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Preface

When the world economy was in bad shape during the ­mid-1970s and the late 1980s, especially following the US-Iran crisis and the Arab-Israeli oil embargo, the economic situation was many times worse for sub-Saharan African countries (SSACs) than it was for the rest of the world (ROW). Through 1986, for instance, the average annual growth rate of SSACs was either declining or negative compared to three plus percent for the ROW. It went up for the next two years, and down for the next four. After 1992, however, the rate of growth of SSACs picked up, surpassing the average rate for the ROW by 2000. Many experts, including the World Bank and International Monetary Fund (IMF), began to talk of a permanent turnaround for the SSACs. The 2007–2010 financial and economic crises—together the Great Global Recession (GGR)—mostly in the developed countries spread quickly to the developing countries via known channels and slowed down economic performance everywhere. However, “in [sic] previous global downturns, Sub-Saharan Africa has usually been badly affected—but not this time” (Sayeh 2012, 1). In fact, even post-GGR, in 2015 Africa’s growth rate was still unusually high, convincing some to write of “the twilight of the resource curse” (Economist 1/7/2015, 1). Edwards, Johnson and Weil (2016) has since written a four-volume account of “African successes” focusing on “government and institutions” (Volume 1), “human capital” (Volume 2), “modernization and development” (Volume 3), and “sustainable growth” (Volume 4). The successes appear to have deep roots, because, while there was a strong correlation between commodity prices and GDP growth in Africa during the 1961–2014 years, with commodity prices leading the way, except during the mid-1970-early-1990s, GDP grew faster than commodity prices in the “Africa rising” period (Arias and Wen 2015). “The twilight of the resource curse” is the idea that African economies have diversified away from commodities and toward telecommunication, transportation, and finance such that even African billionaires have made their money in these new areas.

It remains clear to-date that the “Africa rising” experience put many African countries on their positive performance trajectories unseen in many years past. Many experts have credited improvements in macroeconomic policy and reform in these countries as reasons for growth, but few among them have given satisfactory explanations. This is the phenomenon which interests the essays in this book. The essays fill the gap in current understanding of the performance of SSACs. They outline some factors and forces behind the good performance of SSACs, and sketch the way forward. All-in-all the essays suggest two broad themes—a weakness that represents an unavoidable tradeoff between depth and breadth. The first theme is about the factors and forces responsible for performance. These include (a) the intensity of use of newer technologies (mainly mobile phones and the internet); (b) the gathering importance of technical knowledge; (c) the role of conventional factors and forces of production (both local and global); and (d) the quality of institutions.

The significance of the intensity of use of newer technologies suggests that the obstacle to the good economic performance of SSACs is not lack of technology, but rather the difficulty of spreading technology and its underlying knowledge from advanced to developing countries and even within SSACs themselves. Therefore, the second theme of the book focuses on the way forward. First, it characterizes the problems that frustrate the spread of knowledge and technological innovations. Last, it stresses resource intra-actions and interactions as sources of technological change and long-run economic growth.

Each essay stands alone, making some repetition unavoidable. However, since a main objective of the book is to provoke a positive (encouraging) positive (objective) inquiry into the performance of SSACs, I hope some repetition provides a reasonably general perspective within which other studies can proceed. Thus, although the scope is SSACs, I believe the book is suitable for all readers interested in the economic performance of developing countries for research and policy reasons. However, it is most suitable for advanced undergraduate and graduate students in economic development and related fields, academic libraries with an Africa focus, and for policymakers both in SSACs and internationally. Specifically, graduate and executive courses in international trade, international business, international economics, growth theory and development studies, and so on will find this book relevant.
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