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Abstract: In the past, there has been agreement across board concerning Africa’s 
malaise. Therefore, winds of change that have been occurring over the last two 
decades are noticeable, and a new narrative has been replacing the earlier jaded 
perspective. A light is being focused on the new generation of Africans driving 
technology, culture, education, and entrepreneurship among other areas, shifting 
the continent from earlier marginalized perspectives, to a new world which other 
regions are courting for business opportunity. What is the nature of the transfor-
mation that has given a boost to the continent? Broadly, this newly reinvigorated 
perspective is referred to as Africa rising. It is a conversation that is still taking 
shape. This paper contributes to the discourse by outlining the changes that have 
occurred. It begins by exploring the continent’s jaded historical background, ex-
plores change in the political space since the 1990s, which in turn created an envi-
ronment that intersected with the revolution in information technology to enable 
an economic turnaround. Lastly, the paper explores the ongoing demographic 
transition, with a particular emphasis on the continent’s young population as the 
vital driving force into the future of the continent.
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Resumo: No passado, houve um consenso além-fronteiras sobre o mal-estar da 
África. Portanto, os ventos de mudança que vêm ocorrendo nas duas últimas dé-
cadas são perceptíveis, e uma nova narrativa vem substituindo a perspectiva ante-
rior. Uma luz é colocada na nova geração de africanos impulsionando a tecnologia, 
cultura, educação e empreendedorismo, entre outras áreas, deslocando o conti-
nente de perspectivas marginalizadas anteriores, para um novo mundo em que 
outras regiões estão buscando oportunidades de negócios. Qual é a natureza da 
transformação que impulsionou o continente? Em linhas gerais, essa nova pers-
pectiva revigorada é chamada de ascensão da África. É uma conversa que ainda 
está tomando forma. Este artigo contribui para esse discurso na medida em que 
delineia as mudanças ocorridas. O texto começa por explorar o passado histórico 
cansado do continente; a mudança no espaço político desde os anos 1990, que 
por sua vez criou um ambiente que se cruzou com a revolução na tecnologia da 
informação para permitir uma reviravolta econômica. Por último, o documento 
explora a transição demográfica em curso, com uma ênfase particular na popu-
lação jovem do continente como a força motriz vital para o futuro do continente.

Palavras-chave: África, mudança social, juventude, tecnologia.

Introduction 
For years, Africa has been synonymous with a variety of challenges. Scho-

lars have highlighted a range of explanations on what is wrong. Paul Gifford 
writes that in 1960’s Africa was seen to be held back, and modernization 
through democratic and bureaucratic state arrangements was recommended. 
In 1970s, it was claimed that modernization was not working as nations were 
being mismanaged by the political post-colonial elite. In 1980s, emphasis on the 
state as an agent of development was discredited, western financial institutions 
enforced structural adjustment programs, and markets were tasked to lead the 
development agenda. In 1990s, the World Bank championed good governance 
comprising accountability, transparency, and rule of law, facilitated by inclusive 
multiparty politics.(Gifford, 1998: 10–12) Elias Bongmba ascribes culpability to 
African leaders in four key phrases: privatization of power, pauperization and 
prodigalization of the state, and proliferation of violence.(See Bongmba, 2006: 
9–39) Emmanuel Katongole uses poignant narratives to show that the dysfunc-
tion simply reflects the dark side that is deeply ingrained in the western na-
tions that created the nation-state in Africa. In other words, Africa’s dysfunction 
is not the exception—it is the logical outcome of the activities of the colonial 
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powers.(Katongole, 2011: 1–49) More recently, an incisive, macro-analytical 
scrutiny done by African born World Bank economist, Dambisa Moyo, faults 
the misconstrued aid industry for the crises of post-independent Africa. For 50 
years, over US$1 trillion dollars have been transferred to Africa under the sac-
rosanct idea that bilateral government aid would fast track economic growth. 
Yet this has left African people worse off because aid gives African leaders little 
incentive to develop the economies, yet it burdens future generations with mas-
sive debt.(Moyo; Ferguson 2010, xvii–xix; Collier, 2007: 99–123) 

So, there is agreement across board concerning Africa’s malaise. However, 
over the last two decades, a new narrative has been emerging. Aubrey Hruby 
and Jake Bright, senior advisors to Fortune 500 companies, write that in place of 
the old continent, a cadre of remarkably talented Africans working on technolo-
gy, fashion, music, film, education, entrepreneurship, and investment is thrus-
ting the continent from the world’s margins onto the global mainstream. The 
freshly reinvigorated class of Africans is intersecting with new technological 
and global developments to take charge of business, political and development 
agendas, altogether setting economies on an upward swing and reshaping the 
fortunes of the continent.(Bright; Hruby, 2015: 9) Broadly, this newly reinvigo-
rated perspective that has been buzzing for a while is referred to as Africa Ris-
ing. It is a conversation that is still taking shape. This paper contributes to the 
discourse by outlining the changes that have occurred, and how the continent’s 
young population is taking center-stage in the transformation.  

Four dimensions are important to understanding Africa’s transformation. First, 
a retrospective historical preview shows the complex conditions that African has to 
work through. Once context is understood, three key changes are highlighted. One, 
the increasingly democratic political space enables other kinds of social changes. 
Second, recent economic developments are progressively aligned to the global eco-
nomy. Third, there are clear social indicators of progress, starting with the lowering 
of child mortality rates, the growth of a youth bulge, higher rates of secondary and 
tertiary education. These are a work in progress, but viewed altogether, they sug-
gest that Africa is not exactly as marginalized as imagined by non-Africans. 

Africa’s jaded historical background 
There are deep structural and historical reasons for Africa’s diminished pla-

ce in the global economy throughout the 20th century. First, when the rest of the 
world was looped into the global trade map through improved maritime tra-
vel and the industrial revolution, the abhorrent slave trade placed Africa at the 
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losing end of international trade. An estimated 12 million Africans were shipped 
through “doors of no return” to the Americas from the west coast, and to the 
Arabian world from the east coast.(Hanciles, 2009) Soon after slave trade was 
abolished, western nations carved up the continent at the Berlin Conference of 
1884 to 1885. Martin Meredith cynically observes how with little knowledge of 
the vastness of the continent, European politicians bargained over spheres of 
interest they intended to establish over the African landmass.(Meredith, 2006: 
1–5)  By the time the scramble was over, some 10,000 African polities had been 
amalgamated into forty colonies and protectorates. On the ground European 
rule was enforced by treaty and conquest. African communities put up spirited 
struggles against the invaders, but under conditions that tell a sad tale, rebellion 
was quickly quelled. After expending so much effort in acquiring the empires, 
colonial powers lost interest because very few parts of Africa offered prospects 
for immediate wealth. Administration was kept to a minimum, and until later 
in the colonial timeline, education was left to missionaries. Economic activi-
ty was ceded to commercial companies whose goal was exploitative extraction. 
Railroads were constructed, not to facilitate intra-African trade, but to carry 
all kinds of African goods to ports and on to Europe, rather than connect the 
vast continent. The few functions of government, little more than instruments 
of domination, were limited to maintaining law and order, raising taxation and 
providing infrastructure of roads and railways.(Mazrui, 1980: 23–45) 

The colonial period properly lasted from 1885 to about 1960. Although a re-
latively short time in world-historical terms, this seventy-five-year period pro-
foundly restructured the continent along three parameters: political, economic, 
and sociocultural arrangements. Prior to colonization, African societies lived 
in territorial units that varied greatly in organization and scale, depended on 
the localized subsistence farming, pastoral keeping and limited intertribal tra-
de. European colonies took no account of existing monarchies, chiefdoms, or 
territorial spread of tribes. Colonial boundaries cut through culture groups 
and enclosed hundreds of independent groups with no common history or 
language.2(Meredith, 2006: 2) Thrown together this way, Africans had to learn to 

2 For instance, in Kenya, forty-two distinct people groups were combined to create the nation. The 
Bakongo of central Africa were partitioned between the French Congo, Belgian Congo and Portuguese 
Angola. Somaliland in north-east was carved up between Britain, Italy and France, and upon inde-
pendence, Somali people found themselves scattered in Kenya, Ethiopia and Somali, a factor that has 
come to haunt all these countries through terrorist groups. Nigeria contained some 250 ethno-linguistic 
groups. Kingdoms that had historically been enemies such as the Buganda and Bagamoyo in Uganda 
were linked in the same colony.
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expand their ethnic identities and peasant subsistence into national conscious-
ness. Exigencies of the colonial situation were such Africans did not immediately 
apprehend the gravity of the new social arrangements. Yet ever since indepen-
dence, one of Africa’s enduring problems has been the difficulty of forging loyalty 
to state over tribe, which explains political opportunism, uneven economic deve-
lopment and neopatrimonialism.3(Gifford, 1998: 5–7; Maathai, 2009). 

Economically, colonial occupation changed Africa from basic subsistence 
facilitated by kinship and communal networks, to organization of life around 
wage-based labor. Unfortunately, the extractive economy worked for those clo-
sest to power and means of production. With a materialist worldview drawn 
from Europe’s rational-scientific perspective, the state was expected to offer so-
cial integration through state bureaucracy, socialization through education, and 
a hurried development agenda. In the immediate post-colonial decade, Africa 
was highly optimistic about economic progress; the first few decades were a pe-
riod of intense experimentation to fast-track development.(Hamrell; Nordberg, 
1987) However, the attempt to cope with all the exogenous political, economic 
and social changes introduced continent-wide structural dissonances that limi-
ted the continent’s inability to streamline political power, to develop its rich re-
sources and secure the social lives of its people. The structural dissonances were 
compounded by what economists refer to as unfavorable initial conditions, that 
is, prior natural circumstances that affect policy choices.4(Temple, 1998; Collier, 
2007: 17–64)intractable disease and volatile climate. Ethnic diversity is another. 
It affects political stability and undermines investment. The other end of the 
spectrum are results of prior policies: education, health care. In the middle are 
variables influenced by policy, but can change slowly: social arrangements, in-
come distribution (inequity The quest for quick progress also accrued costly le-
gacies. African nations embraced foreign aid without the proper economic and 

3 Patrimonialism is defined as the kind of authority that has a father has on his children, the lower officials 
being retainers whose position depends on a leader to whom they owe allegiance. Patrimonialism is held 
together by loyalty or kinship ties rather than hierarchy of administrative grades. In legal structures, the 
apparatus of modern nation states looks legitimate, but the officials still exercise their powers as a form 
of private property. The result of such a state is corruption and clientelism where public office is consi-
dered the route to personal wealth and power and support is ensured by a system of exchange in which 
the superior provides security for an inferior in exchange for political support. This system does little to 
develop the efficiency, accountability and legitimacy necessary in the modern state.

4 “Initial conditions” are best be seen along a spectrum. At one end are exogenous factors such as geogra-
phy, intractable disease, volatile climate and ethnic diversity. The other end of the spectrum are results 
of previous policies: education, health care. In the middle are variables influenced by policy, but can 
change slowly: social arrangements, income distribution (inequity). Collier names them as traps of con-
flict, poor natural resources, landlock and bad neighbors and bad governance.
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bureaucratic structures to absorb it. Leaders also lost perspective on capacities 
and limitations of aid. Later interventionist efforts of donor communities such 
as structural adjustment programs were poorly designed and inadequately exe-
cuted. Further, promising intellectuals were considered threats to the hegemony 
of inept political rulers and their constructive critique was curtailed. All these 
issues accumulated into the precarious state that has seen Africa marginalized 
as much of the rest of the world has progressed. 

Yet as noted in the beginning, the narrative has been changing. We may ob-
serve three key developments behind the turn-around: expansion of democratic 
space, economic realignment to the global economy, facilitated by the revolu-
tion in information technology, and a demographic change with a large youth 
population, in which education is a key factor in their role in the turn around.  
We will look at each of these in turn. 

Political expansion in democratic space 
In the late 1980s and early 1990s, a slow and often brutal series of transitions 

out of one-party, military regimes or the rule of “big men” (Russell, 1999)5, be-
gun to occur throughout the continent. By June 2003, 44 out of 48 Sub-Saharan 
Africa’s states had conducted a first round of elections, 33 had gone through a 
second election cycle, 20 had completed three uninterrupted cycles, 7 had held 
four more consecutive elections. Majority of these countries had become more 
democratic with each election cycle.(Lindberg, 2006) Lindberg concludes that 
elections have notably advanced Africa’s democracy, in at least six areas. One, 
elections foreground fundamentals of equal citizenship, namely the right to 
universal suffrage, freedom of association, public debate, choice and the right to 
form and join civic organizations. Second, once people discover their agency in 
forming democratic institutions, participation and competition, they learn the 
values inherent in democratic electoral practices, and vocalize their concerns 
in other social spheres such as schools and work places, with widening ripple 
effects of change. Third, the competitive element leads to changes in power dis-
tribution within the ruling party, reducing the likelihood of impunity against 
citizens. Fourth, civic organizations for voter education build social capital and 
organizational experience. Fifth, state institutions such as courts, police, and 

5 Presidents Mobutu Sese Seko, General Sani Abacha, Jonas Savimbi, Hastings Banda, Kenneth Kaunda, 
Jomo Kenyatta, Daniel Moi, Robert Mugambe, Omar El Bashir, Yoweri Museveni are among those had 
either ruled with an iron hand, tribalized and exploited their countries for power and personal wealth, 
and, or ruled for unseasonably long terms in the post independent decades.
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the military acquire new roles correlated with defense of civil liberties rather 
than the kind of control exercised by authoritarian governments. Media entre-
preneurs and watchdog organizations also gain space to advance civil liberties.  
Considering the prior eras, this expanded democratic transformation is rema-
rkable. The continent has experienced fewer coup de tats, and overall, a young 
crop of leaders has emerged to reflect the young demographics of the continent.

While every incremental step is significant, expansion in democratic proces-
ses did not mean an all-out end of social volatility. South Sudan, Central African 
Republic, and the DRC have experienced politically driven conflict in recent ye-
ars. Kenya have had to forge a hybrid government following violently contested 
elections in 2008. Uganda and Zimbabwe’s long-time presidents held onto power 
far longer than expected. Somalia though somewhat stabilized by African Union 
peace-keeping forces remains an unstable breeding ground for the terrorist group 
al-Shabaab that attacks on high profile targets in neighboring Kenya. Along with 
reactive ethnic voting in most nations, corrupt leaders and bureaucratic incompe-
tence are lingering problems. Yet despite persistent contradictions, it is not to be 
underestimated that in the 2000s, Africans enjoy greater political freedoms than 
they did in the 1980s and 1990s.  Democracy, even in the more developed coun-
tries is never a fait accompli; the institutional and structural scaffolding is always a 
work in progress, so there remains more work to be done in African democracies. 

The economic realignment to the global economy 
Alongside political stabilization, the correlated factor to Africa’s changed 

image has been a markedly improved economic status of many countries. Whi-
le the political climates begun to shift in the 1990s, the global image of African 
economies began to change in 2010. Two widely circulated newspaper reports, 
one by The Economist titled: Africa’s Impressive Growth: Africa is one of the 
World’s Fastest Growing Regions showed that Africa had been having 6 out of 
10 fastest growing economies in the world over the decade, from 2000 to 2010.
(The Economist 2011. Compare this with their article a decade earlier which 
dubbed the continent as hopeless. ) Further, the article forecast that the conti-
nent would produce 7 out of 10 top economies leading up to 2015. The report by 
The Economist reflected a longer one known as The McKinsey Report, published 
in 2010.(Roxburgh, et al. 2010)resources, agriculture, and infrastructure toge-
ther could generate as much as $2.6 trillion in revenue annually by 2020, or 
$1 trillion more than today.”,”URL”:”https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insi-
ghts/middle-east-and-africa/lions-on-the-move”,”shortTitle”:”Lions on the mo
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ve”,”language”:”en”,”author”:[{“family”:”Roxburgh”,”given”:”Charles”},{“family”:
”Dörr”,”given”:”Norbert”},{“family”:”Leke”,”given”:”Acha”},{“family”:”Tazi-Riff
i”,”given”:”Amine”},{“family”:”Wamelen”,”given”:”Arend”,”dropping-particle”:”v
an”},{“family”:”Lund”,”given”:”Susan”},{“family”:”Chironga”,”given”:”Mutsa”},{

“family”:”Alatovik”,”given”:”Tarik”},{“family”:”Atkins”,”given”:”Charles”},{“fam
ily”:”Terfous”,”given”:”Nadia”},{“family”:”Zeino-Mahmalat”,”given”:”Till”}],”iss
ued”:{“date-parts”:[[“2010”]]}}}],”schema”:”https://github.com/citation-style-

-language/schema/raw/master/csl-citation.json”}  Numerous other reports by 
global consulting firms quickly cast the continent as a new investment destina-
tion for new profit opportunities.(Bright; Hruby, 2015: 22–23)

Why did the world suddenly notice this growth? Africa’s economic reco-
very begun in the mid-1990s and maintained an upward growth curve throu-
gh the 2010s.(International Monetary Fund, 2009) One key trigger was the 
shift in political cross-winds, as detailed above. Yet while the economies had 
been growing since the 1990s, computation of large amounts of  economic ac-
tivity across the continent was not captured by formal grids of bilateral trade 
organizations, because it was “the wrong kind of data”.(Bright; Hruby, 2015: 
30)  Its economic outlook was undervalued by a world accustomed to deep-

-seated afro-pessimism, based on Africa’s presumed  “horsemen of Africa’s 
apocalypse”(Moyo; Ferguson, 2010: 151): war, poverty, corruption and disease. 
(Keim, 2013: 3–13) Related to negative stereotypes is what Morten Jerven calls 
poor numbers, whereby the central measure of accounting for the national 
income (GDP) has been skewered by the fact that the share of the unrecorded 
economy is so large, its inclusion in GDP is constrained by unavailability of 
data.6(Jerven, 2013, xi–xii: 4–11) Politicians and international monetary orga-
nizations working with Africa used official measures that primarily reflected 
shaky political outlooks, therefore the status given to markets varied with 
fluctuating contingencies of the state and politics.7(Jerven, 2013: 33) Related 

6 Jerven’s “ethnography of national income accounting in Africa” is a study of the production and use of 
African economic development statistics. He argues that poor numbers—that is, manipulated, delibera-
tely misleading or simply badly computed numbers— have fundamentally shaped what is known about 
development in sub-Saharan Africa, which in turn shapes how a wide range of decisions having to do 
with economic growth are made. That picture has been inaccurate for a long time, he argues, and quan-
titative basis for knowledge about African economic development remained very fragile. Among the 
development community, it was always known that the data available on Africa were inaccurate, but the 
degree of inaccuracy cannot easily be judged—itself a sign of underdevelopment of the region. Yet such 
numbers provide evidence for major decision makers.

7 Other data deficiencies that hamper a proper understanding include old, inconsistent, unharmonized, 
un-disaggregated, delayed, un-disseminated, unevaluated, and unanalyzed data.
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to poor numbers is the tendency of statisticians to report about all kinds of 
African realities, whether talking about education, incidence of disease, po-
verty and so on, in a language that primarily highlights the negativities and 
absences rather than in terms that recognize remarkable achievements. Such 
phrases as “over one-fifth children are out of school” highlights the absence 
of one child from school rather than highlighting the 4 out of 5 children who 
are in school, in a continent that has made remarkable strides to get those 4 
children to school.  

Following the Economist and Mckinsey Report, economists began to re-
value some of these problems with African data. Once growth was prorated 
from the mid-1990s, Africa’s economy was seen to have grown comparati-
vely faster than many other parts of the developing world. It has had six of 
the world’s fastest-growing economies in the decade of the 2010s. It has been 
branded as the frontier market by World Street and World Bank, as a new in-
vestment destination and as a key player in emerging technologies. To show 
just how remarkable that growth is, the annual average growth rate of real 
output increased from 1.8% between 1980-1989, then 2.6% between 1990-1999, 
and 5.33% in 2000-2009. From 2010 it has remained in the range of 4.5 to 5.5% 
per year.(Newman et al, 2016: 3)  

The extended growth spurt was driven by a wide range of factors, including 
better macroeconomic policies, lower public debt, increased political freedom, 
less conflict, a highly favorable global environment of extended concessional 
financing, and higher commodity prices for a wide variety of African goods. In-
flation in most African countries reverted to single digits, and foreign exchange 
rates strengthened.(International Monetary Fund, 2009) As of 2008, African 
countries that sustained growth avoided major policy failures, stabilized their 
rates of inflation and achieved debt sustainability, sound economic policies, and 
reinforced their institutions. Even when IMF began to observe a pattern of slo-
wdown from 2010, the slowdown did not return to the previous era of stalled 
growth and hardship. In the face of the global meltdown, the regional avoided 
the major macroeconomic instabilities and remained relatively robust.(Interna-
tional Monetary Fund, 2009)  

Since the 2010s, there has been an active push to formalize Africa’s robust 
informal sectors as part of the GDP, and to enable the sector to attract invest-
ment towards growth. Informal economic activity in Africa at its basic consists 
transactions that are not recorded by official government agencies. It has there-
fore not been officially taxed by government, although the small vendors typi-
cally pay “informal taxes” to local officials or cartels. Because this sector lacks 
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legally enforceable contracts, it is also overlooked by the growth enabling fac-
tors such as availability of financing. 

Other factors behind Africa’s improved GDP in the decade of 2010s are co-
terminous with other changes. Until recently, a telltale sign of Africa’s discon-
nect from the global markets was the comparative lack of capital investment 
across global companies. Increasing political stability created an attractive en-
vironment for Foreign Direct Investment (FDI).8(Bright; Hruby, 2015: 47) Since 
2000, FDI to Africa increased from US$12 billion in 2004 to US$38 billion in 
2008, on to US$55 billion in 2014. Much of this growing share of capital being 
invested in Africa is a quest for returns in the wake of stagnating growth in de-
veloped markets since the 2008 financial crisis.(Bright; Hruby 2015, Moyo; Fer-
guson, 2010: 99–102) Related to FDI but distinct from it is the foreign portfolio 
investment. This is investment into the stocks and bonds of a country. Since 
2013, African countries have issued US$11.9 billion dollars as sovereign Euro-
bonds. African governments are using the bonds to deliver infrastructure to 
march their economic growth and meet the structural needs such as electricity, 
seaports, airports and roads for their emerging middle classes.(Bright; Hruby, 
2015: 50–51) Following growing critique of dependence on aid, governments are 
also using the sovereign bonds to wean themselves off foreign aid. A third form 
of investment in Africa is coming from diaspora remittances, that is, money 
sent from Africans abroad to relatives or friends in their home countries.  Afri-
ca has a significant diaspora population living in America and Europe. African 
immigrants in America are said to be the most highly educated demographic 
among immigrants.(Simmons, 2018) As at 2015, Africans sent remittances to 
Africa amounting to US$34.8 billion, which exceeded the amount given in bila-
teral aid.(World Bank.)  

A very important part of the economic turnaround across Africa, and which 
generates significant amount of growth is the growth of cities, and with cities 
also comes consumer retail, local transportation, local and international tele-
communications, tour and entertainment industries, and a boom in the midd-
leclass housing construction. Newly reinvigorated cities are increasing featuring 
gleaming skylines, plush suburbs and a tourism service industry to rival that 
many western cities. Africans, who also travel quite significantly to global cities, 
are fast gaining a vast range of consumer options ranging from street and open 

8  FDI is the investment from a company entity to another company in another country. Ownership of 
assets is retained by the parent company. One of the most important conclusions of modern growth 
theory in economics is that capital investment, through FDI is key to economic growth. No country has 
achieved sustained prosperity without significant participation from the FDI economy.
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markets, to supermarkets and specialty groceries, as well as online shopping 
platforms.(Bright; Hruby, 2015: 87; See also Youtube channel of Caroline Mu-
toko. She represents this newly reinvigorated world. Her February 2019 series 
of videos showcase what she calls the Retail Revolution. Mutoko, 2019) The rise 
of retail, and an African consumer class is related to the subject of the next 
segment—a change in demographics, particularly the maturing of a youth po-
pulation into young adults who are driving and with the demographics, accom-
panying social indicators.

The continent’s demographic transformation to a young population
The purpose of a stable political climate, and of steady economic growth is 

to improve the overall quality of life for all citizens. For a very long time, GDP 
was used as the primary measure of a country or region’s progress.  In 1990, the 
Human Development Index (HDI) was developed to highlight human capabili-
ties, in addition to economic growth.(“Human Development Index),” n.d.) HDI 
looks at three dimensions of well-being, namely, life expectancy at birth, edu-
cational attainment, and real GDP per capita. Demographers have come to talk 
of “social indicators” to track human development. These include educational 
attainment, gainful employment, rates of fertility, health conditions, opportu-
nity for career growth and lifestyle improvement and level of income and weal-
th and inequality. Additional but subjective measures of quality of life include 
work-life balance, other life skills, social connections, civic engagement, living 
environment, personal security and spiritual and cultural embeddedness.

The most practical measures that help track Africa’s improved social in-
dicators over the last three decades are the Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs). MDGs were an ambitious project by western nations, under the aus-
pices of bilateral development agencies, with some publicity help from pop 
culture celebrities to reduce global poverty between 1990 and 2015. At the 
2000 Millennium Assembly, global leaders committed to “spare no effort to 
free fellow humanity from the dehumanizing conditions of extreme pover-
ty”. This was translated into a framework of eight goals with wide-ranging 
practical steps and innovative partnerships. Targets included eradication of 
extreme poverty and hunger, universal primary education, gender equality, 
empowering women, improving maternal health and reducing child mor-
tality, combating HIV/AIDs and safeguarding environmental sustainability.
(Nations 2016) According the final UN report, MDGs were the most success-
ful anti-poverty movement in history. They helped lift more than one billion 
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people out of extreme poverty, drastically reduced hunger, sent more girls to 
school and rehabilitated the environment. 

While aimed at the poor all around the world, MDGs had the remarkable im-
pact of coalescing with earlier gains to trigger a demographic transition in Africa, 
with marked changes in the key social indicators of education, changing rates of 
fertility and improved health conditions. The most useful way to gauge these indi-
cators is to see the change through the lens of the demographic transition model, 
a map of how populations are restructured as economic conditions of a country 
develop.(Lee, 2003; Teller; Hailemariam, 2011)rapid urbanization, dense rural po-
pulations and young age structures in the face of drought, poverty, food insecurity, 
environmental degradation, climate change, instability and the global economic 
crisis. However, while facile generalizations about the lack of demographic change 
and lack of progress in meeting the MDGs in sub-Saharan Africa are commonpla-
ce, they are often misleading and belie the socio-cultural change that is occurring 
among a vanguard of more educated youth. Even within Ethiopia, the second lar-
gest country at the Crossroads of Africa and the Middle East, different narratives 
emerge from analysis of longitudinal, micro-level analysis as to how demographic 
change and responses are occurring, some more rapidly than others. The book 
compares Ethiopia with other Africa countries, and demonstrates the uniqueness 
of an African-type demographic transition: a combination of poverty-related ne-
gative factors (unemployment, disease, food insecurity.  

Figure 1: A demographic transition graph (Wikipedia, 2019 )
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First, the combination of fertility and mortality determines the rate of 
population growth. Unstable populations are characterized by high birth 
and correspondingly high death rates. Stable populations begin to balance 
out with low birth and low death rates, with the middle segments of a po-
pulation moving towards productivity. In the idealized demographic tran-
sition curve, countries move through several stages as they develop, with 
consequences on the birth and death rates of their populations, thus po-
pulation size. The first stage is decline in death rates (decline in mortality 
rate) due to reductions in infectious diseases and access to better nutrition.  
The second step is fertility transition. When technological progress and bet-
ter human capital make labor more productive, this step raises the value 
of time in all activities, which increases the cost of having children and 
therefore reduces the number of children being born. Children also go to 
school, ending their participation in family economic activities. Parents de-
vote more resources per child, which means they bear fewer children. With 
more adults gainfully employed in productive economic activity and having 
fewer children, there is a shift to the demographic divided. The improved 
conditions also mean there is improved health, therefore fewer death rates 
and people live longer. 

A demographic curve requires different types of resources at different age 
stages. (YiFu Lin, 2012) Young children and their mothers need health facili-
ties. On reaching school age, children require educational resources. Older 
youth need institutions of tertiary education and facilities of life skills de-
velopment, then jobs with adequate salaries, and as they mature and settle, 
infrastructure for housing and mobility. If these resources are available, they 
become economically productive to the country. If working age individuals 
can be fully employed in productive activities, fertility rates decline, and 
other things equal, the level of average per capita income in a nation should 
increase, and the youth bulge will become a demographic dividend, mean-
ing an increase in the productive population—a middleclass. The correlated 
scenario is where child mortality rates decline, that is, fewer children die. 
They grow into young adulthood, but a country’s economic conditions do 
not allow for gainful economic activity for adult population. Rather than a 
demographic divided, a demographic timebomb can be the result, in which 
a large unemployed young adult population could imply potential breeding 
ground for crime and antisocial activities, civil disaffection, war, or recruit-
ment into terrorist activities.  
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This detailed clarification of the demographic transition is significant to 
understanding Africa’s current stage in its population structure, and the pla-
ce of youth and young adult population. The overall impact of the millennium 
development goals in Africa is that since the 1990s, child mortality rates have 
declined drastically. While agency of African mothers and fathers is core to this 
transformation, the substantial turnaround in reducing senseless deaths on a 
continental scale required the global goodwill as galvanized by the MDGs to-
gether with NEPAD, the New Partnership for Africa’s Development, the joint 
economic project of the African Union.(See Sachs 2005)”plainCitation”:”(See 
Sachs 2005 The fight to combat diseases such as TB, HIV/AIDs, malaria as well 
as availability of healthcare facilities equipped with medicine for basic ailments 
in both rural and urban Africa enabled a lot of children to survive. The eviden-
ce of that success is in Africa’s current population pyramid, seen in the figure 
2 below. Africa’s population, especially compared to that of China and Brazil is 
large at the base, meaning Africa has just began the demographic transition 
curve. The other nations are further ahead in terms of their transition towards 
a demographic dividend. 

In the aggregate, lower mortality rates and better nutrition means that 
most African children born in the 1980s and 1990s have come to young adul-
thood beginning the 2000s. Fertility rates remained high for the next decade, 
therefore more children were born up until the 2000s.  UN Data records that 
the median African age is about 19.9 years, compared to the global median age 
of 29.9 years. Children under the age of 15 account for 41% of Africa’s popula-
tion in 2015, and young persons aged 15-24 account for a further 19%, meaning 
that 68% of the entire African population that is under the age of 24.(United 
Nations 2015; Sivi 2010) 
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Figure 2: The population pyramids of Africa, China and Brazil, 2015, 2016. Source: 
Disponível em: <https://www.populationpyramid.net>. Acesso em: 18 set. 2019. 
(“Population Pyramids of the World 2015 and 2016” 2016) 

Africa China 

Brazil 

To follow further on the implications of the transition, below is a table with 
various datasets for 10 countries that have the highest populations in Africa: 
Nigeria, Egypt, Ethiopia, Democratic Republic of Congo, South Africa, Kenya, 
Tanzania and Uganda. 
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This table is intended to make several points. As pointed out earlier, the 
transition of the African population curve is ascribed to the MDGs. A percep-
tion persists, that African birthrates continue to rise exponentially.  However, 
this perception is not correct. While the current high percentages of children 
and youth, as in column 7 in the table, does in fact mean significantly higher 
population growth rates are to be expected in the next several decades, 2016-
2017 data from CIA Factbook shows that African women fertility rates have 
been dropping significantly in all but a few countries. Column 4 in the table 
shows those percentages for ten of the countries with the highest populations. 
The highest of these is Uganda, with a rate of 3.18% which is not alarmingly high, 
and several of the other countries have dropped beyond replacement ratio.   

The other correlated and successful goal of the MDGS was to increase the num-
ber of children who make it into primary and secondary school, particularly the 
concerted effort to increase the number of girls in school and therefore reduce the 
number of young mothers, therefore reduce the number of children per woman. 
Column 7 shows the number of children and youth, which as just said, are more 
than half of the population in all countries except South Africa and Algeria. This 
is explained by the fact that the demographic transition just began, with a lot of 
children being saved from early death in the 1990s. But correspondingly, column 8 
shows a relatively high youth literacy rate, and is continuing to rise each year. Bir-
th rates will continue to decline, and less children will be born in coming decades. 

Besides the fact that the rates of population growth are dropping quite ra-
pidly, Africa’s geographical size is not even closely correlated with that of other 
regions. Compared to Africa’s population of only 1.2 billion, India and China, 
whose geographical landmasses are smaller, these regions are far more po-
pulated with more than a billion people each. Besides, the world population 
stands at 7.6 billion because all the other continents experienced exponential 
population growth in early to middle decades of the twentieth century. That 
population boom, which excluded Africa at the time led to the publication of a 
popular book, The Population Bomb by Stanford Biologist Paul Ehrlich.(Ehrli-
ch, 1973) Ehrlich inaccurately predicted mass starvation and social upheavals in 
the 1970s and 1980s due to overpopulation. Ehrlich’s predictions did not come 
true because the world learnt how to feed itself through what became kno-
wn as the Green Revolution.10 (Jain 2010)”publisher”:”The Green Revolution: 

10  The term green revolution was coined to refer to the record yields of wheat in Pakistan, India and Turkey 
and rice in the Philippines, made possible with the adoption of a new agricultural technology in the form 
of high-yielding seed varieties, plant breeding, use of fertilizers, irrigation and pesticides. In subsequent 
years, improved methods have ensured the production of sufficient food, including in Africa, even as 
population has continued to grow.
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Histor”,”number-of-pages”:”4”,”source”:”Google Books”,”ISBN”:”978-1-933699-
63-9”,”note”:”Google-Books-ID: 0aC62aMi_ToC”,”shortTitle”:”Green Revolutio
n”,”language”:”en”,”author”:[{“family”:”Jain”,”given”:”H. K.”}],”issued”:{“date-par
ts”:[[“2010”]]}},”suffix”:”The term green revolution was coined to refer to the 
record yields of wheat in Pakistan, India and Turkey and rice in the Philippines, 
made possible with the adoption of a new agricultural technology in the form 
of high-yielding seed varieties, plant breeding, use of fertilizers, irrigation and 
pesticides. In subsequent years, improved methods have ensured the produc-
tion of sufficient food, including in Africa, even as population has continued 
to grow.”}],”schema”:”https://github.com/citation-style-language/schema/raw/
master/csl-citation.json”}. 

Figure 4: The True Size of Africa (McCandless 2010)

Africa: 30.3 million sq. km

China: 9.6 million km sq

United States: 9.8 million sq km

India: 3.2 million sq km

Europe (+Russia): 10. 1 million sq km

Japan: 377,835 km sq

Column 2 in the table is intended to show that while most African countries 
have a growing youth and young adult populations as a result of the successes 
discussed above, the physical territories of most African countries are massive. 
A country like the D R Congo, which is six times the size of California, and 
which is highly endowed with numerous natural resources, even with 77 mil-
lion inhabitants is actually underpopulated for its geographical size. Tanzania, 
Southern Sudan, Angola, Central Africa Republic and Mozambique are some of 
the other countries whose populations are far less, relative to their geographic 
size and natural resource endowments. Certainly, all these countries have other 
substantial challenges, but spurious correlations bundling up all the problems 
with population growth amounts to intellectual dishonesty. Getting the cause 
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and effect factors right is critical, especially for countries that are just recently 
stabilizing out of war, and which, without a significant population base, will not 
be able to develop sufficient labor force and reliable productivity to grow into a 
middleclass and turn towards a demographic transition. To continue to claim 
that Africa is overpopulated on the basis of the big numbers of just one or two 
countries is equivalent to earlier imperialist and colonialist condescension that 
Africans have had to endure for centuries. 

Today’s growing alarmist prognoses concerning Africa’s population growth, 
whose demographic transition is catching up with patterns of other regions 
in earlier decades, not only echoes Erhlich’s flawed fears from the 1970s, the 
alarms are also flat out wrong because they fail to consider other factors as far 
as Africa goes. First, on a negative note, current analyses are missing the rise of 
deadly cancer, which is compounding the deaths caused by malaria and TB that 
are still prevalent. A variety of cancers that are not correlated with HIV/ AIDs 
are now the third leading cause of death across Africa. Unlike other diseases, 
the burden of cancer is striking people at the prime of their productivity in their 
30s and 40s, let alone those who are older and might get the disease because of 
age-related factors.(Ng’anga et al., 2017) Apart from flat generalities about can-
cer as a lifestyle disease, little research has been done on the epidemic because it 
is not a disease associated with dependencies that usually attracts donor funds. 
Unless swift intervention occurs, cancer will skew Africa’s demographic transi-
tion for the worse.

On to more positive considerations, in earlier decades, the increase in popu-
lations in other regions of the world was correlated with the expansion of their 
economies. Formal education is the equalizing factor. Throughout the decade of 
2000, nearly all African countries experienced marked advance not only in prima-
ry and secondary enrollments, there was also significant entrepreneurial growth 
in the technical, tertiary and university education sectors. The presence of a ro-
bust higher education sector is often overlooked in most analyses about education 
in Africa because it is more expedient to highlight what is missing. Yet higher 
education is not only a major contributor to economic growth, it is also behind 
the rise of a self-conscious globalizing, technologically and culturally savvy young 
adult generation. A lot of Africans travel to study in universities in other countries 
within the region. Kenya, South Africa and Ghana are some of the coveted desti-
nations for private universities. Column 10 in the table above shows the numbers 
of public universities in those ten countries. These figures which do not inclu-
de the equally high number of private universities and other tertiary institutions 
(further research needs to be done on Africa’s higher education private sector) 
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go to show what demographers who only highlight primary education overlook: 
many Africans are acquiring university education. A college-educated population 
is not only a resource for productivity and innovation both locally and abroad, it 
also grows into a consumer middle-class that also serves as a stabilizing influence 
on the political structures.11(See Brandi; Buge, 2014)

The increase in number of children that acquired primary and high scho-
ol education also means that this generation came into young adulthoods at a 
very important juncture:  global expansion in information technology. While 
the mobile phone was invented in 1973, the first consumer friendly phones were 
released in the late 1990s. Similarly, computer and internet driven information 
technology came to the mass market in the late 1990s, not just in the world but 
also all over the world. Because China swiftly produced and marketed affor-
dable laptops and mobile phone handsets to Africans, the revolution in infor-
mation technology reached the African consumer market at the same time it 
reached the west, beginning the late 1990s and expanding swiftly in the first half 
2000s. This means that in terms of access to basic technologies of communica-
tion, information, knowledge, and cultural products, African millennials have 
largely been at par with western and Asian millennials. 

Some of the prognoses of Africa’s impending population explosion are treat-
ing Africans as perpetual dependents. This is erroneous.  The yet to be developed 
segments of the continent currently represent a mass “market at the bottom of 
the pyramid”, as case studies in Prahalad’s The fortune at the bottom of the pyra-
mid detail.12(Prahalad, 2006) The fast growing cities and urban centers also pro-
vide opportunities for  booming construction industry, a factor well recognized 
not only by the Chinese who are docking in Africa’s ports,(French 2014)Howard 
French is uniquely positioned to tell the story of China in Africa. Through meti-
culous on-the-ground reporting-conducted in Mandarin, French, and Portugue-
se, among other languages-French crafts a layered investigation of astonishing 

11  In the immediate post-war decades, the west went through a similar period of growth as the same that 
Africa has been going through these last few decades. With expanded education opportunities, the emer-
gence of a middleclass in the west was closely related to the large numbers of young people who gradua-
ted out of universities to become lawyers, doctors, lecturers, managers and administrative experts in the 
growing economies of the post-war west, as well as entrepreneurs, and a supportive blue-collar class that 
nonetheless had a stable employ. Although circumstances of automation is changing job dynamics, it is 
foreseeable that growth in higher education will similarly transform Africa.

12  For declining productivity of developed economies, solving the lingering problems among the poor 
is the key to creating new and fast-growing markets. The poor are not a liability. Providing goods and 
services to the poorest people in the world creates opportunities for innovation, entrepreneurship and 
combines fighting poverty and profitability.
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depth and breadth as he engages not only with policy-shaping moguls and di-
plomats, but also with the ordinary men and women navigating the street-level 
realities of cooperation, prejudice, corruption, and opportunity forged by this 
seismic geopolitical development. With incisiveness and empathy, French reve-
als the human face of China’s economic, political, and human presence across the 
African continent-and in doing so reveals what is at stake for everyone involved.  
We meet a broad spectrum of China’s dogged emigrant population, from those 
singlehandedly reshaping African infrastructure, commerce, and even environ-
ment (a self-made tycoon who harnessed Zambia’s now-booming copper trade; 
a timber entrepreneur determined to harvest the entirety of Liberia’s old-growth 
redwoods but also by African investors like Aliko Dangote, said to have a net 
worth of US$10 billion. The Dangote Group has interests in oil, banking, con-
struction, agriculture, technology and manufacturing, all structured to harness 
the needs of Africa’s young population as an emergent market.(Forbes, 2019; Og-
bor, 2009: 275)  The rapid rate of urbanization is another significant feature. Col-
umn 6 shows the percentages of urbanization. With Africa moving from rural, 
subsistence agriculture-based economies, and populations resettling into towns 
and cities, the low rates of urbanization in countries like Uganda, DRC, Sudan, 
Kenya, Tanzania represent massive opportunities of economic growth. 

Besides being absorbed in technology driven opportunities generated in the 
legacy sectors of urban growth, education and health, African young adults are 
taking a lead in reshaping the continent in a variety of other ways. Column 9 
in the table above shows the percentage of internet use. Mobile phone use is 
far higher than internet use, yet the percentages of internet user are significan-
tly high. One of the continent’s most popular mobile phone services is M-Pesa. 
Launched in 2007 in Kenya by Safaricom, the service started out a simple me-
dium of sending payments among people considered “unbankable”, those with 
insufficient funds to open bank accounts, particularly women. In Kenya alone, 
M-Pesa now records upwards of US$12 billion in annual transactions and has 
spawned imitations across Africa and around the world. The service has created 
thousands of jobs for low income earners and facilitated growth in middle-ran-
ge industries and services. It also facilitates savings schemes that wholly bypass 
the credit card, and international remittances that drastically reduce operating 
costs.13(“Safaricom,” 2019.)  Another electronic financial services platform is 
Interswitch, founded by Nigerian engineer Mitchell Elegbe. The service allows 

13  M-pesa is the most easily told story of business success in Kenya, written about by every news outlet. 
More details can be found through M-pesa parent company, Safaricom.
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customers to transact online and process payments between financial providers 
without increasing costs while minimizing security risks. In the Nigerian con-
text it also came as a bank to the unbanked.(“Interswitch - Electronic Payment 
and Digital Commerce Solutions.” 2019). 

If education is one equalizer, affordable technology is the other because in-
formation is easily accessed, and a lot of technology-based skills are self-taught. 
Relatively inexpensive personal laptops, mobile phones and internet cybercafes 
have created a budding ecosystem of ideas around innovations, competitions, 
and regular service delivery across technology platforms. Quartz Africa repor-
ted that in 2017 and 2018 alone, about 130 tech hubs were opened around the 
continent, supported by venture capitalists, government-led youth initiatives 
and national telecommunication companies looking to harness the youth ma-
rket.(Dahir, 2018). 

The intersection of a college educated demographic with technology at a 
time when other economic arrangements have no secure jobs is that youth are 
compelled to tap into the short-term labor market, baptized as the gig economy 
in the west. The short-term labor market is not new to Africa; it has always 
existed as casual labor, that is, day jobs in farming, building, factories, popular 
entertainment, and women’s initiatives in food, cultural artifacts, dress-making, 
household labor and beauty. Technology has just created better connectivity, 
which has increased chances to market skills to new constituents and negotiate 
fairer pay. Youth also offer emergent technology services to older enterprises 
such as hotels, travel, and tourism, media houses and newspapers. By curating 
fresh ideas from the internet to suit local cultures, they are also revitalizing 
entertainment through comedy, music, movies and video. Connections that 
can be traced on business networking sites like LinkedIn are also indicative of 
how young people are building new professional relations, and publicizing their 
knowledge in business coaching, life-skill specialties, design and photography, 
culinary arts among others. These short-term opportunities are building new 
forms of social capital for a rapidly changing urban and global world. They are 
equally helping to navigate global networks; thus they are a cradle space for 
nurturing of critical versatility to cope with global socioeconomic disruption. 
Therefore, unlike earlier generations that were overwhelmed by intrusive global 
forces, this and future generations of Africans will not be blindsided by forces 
and events from other regions of the world. They are taking their place in the 
world and will in fact play an important role in shaping it future.  

Some of the emergent ideas are revitalizing older arenas of economic activi-
ty. One is iROKO, founded by Nigerian Jason Njoku in 2011, a movie and music 
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subscription service which rides on Nigeria’s highly successful Nollywood mov-
ie industry. It has helped actors and musicians make their trade profitable. In 
turn, Nollywood creates a wide variety of movies that are relevant to Africa’s vil-
lage, urban and global demographics. Ghana has tech startup known as MEST, 
which has opened opportunities to train and link up with investment funds 
from global entrepreneurs. RLabs, founded in Cape Town, South Africa special-
izing in customized technology solutions for more more than 100,000 young 
people from marginalized communities. Numerous other startups are grow-
ing because they are connecting communities to essential services like access 
to needs of health, farming, retailing, online education and civic obligations. 
There is also different breed of youth focused initiatives, originating from a va-
riety of religious communities. With majority of the population in sub-Saharan 
Africa being Christians, a lot of churches have initiatives rehabilitating, educat-
ing and life-skilling children and youth from disadvantaged backgrounds, or 
those drop out of school.(Priest; Kirimi, 2017). Not to mention that churches 
play a critical role in inspiring youth to aspire to a better life. 

Some young Africans have made news with ingenious ideas that are yet to 
turn into creative enterprises but indicate the extent of talent across the region.
(Beaurain, 2017). WoeLabs in Togo made the first “made in Africa” 3D printer 
from e-waste. Buni Hub in Tanzania built 3D printers. Ugandan Brian Turya-
bagy created a biomedical smart jacket that accurately diagnoses pneumonia 
four times faster than a doctor and sends the information via Bluetooth to a 
smartphone. Richard Turere of Kenya created a set of lion lights that reduce 
human-wildlife conflict. Nigerian Kehinde Durojaiye has crudely assembled a 
floating car-plane out of scrap material, trying to solve his city’s traffic gridlo-
cks. South Africa is building the Square Kilometer Array space telescope, which, 
when completed will be the world’s largest telescope—and is driving innovation 
in data analytics, storage and transport. An adapted form of space technology 
in Nigeria is collecting climate data to improve agricultural practices. South 
Africa has created the first Virtual Reality mine, allowing students to train in a 
simulated mining environment and the all too common avoid mining accidents.  

Another arena of change is cultural and sociopolitical activism. While gover-
nments often need external pressure to bring structural change, social media, 
multiple radio and TV channels, and live streaming is enabling youth to expose 
corruption, challenge police brutality, and shame non-performing public sec-
tors such as power companies, hospitals and road contractors. A younger class 
of African intellectuals are raising a chorus of dissent with their poorly perfor-
ming governments, and social activists have become vocal and visible beyond 
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country boundaries. Boniface Mwangi founder of Pawa254 in Kenya and Ugan-
dan Bobi Wine (Robert Kyagulanyi) both have raised huge followings of youth 
for their fight against political dysfunction. Mwangi is an award-winning pho-
tojournalist for photographic exhibitions that challenged Africans to develop 
a civic consciousness. (Mwangi, 2016)”publisher”:”Boom Twaff ”,”publisher-

-place”:”Nairobi”,”number-of-pages”:”340”,”source”:”Amazon”,”event-place”:”Nai
robi”,”abstract”:”In just over a decade, Boniface Mwangi has risen from poverty 
to prominence in Kenya. He is renowned for his powerful photographs and his 
courageous protests calling for social justice. However, little is known about the 
man himself. UnBounded is a collection of engaging personal stories that takes 
us through some of the people, places and events that have shaped Boniface, 
easily one of Kenya best known photographers and activists. It is a portrait of 
the child, the man and some of the human, harrowing and even humorous epi-
sodes that he has witnessed and photographed. This book tells of the two rema-
rkable women - his mother and grandmother - who influenced his character 
and inspired his drive to raise awareness about poverty, inequality and corrup-
tion. His work as a photo-activist is grounded in social engagement, collecti-
ve action and the need for justice. This is the story of a man of determination 
and warmth, a man who lives his life to make a difference. We cannot change 
the world as individuals. We can only change the world together.”,”ISBN”:”978-
9966-095-03-9”,”language”:”English”,”author”:[{“family”:”Mwangi”,”given”:”Bon
iface”}],”issued”:{“date-parts”:[[“2016”,10,1]]}}}],”schema”:”https://github.com/
citation-style-language/schema/raw/master/csl-citation.json”} . Kenyan public 
intellectual Wandia Njoya and a team of other well-educated Africans challenge 
systematic state abuses through concise writing on their social media platfor-
ms. (Njoya, 2019). Blogs award platforms such as South African Blog Awards, 
Kenya’s BAKE Awards, Jamii forums in Tanzania, Uganda blogging community, 
among others are increasingly acting as platforms for social, cultural and ci-
vic awakening.  Another is set Youtubers and vloggers, showcasing emergent 
talent, skill and artistry. Others are producing art using paintings, drawings, 
stencil, outdoor murals, garish symbolism, videos and photography to address 
economic sabotage by the corrupt political class.  Kudzani Chiurai of Zimbabwe 
became internationally recognized for producing art challenging Mugambe’s 
brutal grip on power.(“Kudzanai Chiurai - 125 Artworks, Bio & Shows on Artsy,” 
2019.) In Kenya, graffiti artists painted murals in the city center depicting cor-
rupt leaders as vultures preying on the most vulnerable. They also desecrated 
parliament grounds with grotesque effigies and the blood of pigs to caricature 
MPs for awarding themselves hefty salaries.  Even in countries where political 
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repression still limits activism, youth are still at the forefront of rebuilding their 
nations. For example, in Central African Republic, a country of 4.6 million peo-
ple recently torn apart by civil war, youth are organizing through religious com-
munities such as the Catholic Scouts Association to get other youth to return to 
school, get vaccinated, and deescalate conflict. 

These are highlights of the energies unleashed by a young population that 
is maturing at the intersection formal education, expanding technology, and 
the absence of a solid job market. This demographic faces a major unrealis-
tic expectation, that they will deliver the so-called magic bullet of youth en-
trepreneurship. Youth will certainly hustle to create opportunities where there 
are none, but given all the vibrancy and excitement they generate, there a risk 
that governments and global bilateral organizations will slack in providing cri-
tical infrastructure. Startup initiatives are inadequate for keeping economies 
revitalized. Governments need to create and implement the right policies to 
strengthen all levels. They also need provide the medical, housing and technical 
infrastructure that will facilitate a demographic transition from the youth bulge 
towards a middle class. 

Conclusion 
This paper has covered extensive ground, seeking to articulate a fuller narra-

tive of Africa rising. This paper is not in itself adequate to articulate all the ways 
the continent is changing, especially granted the geographic, linguistic and so-
ciopolitical differences. Yet this paper goes to show that continuing conversations 
among agents in the media, in academia, among demographers, bilateral organi-
zations and governments need to be detailed, nuanced and multifaceted. Better 
understanding and interpretation of data, proper representation of the continent’s 
achievements, opportunities and challenges is critical to forging the desired future. 
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