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Preface

Our volume on the prospects for future happiness in sub-Saharan Africa has taken a
long journey in the making. Until recently, our research efforts had focused on
documenting life quality on the southern tip of the continent. Here, we widen our
lens to include a much broader landscape. In the past few years, we were invited to
participate in a number of ambitious global projects on human well-being. Our
assignment was to provide an African perspective to these undertakings. Thus, we
set about looking at Africa’s past history in order to gain an idea of how the lived
experience of African people over time may have shaped contemporary well-being
on the continent.

This book is informed by our contributions on African quality of life to these
global projects. In this volume, we build on the knowledge and insights we have
gained, but we also move on to explore new themes and to add fresh voices to our
discussion of African well-being. In rewriting, we have distilled and updated our
earlier work, by drawing on case studies and examples to illustrate both the
obstacles and rewards experienced by African people seeking to better their life
chances. We have deliberately avoided Afropessimism but do not gloss over
the many challenges facing the region in the twenty-first century. We have made
liberal use of The Conversation Africa, launched five years ago, that report
evidenced-based news and analysis articles authored by expert scholars from uni-
versities and research institutions across Africa. Perhaps, most gratifying for us in
compiling our report on sub-Saharan Africa has been to discover the many
emerging young African scholars who are keen to share their knowledge and
insights on how to optimise African prosperity in future. We are delighted to have
this opportunity to showcase their work.

Our book is divided into three parts. In Part I, we retrace the largely undocu-
mented untold history of well-being on the oldest continent populated by humans.
We speculate on the key values and virtues that have promoted both the survival
and well-being of African society over time.

In Part II, we turn to the success story of our age. Never in history have humans
experienced greater progress in meeting their basic needs, which are essential for
human happiness. Progress made in Africa is no exception.
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Since ancient times, there has always been something new coming out of Africa.
In Part III, we look to the future of well-being of sub-Saharan Africa. We take a
longer-term perspective and report on the many positive stories that might possibly
foretell a new African century. We examine how Africa’s novel experience with
democracy is supporting citizen’s life goals; we look at options for turning the
continent’s youthfulness into an asset; and we list steps taken to enhance life
chances for minorities in African societies. We also portray Africa’s practical sense
of innovation for enhancing everyday well-being as well as innovations that inspire
a sense of awe in us humans. In our concluding chapters, we review our discussion
of the importance of Africa’s time-honoured virtues and the region’s exceptional
optimism as drivers and harbingers of a brighter future for sub-Saharan Africa.

Grahamstown (Makhanda), South Africa Valerie Møller
Durban, South Africa Benjamin J. Roberts
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Chapter 1
Locating Sub-Saharan Africa
on the Globe

Abstract In this chapterwe introduceour readers to the sub-Saharan regionofAfrica
and to the people living there. We present an overview of the region’s geographic
boundaries on the continent, aswell asAfrica’s range of climatic conditions, its riches
inminerals, and its biodiversity of flora and fauna.Africa’s cultural heritage is unique:
the continent is the cradle of humankind and features the world’s richest diversity
of languages and customs. The length of time that African people have walked
on this continent, and the geographic and cultural landscapes they have traversed
over centuries, will have shaped their historical experience of well-being. Outsiders
have viewed the quality of life of sub-Saharan people from different perspectives.
In this book we shall attempt to present Africans’ own appreciation of their life
circumstances.

Keywords Sub-Saharan Africa ·Well-being · Life satisfaction · Happiness ·
Socio-cultural diversity · Cradle of humankind

1.1 Introduction to the Sub-Saharan Region of Africa

Sub-Saharan Africa is unique in that it is the cradle of humankind and we all have
ancestors from this continent. In geological time, it was the central continent from
which Asia and the Americas split off. Some 3 million years ago, the first hominids
appeared and around100,000years ago, thefirst anatomicallymodern humans left the
continent to populate the globe. Their descendants were to return to Africa countless
generations later, as strangers in the 1400s (Oppenheimer 2003).

Meanwhile, the people who remained in sub-Saharan Africa experienced a turbu-
lent history. They survived times of climate change, feast and famine, internecine
wars, slavery, colonialism, and exploitation, all of which will have shaped myths
of origin, self-esteem, and values and aspirations that will influence evaluations of
present-day well-being.

The region is bounded by the Sahara desert in the north, the Atlantic Ocean on the
west, and the Indian Ocean and Red Sea on the east. Many of the rivers that flow from
the centre of the region are either difficult or impossible to navigate. Many states are
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Map 1.1 Regional map of Africa (public domain)

landlocked. This isolation meant that many earlier technologies did not reach Africa
until later (Map 1.1).

Today, sub-Saharan Africa is home to just over a billion1 people living in 49
countries. Given the length of time that humans have lived on the continent, it has the
world’s greatest language and genetic diversity. An estimated 3000 languages—300
inNigeria alone—are spoken.ManyAfricans speak several languages, an indigenous

1http://worldpopulationreview.com/continents/sub-saharan-africa-population/ (Accessed 29 April
2019).
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local language as well as the national lingua Franca, which is often a colonial-era
language adopted as their country’s official language after independence.

Most sub-Saharan states are home to a number of ethnic groups, often distin-
guished by their unique languages and customs. For example, Cameroon, an erst-
while German colony that was divided between France and Britain after World War
I, has a population of some 23 million and includes over 200 ethnic groups within
its geographical boundaries.

The sub-Saharan region features a wide range of climatic conditions. The tropical
belt in Central Africa gives way on both sides to more temperate bush- and savannah
grasslands, as well as desert landscapes. Habitable regions are limited and rainfall is
erratic. There is a high burden of disease, mainly in the tropical belt. Sub-Saharan
Africa is rich in many different minerals. It boasts great plant and animal biodiversity
and even a unique plant kingdom on the southern tip of the continent. The African
continent may become the last refuge in the world for non-domesticated animals that
still roam freely (Anthony and Spence 2012).

1.2 Africa Is Not a Country

In this first part of our book, we seek to better understand how people in Africa have
experienced their personal and collective well-being over time. A perspective on the
past is important if we are to make any credible extrapolation of Africa’s prospects
for future happiness. In a chapter to follow, we briefly trace the history of well-being
on the continent.

At the outset, it will be important to remember that much of Africa’s history
predates written documents, and its history has produced an extremely diverse
cultural and linguistic landscape.

The expansion of the Arabian Islamic Caliphate into North Africa in the seventh
century (Tiliouine 2015; Tiliouine and Meziane 2017) and the European ‘scramble
for Africa’ in the late nineteenth century introduced several of the European and
Arabic languages that still serve as lingua franca and national languages on the
continent. Over the centuries, African people have adopted some of the customs,
technological advancements and new lifestyles of their former colonial masters. In
more recent times, Africa has leapfrogged older technology to embrace the latest
advancements, such as mobile phones and solar-powered electricity.

Centuries of slavery, colonialism and apartheid preceded the period of indepen-
dence. Following on the ‘first dance of freedom’2 in the 1960s, the newAfrican nation
states experimented briefly with various styles of self-rule in what has been called
the ‘third wave’ of democracy (See Huntington 1991; Diamond 2008; Diamond and
Plattner 2010).

2The title of a chapter in Meredith’s (2011, p. 162) history of Africa.


