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  Frontispiece: African National Congress supporters at a campaign rally, Soweto, South Africa, February 1999.
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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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    Voters, political-party activists, and candidates mingle at an outdoor campaign event in Port Louis, Mauritius, before that country’s legislative elections. Mauritius is among Africa’s most stable democracies.


  




  1 MANY GOVERNMENTS, MANY STYLES OF RULE




  Africa is not the globe’s largest or most populous continent, but it boasts the most nation-states (54 members of the African Union, 48 of which lie south of the Sahara Desert), as well as the broadest spread of varieties of governance and leadership. Africa has its democrats and democracies, its despots and despotisms, a few kings (and no queens), some military rulers, and soldiers who have become born-again democrats.




  In the bad old days of the 1970s and 1980s, Africa had a legitimate emperor and another cruel upstart who created an empire and called himself emperor. There were small-time and big-time dictators. Africa also had a number of humanist democrats who believed in a special kind of cynical pseudo-democracy called single-party rule, plus an almost never ending cycle of coup-borne officers and enlisted men who ruled episodically and erratically. The number of non-corruptible truly democratic leaders was tiny, but they themselves were giants in terms of leadership.




  With the collapse of the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold War rivalries that had supported African leaders as clients of both the West and the East, a wind of democratization blew strongly in sub-Saharan Africa. Nearly two decades later, Africa is much more participatory. But still only men rule, with the lone exception of Liberian president Ellen Johnson-Sirleaf. There are fewer dangerous tyrants, more gifted participatory leaders, a widespread appreciation of democratic values, a greater flourishing of civil society, and a fuller understanding within and outside Africa that the economic, social, and political growth of Africa’s peoples depends almost entirely on strengthened governance and high-quality leadership.




  Sub-Saharan Africa is fed up with misrule by autocrats. In a few countries, such as Zimbabwe, disgruntled citizens suffer so much deprivation that they vote with their feet and flee in vast numbers into neighboring countries. Others, such as the inhabitants of the Democratic Republic of the Congo, stay and become inured to hardship. In some countries bad governance has bred insurrection. The African Christian peoples of southern Sudan, for example, waged a 22-year war against their Arab Muslim overlords in northern Sudan before finally gaining independence in 2011. Somali clans overthrew their repressive military ruler in 1991—and then went on completely to destroy their nation-state.




  Where there is raw conflict, and the loss of millions of lives (as in the Sudan, the Congo, Liberia, and Sierra Leone), the absence of good governance and the want of positive leadership are primary causes. Likewise, nation-state failure (as in the Sudan, the Congo, Burundi, Côte d’Ivoire, and Liberia) or total collapse (as in Somalia) is the work of abysmal leadership. Even the prevalence of poverty, which reflects scarcities of economic opportunity and natural resources, is exacerbated by management error or leadership malfeasance. Leaders sometimes loot, and encourage rampant corruption by action or inaction.




  
THE VARIETIES OF AFRICAN GOVERNMENT





  Despite such discouraging beginnings, sub-Saharan Africa in the 21st century is becoming increasingly well led and democratic. The foremost examples of this trend are Botswana, well and strongly guided in a democratic manner since independence in 1966; Mauritius, equally democratic and positively led, but also assertively plural, since its independence in 1968; and the relatively newer democracies of Cape Verde, Ghana, Kenya, Mozambique, Senegal, and South Africa.
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    Salva Kiir Mayardit (in black hat), first vice president of Sudan, casts his ballot in Juba during the South’s historic referendum on self-determination. Sudan suffered through many years of civil war and authoritarian rule before the South voted for independence in January 2011. When the country officially became independent on July 9, 2011, Kiir became the president of South Sudan.


  




  Another group of mostly democratic sub-Saharan African countries includes Benin, Burkina Faso, the Comoros, Djibouti, The Gambia, Madagascar, Mali, Malawi, Namibia, Niger, Sao Tome and Principe, the Seychelles, Tanzania, and Zambia. Each struggles in its own way to balance 20th-century traditions of strongman rule with new demands for greater popular participation. Democratic institutions are growing stronger in the nation-states of this category, but many of their leaders still try to exercise a preponderance of executive authority and take most decisions on their own.




  Occupying a place all its own is Nigeria, sub-Saharan Africa’s most populous and potentially wealthiest nation-state. Having recovered from decades of irresponsible and vicious authoritarian rule by officers, it has now experienced four mostly free (if not wholly fair) elections and is a democratic state despite many unresolved issues of corruption, resource distribution, human rights, and real popular participation.




  A fourth collection of sub-Saharan African states combines a mixture of strong (but not necessarily democratic) leadership with mostly Western-oriented market policies. Examples include Gabon under Omar Bongo (1967–2009) and his son Ali (2009-present), and Uganda under president Yoweri Museveni. The Republic of Congo, under Denis Sassou-Nguesso, belongs in this group, together with Togo, now ruled after a disputed election by Fauré Gnassingbé, son of the late dictator. So does Ethiopia, sub-Saharan Africa’s second most populous state, and Rwanda, under President Paul Kagame.




  The two monarchies, Lesotho and Swaziland, are very different. The first now has a well-run democratic government, headed by a prime minister under a constitutionally constrained king. The second is ruled by a young but old-fashioned type of king, and the freedoms common in most other African states are unknown or repressed in Swaziland.




  A sixth variety of sub-Saharan African states consists of the recovering and struggling failed states—such as Burundi, Côte d’Ivoire, Guinea-Bissau, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Liberia, and Sierra Leone—where rudiments of participation and mechanisms for the exercise of popular choice are in place, but where those arrangements are still tentative, uncertain, or vaguely exercised.




  Seventh are the dictatorships and despotisms, some even elected: Angola, Cameroon, the Central African Republic, Chad, Equatorial Guinea, Eritrea, Guinea, Mauritania, the Sudan, and Zimbabwe.




  Eighth, the collapsed country without a government, is a category of one: Somalia. Although the Federal Government of Somalia was established on August 20, 2012, the southern part of the country remains largely dominated by warlords outside of Mogadishu. In the north, there is an unrecognized but mostly democratic regime (Somaliland).




  THE IMPORTANCE OF LEADERSHIP




  Leadership in each of these eight types of states is much more determinative and critical than it would be in older, more established, less economically fragile nations. Given the tiny (under 1 million), small (1–2 million), modest (2–5 million), and medium (5–20 million) sizes of the majority of sub-Saharan Africa’s fully fledged countries, the quality of the person at the top has been and will continue to be much more important than it would be in nations with larger pools of human resources and longer traditions of political power sharing.




  Indeed, governance in sub-Saharan Africa is much more dependent upon qualities of leaders and leadership than it is in other places. Rulers have always made a major difference, being almost single-handedly responsible for running down and then driving into failure and collapse a host of 20th-century states, notably Congo/Zaire under Mobutu Sese Seko, the Central African Empire under Jean-Bédel Bokassa, Uganda under Idi Amin, Sierra Leone under Siaka Stevens, Liberia under Samuel Doe and his successors, the Sudan under Gaafar Nimeiry and Hassan al-Turabi, and Somalia under Mohamed Siad Barre. In the 21st century, Robert Mugabe visibly continues to destroy Zimbabwe in the same manner, and for many of the same reasons. Avarice, in his and the other cases, trumps responsibility to the nation and its people.
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