only as good as the recipients’ ability 

Table 2.1 Official aid received by Sub-Saharan Africa (US$, million, 2015)

Source World Bank, Data—Net Official Development Assistance and  
Official Aid Received (2015), https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/DT.ODA.ALLD.
KD?locations=ZG

Country 1960 2015 Country 1960 2015

1. Ethiopia 15.35 3233.99 26. Chad 0.03 606.67
2. Congo, DR 82.09 2599.24 27. Guinea 0.16 538.45
3. Tanzania 10.36 2580.47 28.  Central African 

Republic
0.03 486.94

4. Kenya 21.11 2473.78 29. Benin 0.02 430.22
5. Nigeria 32.64 2431.60 30. Angola −0.05 380.09
6. Mozambique 0.02 1815.03 31. Burundi 7.53 366.54
7. Ghana 2.94 1768.29 32. Mauritania 0.04 318.11
8. South Sudan - 1674.83 33. Togo 0.11 199.62
9. Uganda 20.6 1628.25 34. Djibouti - 169.56
10. South Africa - 1420.64 35. Cape Verde - 152.57
11. Somalia 2.47 1253.55 36. Namibia - 142.4
12. Mali 0.08 1200.45 37. Gambia 0.54 107.85
13. Liberia 9.92 1094.46 38. Gabon 0.02 98.77
14. Rwanda 7.53 1081.72 39. Guinea-Bissau - 95.08
15. Malawi 4.16 1049.39 40. Swaziland 8.49 92.63
16. Burkina Faso 0.2 977.05 41. Eritrea - 92.11
17. Sierra Leone 6.72 946.39 42. Congo 0.02 88.92
18. Sudan 27.59 899.9 43. Lesotho 1.56 83.14
19. Senegal 0.13 897.2 44. Mauritius 0.53 76.55
20. Niger 0.04 865.87 45. Comoros - 65.78
21. Zambia 0.92 797.14 46. Botswana 3.43 65.58
22. Zimbabwe - 788.09 47.  São Tomé and 

Príncipe
0.11 48.95

23. Madagascar 2.65 677.01 48. Equatorial Guinea - 7.51
24. Cameroon 0.38 663.62 49. The Seychelles 1.1 6.78
25. Cote d’Ivoire 0.13 653.4
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to make use of it. Foreign aid itself is just a means, with some good 
intentions behind it at least. Aid can be made very good use of or can 
bring about unintended outcomes. Sub-Saharan Africa’s continuing 
woes are caused not by foreign aid, but by all the negative elements and 
inherent problems that have come into play.

The correct assessment would be that Sub-Saharan African countries 
are experiencing problems in spite of aid, not because of it. With all the 
issues that African countries have had to deal with after their independ-
ence, they might have done actually worse without aid. In the absence 
of aid, there could have been more conflicts and political instability, and 
this could have fuelled more uncertainty and desperation. Remember, 
in the 1990s, when aid was significantly curtailed, conflicts were on the 
rise. There could have been more irregularities, corruption, illegal trad-
ing, environment destruction, etc. So, if foreign aid was withdrawn and 
only ‘unfettered free market-ism’ prevailed, would Sub-Saharan Africa 
have fared much better?

It is not that the international aid community did not consider var-
ious aspects and approaches to development. As already mentioned, 
the international development community’s track record shows that it 
worked hard to find the right approaches to make aid more effective 
and relevant, and there was much trial and error. It should be noted that 
the donor community actually espoused and quite vigorously pursued 
an industrial policy approach for Africa in the 1960s, although it had 
to be shifted towards a poverty reduction approach in 1970s, following 
great disappointment with the former’s performance.20

Also, there is another important factor worth mentioning. Various 
entities give various types of aid to Africa. Some are less liable to diver-
sions, and donors have increasingly sought ways to check against the 
possibilities of misappropriation of funds or materials provided. On the 
one hand, we have the ‘budget support’, which is transferring money 
directly to recipient governments; on the other hand, there are also 
wide-ranging programmes like capacity-building that are either fully 
under the control of donors or under strict supervision regarding use of 
funds.21 Soft loans, compared to grants which constitute the majority 
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of the type of aid offered by developed countries, are much more sus-
ceptible to irregularities, given the state of governance of the recipient 
countries.22

Most of the reports, studies or commentaries that have been made 
on African development tend to find fault with either the poor perfor-
mance of foreign aid or the lack of competence and responsibility of 
donors and development experts. The perception that what donors do 
only matters is not only wrong but is also detrimental, because this is in 
effect giving up on the ability of African countries to play their part in 
the process.

We can easily be hypocritical and out of touch with reality, and 
what people seem to be oblivious of is the fact that donors do not bear 
prime responsibility for the development of poor countries. It is not the 
donors who hold the key to Africa’s development. There are plenty of 
resources to tap into and enormous opportunities for African countries 
if earnest efforts are made to utilize them. Adversities that African coun-
tries face, like the four traps outlined by Paul Collier (see above) and 
other elements that have been cited as a hindrance to Africa’s develop-
ment (unfavourable climate, epidemic diseases and lack of basic health 
care, tribalism, neopatrimonialism, etc.) are actually mostly man-made 
and thus can be overcome.

The reason to be optimistic about Sub-Saharan Africa’s future is that 
there is open-mindedness and receptiveness to the ideas and policies of 
the outside world. While the word ‘dependency’ has negative connota-
tions, in certain circumstances, dependency may not the worst thing; 
rather, exclusivism, isolationism, dogmatism and radicalism are much 
more dangerous and self-destructive. In fact, inter-dependence has 
become the general feature of today’s world, and maybe African lead-
ers are seeking regional unity and integration to enhance their collective 
bargaining power vis-à-vis the world in order to develop more interde-
pendent relationships.

Dependence may not be too big a problem in itself if it is short-lived 
or transitional; rather, fundamentally the bigger problem may be the 
lack of ambition. If people have true ambitions in life, they will not be 
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satisfied by being dependants of aids. The reason why many people are 
not as energetic as they should be is not because they are getting enough 
from donors, but because they have very limited ambitions in life.

Even when people are talking about their aspirations, the first thing 
that they are looking for could be the funding source. But without 
breaking the vicious cycle in which poverty, a weak social fabric and 
‘bad governance’, among other factors, are inter-connected, simply 
pouring in resources for the sake of assistance will not produce positive 
outcomes. So, the question reverts back to: ‘What are the conditions 
that justify foreign assistance?’

There is no such thing as all-out altruism in the modern world. 
Everything good and useful entails human endeavour and hence brings 
with it costs. Sooner or later, it comes with a price tag. Charity in times 
of calamities and humanitarian crisis comes naturally. But when altru-
ism is expected to be delivered in everyday life for an indefinite period 
of time by outsiders, this is a sign of trouble and abnormality. So, an 
appeal by African leaders, like Paul Kagame of Rwanda, that African 
countries steer clear of foreign aid and dependence on outsiders only 
makes sense.

One day, when I was giving a lecture to Ugandan local counsellors 
in a training institute, I challenged them by asking: ‘What is develop-
ment?’ I told them that it is essentially about two things: change and 
speed. How much positive change you can make in a given period; in 
other words, how fast you can make changes for the better. I asked them 
again: ‘Who should change?’ They were all silent, but seemed to under-
stand what I was trying to convey: it is you, not the donors.

Those who are quick to criticize donors for not doing enough had 
better think first whether they are not being overly harsh or unrealis-
tic in light of what donors can actually do. Yes, donors have their pro-
fessional commitments, but also their national interests, organizational 
interests and personal interests, and they tend to become bureaucratized 
over time, and we have to accept this as a reality.

Critics of foreign aid also point out that a significant proportion 
of aid money is drained before it reaches its intended beneficiaries, 
the local populace. Basically, two factors contribute to this. First, pro-
jects inevitably entail considerable administrative costs. High costs are 
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incurred because from the standpoint of donors, the costs of bringing 
projects to Africa are high. Many aid projects involve experts and other 
human resources, materials and equipment from developed countries, 
and of course these need to be covered by the budget. Allotting suffi-
cient funds to ensure the proper functioning of aid staff on the ground 
is also important. The level of dedication and service of aid project 
managers and workers who face very adverse conditions is perhaps 
the most important determinant of the success of their projects. This 
is because in a demanding environment like Sub-Saharan Africa, extra 
devotion and perseverance are required to get things done.

Second, the relevant government departments of the host country 
usually try to secure some funds of their own from the donors in the 
name of necessary administrative funds for collaborative activities. Risks 
lie not only in the planning phase of projects, but also during their 
actual operation. Hence, persistence in such efforts as fighting graft and 
reporting irregularities in the work of officials to their higher authorities 
is important.

Inherent Limitations of Foreign Aid

Debating whether foreign aid is good or bad in a dichotomic fashion 
misses the point in terms of what the real issues of development are. 
The usefulness of aid will depend, first, on what types of aid are used 
in the given circumstances and, second, on how they are planned and 
implemented. There should be no ambiguity in the fact that foreign aid 
has inherent limitations and one should not expect this aid to automat-
ically deliver the desired results. This is because most likely, donors have 
to undertake their aid programmes in the least favourable or most diffi-
cult conditions and circumstances in which they can find themselves to 
begin with.

The usefulness of aid should be judged in terms of what objective it 
wants to achieve. In the case of a natural or man-made disaster or crisis 
calling for humanitarian support or emergency relief, the usefulness of 
aid is obvious. The more acute the needs, the more appealing they will 
be. Any forms of support—money, food, materials or various human 
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services (by rescue crew, doctors, aid workers, etc.)—will be appreci-
ated. Then there are casual acts of charity like donating basic goods and 
materials or providing voluntary services to the poor and needy. Here, 
the goal is achieved through the delivery of the items or services. But 
things become more complicated as we move into larger-scale and more 
sophisticated aid programmes. For such types of projects, the work of 
planning, constructing, operating and post managing are all difficult 
tasks. When working with locals, which donors cannot avoid, unfore-
seen events like the local subcontractor suddenly becoming bankrupt 
and suspending their work may occur, prolonging the duration and 
hence raising the overall cost of the project.

Development-oriented aid includes construction projects (build-
ing factories, hospitals, vocational schools, etc.), consulting projects, 
facility or systems upgrading projects, training programmes, physical 
infrastructure projects, technical cooperation, funding programmes 
(including budget support) and much more. Because the execution of 
foreign aid involves two collaborators—donor and recipient—with very 
different standards, practices and levels of skills and technology, expect-
ing positive outcomes to come from aid is always going to be a tough 
proposition.

We can compare aid with domestic projects that developed countries 
carry out in their own countries, like social welfare programmes or pub-
lic facilities construction projects. The governments have to deal with 
their regulations, public opinions and various stakeholders, but at least 
things are predictable and manageable from their standpoint. Yet, for 
foreign aid or development cooperation, donor governments bear the 
extra burden of having to conduct activities where they not only do not 
have administrative or legal authority, but where their working condi-
tions are adverse as well. In addition, lack of personnel and staff on the 
ground, lack of local expertise, etc. compound the problem.

The biggest hurdle is perhaps the issue of ownership, which is also 
linked to sustainability. Aid projects are implemented over a given 
period, ending when the contracted term expires, followed by hando-
vers or completion of programmes. Officially, donors’ obligations end 
there and they no longer have the contractual basis to be responsible. 
Yet, in order for the projects to produce the desired outcomes and be 
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sustainable, the recipients really need to assume ownership of the pro-
ject in terms of operation and management, otherwise the projects (as 
they often do) will end up as ‘white elephants’. Herein lies a dilemma. 
The poorest countries need assistance because they lack the necessary 
resources and skills, but once they are provided with these facilities by 
donors, their lack of managerial capacity, discipline, commitment to 
ownership and accountability makes the project untenable and in many 
cases useless.

There are expectations both in Sub-Saharan Africa and developed 
countries that aid will contribute substantively to the former’s economic 
and social development. That is the rationale of aid. The most desired 
outcome would be that aid helps Africans to reduce poverty and gen-
erate income. However, there seems to be a basic misunderstanding 
that wealth can be obtained by transfers. Yet, the fact remains that the 
wealth of a nation cannot be amassed by transfers, but rather by crea-
tion. In order to become wealthy in an economic sense, one has to be 
productive. Wealth is created by producing additional value, goods and 
services, but there seems to be a tendency in the region where people 
want to become better off not by being productive, but by benefiting 
from the work of others, e.g., through simple redistributions.

Donors, on their part, must also find ways to better carry out their 
assignments. While gearing towards more pragmatic and result-oriented 
approaches, they need to think more from the viewpoint of recipients’ 
interests in order to have a greater impact. Thus, many aid experts and 
workers are dispatched to Africa, and their expertise and know-how 
accumulated over many years no doubt become precious assets in this 
field. However, as the work of these specialists becomes more regular, 
their perspective can also become routinized, leading to a ‘fixing’ of 
their views on Africa.

Aid specialists who think they have a good understanding of how 
locals think and behave could subconsciously consider such elements to 
be a ‘given’, and hence have low expectations of what can be achieved. 
When they take action accordingly with such a mindset in place, this 
can encourage the continuation of the status quo rather than promot-
ing change. Unless they exhibit strong passion to bring about change 
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despite the difficult conditions, their expertise and professionalism may 
in fact contribute to the ‘perpetuation’ of Africa’s underdevelopment.

Unlike natural science, in the realm of social science, over-reliance 
on compartmental expertise has its dangers. It is just like the problem 
of deepening bureaucratization. If you are the head of an organization, 
having many experts at your service can be convenient and encouraging. 
They can produce various reports or studies that you can circulate or 
report to your bosses for recognition. But when it comes to producing 
‘physical’ results in terms of implementing what is in the paper, it can 
be a very different story; that is, you might have as many experts as you 
want, but still cannot get the job done.

Deepening of expertise alone may not be the solution to problems. 
Experts are by definition specialists, as opposed to generalists, and their 
field of speciality is specified. As such, they are inherently limited in 
terms of their scope of vision and ability to make decisions on mul-
ti-dimensional and deep-rooted issues. Then there is always the danger 
of being immersed in too many technicalities and details. The need to 
follow so many reviews, procedures and regulations, and to collaborate 
with so many players also poses great burden on donors, making the 
delivery of aid projects that much more challenging.

The moral hazard of aid recipients and development partners alike 
can be understood in the context of ‘bureaucracy’ that has been formed 
in this field. Indeed, there are many competent and dedicated people 
working in this profession, but there are some from developing and 
developed countries alike who seem to spend more time enjoying their 
‘privileged’ status than working to make a difference with a true sense of 
mission.

Aid workers and volunteers on the ground commonly admit that the 
most difficult challenge they face in Africa is the human factor. When 
things do not go right, time after time, and frustration mounts, one can 
feel inclined to give in and ‘adapt’ to the reality. But it is not easy for 
people on a mission to give up fighting either. As such, the struggle goes 
on, but in the end the lessons are learned, usually with mixed feelings.

Another challenge arising from the evolution of donors and their 
policies that affects both aid recipients and donors is ‘aid fragmen-
tation’. This refers to the problem of too many donors providing too 
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little aid (or giving aid in so many small pieces) as to undercut the effi-
ciency of aid.23 According to International Development Association 
report, over 50 donor countries, including emerging donors, over 230 
international organizations, regional development banks, funds, etc., 
are involved in development activities, with the result that the average 
number of donors per recipient increased from three in 1960 to 30 in 
2006.24 This problem was acknowledged in the Paris Declaration on 
Aid Effectiveness (2005), which called for a pragmatic approach to the 
division of labour to increase complementarity and decrease transaction 
costs.25

The complex and uncoordinated nature of aid allocation patterns 
can create gaps and duplications of aid for the aid recipient group. 
Fragmentation of aid entails transaction costs both for donors and part-
ner countries. The principal drawbacks for donors would be the lack 
of specialization and scale inefficiency. If donors are active in so many 
places and sectors, then naturally their staff will need to be spread over 
a wide area. As a result, they will face an inability, in terms of having 
enough knowledge or expertise and manpower, to carry out all the pro-
jects in a successful manner. At the same time, high fixed costs will be 
incurred for a limited number of projects. As for recipients, bureaucratic 
costs to meet the administrative requirements imposed by a multitude 
of donors will be substantial.26

However, in recent years, several donors have also taken the decision 
to concentrate their aid on fewer partner countries. One reason behind 
this decision is to rationalize aid in order to achieve better results. 
However, some of these decisions may also have been brought forward 
by increased fiscal austerity as a result of the economic and financial cri-
sis. It all comes back to the question of national interests versus multi-
lateral governance.

Since aid fragmentation is a reflection of bilateral donors’ tenden-
cies and their competitive nature, it will not be easy to rectify it soon, 
although some measure of improvement may be found.27 There may 
be ‘recipient fatigue’ for the elites or officials in charge of develop-
ing countries, but for the people in general, it is a very different story, 
which justifies the need for the robust involvement of donors in Africa. 
A study on aid recipients’ attitudes conducted in Uganda several years 
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ago showed that elites and the masses have different perceptions towards 
foreign aid—the masses strongly preferred aid over government pro-
grammes, while the elites preferred government programmes.28 This 
attests to the widespread corruption, patronizing and clientelism on the 
part of the privileged class in the region. The local people know that 
they will get the benefits from foreign aid agencies, but distrust their 
elites strongly.

If aid has failed, it is not because aid itself is the problem or that 
donors had other intentions. At best, donors’ responsibility for this fail-
ure is no more than being ineffective or being not aggressive enough to 
‘induce’ change on the part of recipients. Reckoning must come from 
within, from the developing countries. It is not a question of a lack of 
materials, but is essentially about the mindset and the willingness to act.

The Issue of Reciprocal Compliance

Even scholars and practitioners involved in the development of Africa 
seem to be still baffled by the ‘African paradox’ after many decades 
since the world began trying to address Africa’s plight. In the history of 
humankind, no continent has drawn such worldwide, collective atten-
tion and support on a sustained basis as Sub-Saharan Africa. This may 
seem obvious because the majority of the poorest countries on earth, 
the least developed countries or ‘the bottom billion’ are to be found in 
Sub-Saharan Africa.

But let us not forget that the African continent itself is blessed with 
natural endowments and has huge potential for growth. In terms of 
geographical size, Africa is colossal, the second-largest continent after 
Asia, and is the same size as the US, China, India and Europe com-
bined. It has the greatest number of countries with varying condi-
tions as well as commonalities. In Sub-Saharan Africa, the climate and 
weather are mostly favourable and there are many large areas of land 
with fertile soil and plentiful water. The negative description of Africa’s 
geographical and climatic conditions by development experts is quite 
overblown and misleading.29
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Meanwhile, the amount of aid provided to developing countries 
reached an all-time high in 2013, rebounding from two years of fall-
ing volumes despite continued pressure on budgets in OECD countries 
since the global financial crisis. Donor provided a total of US$134.8 
billion in net official development assistance (ODA), of which US$55.7 
billion went to the African continent in 2013.30

At the global level, we have turned a new page with the completion 
of the UN MDGs and the adoption of the SDGs in 2015. The MDGs 
focused on the alleviation of absolute poverty, as well as social sector/
humanitarian assistance, but even by the UN’s standards, only three 
out of the eight goals were on track in the case of Africa.31 As the title 
suggests, the post-2015 goals rightly highlight sustainable develop-
ment with an emphasis on economic development. But the outcome 
of MDGs and the lessons learned from them were nothing to be very 
excited about in terms of having more confidence and clarity in the 
way forward for Africa’s development. Rather, the track record of Sub-
Saharan Africa over the past 50 years only seems to add to the lingering 
sense of disillusionment, doubt, scepticism and uncertainty.

The year 2016 was marked by a series of terrorist attacks in Europe, 
the refugee crisis and the rise of anti-immigration, nationalistic senti-
ments in the Western world, while the political developments that 
unfolded in the US and elsewhere in 2017 only added to the uncer-
tainty of the international order, as if we were entering uncharted 
territory. In 2018, the world continues to be unsettled by various devel-
opments in the international arena, but there are also some encouraging 
signs like a trend for global economic recovery, so the overall picture 
is mixed. In any case, it is unlikely that the international dynamics 
will have a major impact on Sub-Saharan Africa and the global donor 
community.

The international development architecture of Sub-Saharan 
Africa will likely prevail, despite the shortcomings and criticisms it 
has entailed. African countries’ strong desire for the continuation 
of aid, coupled with the ‘readiness’ of donors and the ‘short cycle’ of 
response—decision making, formulation and implementation of pro-
jects—characteristic of developed countries in order to meet time 
constraints, perpetuates the existing framework of aid policies. And it 
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would be naïve to discount the national interests—whether perceived 
or real—that all donor nations pursue, as well as natural competition 
among donors. Add to this the pressures coming from various opinion 
leaders, groups and organizations, and the tendency to stay the course 
becomes quite clear.

If the existing aid architecture cannot be overhauled in the foreseea-
ble future, what are the practical and realistic ways in which the effec-
tiveness of aid to Africa can be improved? The international community 
and African countries alike should not stomach continued lacklustre 
performance in Africa’s development. There should be a clear awareness 
on the part of African nations and the donor community that improved 
measurements must be applied.

However, it is unrealistic to expect ‘sweeping’ reform to take place 
across the continent, irrespective of how good the idea might be, as 
could be seen in the case of NEPAD. Regional initiatives requiring 
various coordination efforts among member states present themselves 
as another challenge rather than as readily applicable solutions. This 
also holds true for trade and investment initiatives like the African 
Continent FTA (AfCFTA) and the BRICS-Africa collaboration that 
are now taking shape. Certainly, there is a sound logic behind the con-
solidation of regional markets in Africa. But the ultimate bulwark of 
Africa’s development is of course its states. Without enhancing the level 
of governance and capacity of African states, their sustainable develop-
ment will not be properly achieved. Regional integration initiatives will 
not succeed if the member states do not have sufficient capability to 
govern and manage their own affairs.

The best-case scenario for Sub-Saharan Africa would be that success 
stories of national development emerge one after another, setting exam-
ples for others to emulate. Development cannot be bestowed by others. 
No matter how much aid a country receives, development cannot be 
attained by external assistance alone. It is essentially an internally driven 
process of a nation and is not one which can be injected exogenously by 
outsiders. Thus, it does not really matter what the international devel-
opment community discusses or plans if the subject or owners of devel-
opment—the African nations—are not taking the lead in the process.

Perspectives and Problems of Developing Nations: Volume 1 49



Like all other forms of partnerships, the donor-recipient partner-
ship must be based on mutual trust in order to be fruitful and lasting. 
Let us consider this relationship from the standpoint of ‘reciprocity’. 
For instance, a business partnership can be robust when the participat-
ing parties are mutually committed to meeting each other’s needs.32 
Logically, a low level of or unequal reciprocity will in all likelihood not 
yield the desired results compared to a high level or equal reciprocity.

The problem with current state of the aid structure for Africa is not 
only that the level of reciprocity is low, but, more importantly, that 
the reciprocity is very much asymmetrical. It takes two to tango, and 
the parties involved—namely the African countries and the donor  
community—must find ways to significantly upgrade their partnership 
in terms of strengthening the reciprocity.

Africa’s Compliance to Donors’ Needs

Figure 2.1 provides an illustration of the matrix of reciprocity in part-
nership between Sub-Saharan Africa and the donor community. It 
depicts the level of ‘compliance’ of donors and Sub-Saharan African 
countries towards each other. Donors’ compliance can be measured 
in quantitative and qualitative terms. The amount of aid provided 
would be a basic indicator of the quantitative response. The qualitative 
response is about how much attention and effort donors put in their 
aid programmes to meet the needs of recipient countries. Factors such 
as areas of assistance, content of aid programmes, level of study, prepa-
ration, involvement and coordination with host government agencies, 
input of experts, ‘harmonization efforts’, etc. should be taken into 
account. For aid recipients, their compliance can be gauged by the level 
of various administrative support and facilitation provided to donors 
and donor programmes, the degree of ownership and accountability 
demonstrated with respect to the management of aid projects after their 
handover, etc. But the irresponsibility and lack of sense of duty of gov-
ernment officials, widespread corruption, poor work ethics, the lack of 
development mindedness of the people, etc. are impeding efforts for 
development.
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Figure 2.1 shows four different combinations of partnerships. The 
purpose is to gain a general idea of the dynamics in the whole region. 
The actual situation will, of course, vary depending on each country 
and project. The present state of partnership between African coun-
tries and donor community, in most cases, would correspond to either 
a no. 1 ‘low reciprocity’ or a no. 2 ‘donor-active’ partnership. Regarding 
donors’ responsiveness towards Africa’s needs, they can be seen either as 
actively engaging or falling short of expectations, depending on how the 
recipients and others view it.33

But the fundamental problem lies in the recipients’ attitude. The 
prevalent low compliance by African countries is what undermines 
the effectiveness of aid and frustrates the morale of aid officials on the 
ground, and sows the seeds of doubt. Both donors and African coun-
tries seem to have forgotten that the justification of development aid lies 
in it being temporary in nature. However, things are not as simple as it 
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Fig. 2.1 Reciprocity in the partnership for African development
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might appear, and there are clearly limits in terms of how far the donors 
and African countries can be compliant with each other.

It is true that international organizations and bilateral donors have 
been struggling with the task of aid effectiveness from their end, while 
the innate weakness in governance on the part of African countries is 
cited as a reason for the poor performance of aid. There is a saying that 
where there is bad governance, aid is ineffective, and where there is 
good governance, aid is unnecessary. But the governance issue is a mat-
ter to be sorted out by African countries.

The ‘low reciprocity’ partnership represents an untoward state of reality. 
Aid is provided mostly for the sake of consumption and serves vested inter-
ests. A typical feature of this is recipient governments taking aid for granted 
and making little effort to be forthcoming in relation to the donor’s require-
ments, other than when they see their own interests (such as budget alloca-
tion). Donors, for their part, go about ‘routinely’ with their work, adhering 
to formalities without worrying much about the outcome (conveniently 
putting the blame on the environment and recipients) and struggling to 
make a real impact. However, it is true that the major aid organizations 
maintain strict guidelines and discipline in their operations in order to try 
to make them as efficient as possible in the given circumstances.

A ‘recipient-active’ partnership would be rare in Africa, where coun-
tries are highly receptive to donors aid programmes, actively and vol-
untarily undertaking the necessary measures to make them work (with 
sound governance), while donors, in comparison, are not as proac-
tive.34 South Korea in the 1960s may fall into this category. Lastly, a 
‘high-reciprocity’ partnership is an ideal situation where both donors 
and recipients will get satisfaction and credit for a strong and successful 
partnership. An example of such a case could be Rwanda.

The most common form of Africa’s partnership with mainstream 
donors is seen to match the ‘donor-active’ type. In this case, the prin-
cipal donors, whether multilateral and bilateral, have been making 
continuous efforts to make their programme more relevant to African 
countries, while the responsiveness of African countries towards them 
has more or less remained the same. The compliance gap between 
donors and African countries must be narrowed so that the partnership 
status can shift to ‘high reciprocity’ or ‘recipient-active’.
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weather is more modest and favourable than that in most other regions 
in the world. The vast majority of foreigners who visit Sub-Saharan 
Africa share such a view. Many Africans boast that their land is blessed 
with fertile soils and rich endowments.

 30. This figure includes aid provided by traditional/mainstream donors, the 
OECD members. See http://www.oecd.org/newsroom/aid-to-develop-
ing-countries-rebounds-in-2013-to-reach-an-all-time-high.htm.

 31. MDG Report 2015—Lessons Learned in Implementing MDGs: Assessing 
Progress in Africa Toward Millennium Development Goals, written by 
the United Nations Economic Commission for Africa, the African 
Union, the African Development Bank Group and the United Nations 
Development Program, September 2015, https://www.afdb.org/file-
admin/uploads/afdb/Documents/Publications/MDG_Report_2015.
pdf. According to the report, goal 1 (eradicate extreme poverty and 
hunger) was off track; goal 2 (achieve universal primary education) was 
on track; goal 3 (promote gender equality and empower women) was 
on track; goal 4 (reduce child mortality) was off track; goal 5 (improve 
maternal health) was off track; goal 6 (combat HIV/AIDS, malaria and 
other diseases) was on track; goal 7 (ensure environmental sustainabil-
ity) was off track; and goal 8 (develop a global partnership for develop-
ment) was not assessed.

 32. As for addressing the ‘needs’ of recipients or donors, the question can 
be raised as to what are the real intentions of donors; do they want to 
genuinely help Africa to develop (for instance, to industrialize) or are 
they more bent on providing assistance in a way that promotes their 
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own interests (like opening up markets and making African economies 
dependent on them)?

 33. Even in no. 1, ‘low reciprocity partnership’, the perceived low respon-
siveness on the part of donors was either brought about by recipients’ 
persistent failure to even meet the minimum level of irresponsiveness 
or the drastic deterioration of their condition to receive aid. In other 
words, increasingly bad governance and the dysfunctionality of the 
state could cause a drop in the level of donors’ responsiveness.

 34. From the point of view of the ‘development attitude’ of a nation, no. 3 
combination may be more meaningful and desirable than no. 4 combi-
nation because it implies that a country is more proactive than donors 
when it comes to its own development, which is only logical. This 
means that a country is less dependent on donors to make use of aid 
resources without the need for donors’ strong intervention.
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Part II
Underdevelopment of Africa: Uncovering 

the Main Root Cause



Overview

Dismayed by Africa’s seemingly never-ending troubles amid concerns 
that the region may be entrenched in an ever-deepening fix, people 
from both the region and the development community may be inclined 
to either find scapegoats to take the blame or to come up with excuses. 
When things go right, everybody wants some credit for it, but when 
things go badly, the blame game is on. Passing the buck is particularly 
serious in Africa, and this is also a problem in itself. In intellectual cir-
cles, many observers, experts and academics are seen to come up with 
standardized, textbook-style explanations in keeping with the line 
of their thinking rather than searching for fundamental reasons and 
exploring new ideas or solutions.

What seems to be an insurmountable state that African countries  
find themselves in may give cover for foreign countries and inter-
national organizations, as well as African leaders and the privi-
leged class, to follow the status quo as if nothing can be done to 
change Africa’s fortunes. Unfortunately, in many instances, Africa’s  
political leaders in effect take advantage of the entangled situation to  
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hold on to power. And in some cases, an unexpected and ironic polit-
ical situation emerges. I was quite appalled to watch BBC News Africa 
(8 October 2017) reporting on Liberia, which aired on the eve of the 
nation’s presidential elections, showing Liberian citizens expressing how 
much they missed their imprisoned former leader Charles Taylor and 
that they would vote for him should he run again.

Despite how much conundrum the African issues may pose, the 
goodwill and enthusiasm on Africa’s development on the part of the 
global community has not been lost, and numerous internationally 
based private entities are robustly engaged in activities to help tackle 
Africa’s fundamental problems with their professional expertise and 
international network.1

This chapter is a prelude to the next chapter, which will unearth the 
root cause of Africa’s underdevelopment. But identifying or agreeing on 
the root cause(s) has been very elusive as there have been so many differ-
ent views and interpretations on this subject. Nonetheless, the objective 
of this book is to make the case that there is indeed such a thing as a 
principal root cause for Africa’s underdevelopment and to provide ideas 
on how it can be redressed.

In this chapter, I will very briefly discuss conventional explanations 
or arguments that are frequently made as to what constitutes a funda-
mental cause or a set of fundamental causes for Africa’s continuing pov-
erty and other troubles. These include: colonial legacies; ethnicism and 
neo-patrimonialism; institutions, governance and democracy; the role of 
government; natural conditions like climate and geography; and other 
factors (geography, corruption, globalization and China).

Colonial Legacies

Can historical experiences have a profound impact on the nations to 
the extent that they leave a permanent imprint in their lives and deter-
mine their fate? Certainly, our civilization, cultures and traditions, social 
behaviour patterns and even the way in which we view the world can 
be affected by the events of the past. How much impact they will have 
will depend on many things, including the scale, intensity, duration and 
nature of historical events, and how they have been perceived.
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But what is also true is that people and nations have the ability and 
resilience not only to react to various phenomena or forces, but also to 
‘interpret’ them in a context that is variable. The negativities of history 
can also bring about the opposite in later generations, like renewed pos-
itive resolve. And we can see many such examples in our history, both 
recent and old. It may be more accurate to say that this is not the excep-
tion but the rule in our lives.

The history of humanity bears two facets: being subjected to difficul-
ties (adversity, survival, tribulations, struggles and conflicts) on the one 
hand, while also overcoming hardships (adopting, persevering, creat-
ing new things and making progress) on the other. Individuals, people, 
societies and nations have the ability not only to tame natural condi-
tions but also to respond and overcome various obstacles. Action leads 
to reaction, and that is how life has evolved. Nothing is static about 
human beings and their lives. It is one thing to say that European colo-
nizers were utterly exploitive towards Africa, which they were, but quite 
another to say that Africans are ‘bound’ by the colonialism of the past 
and its legacies, even to this day.

The slave trade and the inflow of weapons in exchange of slaves on 
a grand scale for many centuries must have had a devastating effect on 
Africa, both economically and socially. And then, during the later stages 
of colonization, European powers arbitrarily imposed their artificial  
criteria of creating states in Africa. This, along with the manner in 
which they managed their colonies, is deemed to have inhibited 
national identity or nation states from properly emerging and develop-
ing in Africa.

In his book Citizen and Subject: Contemporary Africa and the Legacy 
of Colonialism, Mahmood Mamdani argues that colonialism led to sys-
tems that impeded the development of democracy in African states. 
The colonialists’ indirect rule in Africa produced ‘decentralized despot-
ism’, giving rise of new chiefs who become more despotic as they were 
empowered by colonial authority that was not embedded in local socie-
ties, which undermined the existing mode of accountability.2 Mamdani 
explains that this led to a ‘bifurcated’ system: direct rule was exercised 
in the urban centres where civil powers (mostly the expatriate colo-
nial community) prevailed, while indirect rule was maintained by the 
rural tribal powers (native authority).3 Mamdani argues that politicized 
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ethnicity is the source of much of the political-social problem in Africa 
today and that the colonial politicization of indigeneity was the greatest 
crime of colonialism.4

The colonialists arranged their rule in Africa so as to keep indigenous 
people separate and under political control. Due to European coloniz-
ers’ policy of dividing the indigenous population along perceived eth-
nic lines, the latter’s sense of citizenship or individual national identity 
was never fostered during the colonial era. And when independence was 
finally achieved, their tendency was towards expanded politicization of 
the ‘ethnic community’ rather than pushing for politics at the national 
level.5

Meanwhile, Englebert and Dunn note that the European colonial 
conquest of Africa was remarkably brief. It took just a few years to bring 
down the African political systems, some of which had endured for cen-
turies. But the European institutions they introduced were surprisingly 
shallow and ‘the colonial reengineering of African politics was haphaz-
ard and superficial’.6 Interesting but all important point they are mak-
ing is that while European colonization of Africa is often criticized for 
‘dividing’ the continent and hampering African unity, in reality ‘there 
never was any political African unity, and colonisation actually con-
solidated a myriad of diverse political systems into some fifty territo-
rial states, dramatically reducing the already Balkanized nature of the 
continent’.7

All in all, it would be fair to say that while Western colonialism had 
a profound impact on Sub-Saharan Africa, it is too far-fetched to hold 
it principally accountable for the region’s current state of development. 
The colonial period, the post-colonial era and the period of more than 
half a century since independence should not be bunched together as 
one. Some might like to think in terms of historical determinism, but 
the reality is that the colonial legacy is only one of many factors that 
have had consequences. Exaggeration of the influence of past history 
carries with it the danger of vastly underestimating the voluntarism, 
spontaneity, subjectivity and will of the population. In this regard, ‘con-
structivism’ is deemed an instrumental tool to be used alongside con-
ventional method of study.8
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Proponents of neo-colonialism argue that Europe’s colonization of 
Africa continues even after independence and, similarly, a group of left-
ist ideologists and scholars influenced by Marxian class theory have for-
warded such theories as dependency theory and world-systems theory 
explaining the systematic exploitation and manipulation of the Western 
powers in Africa and other developing countries through international 
trade and economic systems.9 But with the end of the Cold War and 
the disintegration of the Communist Bloc and socialist regimes along-
side the rise and success of Asian economies, these theories lost their 
appeal, persuasiveness and relevance. In the post-Cold War era, the top-
ics that draw international attention are globalization, climate change, 
terrorism, humanitarian crises and so forth, and these pose important 
challenges to both the developed world and developing countries alike.

Crawford Young sums it up well: ‘the explanatory power of colonial 
legacy, initially compelling, becomes less central as time goes by. The 
half century of postcolonial existence now matches the historic duration 
of effective colonial rule’. In other words, the number of Africans hav-
ing a personal recollection of ‘being colonized’ is dwindling.10

Ethnicity and Neopatrimonialism

Much has been made of ethnicity and neo-patrimonialism when it 
comes to the problem of Africa’s development, and they are interesting 
themes. Generally, the discourse on Africa’s ethnicity and neo-patrimo-
nialism tends to treat these negatively, suggesting that they are inimical 
to Africa’s development. ‘Colonial legacy’ is more or less an ‘imagined’ 
factor, but ethnicism and neo-patrimonialism certainly can have more 
relevance to real life, in that they are social elements. Certainly, eth-
nicism can play out to undermine social cohesiveness. For its part, 
neo-patrimonialism, which is generally understood as the practice 
of leaders and state officials parasitically using their state offices and 
resources for the furtherance of informal patron–client relationships in 
which they are engaged, can also be problematic.

It is true that the prominence of ethnicity is markedly high in Sub-
Saharan African compared to the rest of the world. For the entire 
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Sub-Saharan African region, the probability that two randomly picked 
individuals belong to different ethnic groups is 66%, compared to 
36% for the whole world.11 However, it should be noted that there are 
wide variations in ethnic heterogeneity among the Sub-Saharan African 
countries.

Another salient feature that is observable in the region is the ten-
dency to espouse what seem to be incompatible or contradictory aspects 
of their perception, to the point that it is mystifying. For example, peo-
ple basically identify themselves primarily in terms of their ethnicity, 
but they also show in no ambiguous terms a sense of national identity. 
Experts of Africa’s ethnicity point out that subnational citizenship and 
national citizenship coexist in Africa. It is pointed out that: ‘The simul-
taneous display of subnational and national identity is one of the most 
puzzling dimensions of identity politics in Africa.’12

In general, people’s attachment to their nation seems to fall short of 
what we call patriotism; rather, it appears to be more associated with 
opportunism. Perhaps it can also be understood in terms of ‘realism’, 
‘openness’, ‘flexibility’ or ‘pragmatism’. In other regions, the term ‘sense 
of nation’ may mean being patriotic in terms of sacrificing oneself and 
serving one’s country. But the situation seems quite different in Africa. 
When I was attending a seminar on history in Kampala, we had a 
chance to discuss Ugandans’ perception of their national identity and 
sense of nation. A Ugandan participant expressed that ‘since we already 
belong to this country, we might as well get along’. His lukewarm 
response towards nationhood did not sound out of the ordinary under 
the circumstances. After more than 50 years since Uganda became inde-
pendent, I thought that at least the Ugandan intellectuals would have a 
stronger sense of nation. One panellist, a scholar, even said that life in 
Uganda was better before independence.

As many have pointed out, the duplicity of people’s adherence to dif-
ferent identities is common in Sub-Saharan African nations. Moreover, 
the characteristic of ethnicity is that it is malleable rather than immuta-
ble and exclusionary, as different ethnic groups coexist and live peace-
fully with one another most of the time. A high degree of ethnicity can 
even have a mitigating effect on the potential division at the national 
level. The openness and accommodative attitude of Africans with 
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respect to other ethnic groupings and different identities are evident.13 
Ethnic clashes mostly surface in relation to issues concerning land rights 
and government policies or interventions (or the lack thereof ). Ethnic 
tensions or conflict are also exacerbated when leaders try to use ethnic-
ity for their own political purposes. In the case of ‘kingdoms’, the issue 
can relate to local autonomy and authority vis-à-vis the state.

The pursuit of self-interest and opportunism seems to be the prev-
alent motivation for society. One might be perplexed to see many 
Africans ‘display both ethnic polarization and nationalistic fervour’.14 
Tim Kellstall points out how the tendency of Africans to have multi-
ple identities has led to a ‘fragmentation of the self ’, and in their quest 
for survival, people develop links to potential patrons in a bid to garner 
as many favours as possible: ‘The ways in which people make a living 
in Africa encourages them into plural identities, which prevents them 
from organizing collectively over time, thereby foreclosing certain types 
of social movement and power.’15 It may be even called a ‘multiple 
personality’.

Edmond Keller notes that in Sub-Saharan Africa, ‘one’s social iden-
tity is fluid, intermittent, and experimental’ and that two forms of 
citizenship exist in the minds of people in their daily lives: ‘a form of 
communitarian citizenship and a form based on residence in a national 
community largely created as a by-product of colonialism’.16 Keller 
observes that among the most common causes of inter-group conflict 
in Africa today are disputes over identity and citizenship, exacerbated 
or prompted by bad politics. And they are inherently linked to land 
rights and immigration issues, as was the case in Cote d’Ivoire, Nigeria, 
Rwanda and Kenya.17 ‘Ethnic groups are not closed corporate commu-
nities, bouncing off each other like billiard balls; rather, they are per-
meable at the margins and are entangled with ‘the other’ in numerous 
ways. Crawford Young observes that ethnic consciousness can vary 
widely in its intensity, depending on the depth of cultural resources on 
which it draws and its degree of mobilization’.18

Is Africa’s ethnicity the cause or consequence of what is taking 
place in Africa? Does it negatively impact nation-building or is it like 
many other factors, being essentially neutral, depending on how it is 
employed? I think what we need to be careful of in this discourse is 
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the possibility of having a ‘Eurocentric bias’. From the perspective of 
Western countries, a sense of national citizenship, civic society, good 
institutions and governance, and a free-market economy are considered 
to be factors that are conducive for development. But from the stand-
point of developing countries, many feel that these are the features of 
the end results, not the causes, of development. How can we reconcile 
such differences?

The identity and ethnicism of Africans seem to be a reflection of how 
Africans are adapting to reality. The ethnic community, considered as an 
expansion of one’s family and relatives, constitutes a basic foundation 
or system of people’s life. But confronted with the reality of deepening 
‘dualism’ in every aspect of life—the economic, social and political gap 
or discrepancy between rural and urban areas—people have come to 
realize the limits of what their ethnic communities can provide to them, 
in contrast to the opportunities and benefits that can be sought from 
the state or foreign partners. For Sub-Saharan Africans, differences in 
terms of religion and political views do not seem to matter and they are 
rarely made into an issue, except in some isolated cases. For ordinary 
people, their fundamental concern has been subsistence or survival, 
while the privileged class has sought the maintenance of the status quo 
or the protection of their vested interests.

Ethnicism should not be viewed as the primary motivator for peo-
ple’s actions; there are many other elements that account for social 
dynamism. When problems seemingly taking on an ethnical dimension 
arise, it is usually the outcome of a combination of various factors at 
play and is not solely due to ethnicism.

A landmark paper on ethnicity published by the Harvard Institute 
of Economic Research in 2002 revealed that the Sub-Saharan African 
nations were the most ethnically diverse in the world.19 Since many 
Sub-Saharan African countries are seen as fragile, conflict-ridden and 
poor, there may be a natural inclination to presume that ethnic diversity 
leads to more conflicts and hinders economic development and democ-
racy. There have also been quite a number of studies purporting to back 
such a view, but it is also true that there are many different ways to con-
duct research and interpret the data.
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On the question of whether there is a correlation between ethnical 
diversity and development, including stability and governance, the more 
prudent and objective studies seem to suggest that it is inconclusive or 
conditional at best. Ethnicity is just one factor among many that have 
an impact. If we think of ethnicity in terms of the ‘fragmentation’ of a 
nation, it is all relative. Ethnicity depends on how we define it concep-
tually and technically. The ‘diversity’ and ‘fragmentation’ of a nation is 
common all over the world. Even if a nation is racially homogeneous, 
there are sub-regional or socio-cultural divides in most countries. Even 
in developed countries, cases of regional animosity, stereotyping or even 
discrimination are not uncommon.

Korea is acknowledged as probably the most homogeneous nation 
on earth. But ethnical homogeneity does not make democracy or 
development any easier to come by. Despite being the same homoge-
neous nation, the two Koreas could not be more different from each 
other in so many aspects. As the example of North Korea shows, 
political ideology and the type of regime in place can eclipse all other 
factors.

There are many examples all over the world where ethnical homo-
geneity does not guarantee development. In Africa, Somalia exhibits 
unusual national homogeneity, with the same languages, religion and 
race,20 but unfortunately it suffers from extreme internal conflict, dest-
abilization and divisions due to clan warfare and rivalry. On the other 
hand, Uganda, which is considered one of the most ethnically diverse 
countries in the world, has enjoyed relatively positive political stability, 
security, economic growth and business prospects for a Sub-Saharan 
country. And political and social tensions within homogeneous societies 
cannot be always less than those of heterogeneous societies.

Rather, I think that conflicts and other problems in Sub-Saharan 
Africa are not caused by ethnic diversity or ‘fractionalization’ per se, but 
fundamentally by the ‘concentration’ of power that inordinately favours 
one particular group over others. Paul Collier also notes that except for 
a few specific cases, ethnic diversity neither increases the likelihood of 
civil war nor obstructs economic growth: ‘multi-ethnic societies can 
usually be socially and economically fully viable’.21
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Surprisingly, many African intellectuals that I have met have stressed 
that in Africa, ethnicism is not the fundamental cause of troubles; 
instead, it is being used as a rationalization or means to enhance one’s 
leverage whenever political leaders are faced with problems. The con-
flict in South Sudan that started in December 2013 is a telling example 
of this. What started as a power struggle between President Salva Kiir 
and the former Vice President Riek Machar developed into a broader 
conflict of seemingly ‘ethnic’ proportions. But as the conflict continued, 
it became increasingly evident that its nature was more of a personal 
power struggle rather than a civil war between different ethical groups.

Along with ethnicism, neo-patrimonialism is another distinctive fea-
ture of Sub-Saharan Africa. Neo-patrimonialism is a term that is mostly 
used to characterize the state of Africa and can be defined as ‘a system 
whereby rulers use state resources for personal benefit and to secure the 
loyalty of clients in the general population’.22 A more elaborate defini-
tion of this term is given by Michael Bratton and Nicolas van de Walle: 
in a neo-patrimonial state, ‘relationships of loyalty and dependence per-
vade a formal political and administrative system, and officials occupy 
their positions less to perform public service, their ostensible purpose, 
than to acquire personal wealth and status’.23

There are scholars of primordialism who believe that ethnicity is a 
deep-rooted, non-negotiable element defining one’s identity in Africa. 
According to primordialism, Africa’s ethnic diversity is seen to be a 
cause of conflict and the reason for the poor functioning of its states.24 
Because there is widespread corruption and continual economic- 
business failures and poverty in black Africa, it is easy for Afropessimists 
to blame the region’s ‘cronyist-neopatrimonial’ tendencies for such prob-
lems. As a result, ‘stressing the cultural or neopatrimonial dimension of 
African business (and states) promotes a determinism about African busi-
ness whereby it is ineluctably corrupt: the very nature of patron-client 
ties in Sub-Saharan Africa would appear to render the expansion of legit-
imate commerce extraordinarily difficult, if not impossible’.25

A typical social culture in many countries in the region is that ordi-
nary people do not distinguish their immediate family members from 
their relatives (even distant relatives) when it comes to referring them 
as ‘brothers’, ‘sisters’, ‘mothers’ and ‘fathers’. The tradition of ‘extended 
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family’ persists, and those individuals who have acquired the means 
or power are expected to help out the other members of the extended 
family who are in need. Critics would see such cultural elements as 
making Africa’s neo-patrimonial practices even more detrimental to 
development.

But just like ethnicism, being fixated on neo-patrimonialism without 
taking into account the wider picture of interacting elements poses the 
danger of exaggerating or misrepresenting its significance. Based on his 
case studies on Kenya, Côte d’Ivoire, Malawi, and Rwanda, Tim Kelsall 
argues that neo-patrimonialism can be harnessed for developmental 
ends, provided that mechanisms can be found to centralize economic 
rents and manage them in the long term.26 Neo-patrimonialism embod-
ies aspects that breed corruption and are not consistent with the prac-
tices of developed nations, but it cannot be singled out as a determinant 
for underdevelopment. Similar traits existed in Asia, Latin America and 
even Europe. Botswana is a model country for democracy and govern-
ance in Africa, despite its patrimonial politics.27 Rather, it should be 
viewed more as a sign or outcome of a failure on the part of African 
countries to meet the challenges and properly adapt to the new environ-
ment brought about by their independence.

Theoretically, we can trace the concept of patrimonialism back 
to Max Weber’s famous three types of legitimate authority or rule: 
traditional, charismatic and rational-legalistic authority. Weber 
defined patrimonialism as a component of traditional authority, 
a system in which personal relations dominate in the political and 
administrative power relations between the ruler and the ruled. 
Many Africanists observed that traditional patrimonialism has 
endured into contemporary African regimes in the post-colonial era. 
Alongside African leaders’ essentially patrimonial behaviour coex-
ist formal institutions, laws and bureaucracies, making the task of 
comprehending Africa ever more complicated. Hence, the notion 
of neo-patrimonialism was developed to cope with the two dimen-
sions of African states: essentially patrimonial rule coexisting with 
legal-rational authority.28

Neo-patrimonialism is a testament to the lack of or weakness of an 
authoritative mechanism for the impersonal and rational allocation of 
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state resources, and hence to the disappointing state of nation-building. 
The crux of the matter is that leaders in general have used the modern 
state apparatus to serve their personal and immediate interests instead 
of being ‘bound’ by it to advance the public interest. Hence, the oppo-
site of modernization or nation-building has been taking place: the state 
institutions have been adapted to the existing socio-cultural practices 
instead of institutions bringing about changes and progress in society by 
making the people conform and adapt to them.

Goran Hyden, Julius Court and Kenneth Mease identified three 
dimensions of governance from the development context: economic, 
political and administrative.29 In order for a nation to properly follow 
the path of development, a clear separation between the public domain 
and the private domain must be observed. Equally, economic, politi-
cal and administrative governance should be pursued ‘independently’, 
without their boundaries becoming blurred by personal interests and 
short-term political considerations. This would require a strong com-
mitment and moral authority from the top. But what is probably more 
important is the ‘empowerment of people’ not only as an effective check 
against the abuse of power and mismanagement by the authorities and 
the privileged, but also to make things work in terms of the everyday 
business of the nation.

There may be various reasons why neo-patrimonialism is so prevalent 
in Sub-Saharan Africa, but I think the big issue here is the absence of 
a critical turning point or occasion to ‘break away’ from the past and 
‘shift’ the mindset of the people so that it fits into the developmental 
mode. Western countries underwent political struggles and upheavals, 
and many Asian countries experienced national movements or polit-
ical uprisings, both during and after colonization. The political con-
sciousness of the people, the sense of socio-political rights expressed 
in actions, movements and campaigns that constitute the bedrock of 
nation-building and development were feeble in Sub-Saharan Africa. To 
this day, African leaders and elites are largely unable (whether willingly 
or unwillingly) to change the unwholesome syndromes typical of Africa, 
a subject I will address in more detail later in this book.
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Institutions, Governance and Democracy

Debates on Africa’s institutional problems can be taxing to both the 
proponents and critics of Western institutions. It boils down to the 
question of what makes institutions work and who is responsible 
for the weakness or failure of Africa’s institutions. There is no ques-
tion that democracy, the rule of law, human rights and good gov-
ernance are universal values and principles to which virtually every 
nation would aspire. The challenge for developing countries is how 
these goals can be realistically and substantively attained. This is a 
fundamental task that calls for open-mindedness on the part of all 
stakeholders.

Is adopting Western-style modern state institutions, good govern-
ance and democracy the surest way for Africa to realize development? In 
other words, are weak institutions, bad governance, and undemocratic 
and authoritarian rule chiefly responsible for Africa’s shortcomings? The 
mainstream donor community would think that it is a matter of course. 
However, this seems to be misperception or oversimplification of such a 
premise, which needs to be viewed in a more objective light.

Much has been made about institutions, but ‘institution’ itself is a 
vague term. Sub-Saharan Africa has emerged as a prototype case of the 
mismatch between ‘having’ and ‘doing’. This mismatch shows no sign 
of dissipating and the institutional problem is a good example of this 
reality in the region. Having good institutions is one thing and making 
them serve their purpose is another. What makes institutions work are 
the actions of people who uphold them.

In essence, good institutions and governance, the rule of law, freedom 
of speech, human rights and democracy are essentially ultimate goals 
or the end state of development rather than the means to achieving 
development. These are the features that emerge from successful devel-
opment through the process of ‘embodiment’, which in itself requires 
arduous endeavours. They are not what can be simply ‘introduced’ and 
‘adopted’ upon wish. The same applies to economics. Many seem to be 
unaware or have forgotten that economic growth and income genera-
tion cannot come about by transfers of wealth, but by the creation of 
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wealth or the production of goods and services. Their preoccupation 
is mostly with the distribution of wealth rather than the creation of 
wealth.

Another important aspect that may be overlooked is that democracy, 
the rule of law and good governance are in reality ‘modes’ rather than 
‘substance’. In Sub-Saharan Africa, democracy is viewed too much in 
terms of ‘freedom’, while the sense of ‘responsibility’ and citizenship, 
which is just as important as freedom, is woefully neglected. In a mature 
democracy, freedom does not mean unfettered liberty that does harm 
to others, but that is responsible. Freedom of speech and individuals’ 
rights alone cannot guarantee progress, and the obsession to ‘duplicate’ 
Western-style institutions and norms only superficially could hinder 
Africa’s path to genuine democracy.

Developed nations and the established international community 
regard politics and development premised on the notion of ‘rational-
ity’. Because in the West ‘rational’ thinking prevails in life, Westerners 
may take it for granted that others will think in the same terms. This 
applies in relation to universal values and norms, business and the mar-
ket economy, development, science and technology, global challenges, 
etc. However, as people will soon discover, the reality of Africa seems to 
be quite removed from such expectations.

The Sub-Saharan African countries have maintained the state sys-
tem that is the continuation of the former colonial establishments. 
The introduction of the European rational-legal state has led to a 
Westernization of the political order in Africa and around the world. 
But Bertrand Badie states that a crucial consequence of this is the failure 
in terms of ‘loss of meaning’ in the relationship between rulers and the 
ruled which ‘discourages the individual in his effort to adapt to an insti-
tutional life of no concern to him’.30

Not only have Western political institutions and values failed to take firm 
root in most African countries, but the manner in which they have been 
pursued or applied is also seen to have inhibited the growth of the very fab-
ric that makes them work. After independence, Sub-Saharan African polit-
ical leaders ‘adapted’ to the reality in the way they saw convenient, resulting 
in the formation of ‘hybrid (or mixed) regimes’ which are neither true lib-
eral democracies nor the kind of outright dictatorial regimes.31
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Basil Davidson suggested that the Western colonization of Africa 
actually held Africa back from forming nation states in its own way: it 
is the imposition of the European nation state rather than an intrinsic 
African characteristic that is at the root of the most of Africa’s political 
problems, and colonialism promoted the rise of alienated African elites 
largely trained in Europe and oblivious to their historical foundations 
of political legitimacy.32 According to Davidson, what Africa’s leaders 
inherited was ‘a crisis of social disintegration’ from which sprang the 
current problems of Africa: while it was commonly assumed that Africa 
had no indigenous models for ruling nation states, it was in fact well 
into the process of evolving its own models for the nation state. The 
Asante kingdom of modern-day Ghana, for example, was ‘manifestly a 
national state on its way to becoming a nation-state with every attrib-
ute ascribed to a Western European nation-state’ and even after Africa’s 
independence, the adherence to African tradition was still derided as 
‘tribalism’ and viewed as an obstacle to development.33

So what we see today in Sub-Saharan Africa is the perennial gap 
between what is in spirit and what is actually being practised. African 
countries all have modern executive, legislative and judicial branches 
modelled after the Western political system and over many decades, 
their leaders and political elites were orientated in this modern model 
of statehood. Every nation should follow good governance, the rule of 
law, accountability and democracy—the standards that are now taken 
for granted as global norms. But these values or standards have been 
achieved over centuries of historical progress in the West through many 
internal and regional conflicts and social, political, economic turmoil 
and evolutions. And it was only in the twentieth century that these 
Western ideas and norms gained the status of being ‘universal values’.

There is no denying that Africa’s fate and development rests squarely 
with Africans, not the Western world or the international develop-
ment community. How deep an impact the colonial legacies have had 
on Africa is matter of debate, but what is not debated is who are the 
owners and subjects of development. No matter how convenient and 
tempting it may be to place the blame on ‘outsiders’, these ‘outsiders’ 
only play a secondary role at best, and the unshakable truth is that 
the protagonists of Africa’s development are none other than Africans 
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themselves. And Africa’s development is inexorably tied to nation-build-
ing, which is a process that is still very much in the making. But 
nation-building is not about just ‘adopting’ or ‘adapting’—it should be 
about carrying out the arduous tasks of making and undergoing change. 
If African countries have not been able to do this up to this point, after 
half a century of independence, who should they blame for this other 
than themselves?

In the meantime, the political dynamics in Africa are seen to fol-
low their own unpredictable course. As stated by Dani Rodrik, accord-
ing to Freedom House’s count, more than 60% of all the countries in 
the world are electoral democracies, meaning that their regimes have 
emerged through competitive multi-party elections. But the majority of 
these ‘democracies’ are in fact ‘illiberal democracies’ that brought about 
the rise of popular autocrats with little regard for the rule of law and 
civil liberties. Rodrik reminds us that liberal democracy rests on distinct 
sets of rights—property rights, political rights and civil rights—and 
that democratic bargaining can work only when the masses are able to 
organize and mobilize around common interests. And, historically, such 
mobilizations have been the product of industrialization and urbaniza-
tion, wars or anti-colonial struggles. But in the developing world, these 
bargains, by their very nature, produce electoral democracies rather than 
liberal democracies, so that in practice, the emergence of liberal democ-
racy is rarely seen today.34

The ‘irregularity’ of political developments is common in Africa. For 
example, in Burundi in May 2015, people took to the streets to pro-
test against the removal of term limits for the President, and a military 
coup was attempted against President Pierre Nkurunziza, who wanted 
to remain in power. On the other hand, in Rwanda, with two years 
left before the next elections, people were petitioning Parliament to 
amend the Constitution, which limits presidents to two terms, in order 
to allow President Kagame to stand for President again. Even the sec-
ond-largest political party, the largest opposition party, has backed the 
removal of term limits for elected political leaders.35

David Booth and Diana Gammack’s observation is a telling reminder 
of the reality in Africa: the reason why the ‘development business’ most 
often fails in Africa is because much of the effort of the development 
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community is predicated on false assumptions about how progress 
takes place in human societies. For the last two decades, development 
efforts have been based on the thinking that good governance provides 
a universally valid prescription for economic transformation and social 
advance, but this ‘ahistorical view takes insufficient notice of the fact 
that Western states did not become economic powerhouses (from the 
1750s onwards) … by adopting good governance institutions. Full-
blown capitalism creates the social structures and organisational capa-
bilities that lead to democratic governance, not the other way around’.36

Brian Levy also makes a case that over the long term, good govern-
ance may indeed be a final destination where developing countries can 
see their governance systems converge. However, he argues that ‘the 
ability to describe the characteristics of effective states does not conjure 
them into existence out of thin air. Best-practices approaches assume 
that all policies and institutions are potentially movable and can be 
aligned to fit some pre-specified blueprint. But they cannot. The central 
question has less to do with the end point than with the journey of get-
ting from here to there’.37

Those who have lived in Africa long enough will agree that one of the 
syndromes plaguing Africa today is that people by and large are good 
at expressing their views, but there is very little corresponding action 
or responsibility taken to make good on the words spoken. Liberal 
democracy, the rule of law and good governance will bear fruit when 
they become the way of life and are embodied in the leaders and the 
people alike. We should not forget that liberal democracy was not 
bestowed by the rulers, but was earned by the people who struggled for 
it. Democracy is something that cannot be ‘provided for’, but which has 
to be ‘won’. What seems to have been forgotten during the course of 
liberalization and globalization is that democracy cannot be realized by 
‘free expressions’ alone, but requires concrete deeds and toil.

The problem in Africa is that the mismatch between ‘lofty expecta-
tions’ and continued ‘disingenuousness’ on the ground persists in a kind 
of vicious cycle, only to breed disappointments and ill feeling without 
actually getting things done. This has produced the problem where 
African elites, whether in government or the private sector, talk the talk 
but do not walk the walk. Often, their motive is to present a good face 
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to donors and receive aid or benefits, whilst knowing they will fall short 
in their obligations. Despite the challenging environment, efforts to 
attain sound institutions and governance should not be stopped. Recent 
studies have shown that the vast majority of people surveyed in Sub-
Saharan African countries thought that democracy was preferable to any 
other kind of government. Obviously, it would be in the best interests 
of the African countries if they can espouse and ‘internalize’ these values 
as much and as early as possible.

Critics may find fault with the way in which the Global North is try-
ing to ‘impose’ its values, but the Global North will be criticized even 
more if it was not seen to be steadfastly upholding the universal values. 
Isn’t the European Union referred to as the ‘normative power’? But an 
important thing for Western countries to realize is that it is not enough 
to only ‘assert’ these values; equal weight should be given to address-
ing how to reach the goals, while taking into account the local condi-
tions, indigenous elements and socio-cultural characteristics of African 
nations.

While most African countries inherited democratic constitutions 
in the decolonization process, few maintained them. Botswana and 
Mauritius are just about the only countries that were born democratic 
and have remained so over the years, although in the case of Botswana, 
the same political party has been in power since independence. The vast 
majority of other African countries followed a path that consisted of a 
few years of democratic multi-party systems, followed by the progressive 
establishment of single-party regimes or a military takeover.

But most often in this process, there have been frequent polit-
ical deadlocks and crisis. By and large, formal democratic institu-
tions proved incompatible at the time with the rise of personal rule 
and neo-patrimonialism. Formal institutions lost their importance 
and power became concentrated in a close circle around the personal 
ruler. Many of these rulers then organized single parties, mass mobi-
lization movements that were then seen as plausible instruments of 
nation-building. The rapid failure of democracy in African is a sobering 
reminder of its inherent drawbacks to democracy, particularly in light of 
the fact that in the post-Cold War era, donors made extensive efforts to 
promote democracy in Africa.
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What transpired from this for the majority of African states was the 
rise of authoritarianism and the deterioration of citizens’ rights. Many 
rulers argued that traditional African values such as consensus-seeking 
and loyalty justified the adoption of regimes that were seen as dicta-
torial across the continent. Within a few years of independence, most 
of the region’s democratic aspirations had been stifled. Whatever the 
merits of the cultural arguments of some African elites to justify their 
domination, the relative ease with which African dictatorships persisted 
for decades suggested that many countries shared conditions favouring 
this type of regime. So what caused this? There must have been some 
commonalities in effect for the countries to produce such similar results 
across the continent. I believe that the problem is caused not by the fail-
ure of institutions themselves, but rather by the inertia and noncommit-
tal attitude when it came to upholding institutions.

Institutions do matter. Daron Acemoglu and James A. Robinson’s 
book Why Nations Fail is an inspiring work that tries to explain why 
some nations become prosperous, but others remain poor. The authors 
argue that the answer lies in the difference between inclusive institu-
tions and extractive institutions. The former ‘are those that allow and 
encourage participation by the great mass of people in economic activi-
ties that make best use of their talents and skills and that enable individ-
uals to make the choices they wish’, while the latter have the opposite 
properties ‘designed to extract incomes and wealth from one subset 
of society to benefit a different subset’.38 They argue that nations that 
develop inclusive institutions have far greater potential for growth than 
those that support extractive institutions that transfer rather than create 
wealth.

The authors have also pointed out the stark contrast between South 
and North Korea. They described the former as having inclusive eco-
nomic institutions, while the latter has extractive economic institutions. 
Koreans are homogeneous people with a history of many thousands of 
years of sharing a national identity, language and culture. No doubt, it 
was the nature of North Korea’s institutions—its regime and ideology—
that turned North Korea into a failed state.

However, despite their appeal, the terminology of ‘inclusive’ and 
‘extractive’ institutions comes with some question marks. I cannot help 
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thinking that the term sounds tautological, as if to say ‘what is good 
(inclusive) is good (prosperity) and what is bad (extractive) is bad 
(poor)’. ‘Institution’ is instead an abstract term that implies many things 
like ideologies, policies and actions of the state besides formal governing 
bodies. The question remains as to why such institutions came about 
in the first place and what drives them to continue functioning in this 
way. And the authors seem to have come up short in proposing specific 
mechanisms for encouraging better institutions.39

Institutions, however well thought out and meticulously stipulated 
into law, are only as good as the intention, persistence and capacity to 
‘operationalize’ them. The success of institutions depends not on the 
existence of seemingly good institutions, but rather on the commit-
ment and ability to make those institutions work, including continuous 
efforts to improve or reform public service mechanisms. The majority 
of Sub-Saharan African countries may have the ‘right’ institutions, but 
the pace of moving ahead with governance and development is all but 
gratifying.

Perhaps from a developmental perspective, what should draw our 
attention the most is the Human Development Index (HDI): out of 188 
nations in the world that were surveyed, the bottom ten countries are all 
Sub-Saharan countries, and among the ‘low human development’ group 
of 41 countries having the lowest scores, 36 nations are from Sub-Saharan 
Africa. The Fragile State Index (2018) shows the top ten most fragile states 
and includes seven Sub-Saharan African countries (South Sudan, Somalia, 
the Central African Republic, Democratic Republic of the Congo, 
Sudan, Chad, Zimbabwe). In Freedom House’s Country Freedom Index 
(2017), five Sub-Saharan African countries were included in the top ten 
least-free countries (Eritrea, South Sudan, Somalia, Sudan and Equatorial 
Guinea). Transparency International’s Corruption Perception Index (2016) 
found that four countries in the region ranked in the top ten most nega-
tively perceived states (Somalia, South Sudan, Sudan and Guinea-Bissau).

As Pierre Englebert and Kevin C. Dunn explain, what is troubling 
for both the donors and Sub-Saharan African countries alike is that 
there has been no visible progress in the region’s governance during the 
period from 1985 to 2012 over which the study was conducted, no 
matter what indicators (Country Policy and Institutional Assessment, 
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World Governance Indicators, the Ibrahim Index or the Political Risk 
Service) were used.40 The World Bank’s latest Country Policy and 
Institutional Assessment (CPIA), which measures four areas (clusters) 
of governance—economic management, structural policies, policies for 
social inclusion and equity, and public sector management and institu-
tions—illustrates that there was a slight downward trend in the regions’ 
governance over the period from 2008 to 2016.

However, there are countries in the region that usually rank in the 
top ten in most of the indicators—the usual suspects like Mauritius, 
Botswana, Cape Verde, the Seychelles, Namibia, South Africa, Ghana, 
Senegal, São Tomé and Príncipe, Benin and the new rising star 
Rwanda—that should also be given due attention. An exception might 
be Ethiopia, which is the fastest-growing economy in the region, sus-
taining around 10% growth per annum in recent years.

Lastly, what cannot be stressed enough is the importance of gov-
ernance in Sub-Saharan Africa. From a worldwide perspective, while 
debates on the correlation between democracy and economic develop-
ment remain largely contentious and inconclusive in the light of the 
Asian experience, and notably China, which is a recent example, in 
Sub-Saharan Africa things seem to be quite different. In this region, it 
is clear that the countries exhibiting a high level of democracy and gov-
ernance also fare well economically. For example, countries that are cat-
egorized as ‘free’ by Freedom House like Mauritius, Namibia, Botswana 
and South Africa are all ranked as ‘high-middle income countries’, 
and other countries scoring high in governance like Cape Verde, the 
Seychelles, Ghana, Rwanda, Senegal, São Tomé and Príncipe, and Benin 
are some of the fastest-growing economies in the region.

The reason for this may be found in the difference in the level of 
the work ethic: in Asia, a strong work ethic and government’s role, 
and discipline in bureaucracy are seen to offset the negativities of weak 
democracy and corruption, but in the case of Africa, which is seen 
to lag behind in such traits in comparison to Asia, there is an extra  
burden posed by rampant corruption, ethnicism, nepotism, neo- 
patrimonialism, rent-seeking, etc., and here, as a result, democracy 
and governance must make up for such drawbacks in order to catch 
up with other regions. Yes, institutions, governance and democracies 
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should be fervently upheld, but the path to reaching the point where 
these become effective would require a massive endeavour by society as 
a whole, entailing enhancement of performance in virtually every seg-
ment and sector of the nation (Tables 3.1, 3.2, 3.3).

The Role of the State

According to Irma Adelman: ‘No area of economics has experienced as 
many abrupt changes in the leading paradigm during the post-WWII 
era as has economic development. These changes have had profound 
implications for the way the role of government has been viewed by 
development practitioners and their advisors in international organi-
zations’ (see Note 40). The issue of the role of government regarding 
development is nothing new, but it continues to plague African coun-
tries and must be re-examined.

On the face of it, African governments have a high degree of cen-
tralization and strong presidential systems. Apparently, out of 49 states 
in Sub-Saharan Africa, no less than 40 have presidential executives. The 
centralization bias is considered both the colonial legacy as well as the 
reflection of reality: the inclination of the colonial administrations was 
to retain central authority and personal rule prevailed, while African 
societies were forcefully integrated into the post-colonial mold.41 
Another distinct feature of African governments is that they have a 
rather large number of ministerial posts.

However, despite their large ‘horizontal’ government structure, 
African executives do not have big ‘vertical’ bureaucracies in terms of 
formally employed civil servants. More importantly, African govern-
ments suffer from weak capacity to undertake given tasks in terms of 
implementing policies, solving problems and providing public services. 
The Fragile States Index (formerly called the failed states index), pub-
lished annually by the Fund for Peace, assesses states’ vulnerability to 
conflict and collapse, using a total of 12 indicators that fall into one of 
the following three groups: social (4), economic (2) and political indi-
cators (6). Among the political indicators are state legitimacy, public 
services, human rights and the rule of law, security apparatus, etc. The 
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Table 3.1 The Mo Ibrahim Index of African Governance (2016)

Source Mo Ibrahim Index of African Governance (IIAG) 2016
Governance as the provision of the political, social and economic goods that citi-
zens have the right to expect from their state
The IIAG assesses progress under four main conceptual categories: safety & rule 
of law, participation & human rights, sustainable economic opportunity, and 
human development

Country 2015 
score

Trend 
2006–
2015

Country 2015 
score

Trend 
2006–
2015

1. Mauritius 79.9 +2.3 28. Liberia 50.0 +8.7
2. Botswana 73.7 −0.5 29. Swaziland 49.7 +1.0
3. Cape Verde 73.0 +1.9 30. Sierra Leone 49.4 +3.8
4. The 

Seychelles
72.6 +4.0 31. Ethiopia 49.1 +7.0

5. Namibia 69.8 +3.6 32. Gabon 48.8 +1.5
6. South Africa 69.4 −1.9 33. Madagascar 48.5 −7.6
7. Tunisia 65.4 +3.4 33. Togo 48.5 +9.7
7. Ghana 65.4 −2.1 35. Gambia 46.6 −3.9
9. Rwanda 62.3 +8.4 36. Djibouti 46.5 +2.3
10. Senegal 60.8 +3.7 36. Nigeria 46.5 +2.5
11. São Tomé and 

Príncipe
60.5 +2.9 38. Cameroon 45.7 −2.1

12. Kenya 58.9 +5.1 39. Zimbabwe 44.3 +9.7
13. Zambia 58.8 +4.3 40. Mauritania 43.5 −2.7
14. Morocco 58.3 +5.7 41. Guinea 43.3 +1.9
15. Lesotho 57.8 +0.3 42. Congo, Rep. 43.0 +2.6
16. Benin 57.5 +0.7 43. Burundi 41.9 −2.1
17. Malawi 56.6 +1.1 44. Guinea-

Bissau
41.3 +4.0

18. Tanzania 56.5 −0.6 45. Angola 39.2 +5.0
19. Uganda 56.2 +3.4 46. Congo, DR 35.8 +2.7
20. Algeria 53.8 −0.6 47. Equatorial 

Guinea
35.4 +2.0

21. Cote d’Ivoire 52.3 +13.1 48. Chad 34.8 +2.3
21. Mozambique 52.3 −1.8 49. Sudan 30.4 −0.6
23. Burkina Faso 51.8 +1.0 50. Eritrea 30.0 −5.6
24. Egypt 51.0 +3.5 51. Libya 29.0 −18.0
25. Mali 50.6 −4.7 52. Central 

African 
Republic

25.7 −4.9

26. Comoros 50.3 +3.7 53. South Sudan 18.6
27. Niger 50.2 +5.9 54. Somalia 10.6 +0.3
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2017 Index showed that 32 Sub-Saharan African countries were ranked 
in the top 50 most fragile.42

A conspicuous feature of Sub-Saharan African countries is the 
weakness of their governing power and hence their weakness in per-
forming the basic functions to serve the public and realize economic 
development that is worthy of their potential. Many African govern-
ments apparently lack the drive and persistence to achieve short and 
mid to long-term national goals. And as is often the case, well thought-
out national policies are rendered nominal when confronted by hard 
realities.

Unfortunately, corruption, bad governance and inefficiency have 
become almost synonymous with African governments, so that donors 
and the African people may be wary of the notion of governments being 
‘strengthened’. Yet, for developing countries that are still in the midst of 
nation-building, discrediting the need for strong government and giving 
up on the state could be extremely detrimental.

European countries built their nation-state system with centralized 
government and a highly developed bureaucracy over a long period 
in their tumultuous history. On the other hand, in comparison, Sub-
Saharan African countries lacked a strong social fabric, political norms 
and systems that form the basis of state. And such elements as tribal-
ism and neo-patrimonialism, while they cannot be branded as definitive 
causes of underdevelopment, are still very much prevalent and perti-
nent. Under the circumstances, if African leaders, elites and people are 
serious about developing their country, it is imperative that they find 
ways to make their government much more functional, and naturally 
this will take some time to achieve. But what is more disconcerting is 
that Africans themselves may not be well aware or concerned about 
this problem. And development partners do not seem to be particularly 
interested in helping ‘empower’ African governments either.

However, the donor community tried various approaches in the early 
stages of development assistance for poor countries, including efforts to 
empower the state with optimism. As John Harris notes: ‘In the 1950s 
and 1960s, the centrality of the role of the state and the need for reg-
ulation of markets was hardly questioned. It was generally understood 
that economic development must involve industrialization.’43 In the 
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1960s, donors indeed espoused such a stance in their aid policy, put-
ting trust in working with African governments so that the latter would 
follow the course of state-building and economic development, count-
ing on a trickle-down effect for rural development and industrializa-
tion. But the approach was short-lived, due to unforeseen disappointing 
results and also because of the inherent restraints in the political dynam-
ics of the donor community that was impatient with ongoing failures 
and was under pressure to seek alternative measures.44 Kingsley Chiedu 
Moghalu also notes that: ‘In the 1960s, the main focus of aid was on 
large-scale industrial and infrastructure projects. This was the golden 
age of foreign aid; one which could be justified as a catalyst of growth 
and development. Dams, roads, bridges and railways were constructed 
across the continent. But this phase didn’t last long.’45

The approach that focused on building infrastructures and creating 
local industries, preferably starting with the agricultural sector, should 
have been pursued for far longer, instead of quickly shifting to poverty 
reduction programmes in the 1970s. The policy choice was right and 
timely. However, what was lacking was commitment as well as funda-
mentals like ‘internalization’ efforts and a sense of ownership on the 
part of developing nations.

The golden opportunity for African countries seems to have been 
missed in this period encompassing the 1960s and 1970s. If they had 
indeed capitalized on this opportunity and exerted themselves, many 
success stories would have emerged in the region, as was the case in 
Asia. While African countries today have registered high economic 
growth, this masks many worrying features: overdependence on raw 
materials; continued underdevelopment and low-value addition of the 
agricultural sector; the ‘curse of resources’ and the extractive industry; 
the dominance of foreign companies; a lack of industrialization; over- 
reliance on foreign, multi-national companies and negligible indigenous 
manufacturing industries; rapid population growth and youth unem-
ployment, etc.46

Turning to the international development architecture, the world 
has witnessed transitions in mainstream development theories and 
policy orientations: the structuralist/modernization theory-domi-
nant period (from the end of the Second World War to 1979); the 
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neo-liberalism ascendency period (1979–1996); and the ‘revision-
ist’ or ‘Post-Washington Consensus’ period from 1996 onwards. The 
‘revisionist’ school advocates a dynamically changing mix of state and 
market interactions. The World Bank published a report, ‘The State in 
a Changing World (1997)’, in which it stated that development with-
out an effective state is impossible, stressing the need to find a balance 
between the market and the state, and recognizing that there are market 
failures as well as state failures.47

The Structural Adjustment Programme (SAP) was introduced into 
African countries in the mid-1980s to reduce the role of the state in the 
development process and give market forces a greater role in the alloca-
tion of resources, but ended in failure and worsened Africa’s economy. 
As a result, an overall policy shift was made, and the New Orthodoxy 
Era (1996–2010) unfolded for Africa.48 But, apparently, African coun-
tries have not yet learned to ‘right’ the role of the government.

The global economic and financial crisis of 2008–2009 was another 
turning point in the thinking on economic development. Following 
the crisis, there appears to have been a convergence of ideas, at least 
within the African Union Commission (AUC) and the United Nations 
Economic Commission on Africa (UNECA), on the imperatives of eco-
nomic development. The two reports, the ‘UNECA/AUC Economic 
Report on Africa (2011)’ and ‘Governing Development in Africa: The 
Role of the State in Economic Transformation (2011)’, suggest that the 
state has a crucial role to play in meeting the development challenges in 
Africa. Their recommendation is that the ‘developmental state’ approach 
should be used through disciplined planning, while avoiding the pit-
falls of state intervention.49 The notion is quite sound, but putting this 
into practice this still remains a big challenge in the absence of concrete 
actions.

African countries missed the golden opportunity discussed above 
because successful development through industrialization is becom-
ing increasingly difficult for developing countries to achieve. Dani 
Rodrick reminds us that historically, rapid growth has always been 
associated with industrialization. But today, even BRICS countries, 
including China and India, have not realized the full-scale development 
(in terms of percentage of employment by economic sectors) of the 
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manufacturing industrial sector that characterizes the growth path of 
Western economies, but instead have prematurely dipped in the indus-
trial structure, that is, deindustrialization. Rodrik mentions that only 
South Korea succeeded in achieving sufficient industrialization before, 
making a transition to an advanced industrial structure that we see in 
Western economies. He points out that ‘less room for industrialisation 
will almost certainly mean fewer growth miracles in the future’ and 
that ‘today’s developing countries will possibly have bumpier paths to 
democracy and good governance’.50

Capitalism’s most important components include private property, 
production factors, capital accumulation and competition.51 Private 
property rights are a central tenet of capitalism, and the land ownership 
question can be most problematic but crucial for developing countries. 
In classical economics, labour, land and capital constitute production 
factors, but today elements such as technology, entrepreneurship and 
innovations are considered as crucial means for enhancing production. 
This is all the more so in the increasingly competitive international 
environment under globalization.

According to Kingsley Chiedu Moghalu, the fundamental require-
ments for successful capitalism are innovation, property rights, and 
financial and capital markets, but none of these is present to any sig-
nificant extent in Africa.52 This is a fair assessment, but the interesting 
thing is that these three fundamental factors—innovation, prop-
erty rights, and financial and capital markets—all invariably demand 
focused, disciplined and ‘intrusive’ government intervention. Hence, 
on the question of whether African countries need strong govern-
ment, the answer seems to be self-evident. First of all, regarding land 
reform, only the government can authoritatively certify, allocate and 
regulate land ownership for the people. Technical innovation requires 
active, systematic and long-term investment and support of the state. 
Developing, regulating and reforming financial markets, and operating 
capital resources to assist the private sector are all rudimentary tasks of 
the government.

The responsibility for the lacklustre development of African coun-
tries rests with Africans themselves, not the donors or the interna-
tional environment. And ‘to imply that entrepreneurs can carry on in 
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environments in which governments are failing in their duty to provide 
an enabling environment for value-adding business activity is to make 
a case for failed states dominated by stunted entrepreneurs’.53 But few 
people in the region seem to take this seriously enough. The reality is 
that both market failures and government failures are commonplace. As 
long as we are talking about the development of ‘nation states’, mindful 
that Sub-Saharan African countries are still a long way from complet-
ing the task of nation-building, it is imperative that strong, function-
ing governments must be zealously sought. And the scope of governance 
that is required is not what the international community can provide on 
behalf of African states.

The international community must also be reflective and understand 
that in order for African states to properly tap into and implement pol-
icies, and to enhance their output, the latter need to have an effective 
government. In light of all the problems that African states have expe-
rience up to now, it could be argued that it would be better to have as 
little government as possible. But outsourcing just about everything that 
the government should be doing while forgoing their task of ‘learning 
by doing’, which is the case in most African countries, is tantamount to 
the state’s self-denial of its raison d’être.

Sub-Saharan states are marked by the weak functioning of the gov-
ernment and an inappropriate or ‘wrong’ policy orientation for eco-
nomic growth. Many Sub-Saharan African regimes have the facade of 
authoritarian power, but in reality they lack the focus and determina-
tion to get things done and to push the agendas through, as East Asian 
countries were able to do. The Asian experience provides fertile ground 
for sober reflections on the part of both African countries and the donor 
community. In this vein, not enough lessons have been learned, while 
some experts are dismissive of the East Asian examples, claiming that 
the ‘conditions are different’ and they are not applicable. We need not 
simply stick to the examples of the East Asian Tigers, since there are also 
good case studies in other Southeast Asian countries.

In his book Asia-Africa Development Divergence: A Question of Intent, 
David Henley explains why Southeast Asian countries have become 
much more prosperous over the last half-century compared to African 
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countries, which have stumped without visible signs of a major turna-
round. Regarding the scope of divergence, he points out that:

[I]n [the] 1960s, South-East Asians were on the [sic] average much 
poorer than Africans; by 1980 they caught up, and by 2010 they were 
two and a half times richer. In South-East Asia the whole of the interven-
ing half-century was a period of almost continuous growth, apart from a 
brief hiatus at the turn of the century caused by the Asian financial cri-
sis. In Africa, per capita income stagnated in the 1970s, declined in the 
1980s, grew weakly in the 1990s, and in 2010 was still barely higher than 
it had been in 1975.54

Henley argues that state-led rural and agricultural development that 
led to higher incomes for peasant farmers has been central to Southeast 
Asia’s economic success, while its absence in Sub-Saharan Africa was 
critical for the continent’s failure. The policy prescriptions by the world 
development agencies like the World Bank and IMF demanding lib-
eralization, deregulation, and privatization and austerity measures 
in Africa were contradictory to the reality of strategic planning of the 
national economy that underpinned the success in East Asia. For devel-
oping countries, the weaker the government, the more it is likely to be 
dependent on outside forces, jeopardizing their chances of development.

When coming up with initiatives, especially in multilateral forums, 
African leaders did show a certain level of energy and enthusiasm. For 
example, in 1980, African governments adopted their own economic 
blueprint—the Lagos Plan of Action for the Economic Development 
of Africa 1980–2000 (LPA)—calling for collective self-reliance. But 
this was scarcely implemented and, moreover, did not sit well with 
the international development community, as it repudiated the logic 
of neo-liberal thinking, ending up in failure.55 After the aborted LPA, 
African leaders launched a second major attempt to reclaim African 
development agenda and adopted the New Partnership for Africa’s 
Development (NEPAD) in October 2000. But again, African countries 
failed in this endeavour, drawing considerable criticism because it was 
never properly implemented.
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The reason why Sub-Saharan African countries continue to struggle 
with economic transformation and remain poor while being heavily 
dependent on foreign aid and capital may be attributable to the inabil-
ity to push for development or a lack of determination and willingness.

Natural Conditions

The geographical and natural conditions of Sub-Saharan Africa, char-
acterized by the existence of many landlocked countries and vast inland 
territories that are very difficult to access due to very poor and sparse 
roads, the harsh tropical climate and widespread diseases like malaria, 
are often cited as obstacles to development for the region. The narrative 
of the history of colonization of Africa by the Western powers that we 
are familiar with might have contributed to the stereotypical worldview 
of the continent.

However, two things must be pointed out: first, foreign explorers and 
settlers back then must have faced great hardships, but the geographi-
cal condition for development should be judged not from the outsid-
er’s point of view but from the locals’ position; and, second, objective 
assessment should be made based not on historical documents, but on 
the present situation.

In The Age of Sustainable Development (2015), Jeffrey Sachs, a pioneer 
in the research on geographical differences between places, reiterates 
that the geography of Africa and adversity of the African climate mat-
ter for development. Paul Collier similarly views that being ‘land locked 
with bad neighbours’ makes African countries’ development harder. In 
his book Prisoners of Geography, Tim Marshall depicts Africa as a his-
torically remote and isolated continent cut off from the centres of trade 
and disadvantaged in terms of lack of navigable rivers and having too 
large a land mass to be effectively connected as a single region or even as 
sub-regions.56

The effects that geographical and climatic factors can have on the 
development of countries should not be downplayed and it is a fact that 
landlocked countries face huge challenges in making their economy 
competitive in terms of exporting commodities and attracting foreign 
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investment. For the majority of foreigners who have never been to 
Africa, the mere notion of travelling to this region would entail great 
adventurism and a psychological challenge.

But this is just one aspect of Sub-Saharan Africa in its natural form, 
and to a certain degree it is deceptive, masking the overall, accurate pic-
ture of Africa. When the Ebola epidemic broke out in West Africa in 
2014, it alarmed the international community and travel to and from 
Africa was greatly curtailed. However, I remember an international 
health expert telling CNN that people should not be panicking because 
Africa is not a country but a very big continent.

We must bear in mind that Africa is a huge continent with diverse 
geographical and climatic features. I know all too well that Africa is not 
only attractive for foreigners to live in, but undeniably also has a huge 
potential for growth and development due to its rich natural resources 
and many other things. Thus, we should be careful not to be simplistic 
and prejudiced when talking about the ‘conditions’ of Africa. If there 
are places where the conditions are adverse, there are also places where 
the conditions are most favourable. And when one visits Sub-Saharan 
Africa, it doesn’t take long for one to realize that here so many places are 
far more ‘favourable’ than other parts of the world.

The geographical and natural conditions of Sub-Saharan Africa 
should not be construed as a root cause of its underdevelopment. 
Instead, it is the human factor, the failure to deal with these condi-
tions that has led to the perpetuation of the problems. Strictly speaking, 
even endemic and epidemic diseases are largely man-made. But sadly, 
we tend to attribute the failures of human beings not to humans, but 
to what we think is convenient. We do not need to mention Arnold 
Toynbee’s famous axiom ‘challenge and response’, as it is apparent that 
human endeavour to overcome adversities makes all the difference. 
Many rich nations had to tame geographical and natural conditions 
much harsher than those in Africa in order to arrive at where they are 
now.

Uganda provides a good example at this point. Its nature—the 
weather, agricultural conditions and natural resources—provides all that 
one could ask for. It is no wonder that it is called the ‘Pearl of Africa’. 
Other East African countries like Rwanda, Burundi, Tanzania, Kenya, 
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Ethiopia and even South Sudan all boast wonderful natural condi-
tions. We need not mention countries in the south like South Africa, 
Zimbabwe, Mozambique, Botswana, Zambia and Namibia. And there 
are so many countries in western Africa that are richly endowed. I have 
not heard of instances where great natural calamities such as earth-
quakes, volcano eruptions and tsunamis have occurred in Sub-Saharan 
Africa. Because of global warming and climate change, the whole world 
is suffering from unexpected or extreme weather conditions. In sum, 
it is Africa’s negative and stereotyped image, along with many other 
things, rather than the actual workings of the geographical and natural 
conditions that has far more debilitating effects. Unduly exaggerating 
the given conditions will only breed despair and dependence.

Other Factors (Population, Corruption, 
Globalization and China)

We also could conceive of various other factors that may not necessar-
ily be the root cause of Africa’s underdevelopment, but can affect the 
region’s development. Corruption readily comes to mind, but there can 
be other elements like population size and the effects of globalization 
that also have a bearing.

Regarding population size, conventional wisdom would suggest that 
it will be easier to foster and run democracy in a smaller nation than 
a larger one. Direct democracy like the Athenian democracy would 
only be possible if the size of the community of the people is limited. It 
could also be argued that the formation of identity and consensus of the 
people and maintaining of social order will be easier when communities 
are small. Certainly, in Sub-Saharan Africa, the least-populous nations, 
such as the Seychelles, São Tomé and Príncipe, Cape Verde, Mauritius, 
Botswana and Namibia, are among the highest scorers in governance 
and freedom. But countries like Djibouti, Guinea-Bissau and Equatorial 
Guinea, which have very small populations, score very low in terms 
of governance and freedom, so this is not a reliable criterion. Another 
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factor that may need to be considered along with population is the size 
of the territory or the sparseness of the population.

The correlation between the size of the population and economic 
development in Sub-Saharan Africa is not easy to gauge either. GDP 
and per-capita income are generally in a trade-off, hence it is difficult 
to rank highly in both. GDP represents economic influence or market 
size, while per-capita GDP represents the level of wealth enjoyed by the 
people. For developing economies in particular, both of these matter, 
and the degree of income or social inequality should also be counted 
in assessing a nation’s overall economic performance. In terms of GDP, 
the top five countries are Nigeria, South Africa, Angola, Sudan and 
Ethiopia in that order; however, the top five in per-capita GDP are the 
Seychelles, Equatorial Guinea, Mauritius, Gabon and Botswana.

A major issue for Sub-Saharan Africa is the population explosion that 
has produced an extraordinarily large youth population, which poses 
huge social economic challenges, given that most of the countries expe-
riencing such phenomenon are the poorest and most fragile countries. 
It is pointed out that the SSA’s population, which is currently over 1.0 
billion (that of the entire African continent is over 1.25 billion) may 
double by 2050.57 The population of Nigeria, the biggest in the con-
tinent, is expected to grow from 191 million in 2017 to 411 million 
in 2050 to become the world’s third-most populous country, behind 
India and China. However, it would all come down to how the pop-
ulation is managed. The youth population can turn out to be an asset 
or a huge liability depending on how the state and society respond to 
this, which in turn hinges on their ability, commitment and mindset for 
development.

Compared to the demographic timebomb, corruption is viewed as 
being outright negative, and many suggest that this is the biggest reason 
for Africa’s problems. But corruption can also be viewed as a reflection 
or outcome of more fundamental problems, in addition to being a rea-
son for underdevelopment. Corruption exists everywhere, in any soci-
ety and country, but is more conspicuous and widespread in developing 
countries and is seen as a general attribute of a weak social fabric. But 
in Sub-Saharan Africa, corruption is so rampant that it is relentlessly 
exposed time after time in the news.
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As a continent, Africa continues to top the list in the category of 
having the most highly corrupt countries, with 12 countries rank-
ing in the top 20 and five in the top ten, according to Transparency 
International’s Corruption Perception Index (2016), which surveyed 
177 countries worldwide. An African Union study conducted in 2002 
estimated that corruption cost the continent roughly $150 billion a 
year. The foreign aid that Sub-Saharan Africa received from devel-
oped countries amounted to $22.5 billion in 2008, according to the 
OECD.58 According to the East African Bribery Index of 2009, com-
piled by Transparency International, over half of East Africans polled 
paid bribes to access public services that should have been provided for 
free. Corruption in Africa, which ranges from high-level political graft 
to low-level bribes given to public officials, has a hugely corrosive effect 
on basic institutions and unduly increases the cost of doing business. It 
is argued that academic research shows that curtailing corruption can 
drastically enhance the economic productivity of a country, and some 
economists propose that African governments need to fight corruption 
instead of relying on foreign aid.59

There are several reasons why corruption in Sub-Saharan Africa is 
particularly detrimental to the region’s development. Its regularity and 
rampancy are unmatched. Corruption can be defined simply as ‘the 
abuse of entrusted power for private gain’.60 Hence, discussions on 
corruption usually centre on ‘public sector corruption’, but corruptive 
behaviours or ‘irregularities’ are not confined to political leaders and 
public officials; they extend far beyond to include the private sector and 
the public in general.

Except for a very small number of countries, Sub-Saharan African 
nations experience corruption as the ‘norm’ rather than the ‘excep-
tion’, with people taking advantage of the ‘opportunities’ whenever they 
arise, political graft and systematic extortion by the powerful (leaders 
and their inner circles) being deeply entrenched and persistent without 
being challenged, politicians and top officials routinely and incessantly 
engaging in private business, officials at various levels in government 
departments and public offices frequently being involved in ‘organized’ 
irregularities, and police, customs officers and other officials in public 
service taking bribes. And this is not the end of the story.
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Another form of corruption is ‘absenteeism’, which is also a very 
serious problem in the region: government organizational (central and 
local) officials, teachers, doctors, etc. frequently being absent from their 
offices to the detriment of the public interest. Corruption in Africa is 
linked to many other facets and problems inherent in African societies 
and therefore its scope and impact is as much far-reaching. And the neg-
ativity of neo-patrimonialism, ethnicism and other issues related to vari-
ous syndromes, the mindset and ethics, etc. all contribute to corruption.

While ‘corruption’ is broadly defined to mean all the ‘irregulari-
ties’ taking place in a society, corruption is also widespread in the pri-
vate sector as well. It is difficult to distinguish between corruption and 
theft, and maybe it is meaningless to make the distinction. Especially 
for foreigners, the difficulty in countering corruption in Africa is that 
one doesn’t know who is involved and at what level. The widespread 
and common practice of seeking ‘commission’ is another good exam-
ple of how corruption can take many forms in the region. Not only 
are the most fundamental public services that are taken for granted in 
the developed world not properly provided, even those expensive util-
ity installation services, for instance, that users have to pay high cost to 
access do not come automatically.

Foreign aid projects can also (and often do) become the targets of 
corruption. They can be subtle in their approach, but it is customary for 
officials who are involved to explicitly or implicitly ask donors to give 
them some kind of ‘commission’ for receiving aid. It is true that donors 
often feel they have to ‘pay’ for the good deeds they are trying to do, 
instead of being fully embraced and appreciated.

What makes Africa’s corruption more nuanced compared to that in 
other regions is that it is combined with many other negative factors. 
The case in point is that although corruption was widespread in Asian 
countries, this did not prevent these countries from achieving fast eco-
nomic growth. Hence, we need to look at the whole picture, taking into 
account all the relevant factors and the reality on the ground. An inter-
esting observation has been made that ‘corruption in African countries 
tends to be of the decentralised and disorganised type in which paying 
a bribe to one official does not guarantee that a service will be pro-
vided. This type of corruption may be more deleterious to growth and 
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development than the centralised and organised type found in Asia. For 
all these reasons, it is most likely that corruption could have a different 
effect on economic development in African countries than elsewhere’.61

The state of Africa’s corruption is a reflection of the African reality. 
Fundamentally rectifying this problem will by no means be an easy feat 
and would require all-out and sustained responses. Nonetheless, various 
supervisory, sanctioning mechanisms to enforce transparency and disci-
pline in the relevant institutions and offices, along with pressure exerted 
by the development community, should be stringently applied.

Another subject that deserves our attention, I believe, is the conse-
quences of globalization on Sub-Saharan African countries. While glo-
balization can in general be seen in a positive light in terms of Africa’s 
business and cultural connectivity with the world, its overall impact is 
anything but simple to assess, and it can entail various risks and side- 
effects, depending on the capacities of the countries. There is no 
 denying that today African countries find themselves in a quite differ-
ent international setting compared to when they gained independence. 
And globalization—inter-dependence and inter-connectivity among 
 economies—may be the most potent force affecting developing and 
developed countries alike in today’s world.

The impact of globalization is clearly felt in Sub-Saharan Africa, as 
this was reinforced by the acts of both the international community 
and the African countries. Perhaps the first major shockwave of globali-
zation to hit the continent came in the form of policy measures: the 
neo-liberalist policies prescribed by international financial and devel-
opment institutions during the period of structural adjustment and the 
Washington Consensus. In order to obtain aid and loans from donors, 
African countries had to show commitment to market-oriented eco-
nomic reforms and good governance. And while African countries did 
not have much choice but to conform to donors’ terms, they actually 
opted for a pro-business liberal economy for a number of reasons.

The elites of Sub-Saharan African countries are pragmatists, who are 
keen to obtain wealth by seeking business opportunities with foreign 
companies and partners. The limited financial resources and capabilities 
of African states is understandable, but the major problem is really the 
lack of entrepreneurship, commitment and perseverance to successfully 
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pursue business demonstrated in African business circles, and their ina-
bility or hesitation to make the necessary investments for future returns. 
This has left a huge vacuum that foreign investors and partners have 
had to fill. In many instances, even in remote provinces, landlords and 
local communities are willing to sell off chunks of land they possess at 
low prices to foreign investors. Since the locals do not have the means 
to make use of their land in any case, it would make sense to find an 
option with those who can develop it. For landlocked African countries 
in particular, the need to remove trade barriers and make their markets 
more accessible and appealing is deemed to be crucial in order to offset 
their disadvantages.

Obviously, there are also downsides to globalization, which are the 
ultimate price developing countries have to pay for being integrated 
into the global economy. For example, over the years, East African cur-
rencies have undergone a continuously sharp drop in their value against 
the US dollar, but the East African governments have admitted that 
there is not much that they can do to counter this phenomenon.

The deepening of liberalization over recent decades and the way in 
which African countries have ‘adapted’ to it have no doubt undermined 
their economic ‘autonomy’. For them, the window of opportunity to 
approach the ranks of industrialized economies has been narrowing 
because of the slow pace of structural changes and the absence of stra-
tegic thinking and genuine efforts to ‘catch up’, amid increasing inter-
national competition and faster cycles of technological ratcheting-up. 
Confronted with the economic tasks at hand, African leaders have 
opted for convenient solutions like inviting foreign capital and exper-
tise to fill their financial and capacity gaps, without concurrently taking 
competitiveness-enhancing measures at their end. This is mostly true 
throughout the region, including South Africa, where there is a juxtapo-
sition of the ‘First World’ and the ‘Third World’, making it an interest-
ing testing ground for ‘radical economic transformation’.

For developing countries, continuously relying heavily on for-
eign firms and capital would not be the best solution in relation to 
economic development. The goal should be for African countries to 
build an industrial economy that is suited to their own specific situa-
tion in which they enjoy ownership, even while they trade freely with 
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the outside. Unfortunately, many Sub-Saharan African countries have 
opened up and sold off their precious economic rights too soon to 
foreign companies, without even realizing their long-term value. The 
prospect of earning immediate profits, perhaps with ‘premiums’, can 
override consideration for the long-term national interests. A good 
example of this is the telecommunications market. African countries 
easily gave away their frequency usage rights to foreign companies, una-
ware that this is tantamount to giving up their strategic leverage and 
valuable economic sovereignty that could be used for many decades to 
come.

Lastly, as a feature of globalization, China’s increasingly proac-
tive economic engagement with Africa deserves our attention. But the 
impact that China has on the landscape of Africa’s development, the 
ODA policy of traditional donors and the overall economic dynamism 
of Africa are uncertain. What is clear is that China’s method of eco-
nomic cooperation is quite different from the mainstream donor com-
munity, so African countries tend to think of China as an alternative to 
Western partners.

China’s greatest strength lies in its financial capability and readiness 
to do business with Africa. China, employing generous assistance and 
sumptuous loans as tools, has made tremendous inroads in infrastruc-
ture-building and the energy development market in particular, based 
on their price competitiveness of labour, which is unmatched. For 
African countries desperate to find any financial resources for large-scale 
construction and engineering projects, China’s partnership becomes 
handy. As both China and African countries will point out, these come 
with ‘no strings attached’.

However, while there might not be any strings attached, various 
socio-economic costs may be incurred. The impact on the already-frag-
ile governance and business practices in Africa comes to mind. 
Furthermore, it is no secret that Chinese goods and work that are found 
in Africa often turn out to be substandard, while Chinese merchants’ 
businesses in retail frequently attract complaints from local competitors.

A latest report by the McKinsey Global Institute shows the profile 
of China’s economic footprint in Africa in comparison to other coun-
tries, including the US, Germany, France, the UK and India, in terms 
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of trade, FDI, aid and infrastructure financing. We can see that China’s 
lead is absolute in trade and infrastructure financing, and while China’s 
FDI is comparatively low, it is registering fast growth; its ODA level is 
also considerable, on a par with the UK.62

In the past, corruption scandals involving Chinese firms appeared 
frequently in the African news, and the region’s overall perception 
of China’s economic expansion and mode of doing business in Sub-
Saharan Africa is mixed, as is captured by surveys. However, we should 
not be unduly critical. Many Chinese firms enter African markets tak-
ing risks in the areas where no one else is likely to venture. Contrary 
to conventional thinking, aggressive as they may seem, Chinese com-
panies are not necessarily successful in Africa. In fact, they commonly 
face stiff competition even among themselves and many withdraw from 
African markets after incurring losses. Maybe the biggest downsides to 
such a ‘no-strings-attached’ way of doing business with Africa lies in 
the possibility that it can make African countries more complacent and 
exacerbate the already-serious dependency syndrome, moral hazard and 
poor governance. And it is my impression that there is still a considera-
ble misperception amongst African leaders and elites about the situation 
of their markets and economies, and how companies do business and 
operate to make profit.63

In this regard, the presence of big multi-national corporations and 
aggressive Chinese firms may have had an undesirable impact in terms 
of making people overestimate the capacity of these entities and to have 
inaccurate views on how business works. For instance, they seem to 
think that big foreign companies can operate and make a profit for as 
long as possible and can do anything.
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The Forgotten ‘Mind Over Matter’?

As we grapple with the question of what went wrong with Africa’s 
 development and what the way forward should be, it is no surprise 
that so many studies have been done on Africa in wide-ranging fields 
by various experts and organizations. However, in the eyes of the global 
community at large, Africa is still very much an unknown, yet-to-be-
discovered region and hence much academic, scientific and fact-find-
ing research on Africa will follow suit. In business circles, Sub-Saharan 
Africa is described as ‘the last frontier’ but the region is already open for 
the outsiders to take advantage of its potentials.

Africa’s development can be an interesting and fascinating subject 
to ponder on. What makes the field of development most challeng-
ing is that, in sum, it is about carrying out the task of bringing about 
changes where normally the conditions are the least favourable for 
doing so. Development bears an aspect of international relations and 
is an inter-disciplinary field, but it is unlike any other, especially from 
the practitioners’ perspective. For example, development cooperation 
has a fundamentally different working structure compared to other 
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areas of engagements or dealings, including conventional diplomacy, 
public diplomacy, trade and investment, security, the environment, etc. 
In these fields, countries participate as ‘equal entities’ and each party 
focuses on advancing its position from its own end. Whether it is about 
negotiating or carrying out PR activities, the process is simple and pre-
dictable. It is not necessary to worry about the situation of one coun-
terpart or its capacity to play its part; the responsibility that one bears is 
confined to one’s own responsibility.

However, in development cooperation, things are very different and 
practitioners cannot go about conducting their own business in a mat-
ter-of-fact fashion, paying no attention to the situation of others. It is 
not enough to have shared goals and reach an agreement, and doing 
well on your part: one has to involve one’s counterpart or partner in 
doing the difficult and necessary things. Development projects are con-
ducted and assessed over the long haul, and for donors, their assignment 
is not substantively fulfilled until the collaborative work bears fruit in 
the end. People cannot feel lighthearted when things break down or 
become white elephants immediately after they have handed over the 
facilities or programmes to African countries.

Hence, ‘rationality’ and standard procedures that we are used to fol-
lowing in most fields in international relations do not necessarily apply 
in development cooperation. If aid projects are to be responsibly car-
ried out in order to produce tangible results, then extra ‘human toil’ 
is required, such as a greater level of patience, perseverance and devo-
tion. Frustration and stress levels can become very high when officials in 
charge in the aid recipient country do not properly respond and follow 
up.

I think development as a specialized field in its own right has, over 
time, lost the zeal it needs to have and has settled for the pursuit of 
human needs and stability. This was driven largely by the unmitigated 
challenges that the development community has faced in its conven-
tional domain, but current events have also played a part. For instance, 
what could have been a promising second decade for the world in the 
new millennium began with an uncertain and troubling international 
landscape: political destabilization, the eruption of new conflicts, a new 
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form of international terrorism, and a refugee crisis impacting Europe 
and having global ramifications, among others.

We could be overwhelmed by the challenging developments and 
contingencies around the world, but development initiatives must 
be focused on the development agenda instead of following the fickle 
of times. The more the current situation appears to be entangled, the 
greater need there is to focus on the fundamentals, root causes and ‘ulti-
mate solutions’. This is because development is possibly the best answer 
to most of the ills and problems we face today. As such, it was hearten-
ing when, recently, even David Beasley, the Executive Director of the 
World Food Programme (WFP), said that ‘humanitarian dollars should 
be turned into development dollars’.1

We need to have a better misunderstanding of what foreign aid 
can do. Not all aid is geared towards economic development and, all 
things considered, the actual portion allotted to economic development 
is quite small. This is because the spectrum of foreign assistance has 
expanded over decades to include just about everything, as is reflected 
by the adoption of universal Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 
The clear phenomenon observable in African development is that the 
distinction between ‘economic development’ and ‘economic welfare’ is 
increasingly blurred, which I think is a big problem in itself.

To simplify matters, foreign aid can be broken down into four cat-
egories: (1) humanitarian assistance; (2) ‘social welfare’-type assistance; 
(3) development assistance; and (4) the promotion of democracy and 
governance. Humanitarian assistance is for the emergency relief of 
those suffering as a result of disasters and crises. Social welfare-type 
programmes target the socially vulnerable or disadvantaged, providing 
various services to meet their basic needs. While the first two types of 
assistance are meant to serve the immediate or basic requirements of the 
recipients, development assistance is for the mid- to long term sustaina-
ble development of the recipient nations. These include various types of 
cooperation like capacity-building, technological cooperation, the con-
struction and handover of facilities and infrastructures, the provision of 
materials and equipment, the injection of funds, etc. in multiple sectors. 
Lastly, the promotion of governance, democracy and human rights, and 
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regional security are also important areas in which Western donors pro-
vide assistance.

Therefore, foreign aid that directly supports economic development 
in African countries is not particularly apparent. And this is further 
‘compromised’ by how the recipient countries utilize this aid. The prob-
lem is that various economic projects often turn out to be short-lived 
programmes that mainly benefit the officials of counterpart agencies 
or a limited number of the people concerned. In sum, even these have 
turned into ‘welfare’ programmes instead of acting as sustainable means 
to assist economic development.

Basically, universal economic activities can be considered as either 
wealth creation or wealth distribution. Wealth creation is about realiz-
ing additional production and value that drives economic growth, lead-
ing to overall development. Wealth distribution, in policy terms, is the 
act of ‘correcting’ market failures from a socio-political standpoint like 
addressing income inequality and providing public services. If there 
is no wealth creation, then there is no wealth to distribute. Thus, for 
Sub-Saharan African countries, the priority should be ‘enlarging the 
pie’ through wealth creation, but their general mindset is fixated on the 
transfer of wealth. Under such circumstances, various assistance pro-
grammes are likely to fail. The ‘welfare mentality’ is so widespread in the 
region that everyone is looking for solutions to come from somewhere 
else, while readily blaming outsiders and external factors for their own 
poverty and troubles. More troubling is the failure or unwillingness to 
take action, and the deep-seated practice of ‘non-implementation’ poses 
the biggest mystery, obstacle and threat to development in Sub-Saharan 
Africa.

The ‘mindset’ of people should be brought to the forefront of our 
attention and considered as a key term in the discourse on Africa’s 
development. If people were to ask what the single most important root 
cause is of underdevelopment of Sub-Saharan Africa, the best answer I 
can think of is the ‘mindset’. Among the myriad of things that can be 
considered, the ultimate solution to break the impasse lies in a change 
of mindset. It is one thing to find reasons for past failures, which is 
what everybody has been doing, but quite another to make things right 
in practice, which seldom takes place in the region.
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The ‘mindset change approach’ beings with it great benefits, in that 
it is conducive to the ‘internalization’ of development, enhancing 
awareness for ownership, and is action-oriented. It brings home what 
people have forgotten: the plain and simple truth of mind over mat-
ter. ‘Mindset’ can be an elusive term, but it would be useful to confine 
its meaning to what is relevant to development. Bringing the ‘mind-
set’ to the fore in discussion propels search for answers ‘from within’, 
which is what development ought to be about in the first place. Too 
much energy has been spent on secondary and peripheral issues without 
addressing the core issue of mind over matter.

To make this kind of attitudinal change will not be an easy task, 
but it is not impossible. It is certainly achievable and there are prece-
dents to prove it. The most prominent example, I would argue, is 
South Korea. In Africa, Rwanda is seen as an emerging case, following 
a similar model. Uganda has already adopted this mindset change pro-
gramme, although it is still in the initial, exploratory phase of doing so. 
Sub-Saharan African nations should go beyond acquiring knowledge 
and capacity to espouse mindset change if they are indeed serious about 
‘radical transformation’, and rightly so.

The good news is that in some places in Sub-Saharan Africa, people 
are beginning to at least be aware and are talking about the mindset 
issue in an open manner. Uganda is one of those where Korea’s expe-
rience and know-how in this field has had an influence. Since 2009, 
the Canaan Farmers School, an institution in South Korea which spe-
cializes in mindset change and agriculture programmes, has worked 
with Uganda. Born out of the destruction of the Second World War 
and the subsequent Korean War, the Canaan School is reputed to 
have played an instrumental role in leadership and agriculture train-
ing in the early stages of Korea’s economic development. The objec-
tive of this institution was to eradicate poverty and attain sustainable 
development through changing the mindsets of rural leaders, who, in 
turn, would spearhead the change of mindsets in their communities. 
The School’s methodology was adopted later in the model of the New 
Village Movement (Saemaeul Undong ) that became a national campaign 
in South Korea from 1970. The Saemaul Undong became an icon of a 
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successful community-driven, self-help rural development endeavour of 
Korea that contributed to its overall success in economic development.

The ‘Mindset Change’ Issue in Sub-Saharan 
Africa

Few international experts and observers know that South Korea’s 
economic miracle began with the mindset change campaigns con-
ducted at a national level. When you see various books and articles 
on Korea’s rapid economic growth or ‘miracle’ written by economists, 
both Korean and foreign, there is hardly any mention of the mindset 
change campaigns like the Saemaul Undong. It is only in recent years 
that the Saemaul Undong was recognized and promoted internation-
ally as a development model, and the Saemaul Undong archives were 
added to UNESCO’s Memory of the World Register in 2013.2 In 
the international development community, UN bodies like the UN 
Economic Commission for Africa (UNECA) and the United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP) are the pioneers in embracing this 
approach.3

There may be many reasons for this, but two things come to mind. 
One is the tendency or influence of mainstream economics and the 
other is the fundamental ‘political’ propensity or bias. First, mainstream 
economists do not deal with ‘extraneous’ factors like the people’s ‘mind-
set’. What approximates ‘mindset’ according to scholars is the ‘hard 
work’ or ‘work ethic’ of Koreans. Even Alice Amsden’s Asia’s Next Giant 
(1992) does not mention the Saemaul Undong at all. Also, it might be 
that orthodox economists would have shunned such an ‘interventionist’ 
movement.

Another reason why the Saemaul Undong has not received  universal 
praise inside Korea is because of the ‘political divide’ in the nation. 
No sooner had Korea achieved rapid economic development, the pro-
cess of its socio-political evolution, democratization began to unfold. 
Despite the fact that the Saemaul Undong had a substantial impact 
on rural development, because it was initiated by the authoritative  
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government, the progressive-minded population half-heartedly admit-
ted, or were even critical of, its outcomes. Also, as times have changed 
and people have become wealthier and more self-centred, they tend to 
be dismissive of things done in the past and do not enough thought 
to the situation back then, regarding these things as ‘outdated’ or 
‘irrelevant’.

Korea and Sub-Saharan African countries share many similar his-
torical experiences. No sooner had Korea been liberated from Japanese 
colonial rule in 1945 than it became divided. The subsequent Korean 
War that started in 1950 devastated the nation. But the great turna-
round started with the public programmes to empower the people in 
the 1950s, and the story of South Korea that unfolded provides valuable 
lessons for Africa’s development.

No one will disagree that without a fundamental change in the 
mindset of the leaders and the populace, there cannot be real progress. 
Setting up goals and expressing aspirations is an easy part, but this 
would be of no avail if they are not followed up with concrete actions. 
There have been serious misperceptions, negligence or intentional ‘look-
ing the other way’ on the subject. Development is not a ‘stock’ but a 
‘flow’ concept in economics, and it is all about change and dynamism, 
not the maintenance of the status quo. But many in the region seem to 
mistakenly believe that national wealth can be transferred and stocked 
up like material goods. But even materials and equipment need proper 
usage and maintenance in order to be useful. Many facilities built to 
serve the public, like medical clinics, factories, schools and welfare cen-
tres, become useless shortly after they are opened and handed over due 
to a lack of care and ownership, accompanied by corruption.

Although many factors come into play, the real issue is not the lack of 
resources or means, but the mindset of the people who are involved and 
responsible for undertaking the work. Evidently, poor work ethics—
the habit of not thinking ahead and making necessary preparations, 
not being focused and devoted in relation to one’s work, easily quitting 
one’s task, not keeping to deadlines and promise, etc. does so much 
harm, but this is not mentioned enough. When people imagine poverty 
in Africa, they tend to think of poverty in terms of lack of means, but 
one has to think further that poverty can be caused or sustained by the 
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failure to manage oneself, like saving money and having plans for mak-
ing a living and for spending.

In Sub-Saharan Africa, it is customary to see people attributing their 
problem to outside elements. One East African journalist writes:

[W]hat is it that inhibits our ability to produce our own technologies? 
Note that most sub-Saharan nations possess political institutions and 
public policies that (we are told) ensure prosperity. Is it, therefore, our 
education system which is the problem? Is it our social organization? Is it 
our colonial history that destroyed our self-belief in our ability to produce 
our own technologies? Is it the hegemonic ideology of global capitalism 
that keeps us looking outward for the solutions to our problems?4

There are different ways to deal with these needs and problems. People 
can be introspective, inclined to seek answers and solutions from 
within, or can have the opposite tendency and put blame on others or 
expect others to solve their problems. If we had two distinctly different 
societies, one being ‘introspective’ and the other having ‘disowning’ ten-
dencies, which one would fare better? The answer is obvious.

The value of being ‘introspective’ is that over time, individuals are 
likely to improve and achieve something because of the ‘know thyself ’ 
kind of effect that it will have. Skills and technologies can be gained 
when one strives for them. On the other hand, knowledge and insti-
tutions are of no consequence when people are idle and irresponsible. 
Worse, this ‘disowning’ tendency breeds a ‘don’t care’ mentality. Because 
people are not the drivers of their own life, they cannot have high 
expectations of what can be achieved.

It is baffling as to why people should be reluctant to do the things 
that will only benefit them, particularly in the longer term. This is not 
limited to the economic field. Institutions, the rule of law, governance 
and democracy are only worth anything if they are put into practice. 
We studied at school that the essence of democracy was deeds and 
practice. It can be a hollow echo of rhetoric which can degenerate into 
endless political strife if democracy is not properly understood and 
embodied by the people.
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Development is about making difficult changes, and admitting and 
targeting one’s own weakness and problems rather than trying to con-
ceal them, so that they can be overcome. Development is what is earned 
and not what is bestowed by others, and there is no magical formula for 
it, except that people and the government all have to work conscien-
tiously with a common purpose. In this regard, much more harm is 
done by being ambiguous, disingenuous, hypocritical and manneristic 
than being honest, straightforward and practical. Being politically and 
diplomatically correct all the time may not be a good thing for the sake 
of development, and straightforwardness could yield better outcomes.

Fortunately, within Africa, people are showing an increasing aware-
ness that the mindset needs to be changed. The call for mindset change 
has been aired in various regional bodies including the African Union 
(AU), and it is not uncommon to see African leaders and intellectuals 
speaking out on this.5 Everyone seems to agree that people’s mindset 
should change, but when it comes to how this should be done, people 
seem to be at a loss and lack clear ideas. This is where we need to break 
out of the box. Rather than give up or try to avoid the matter, it should 
be tackled head-on. The ideal scenario would be that the African peo-
ple themselves take the initiative and make full-fledged efforts in this 
regard. Development partners can approach this issue with good inten-
tions and without prejudice, being circumspective in relation to the 
nature of the matter.

Efforts to this end have already been made in Uganda through such 
projects as the establishment of the National Farmers Leadership Centre 
(NFLC), which is a training round for mindset change and agricultural 
development.6 Perhaps the best way to break the yoke of the inaction 
or powerlessness of the people is to ‘provoke’ them to change. This is 
because as far as human behaviour is concerned, ‘voluntarism’ is the 
surest way forward. The ‘mindset change’ of the people, if effected, can 
have far-reaching and ‘explosive’ repercussions on their lives and society.

There are a number of parallels between Korea’s experience and the 
situation in which Sub-Saharan African countries currently find them-
selves. One of the areas that Korea identified as crucial for national 
transformation was the mindset of the people, and the campaign for 
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mindset change was essentially about empowering the people. The 
Korean experience will be examined in Part 4 of this book.

With respect to the substance of the problematic mindset in Sub-
Saharan Africa, I believe that the following can be identified as the syn-
dromes or traits that commonly exist in the region: (1) the dependency 
syndrome; (2) the ‘what’s-in-it-for-me’ syndrome; (3) the ‘backtracking 
syndrome’; (4) expediency or short-sightedness; (5) a lack of action and 
implementation; (6) a weak sense of responsibility or ownership; (7)  
a weak sense of nation or patriotism; and (8) a ‘commission culture’.7

First, we are all so familiar with the talk of a ‘dependency syndrome’ 
in Sub-Saharan Africa that it sounds like a cliché. It is so widespread 
throughout the region, at all levels in society and the state. For instance, 
at the provincial level, the general tendency is that the locals wait indef-
initely, hoping that the government will come to their aid for the most 
basic things that they can do for themselves. I had the opportunity to 
participate in a series of ‘community clean-up’ exercises in and around 
Kampala, and on one occasion I was appalled to see first-hand the scene 
of total negligence and irresponsibility. The site was not a slum by any 
measure, but apparently the residents were waiting for the city author-
ity workers to show up and remove the rubbish. Even on the very day 
we were conducting clean-up exercise, many locals, particularly young 
men, were sitting idly and gazing at us, smiling but declining to take 
part in the exercise. It was an awful state to witness because this had 
nothing to do with the people lacking knowledge, capacity or financial 
resources (the reasons frequently cited for people failing to act), but was 
a simple matter of willingness.8

The ‘what’s-in-it-for-me?’ syndrome is also a widespread phe-
nomenon among the population in the region. This is a tendency to 
consider one’s own interests at all times before anything else. In Sub-
Saharan Africa, it is a well-known fact the poor delivery of public ser-
vices wrought by civil servants who are devoid of any sense of duty 
and responsibility is a major hindrance to development. It is a com-
mon practice for government officials to engage in personal businesses, 
and even in their official duties their priority is often misplaced, put-
ting their personal interests over the public interest. There is a ten-
dency to put the official assignments on the back-burner or neglect 
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them altogether if they fail to see what is in it for them. Such practice 
not only breeds conflict of interests and corruption, but also, more 
fundamentally, drastically undercuts the government’s performance. 
Economic loss due to disruptions and delays in public service, not to 
mention outright acts of corruption, is said to be enormous.

The ‘backtracking syndrome’ is the tendency to hold back or back 
pedal instead of moving forward to build on what has already been 
achieved. I have always thought of this as a great paradox. It is the prob-
lem of failing to ‘keep pace’, stopping short of meeting the target, and 
not being consistent and living up to expectations. Where dynamic eco-
nomic growth is enjoyed, people take it for granted that things improve 
over time. But this is generally not the case in Africa. There are actu-
ally many things that get worse over time, the most noticeable being 
the deterioration of physical infrastructure and facilities, but it goes well 
beyond that.

The backtracking syndrome is observable on many fronts and it has 
huge accumulative or multiple effects at the national level. What is so 
disheartening is that in many cases, local employees, if they are not 
placed under the ‘special attention’ of the management, end up causing 
problems or missing out on the opportunities that will definitely benefit 
them (like long-time employment). What we can call the ‘self-regulat-
ing’ or ‘self-disciplining’ ability of workers is visibly poor. Overall, their 
will to ‘appeal’ to their bosses in terms of diligence and performance 
is short-lived and they do not respond well to the continuing pressures 
of work. Because Africa’s organizations and companies have a weaker 
management or governance structure compared to foreign entities, 
their overall organizational output or efficiency is also weaker. In con-
trast, those who do receive greater recognition in foreign organizations 
enjoy many benefits and opportunities. They can even be headhunted 
by higher-paying government organizations and companies.9

In any organization, local workers can only benefit if they are attuned 
to maintaining their level of work because normally, over time, they will 
gain expertise and productivity in relation to their work. Their pay will 
increase and it should be a win-win situation for the organization and 
the employees. But, to our dismay, many show ‘regression’ instead of 
steady progress, with the result that they are eventually fired from their 
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job. The strange phenomenon is that when rewards and incentives are 
given to employees, one should expect them to perform more positively, 
but often the opposite occurs—rather than responding in kind, employ-
ees become spoilt, complacent and ask for more. This results in an 
ironic situation where the good intentions of one party are met by the 
negative reaction of the other party, which defies logic and rationality.

The next trait is expediency or short-sightedness. This is quite evident 
in daily work practices. Cutting corners is a tendency of most techni-
cians and workers in the region, meaning that in order to avoid this 
as much as possible, customers’ intervention in terms of continuous 
on-site ‘supervision’ is required. This applies to a whole variety of work, 
ranging from menial chores to construction projects. Sloppy work, the 
habit of leaving things undone, a failure to keep to deadlines and prom-
ises, etc. are the ‘norm’ rather than the exception.10 Generally, there is 
a lack of attention to detail and thinking ahead, so that even the most 
basic things to expect like the standardization and linear, geometric cor-
rectness of products are not met most of the time.

The lack of implementation or action is another distinctive feature of 
Sub-Saharan Africa. Ian Clarke, an Irish missionary doctor who became 
the Mayor of Makindye Division in Kampala, gives a vivid account of 
such a problem:

Uganda was a great country to live in: the weather was lovely, the vege-
tation beautiful, and the people friendly and outgoing. Some foreigners 
came to work in Uganda and were at first enthralled by what they found, 
particularly by the social life and by how articulate people are, but they 
often got a rude awakening when it came to the work practices and work 
ethic. If people could talk their way into making things work, Uganda 
would have been the best developed country in the world. Donors were 
impressed with people’s grasp of problems and understanding of the steps 
which should be taken in finding solutions, but then confused as to why 
so many basic issues on the ground remained unresolved. The problem 
lay in implementation: many public servants were good at analysing and 
talking about what should be done, as if the very talking was the same 
as doing it, but then nothing happened. This lack of implementation of 
simple things in the public domain was so common that it was accepted 
as the norm, and one only remarked when anything actually changed.11
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The disinclination to act is a very serious problem under any circum-
stances. Everybody seems to agree that there has been too much talking 
and too little action. There is the saying ‘easier said than done’, but the 
wise have admonished us against frivolity and talkativeness: ‘silence is 
golden’, ‘an empty wagon makes more noise’, ‘action speaks louder than 
words’, ‘the superior man acts before he speaks, and afterwards speaks 
according to his action’, etc.12

Lack of responsibility and ownership is also a serious obstacle to 
development. Institutional mechanisms to enforce accountability are 
important, but what is much more needed is a greater sense of respon-
sibility of the people. The seriousness of the problem is frequently 
expressed:

It’s very hard to get things done, even at the smallest level. But it is very 
easy to sit and complain about things. Reading social media, one gets the 
sense that we have increasingly become a complaining nation, not a doing 
nation. Everywhere complaints abound about our failing healthcare and 
education system, of corruption and abuse of office. But one hardly reads 
a story of what those complaining are doing to change the situation. Are 
we waiting for intervention from God?13

What I also see as typical of Sub-Saharan Africa is the practice of offer-
ing amnesty in the name of national reconciliation. Political leaders are 
quick to call for amnesty, thereby promoting impunity. Betrayal and 
treachery are also common. When I was in West Africa, I saw internal 
conflicts in many countries where the military as well as political leaders 
conveniently ‘switched sides’. Opportunism prevails, and this leads to a 
protraction of conflicts because there is no clear will for or path towards 
its closure. In eastern Africa, South Sudan provides the latest worst-case 
scenario of what personal greed for power and impunity of leaders can 
do to a nation.

Weakness in the sense of nation and patriotism is another general 
trait in the region. The weak sense of nation and patriotism corre-
lates with the weak functioning of states and these two feed off each 
other. From a national standpoint, the spread of patriotism that tran-
scends tribalism and sectarianism will be an ideal goal to achieve. Many 
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African countries suffering from internal strife and disunity ought to 
realize the fact that this could easily be exploited, engulfing the whole 
country and the region into a state of crisis.

So how can a sense of nation, national identity, solidarity or patriot-
ism be fostered? The greatest responsibility rests with the political lead-
ers and elites, who should be leading their nation forward by example. 
But this need not be top-down only—it can work both ways, from top-
down and bottom-up, in an interactive fashion with people’s volunta-
rism. Sometimes tragic events can serve as a critical turning point for 
nations. A good example is the case of Rwanda. What the country has 
been able to achieve in the aftermath of the genocide is remarkable and 
has set a high bar for other African countries to match. For an African 
country, Rwanda has tackled seemingly improbable tasks: good govern-
ance, the civic-mindedness of the people, social order and discipline, 
national solidarity, etc. Most surprising is the cleanliness and orderliness 
of the capital city Kigali to the extent that it makes one wonder if it 
is indeed a city in Sub-Saharan Africa. What developing countries des-
perately need is the government setting an example to ‘empower’ the 
people rather than simply trying to curry favour with the people, but 
without enacting essential reforms.

Lastly, there is a widespread practice of people at all levels wanting to 
be given ‘commission’ as if they are entitled to it. Foreign investors are 
the easy targets and can be hassled by various people, including high-
level government officials, who are hell-bent on rent-seeking. The ‘com-
mission culture’ is one of the many facets of corruption, but because it 
stands out so prominently in Sub-Saharan Africa, it can be regarded as a 
syndrome.

Notes

 1. David Beasley, speaking at ‘Geneva Conference on National 
Transformation—With Special Focus on Science & Technology, 
Business & Industry’, 7 October, Africana Hotel, Kampala, Uganda. 
The conference was jointly organized by the Geneva Institute for 
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Leadership & Public Policy and the Science & Technology Policy 
Institute (STEPI) of South Korea.

 2. UNESCO, Memory of the World, http://www.unesco.org/new/
en/communication-and-information/memory-of-the-world/reg-
ister/full-list-of-registered-heritage/registered-heritage-page-1/
archives-of-saemaul-undong-new-community-movement.

 3. Internationally, UN development bodies are believed to be the pioneers 
of recognizing and accepting the Saemaul Undong as a model for rural 
development. For instance, the United Nations Economic Commission 
for Africa (ECA) chose the Saemaul Undong as a base model for the 
Sustainable Modernization of Agriculture and Rural Transformation 
(SMART), programme in 2008, and the Saemaul Undong was officially 
introduced to the UNDP in 2015 at the same time as the adoption of 
the SDGs. Edward Reed, the former country representative of the Asia 
Foundation to Korea, is a noted international scholar who had studied 
and written about the Saemaul Undong.

 4. Andrew Mwenda, ‘Africa Through North Korean Eyes’, The 
Independent, 6 April 2017, https://www.independent.co.ug/columnists/
andrew-mwenda.

 5. For instance, Dr. Nkosazana Diamini-Zuma, the African Union 
Chairperson, stressed the need for Africans to change their mind-
sets to achieve development while briefing the Speakers of the African 
Parliament regarding Agenda 2063 in August 2014. When I came to 
Uganda in 2011, I noticed that the term ‘mindset change’ was already 
a familiar term in government circles perhaps due to Korea’s Canaan 
Farmers School’s activities in Uganda.

 6. The National Farmers Leadership Centre was formally opened in 
Uganda in May 2016. This centre, which focuses on mindset change 
(Saemaul Undong ) and agricultural training, is the first of its kind to 
be created by the Korean government in Sub-Saharan Africa. It is dealt 
with more in detail in other parts of this book.

 7. The observations and propositions made in this book, including the 
description of typical syndromes in Sub-Saharan Africa, are based on 
my own experiences in Africa. My personal involvement in devel-
opment cooperation, including the planning and implementation 
of development projects in Uganda, provided the inspiration and the 
empirical grounds for my work.
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 8. However, I was very pleased to learn later on that this community did 
indeed turn itself around and became one of the recognized examples 
of community environment improvement.

 9. Africa’s prominent executive bodies that are highly sought-after by 
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