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  Frontispiece: The body of a woman killed by Hutu extremists lies on a street in Kayove, Rwanda, as soldiers of the rebel Rwandan Patriotic Front march through the town, June 16, 1994.
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  Today’s Africa is a mosaic of effective democracy and desperate despotism, immense wealth and abysmal poverty, conscious modernity and mired traditionalism, bitter conflict and vast arenas of peace, and enormous promise and abiding failure. Generalizations are more difficult to apply to Africa or Africans than elsewhere. The continent, especially the sub-Saharan two-thirds of its immense landmass, presents enormous physical, political, and human variety. From snow-capped peaks to intricate patches of remaining jungle, from desolate deserts to the greatest rivers, and from the highest coastal sand dunes anywhere to teeming urban conglomerations, Africa must be appreciated from myriad perspectives. Likewise, its peoples come in every shape and size, govern themselves in several complicated manners, worship a host of indigenous and imported gods, and speak thousands of original and five or six derivative common languages. To know Africa is to know nuance and complexity.




  There are 54 nation-states that belong to the African Union, 49 of which are situated within the sub-Saharan mainland or on its offshore islands. No other continent has so many countries, political divisions, or members of the General Assembly of the United Nations. No other continent encompasses so many distinctively different peoples or spans such geographical disparity. On no other continent have so many innocent civilians lost their lives in intractable civil wars—15 million since 1991 in such places as Algeria, Angola, the Congo, Côte d’Ivoire, Liberia, Sierra Leone, and Sudan. No other continent has so many disparate natural resources (from cadmium, cobalt, and copper to petroleum and zinc) and so little to show for their frenzied exploitation. No other continent has proportionally so many people subsisting (or trying to) on less than $2 a day. But then no other continent has been so beset by HIV/AIDS (30 percent of all adults in southern Africa), by tuberculosis, by malaria (prevalent almost everywhere), and by less well-known scourges such as schistosomiasis (liver fluke), several kinds of filariasis, river blindness, trachoma, and trypanosomiasis (sleeping sickness).




  Africa is among the most Christian continents, but it also is home to more Muslims than the Middle East. Apostolic and Pentecostal churches are immensely powerful. So are Sufi brotherhoods. Yet traditional African religions are still influential. So is a belief in spirits and witches (even among Christians and Muslims), in faith healing and in alternative medicine. Polygamy remains popular. So does the practice of female circumcision and other long-standing cultural preferences. Africa cannot be well understood without appreciating how village life still permeates the great cities and how urban pursuits engulf villages. Africa can no longer be considered predominantly rural, agricultural, or wild; more than half of its peoples live in towns and cities.




  Political leaders must cater to both worlds, old and new. They and their followers must join the globalized, Internet-penetrated world even as they remain rooted appropriately in past modes of behavior, obedient to dictates of family, lineage, tribe, and ethnicity. This duality often results in democracy or at least partially participatory democracy. Equally often it develops into autocracy. Botswana and Mauritius have enduring democratic governments. In Benin, Ghana, Kenya, Lesotho, Malawi, Mali, Mozambique, Namibia, Nigeria, Senegal, South Africa, Tanzania, and Zambia fully democratic pursuits are relatively recent and not yet sustainably implanted. Algeria, Cameroon, Chad, the Central African Republic, Egypt, the Sudan, and Tunisia are authoritarian entities run by strongmen. Zimbabweans and Equatorial Guineans suffer from even more venal rule. Swazis and Moroccans are subject to the real whims of monarchs. Within even this vast sweep of political practice there are still more distinctions. The partial democracies represent a spectrum. So does the manner in which authority is wielded by kings, by generals, and by long-entrenched civilian autocrats.
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  The democratic countries are by and large better developed and more rapidly growing economically than those ruled by strongmen. In Africa there is an association between the pursuit of good governance and beneficial economic performance. Likewise, the natural resource wealth curse that has afflicted mineral-rich countries such as the Congo and Nigeria has had the opposite effect in well-governed places like Botswana. Nation-states open to global trade have done better than those with closed economies. So have those countries with prudent managements, sensible fiscal arrangements, and modest deficits. Overall, however, the bulk of African countries have suffered in terms of reduced economic growth from the sheer fact of being tropical, beset by disease in an enervating climate where there is an average of one trained physician to every 13,000 persons. Many lose growth prospects, too, because of the absence of navigable rivers, the paucity of ocean and river ports, barely maintained roads, and few and narrow railroads. Moreover, 15 of Africa’s countries are landlocked, without comfortable access to relatively inexpensive waterborne transport. Hence, imports and exports for much of Africa are more expensive than elsewhere as they move over formidable distances. Africa is the most underdeveloped continent because of geographical and health constraints that have not yet been overcome, because of ill-considered policies, because of the sheer number of separate nation-states (a colonial legacy), and because of poor governance.




  Africa’s promise is immense, and far more exciting than its achievements have been since a wave of nationalism and independence in the 1960s liberated nearly every section of the continent. Thus, the next several decades of the 21st century are ones of promise for Africa. The challenges are clear: to alleviate grinding poverty and deliver greater real economic goods to larger proportions of people in each country, and across all countries; to deliver more of the benefits of good governance to more of Africa’s peoples; to end the destructive killing fields that run rampant across so much of Africa; to improve educational training and health services; and to roll back the scourges of HIV/AIDS, tuberculosis, and malaria. Every challenge represents an opportunity with concerted and bountiful Western assistance to transform the lives of Africa’s vulnerable and resourceful future generations.
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    Silhouetted by fire, a Darfurian rebel fighter watches the village of Chero Kasi burn, September 7, 2004. Beginning in early 2003, Arab militias known as the Janjaweed—operating with the support of the Sudanese government—waged a brutal campaign against the black residents of Sudan’s western Darfur region. Through systematic rape, murder, looting, and the burning of villages such as Chero Kasi, the Janjaweed sought to drive blacks from Darfur.


  




  1 HOLLOW PROMISES?




  Moments after they killed her husband, two Sudanese militiamen forced Zahara Abdulkarim to the ground and raped her. “They also wanted to kill me,” she remembered, “but when they saw I was pregnant, they released me and let me live.” Before completing their raid on Ablieh, a small town located in the Darfur region of western Sudan, they also killed four of Abdulkarim’s in-laws and two of her sons. This attack was one in a long series that Arab militias known as the Janjaweed have waged on Darfur’s black civilians since the spring of 2003.




  By August 2004, the month that Zahara Abdulkarim’s story was included in a Time magazine article, an estimated 50,000 people of Darfur had been killed and 1.4 million had been displaced. By April 2005 the Coalition for International Justice estimated that the number of people killed in Darfur had reached 140,000, and that an additional 260,000 had succumbed to disease, malnutrition, dehydration, heatstroke, or other causes attributable to dislocations caused by the violence. Clearly, human rights were being violated in Darfur on a massive scale.




  FUNDAMENTAL CLAIMS




  Human rights are the fundamental claims to which every individual is entitled. If a government cannot (or will not) secure these claims for its people, justice and freedom are also unattainable. A right is either stated as an expression of an individual entitlement or as a protection from an external force. In other words, a right may be the ability to exercise a certain freedom (such as freedom to practice a religion, express one’s political views, or associate with a group of people), or it may be a protection from improper or unlawful treatment at the hands of an individual, group, or government (such as discrimination, arbitrary arrest, or torture).




  The idea that all human beings are entitled to certain rights has existed for centuries—though views on precisely which rights should be considered fundamental have varied, and in any case governments have not always protected and promoted these rights. Fundamental rights have gone by different names, but they have been widely known as human rights only since 1948, the year the United Nations adopted and proclaimed the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. This declaration, which has been signed by all 191 of the UN member states, is the international standard on fundamental freedoms. Other declarations, ratified by regional and national organizations, pledge that the rights declared at the global level will be protected in a particular region or country.




  While securing human rights is a universal concern, people around the world have often wrestled over the question of how certain rights categories (for example, political, economic, cultural, collective) relate to one another, and whether one category should take precedence over the others. Nonetheless, some rights are recognized as the most basic and indispensable. Among these are the right to life, liberty, and security of person—rights enshrined in Article 3 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.




  In Africa and the rest of the world, leaders are well aware of their obligations to promote and protect these rights. The global human rights system contains national, regional, and international components. National leaders are committed to acknowledge and safeguard the human rights of their people through the various conventions, charters, and treaties of which their countries are signatories. In addition, many countries, including about 25 in Africa, have established national human rights commissions. At the regional level, organizations such as the African Union, the Council of Europe, and the Organization of American States (which embraces the entire Western Hemisphere) have bodies dedicated to human rights protection. Internationally, the United Nations advances the cause of human rights through the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR), which is assisted by various UN organs, including the Security Council, the High Commissioner for Refugees, and the Development Program.




  

    

      ASSESSING BASIC FREEDOMS




      Human rights, unlike issues such as poverty or AIDS, is an abstract concept for which numerical indicators are rarely cited. However, one research group, Freedom House, has attempted to paint an objective picture of the status of rights around the world through its ratings system. Every year it assesses “the progress and decline of political rights and civil liberties” in 192 countries and assigns them ratings between 1 (denoting most free) and 7 (least free).




      While useful, the Freedom House ratings should not be taken as definitive measures, as they focus on just two (albeit very important) categories of human rights. That said, the Freedom House evaluation of Africa is not favorable. Of the 54 African countries that were evaluated in 2013, a mere 11 were classified as “free,” and only 24 were rated “partly free.” Worldwide, 47 countries received Freedom House’s “not free” rating, and 19 of them—40 percent of the total—were African.




      African states with exceptionally bad Freedom House ratings included Equatorial Guinea (7 for political rights; 7 for civil liberties) in West Africa; Zimbabwe (6/6) and Swaziland (7/5) in southern Africa; Somalia (7/7) and Eritrea (7/7) on the Horn of Africa; Chad (7/7) and the Democratic Republic of the Congo (6/6) in central Africa; and Sudan (7/7) in northern Africa. As this sample group shows, at least one country in every major African region was found to suffer from large-scale rights abuse. By contrast, Cape Verde was the only African nation among the 54 countries receiving Freedom House’s highest rating (1 in political rights and 1 in civil liberties).


    


  




  SYSTEMIC FAILURES




  In theory, then, a legal and administrative framework was in place to protect the human rights of residents of Sudan’s Darfur region—or at least to respond effectively when large-scale violations of those rights began occurring in 2003. Few observers would argue that Darfurians enjoyed any meaningful protection, however. For three years Sudanese Arab militiamen were virtually unimpeded as they kept up their brutal campaign against Darfur’s black population. The armed and horse-mounted Janjaweed descended on hapless villages, setting buildings and food sources on fire, slaughtering livestock, murdering, raping, looting, and even abducting villagers for slaves.




  As early as March 2003, a United Nations official correctly identified one of the primary goals of the Janjaweed’s terror campaign—“ethnic cleansing,” or the expulsion of a minority group from their land through violent tactics such as intimidation, rape, and murder. “This is ethnic cleansing, … and I don’t know why the world is not doing more about it,” railed Mukesh Kapila, the UN humanitarian coordinator for Sudan.




  As reports of the atrocities in Darfur poured in, human rights groups and various U.S. leaders—including members of Congress, President George W. Bush, and Secretary of State Colin Powell—called the attacks acts of genocide. That is not a term world leaders use lightly, as a UN convention to which more than 135 countries, including the United States, are party requires states to “undertake to prevent and to punish” the crime of genocide.




  The United Nations Security Council issued four separate resolutions urging the government to end the attacks on civilians; the UN also sent an international commission to Sudan in November 2004 to observe firsthand what was taking place. The commission ended its inquiry three months later, concluding that what had happened was not genocide, though serious crimes under international law had been committed.
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