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Module Summary: 

This module provides an introductory approach to the study of Sub-Saharan Africa. Since the wave of 

independence that swept through the region in the 1960s, the states of the sub-continent have faced 

major challenges, ranging from nation-building and institutional consolidation to their integration into 

globalisation. In this perspective, the state emerges as a key element for understanding power relations, 

political change and economic development in Sub-Saharan Africa. 

The module begins with an overview of the colonial and postcolonial history of the sub-continent, which 

lays the foundations for the study of power relations and state institutions in the aftermath of 

decolonisation. In this context, it assesses the weight of the colonial legacy by examining how newly 

independent states developed into structurally weak “gatekeeper” states, characterised by “neo-

patrimonial” political systems based on the appropriation, accumulation and redistribution of state 

resources as political patronage. 

The module then explores several key topics, including the state of democracy three decades after the 

wave of democratic transitions in the 1990s, conflicts and new transnational threats, economic and 

development issues, and Sub-Saharan Africa’s agency in international relations.  

In a rapidly changing international context marked by shifting geopolitical alignments, the growing 

influence of emerging powers, and renewed global competition, particular attention will be devoted to 

the study of democracy and political change in Sub-Saharan Africa. The module will examine how these 

transformations affect domestic political dynamics, electoral processes and regimes’ strategies of 

legitimation, drawing on selected country case studies. 

 

Objectives: 

By the end of this module, students: 

- will have gained background knowledge of the political theory of the state in Sub-Saharan Africa 

and will be able to analyse its main features  

- should be able to identify the main structural challenges Sub-Saharan Africa states have been 

through since their creation against the backdrop of the evolution of the international system 

(sovereignty v. interdependence and dependence).  

- should be able to understand how such structural weaknesses have affected Sub-Saharan African 

states’ economic development and ability to control their territories and borders against 

transnational threats and external interventions 

- should be able to assess the impact and limits of democratic transitions  

- should be able to understand of how Sub-Saharan African states relate to each other and to the rest 

of the world politically and economically  
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Assessment: 

- An individual or group presentation (depending on the number of students enrolled in the course) 

on a specific country’s democratic trajectory (30%) 

- two papers: a concise one-page factsheet and a 1000-word report discussing the key political 

issues addressed in the presentation (30%) 

- A final online test (MCQ and SAQ) at the end of the semester (40%) 

 

Attendance 

Apart from the very first introduction class, initial lectures will be provided as asynchronous recordings 

(mainly the first 3 weeks).  

From then on, students will be expected to attend live online sessions on presentation days, as active 

participation in discussions is required. 

 

Contact : 

virginie.roiron@unistra.fr 
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