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When the colonies in Africa and Asia became
independent, their political leaders were faced with two
main challenges: achieving domestic political stability
and transforming their economies from the production
of raw materials to industrial production.

The outcome of that project is today a matter of general
knowledge. Although Asian countries went through
many conflicts in the early years, by 1965 most of those
conflicts had been resolved. Asian leaders turned to the
second challenge of developing and diversifying their
countries’ economies.

Africa’s story is far more mixed. Many old conflicts,
including wars in Sudan, Ethiopia and Eritrea, continue.
More recent conflicts, such as the genocide in Rwanda,
continue to erupt on a scale and ferocity that is difficult
to fathom. Internal conflict has split Cote d’Ivoire — once
the crown jewel of West Africa — in two. With few
exceptions, Africa’s political elites have driven their
countries’ economies backwards.

In a recent publication entitled Can Africa Claim the 21st
Century? the World Bank noted that many observers, the
1974 winner of the Nobel prize for economics Gunnar
Myrdal among them, expected Asia to remain mired in
poverty while Africa steamed ahead. A comparison
between Ghana and South Korea, two countries that
were at a similar level of development in the 1960s,
shows that the countries experienced the exact opposite.

The World Bank found that “In 1965...incomes and
exports per capita were higher in Ghana than in
Korea...Korea’s exports per capita overtook Ghana'’s in
1972, and its income level surpassed Ghana’s four years
later. Between 1965 and 1995 Korea’s exports increased
by 400 times in current dollars. Meanwhile, Ghana'’s
increased only four times, and real earnings per capita

”1

fell to a fraction of their earlier value.

At the root of Africa’s problems is ruling political elites
that have misused the economic surplus generated by
the African continent over the last 40 years. African

political elites have exploited their position in order to

bolster their standard of living to Western levels,

undertake loss-making industrialisation projects
that were not supported by the necessary technical,
managerial, and educational development, and

transfer vast amounts of money from agriculture
and mineral extraction to overseas private bank
accounts, while borrowing vast amounts from
developed countries.

What were the results of those predatory policies?
According to the World Bank and the International
Monetary Fund, which have become Africa’s fairy
godparents, Africans are poor and getting poorer. The
World Bank observed, “Despite gains in the second half
of the 1990s, sub-Saharan Africa ...enters the 21st
century with many of the world’s poorest countries.
Average per capita income is lower than at the end of
the 1960s. Incomes, assets, and access to essential
services are unequally distributed. And the region
contains a growing share of the world’s absolute poor,
who have little power to influence the allocation of
resources.”?

Other researchers have corroborated the World Bank’s
observations. According to the National Bureau of
Economic Research, 36 per cent of the region’s
population lives in economies that in 1995 had not
regained the per capita income levels first achieved
before 1960.

Another six per cent are below levels first achieved by
1970, 41 per cent below 1980 levels and 11 per cent
below 1990 levels. Only 35 million people reside in
nations that had higher incomes in 1995 than they had
ever reached before.?

In fact, many people in sub-Saharan Africa have fallen
so far down the economic scale that it is hard to imagine
them getting poorer.

African states as we know them today were not created
by Africans. With a few exceptions, such as Egypt,
Ethiopia, Liberia, and Sierra Leone, they were created by
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European imperial powers which had little regard for
ethnic and religious differences among Africans. The
arbitrary nature of African boundaries explains in part
why over the past 30 years Africa has experienced civil
wars, intertribal wars, violent communal conflicts and
pogroms, wars of secession, and more recently, in the
Great Lakes region of Central Africa and in parts of the
Sudan, genocide and ethnic cleansing. Those conflicts
have been accompanied by vast population movements
in and out of several national boundaries. As a result,
Africa is host to the largest number of refugees and
internally displaced persons in the world.

The states that the African political elites inherited from
the colonial powers often served as tools of political
oppression but also of economic exploitation through
such instruments as poll taxes and forced labour on
plantations, mines, and infrastructure projects. The
introduction of cash crops provided the state with
revenue that the colonialists used to consolidate their
power over the local populations. State corporations or
favoured private monopolies from the colonial power’s
home country bought cash crops from the peasants.
Either way, the farmers got the worse end of the
bargain, as they were paid at far below world market
prices.

The political elites that took over African countries in
the 1960s saw government as a source of personal
enrichment. One of the great pioneers of this scramble
for power on the eve of Africa’s independence, Ghana’s
Kwame Nkrumah, urged the emerging political elites:
“Seek ye first the political kingdom and all else shall be

given.”*

The history of Africa since the 1960s is thus the history
of groups of elites seeking the ‘political kingdom” with
the primary purpose of enriching themselves. Built into
that quest for wealth was the exclusion of outsiders,
including both the masses and the weaker parts of the
political elite. Competition for economic resources
exacerbated the ethnic and religious tensions that were
already present. That explains in part why there have
been so many intrastate conflicts in Africa.

During the past 50 years there have been only two
interstate wars among African countries — the war
between Tanzania and Uganda in the 1970s and the war

between Ethiopia and Eritrea in the 1990s (and the
latter war could be considered a continuation of the
secessionist conflict between Eritreans and Ethiopians).
But intrastate conflicts have been legion, fragmenting
African states into warring factions and parties. In many
countries, internal conflicts have weakened the state to
the point where African governments can no longer
perform essential services, including enforcement of the
rule of law.

All modern schools of political thought, from Marx and
Lenin to Hayek and Friedman, agree on at least one
thing: the private sector is the driver of modern
economic development. In their quest for greater
security and comfort, private individuals seek ever more
material wealth. That process compels them to produce
more and exchange what they produce with other
individuals who also seek greater security and comfort.
Put together, those acts of production, exchange, and
consumption constitute the modern capitalist economy.
In order to produce more, private individuals must
generate savings and plough those savings back into the
production process in the form of new and improved
techniques, processes and products.

That is the logic of capital accumulation: If you wish to
accumulate more value, you have to produce more value.
To be able to consume more, you must be able to do the
following:

Raise your labour productivity by using more capital.
In turn, this requires you to accumulate more capital
or save.

Use capital and labour more effectively. That may
come from technological improvements or
entrepreneurial alertness to opportunities to reduce
waste.

Those who cannot use their capital most efficiently tend
to have less of it than others. Alternatively, less efficient
producers are ‘bought out’ by more efficient producers.

Like people everywhere, Africans want security and
comfort. Unfortunately, the great majority of Africans
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Table 1 Percentage of Labour Force Working in Agricultural, Industrial and Service Sectors

Agriculture

1970 1980 1990 1970
Agricultural countries
Ethiopia 91 89 86
Kenya 84 82 80
Oil producing countries
Nigeria 71 54 43 11
Gabon 79 65 52 9
Newly industrialising countries
Mauritius 34 27 17 25
South Africa 31 17 14 30

Industry

Services

1980 1990 1970 1980 1990
2 9 12
11 13
7 19 38 50
12 16 12 22 33
28 43 41 45 40
35 32 39 48 54

Source: World Bank, African Development Indicators 2002 (Washington: World Bank, 2002).

today experience the opposite. In many instances,
Africans face daily hunger, homelessness, threats of
violence, actual violence and starvation. If we consider
the peasant household as a firm, Africa may have one of
the largest private sectors in the world. Most Africans
live and work on small farms that populate the African
countryside (see Table 1 for examples of selected African
countries). Theoretically, therefore, Africa should be a
hive of economic activity.

What has gone wrong?

Africa’s private sector is predominantly made up of
peasants and, to a lesser extent, subsidiaries of foreign-
owned multinational corporations. But those groups are
dominated by the unproductive political elites who
control the state. Africa’s private sector is powerless. It
does not have the freedom to maximise its objectives.
Above all, it is not free to decide what happens to its
savings.

It has long been recognised that peasants tend not to
join forces to further their political interests. They are,
therefore, open to exploitation by other social groups
that dominate them politically. In his classic analysis of
French society in the 19th century, Karl Marx noted the
powerlessness and therefore the vulnerability of
peasants.

The smallholding peasants form a vast mass, the
members of which live in similar conditions but without
entering into manifold relations with one another. Their
mode of production isolates them from one another
instead of bringing them into a mutual intercourse. ..
Each family is almost self-sufficient; it itself directly
produces the major part of its consumption and thus
acquires its means of life more through exchange with
nature than in intercourse with society. .. In so far as
there is merely a local interconnection among these
smallholding peasants, and the identity of their interests
begets no community, no national bond and no political
organisation among them, they do not form a class.
They are consequently incapable of enforcing their class
interests in their own name, whether through a
parliament or through a convention.

More recently, Milton Friedman observed that the
reduction of the size of the agricultural sector relative to
the rest of the economy tends to be accompanied by
increased political clout of agricultural producers. When
farmers form a majority of the population, they tend to
subsidise the urban minority. When farmers form a
minority, the urban majority subsidises them. The
reason, Friedman wrote, rests in higher transaction costs
that large groups must face in comparison to smaller
groups. Friedman observed:

A group that seeks benefits through political pressure is
handicapped by being too numerous and, at least up toa
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