
PLS 343 
Politics of Sub-Saharan Africa

Week 1: 
Introduction to African politics



Welcome to PLS 343!



Plan for this week

•Introduction to Africa and African politics
•Course organization and assessment



Africa  
and  

Sub-Saharan 
Africa

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sub-Saharan_Africa



Africa: size

https://matadornetwork.com/read/true-size-africa/



Africa: size



Africa: 
population

•1.3 billion / 1.1 billion in SSA today 
(~2.5 billion in SSA by 2050)

•17% / 14% SSA of world population 
(~25% SSA by 2050)

•Population growth: 2.5%/ 2.7% SSA
•Median age: 19.4

https://www.worldometers.info/world-population/africa-population/



Africa: 
ethnicity

http://worldmap.harvard.edu/africamap/



Africa: 
languages



Africa: 
religions

https://www.pewforum.org/2010/04/15/executive-summary-islam-and-christianity-in-sub-saharan-africa/



Africa: 
economy



African 
politics

•54 states in Africa
•48 states in Sub-Saharan Africa

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Africa#/media/File:African_continent-en.svg



African 
politics: 
colonial 

experience



African 
politics: 
regimes



African 
politics:  

state 
fragility  

and conflict

https://www.acleddata.com/2015/07/10/state-fragility-and-conflict-in-africa/



PollEv.com/karolczuba247

Why study Africa?



Empirical puzzles

•Why is Africa poorer than other world regions / continents?
•Why have some African countries undergone successful 

democratic transitions, while democratization failed in others?
•Why is Tanzania stable, while neighboring DRC is riven by 

conflict?
•Why is the Kenyan state relatively strong, while its Somali 

counterpart disintegrated?



Inferential leverage

•What is the effect of colonialism on economic performance, state 
capacity, or government accountability?

•Does rapid population growth impede economic development?
•What is the relationship between ethnic and/or linguistic 

diversity and conflict?



Challenges

•Data
•Access
•Ethics
•Analysis



Data and access

https://www.theguardian.com/business/2012/nov/20/economics-ghana



Ethics of studying Africa



Ethics of studying Africa



Analytical challenges

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=D9Ihs241zeg

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=D9Ihs241zeg


Course topics: Part I—historical legacies

•Precolonial Africa
•Colonialism
•Decolonization and nation-building
•African states and Africa’s states-system

https://oxfordre.com/africanhistory/view/10.1093/acrefore/9780190277734.001.0001/acrefore-9780190277734-e-146
https://theconversation.com/african-history-is-a-discipline-on-the-rise-and-one-that-raises-many-questions-74459



Course topics: Part II—key issues in 
contemporary African politics
•Authoritarianism, neopatrimonialism and state-society relations
•Politics of identity: ethnicity, race, religion, and gender
•Political violence
•Economic development
•Democratization, democratic consolidation, and democratic 

reversals
•Recent trends in African politics



Course organization 

• Readings:
• Book chapters and journal articles + some non-academic sources
• Some of the most important contributions to African politics 

scholarship
• Lectures and seminars
• Contact:
• Office hours
• Moodle forum and messages



Assessment

• Research proposal 5%
• Research essay:
• Initial draft 15%
• Final draft 20%

• Map quiz 5%
• Term test 15%
• Final exam 25%
• Class involvement 15%



Course policies and requirements

http://phdcomics.com/comics.php?f=1583



Commitments


