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Lectures 

Nicholas Spaull 
Room 202, Schumann building 
Tel: 021 808 9119 
nicholasspaull@gmail.com 
spaull@sun.ac.za  
 

www.nicspaull.com 
 

Course information 

3 American credits; 6 ECTS credits 

Venue: Schumann 208 

Tuesday  08:00 – 09:00 
Tuesday  10:00 – 11:00 
Wednesday  12:00 – 13:00 
___________________________ 

Evaluation 

Attendance & map quiz:   5% 

Summary/Comment:    5% 

Assignment:      10% 

Reviews:     40% 

Essay:      40% 

There will be no exam. 

**The above is subject to change 
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Economic and Development Problems in Sub-Saharan Africa 

 

Outcomes 

The aim of this course is to get you to think critically about some of 

the major developmental issues facing Sub-Saharan Africa today. 

While the purview of the course is by no means comprehensive, I 

have selected those topics that are both interesting to me, and of 

vital importance for development.  

Only to the extent that one requires factual information to 

comment intelligently on the topics at hand will you be required 

to absorb factual information. I want you to think! Learning (and 

thus research) is far more than the mere regurgitation of facts. I 

expect you to think and reason critically, to ask questions, and to 

probe logic. Thus, while the course is explicitly about development 

problems in Sub-Saharan Africa, I will also be using this content as 

a platform to teach general academic (and life) skills. Critical 

thinking is foremost among these. Not all information is of equal 

value, so you will learn how to find and use the most relevant 

information in readings and case studies, and to present this 

information in a concise and logical way.  

Resources 

I have created a resource DVD with all the required materials for 

the lectures. This includes audio interviews, video podcasts, video 

lectures, TED talks as well as the usual journal articles and book 

chapters. Those materials that are not provided on the resource 

DVD are marked with an asterisk (*) in the lecture schedule. The 

supplementary materials are for those students who wish to learn 

more about that topic, and are not compulsory for the lecture. 

The required reading is compulsory. Supplementary readings are 

often more advanced than the prescribed readings and may 

require some technical knowledge. 

While I realize there are lots of supplementary resources – I do not 

expect you to read/watch/listen to all of these However if you are 

doing your essay on one of these topics then I expect you to read 

all the supplementary material for that section (and obviously your 

own research). 

Consultations 

I am always available by email (I should reply within 24 hours) – 

don‟t abuse this. If you need a face-to-face meeting just email 

me to schedule one. 

Method of Instruction 

Three one hour lectures per week (highly interactional – you will 

be marked on it). When we have group work, no group may ever 

consist of only males/females or only students from one country 

(i.e. only Americans). 
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Assessment  

This is a continuous assessment course, with important due-dates spread throughout the semester. Class 

participation (questions, discussion, and debate) is included as an assessment criterion, and I expect active 

involvement from everyone in the class.  One or two students will be asked to verbally summarise or 

comment on that week‟s reading, or on a topic I prescribe. 

In your assignments I expect you to have read the relevant literature and present well thought-out 

arguments which hinge on your own thinking. I will mark accordingly; creativity and originality will be 

rewarded, as well as whether or not your arguments are logical and well researched.  

I realize that students in the class will have had different levels of exposure to the various types of writing I will 

assess. Consequently I will explain (in detail) what I expect and teach you how to do them (especially in the 

„Research Methods‟ class.) 

Weekly reviews 

In five of the 12 weeks I will set a review assignment for you to complete. Since only your top four 

assignments will contribute towards your final mark, you may miss one of these assignments. If you complete 

all five I will take the best four.  

 If the week‟s review is a journal article or book chapter, I expect you to present a short and concise 

summary of the main arguments presented in the paper/chapter – you must decide what you think are 

the three or so main points that are raised by the author(s). Secondly, you must present a critique of 

these arguments – do you agree/disagree? Why? Is the author biased? Etc. I will give you some 

examples of previous students reviews. 

 If the week‟s review involves a case study, I will assign some questions the week before which you will 

have to answer. 

Each review should be not more than 650 words, 1.5 line spacing, 12 font. You will be penalised if you do not 

adhere to these specifications. If you cite readings other than the prescribed reading include a 

bibliography – the bibliography does not count towards the word count. 

Comments will be given a number grade: (9-10) inspired, (7-8) clever and interesting, (5-6) meets 

expectations, (3-4) below expectations, and (0-2) needs serious improvement. (Note that a 9 or 10 will be 

unusual. Most grades will be between 4 and 8, and such grades are not inconsistent with getting an A or A- 

in the class. ( and 10 are reserved for unusual and outstanding work.) 

The purpose of the weekly reviews is twofold: (1) the ability to appraise information (not all information is of 

equal value) and to write concisely are both extremely important skills in academics and in the „real‟ world. 

(2) I want you to think critically about the principal readings beforehand, and to come to class ready to 

discuss the material. 

Essay 

You will be required to write one essay of approximately 8 pages which will be largely based on one of 

three books: (1) Guns, Germs and Steel by Jared Diamond, (2) Dead Aid by Dambisa Moyo, or (3) The White 

Man‟s Burden by William Easterly. While obvious, it is still worth mentioning: you MUST read the book you are 

writing on. The essay must present the main arguments of the book (2 pages) with the remaining part of the 

essay (6 pages) being an evaluation of the ideas presented in the book. You need to research what other 

authors have said about the book/ideas and state whether you agree or disagree with them and why. This 

is not just a summary of the various positions on that particular issue – you must assess the strength of the 

arguments, the evidence, the proposed solutions etc. You will be evaluated on the quality and originality of 

your arguments and insights.  
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- Lecture Schedule – 

 

Week 1 (6-10Feb) – Introduction and Research Methods 

(No reviews this week) 

Provide an introduction and overview of the course. Elaborate on the desired outcomes, method of 

instruction, means of testing, resource DVD, and any other miscellaneous administrative issues. 

Research methods lecture - The aim of this lecture is to give you a crash-course in research methods to 

make sure everyone is on the same page and able to do the required assignments. The emphasis of the 

lecture is practical as opposed to theoretical. Some of the questions we want to answer are: What is the 

purpose of research? What is good research? How does one „do‟ good research? How does one write an 

annotated bibliography? How does one „review/appraise‟ an article? Other topics we will discuss are: 

critical thinking/reading, referencing, argument, and structure (and consequently what I expect from your 

essays/appraisals). We will also discuss some of the more interesting topics in economics (sample-selection 

{and Randomized Control Trials}, incentives, statistics vs distributions, the post-hoc ergo propter hoc fallacy 

etc) and use them as case studies in critical thinking.  

Required: 

- McCloskey, D. 2000. Economical Writing 2nd Ed. Illinois: Waveland Press 

- Wainaina, B. How to Write about Africa Granta: 92 

 

Supplementary: 

- University of Limerick. 2005.Cite It Right – A Guide to Referencing using the Harvard Referencing Style 

- Harvard University. 2007. Writing with Internet Sources – A Guide for Harvard Students 

 

Week 2 (13 -17 Feb) – Why is Africa Poor? 

(No reviews this week – I will provide example reviews this week) 

Required: 

- Chapter 19 in Diamond, J. 1997. Guns, Germs and Steel, W.W. Norton and Company. 

 

Supplementary: 

- Acemoglu, D. and Robinson, J. 2010. “Why is Africa Poor?” Economic History of Developing Regions, vol 

25(1). 

- Collier, P. 2007. Chapter 1: Falling Behind and Falling Apart: The Bottom Billion. The Bottom Billion: Why 

the poorest countries are failing and what can be  done about it. Oxford University Press. 

- Jerven, M. 2010. “African Growth Recurring”. Economic History of Developing Regions, vol 25(2) 

- Collier, P. 2008. The Bottom Billion. EconTalk. (Audio podcast) 

Week 3 (20-24 Feb) – Botswana Case Study 

(Review: Robinson 2009 & HBS Botswana case study) 

Required: 

- Robinson. 2009. Botswana as a Role Model for Country Success, UNU-WIDER Research Paper No. 2009/40 

- Alfaro, L., Spar, D. And Allibhoy, F. 2005. Botswana: A Diamond in the Rough. Harvard Business School 

Case Study  

Supplementary: 
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- Acemoglu, D, Johnson, S, and Robinson, J. 2002. An African Success Story: Botswana. In In Search of 

Prosperity: Analytic Narratives on Economic Growth, ed. D. Rodrik. Princeton: Princeton University Press. 

 

Week 4 (27 Feb – 2 March) – Map quiz and Graph quiz 
There will only be a lecture on Tuesday 28th February, there will be no class on Wednesday 29th Feb or 

Thursday 1st March. 

 
Week 5 (5th – 9 March) – No lectures 

 
Week 6 (12 – 16 March) – Understanding Foreign Aid 
 
(Review: Easterly 2006 Planners vs Searchers ) 

Required: 

- Easterly, W. 2006. Chapter 1: Planners vs Searchers. In The White Man’s Burden. Oxford: Oxford University 

Press. 

- Sachs, J.D. 2005. The End of Poverty. Penguin Group. (Capitol Reader summary) 

 

Supplementary: 

- Easterly. W. 2002. The Cartel of Good Intentions: The Problem of Bureaucracy in Foreign Aid. Policy 

Reform, 2002, Vol. 5(4), pp. 223–250. 

- Birdsall, N. 2008. Seven Deadly Sins: Reflections on Donor Failings  In Easterly, W. (ed.) Reinventing Foreign 

Aid. Cambridge, Mass: The MIT Press. 

- Riddell, R. 2007. Why aid isn't working. In Does Foreign Aid Really Work? Oxford: Oxford University Press 

- Sachs, J.D. 2008. Authors@Google (Video podcast) 

- Sachs, J.D. 2005. The End of Poverty (Talk at the Carnegie Council). (Audio podcast) 

- Easterly, W. 2006. Authors@Google (Video podcast) 

- Easterly, W. 2008. On Growth Poverty & Aid. EconTalk. (Audio podcast) 

- Moyo, D. 2009. Dead Aid. Penguin Press. (*) 

- Intelligence Squared Debate „This house believes aid in Africa has done more harm than good‟ (Video 

podcast) (we will watch this in class) 

 
Week 7 (19 – 23 March) – Foreign Aid Case Study 
 
(Review: Mwenda video and HBS Foreign Aid case study) 

Required: 

- Alfaro, L., Werker, E. and Kim, R. 2007. Aid, Debt Relief, and Trade: An Agenda for Fighting World Poverty 

(A). Harvard Business School Case Study  

- Mwenda, A. 2010. Africa and the Curse of Foreign Aid (Video) Yale 

Supplementary: 

- William Easterly (2008). "Can the West Save Africa?  Journal of Economic Literature.  

- Michael Clemens and Todd Moss (2005). What's Wrong with the Millennium Development Goals? CGD 

Brief. 

 

Week 8 (26 – 30 March) – South Africa: Poverty and Inequality 
(Review: HBS South Africa case study) 

 

Required: 

- Adelal, R., Spar, D., and Cousins, K. 2003. Remaking the Rainbow Nation: South Africa 2002. Harvard 

Business School case study 
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- Van der Berg. 2010. Current Poverty and Income Distribution in the Context of South African History. 

Stellenbosch Working Paper. 

 

Supplementary: 

- Institute for Justice and Reconciliation. 2009. Poverty and Inequality. Ch4 in Transformation Audit (*)  

- Nattrass, N & Seeking, J. 2010. The Economy and Poverty in the Twentieth Century in South Africa. (more 

historical) 

- Gumede, V. 2009. Poverty in Post-Apartheid South Africa. (Audio podcast) 

- Easterly, W. 2008. On Growth Poverty & Aid. EconTalk. (Audio podcast) 

- Hans Rosling. 2007. New Insights on Poverty. (Video podcast) – we will watch this in class so no need to 

watch it before. 

 

Week 9 (2-6 April) – Stellenbosch University Holidays 

 

Week 10 (16 – 20 April) – South Africa: Education 

(1 page outline of essay – counts 15% of essay mark) 

 

Required: 

- Van der Berg. 2008. Poverty and Education International Institute for Educational Planning (IIEP) 

Education Policy Series. 

 

Supplementary: 

- Donaldson, A. 1992. Content, Quality and Flexibility: The Economics of Education System Change. S.A. 

Institute of Race Relations. 

- Van der Berg, S. 2008. How effective are poor schools? Poverty and educational outcomes in South 

Africa. Studies in Educational Evaluation 34(3), September: 145-154 

- Fleisch. 2008. Primary Education in Crisis. Juta & Co (Chapter 3 & 4) 

 

Week 11 (23-27 April) – South Africa: AIDS 

 
(Review: Nattrass 2010 What we Know About AIDS) 

 
Required: 

- Nattrass, N. 2010. What We Know About AIDS. In „Debunking Delusions‟ by Nathan Geffen. 

 

Supplementary: 

- UNAIDS. 2010. Global Report.  

- Nattrass, N. 2010. Still Crazy After All These Years: The Challenge of AIDS Denialism for Science. AIDS 

Behaviour (2010) 14:248–251 

- Rosling, H. 2009. HIV: New facts and stunning data visuals (Video podcast) (we will watch this in class) 

- Pisani, E. 2010. Sex, Drugs and HIV: let’s get rational. (Video podcast) (we will watch this in class) 

 

Week 12 (30 April- 4 May) – Overview lecture 
(Essays due on 31 April in the lecture) 

 

Acknowledgements: 

Parts of the above course outline follow the structure of “African Poverty and Western Aid” by Chris Blattman. His 

course outline can be found at: http://chrisblattman.com/teaching/, along with a variety of other resources and 

avice. Prof Blattman is a Development Economist at Yale University and his blog is worth following. 


